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Why Canada Won’t Go Broke
According to a controversial economic theory, racking up government debt from COVID-19 might not matter
BY MAX FAWCETT
Published 13:44, Oct. 5, 2020
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Liberals may have won the 2015 election in part because of their willingness to run deficits, but

they surely never imagined the one they’re currently carrying. According to the most recent numbers, the deficit for

the 2020/21 fiscal year could reach $343 billion—a figure nearly seven times as large as the deficit Canada racked up
during the 2008/09 financial crisis. We are likely heading toward the largest deficit since the Second World War.
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The money is being spent on everything from direct supports for Canadians, like the Canada Emergency Response
Benefit (CERB) and Canada Emergency Wage Supplement (CEWS), to transfers for provinces and municipalities, which
help them manage the sudden shortfalls in their own revenues. And, while it’s all in the service of preventing Canada’s
economy from flatlining from the devastating fallout of a global pandemic, it has some people wondering if the
treatment is worse than the disease. The economic snapshot released by the federal government in July described the
unprecedented deficit as the “challenge of our lifetime” while, in an August tweet, Conservative senator Leo Housakos
accused the prime minister of leading “the greatest country in the world into bankruptcy.”
But what if we didn’t have to raise taxes or cut spending to reduce our COVID-19 debt? What if the Bank of Canada
could pay it all down simply by printing more money? That’s the basic tenet behind modern monetary theory (MMT),
an economic idea that has found new popularity in recent months. MMT proposes that countries that issue their own
currency, like Canada and the United States, can’t go broke the way a household or business can and therefore don’t
need to worry quite as much about running up debt.
Leading this resurgence in MMT is Stephanie Kelton, a former economic adviser to Bernie Sanders and the author of

The Deficit Myth: Modern Monetary Theory and the Birth of the People’s Economy. In the book, she argues that the
prevailing narrative about government finances is informed by a false sense of scarcity when it comes to budgeting,
and that abandoning this belief could open up a range of possibilities for progressive legislation aimed at saving the
planet, improving living standards and education, and creating sustainable infrastructure—programs for which
governments always claim to not have enough money. “What if I showed you that the deficit bogeyman isn’t real?”
Kelton writes. “What if I could convince you that we can have an economy that puts people and planet first? That
finding the money to do this is not the problem?”
This is heresy among more conventional economists, never mind the politicians and pundits who pride themselves on
fiscal discipline. After all, we’ve been told for decades that government deficits and debt lead to a weaker currency,
more inflation, and ultimately financial ruin. We’ve also been told that there are basically two policy responses to debt
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and deficit: tax increases or spending cuts. But, after watching governments and central banks throw trillions of
dollars at the COVID-19-driven economic crisis only to have inflation disappear and interest rates drop to zero, that
consensus may be cracking. “There is a big rethink happening on this, even in the mainstream community,” says MarcAndre Pigeon, an assistant professor at the University of Saskatchewan’s Johnson Shoyama Graduate School of Public
Policy and a long-standing MMT proponent.
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As Pigeon argued in a policy brief, this rethink could fundamentally alter the way we understand the defining
challenges of a postpandemic world. Rather than worrying about balancing the budget or paying down debt,
governments could be empowered to invest in ways that address the social and environmental deficits we’ve been
racking up for decades. If we keep that in mind, Pigeon writes, we might find ourselves “discarding the fiscal scolds
just as Copernicus discounted those who insisted on the increasingly convoluted Ptolemaic model that put the earth at
its centre.”
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M

ODERN MONETARY THEORY

traces its origins to the early twentieth century, when a German economist named

Georg Friedrich Knapp theorized that the intrinsic value of a currency wasn’t a function of its relationship to a

commodity, like gold, but came from people’s faith in the government that backstopped that currency. In other words,
economies could print as much money as they needed; they weren’t constrained by the size of their gold reserves.
Knapp’s theory was augmented in the 1940s by Russian-born economist Abba Lerner, who suggested that, because
deficits could coexist easily with low inflation—and because printing money to pay for the former didn’t have to raise
the latter—government spending could be as ambitious as it needed to be. But Lerner’s ideas, already unconventional
at the time, became radioactive by the 1970s, when a nasty bout of stagflation (that is, the combination of rising
inflation and rising unemployment) hit the Western world.
MMT, however, wasn’t dead—just resting. For decades, the theory was discussed and debated only within the confines
of academia. That is, until Democratic representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez told Business Insider, in January 2019,
that MMT “absolutely” needed to be “a larger part of our conversation.” Suddenly, it seemed like everyone with even a
passing interest in economic theory was talking about the idea, either warming to its possibilities or recoiling from its
implications. As the Economist noted last July, “A profound shift is now taking place in economics as a result, of the
sort that happens only once in a generation.”
Not surprisingly, MMT has its share of detractors. “The idea that deficits don’t matter for countries that can borrow in
their own currency I think is just wrong,” said Federal Reserve chairman Jay Powell. In 2019, Berkshire Hathaway CEO
Warren Buffett suggested that, if a government relied on its central bank to buy its debt, this could reduce demand for
its currency, undermine the value of that currency, and eventually risk “spiralling” inflation, which when left
unchecked can burn through an economy like wildfire. His long-time business partner Charlie Munger went even
further, telling a CNBC reporter, “I am so afraid of a democracy getting the idea that you can just print money to solve
all problems. Eventually, I know, that will fail. ‘You don’t have to raise taxes, you just print.’ In the end, if you end up
printing too much, you end up like Venezuela.”
Munger was referring to the way inflation had ravaged the once-strong Venezuelan economy over the last decade,
driving millions into poverty and starvation. MMTers like Pigeon and Stephanie Kelton readily acknowledge both the
risks of inflation and the need to contain it. But the notion that a stable democracy like Canada could quickly devolve
into a failed kleptocracy like Venezuela ignores that the Canadian government actually has a number of preemptive
tools at its disposal, from tax increases to more stringent regulations on lending and finance, that would control the
amount of money flowing through the economy and avoid sparking episodes of runaway inflation.
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There’s also the fact that the conventional understanding of the relationship between deficits and inflation can’t
explain Japan, where enormously high debt-to-GDP levels (it surpassed 200 percent in 2019; in Canada, debt was
approximately 31 percent of GDP that year) have coexisted with a strong currency and ultralow interest rates for
decades. According to some traditional economists, this shouldn’t be possible—those deficits and that debt should
have pushed down demand for the yen, which in turn would have made Japan’s imports more expensive, thus fuelling
inflation and triggering a jump in the interest rate to snuff it out. But inflation in Japan has remained relentlessly and
remarkably muted, and its currency trades at the same valuations as it did back in the 1990s.
We have our own examples of debt and deficits not leading to economic ruin here in North America. In 2008/09,
central banks pumped trillions of dollars into global credit markets in an effort to avert total economic collapse.
Despite dire warnings about the imminent threat of inflation, it never actually materialized. Interest rates remained
low, the US dollar remained strong, and inflation remained conspicuously muted. Nevertheless, those warnings have
returned as governments backed up their proverbial trucks in an effort to prevent another economic collapse in the
face of COVID-19, and they will almost certainly continue to shape the conversation around what we do after the virus
passes.
But MMT offers an intriguing alternative to the fiscal austerity that Canada turned to in the 1990s and 2000s in order
to start cutting into the national debt. And, according to Pigeon, this country is well-positioned to serve as an
incubator for these new ideas. Not simply because we issue our own currency but because the Bank of Canada enjoys a
rare level of freedom. “I think Canada’s probably been a better case study for the MMT propositions than the United
States,” he says, “in the sense that, operationally, there’s very few restrictions around what the Bank of Canada can do
versus what the Federal Reserve can do.”
This isn’t just a matter for fiscal-policy wonks. Embracing MMT and investing in ways to address our social and
environmental deficits could help policy makers close the gap between rich and poor, heal some of the fissures in
society, and avoid the kind of populist flashpoints that Pigeon believes has led to situations like Brexit and the Trump
presidency. As working people have fallen ever further behind those with capital and wealth, they’ve increasingly
turned to political leaders who promise easy solutions. In that light, inflation might be the least of Canada’s problems.
“There are worse outcomes,” Pigeon says, “and I think we’ve lived a lot of that in the last thirty or forty years.”
Indeed, as a trio of pro-MMT economists argued in a 2019 Financial Times piece, “Commenters are not wrong that
some of these proposals and tools will be controversial. What is ignored by this criticism is the fact that our current
approach of managing inflation on the backs of a very indebted and underemployed public is also controversial.” Time
will tell whether we can get past the language of belt-tightening and boot-strapping to have a more creative
conversation about the role and purpose of government spending. But one thing is already clear: governments can
spend far more during an emergency than we ever thought possible. The real question is how we’ll define what
qualifies as an emergency—and how willing we’ll be to respond to it.
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How Tim Hortons Became a Political Prop
Polarization has infiltrated Canada’s most iconic brand
BY MAX FAWCETT
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F YOU ASKED

Canadians to name the company they associate most closely with their country, Tim Hortons would

surely top the list. It’s hard to think of an aspect of Canadian life the brand hasn’t infiltrated, from our language

(the term “double-double” is now in the Canadian Oxford Dictionary) to our army (between 2006 and 2011, Canadian
troops could get their Timbit fix at a location in Afghanistan’s Kandahar military airfield).
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Some of this has to do with the brand’s sheer ubiquity. Its 1995 merger with Wendy’s gave Tim Hortons the financial
clout to push deeper into new markets, and as of 2018, the company had 4,846 locations across Canada. You can chalk
up the rest to a solid PR strategy that revolves around a long and productive relationship with hockey. After all, what
could be more Canadian than a restaurant chain created by a Toronto Maple Leaf? For years, Tim Hortons has funded
community hockey across the country and enlisted down-to-earth NHL icons like Sidney Crosby and Wayne Gretzky as
spokespeople. Recent ads draw a direct link between the Great One and an encounter with the founder at a newly
opened location in Brantford, Ontario, back in 1968. The young Gretzky forgot to bring something for his idol to sign,
but his mother grabbed a napkin and handed it to Horton, who wrote, “Wayne, Best Wishes, Tim Horton.” (Gretzky’s
dad still has that napkin.)
This kind of marketing savvy helps explain how an otherwise unremarkable coffee-and-doughnut chain managed to
mirror our national sense of self. “It’s welcoming, it’s down to earth, it has no pretensions, it’s polite, it’s courteous,”
McGill University marketing professor Robert Mackalski told the Guardian in 2018, when the British newspaper
decided to cover the company’s place in the Canadian psyche. “It’s Canada itself.” Tim Hortons is also helped by the
fact that many other successful Canadian companies are compromised in some way. Bombardier and SNC -Lavalin are
pariahs in most of the country; oil and gas have achieved almost mythic status in Alberta and Saskatchewan but are
increasingly unpopular in urban centres to their west and east. Tim Hortons, on the other hand, bridges the divides
between east and west, urban and rural. It’s the club sandwich of corporate identities—not everyone’s favourite, but
nobody’s least favourite either.
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There is at least one divide Tim Hortons has been useful in sharpening, though. The company’s success in establishing
its blue-collar bona fides has made it both a magnet and a metaphor for a part of the population that often feels—and
gets—ignored. “What I see when I’m there,” Bruce Philp, an author and retired branding consultant, told Maclean’s in
2018, “are a lot of trucks in the parking lot, people in reflective vests and hardhats, and counter staff who know
customers by name or call them ‘hon.’” For this demographic, argues Philp, the Tim Hortons brand isn’t an abstraction
but a “third space” between home and work “with a pointed lack of pretence that makes them feel comfortable and
understood.”
This conflation of class and coffee isn’t unique to Canada. In both the United States and Great Britain, one’s preferred
method of obtaining caffeine can say a lot about their politics. Back in 2005, New York magazine reported on the
“coffee class war” then brewing between Dunkin’ Donuts, with its charm-free, no-frills fare, and Starbucks, which
favours speciality items. And, in the UK, the demonization of certain kinds of coffee as symbolic of predatory
capitalism reached new heights when Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn, famous for his radically socialist platform, shared
the term “posh coffee” in a 2017 reelection fundraiser.
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But few precedents exist, I think, for the scale on which Tim Hortons seems to have become embroiled in class
resentment. This partly helps explain why Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s choice of doughnuts this past January
ended up provoking one of social media’s more ludicrous outbursts in recent memory. Trudeau, who doesn’t actually
drink coffee at all, went out to buy doughnuts for his caucus meetings during a retreat in Winnipeg and made the
fateful decision to support a local business rather than the nearest Tim Hortons. That small business charged $35 for a

dozen doughnuts—in part so that it could afford a higher hourly pay for staff, unlike a certain Canadian institution
which has attracted protests over its refusal to pay a living wage. This act of doughnut disloyalty was apparently an
intolerable insult to some people on Twitter. Even Trevor Noah, the host of The Daily Show, weighed in on the
noncontroversy: “Really, Canada? That’s your scandal? Your prime minister brought the wrong doughnuts?”
It was never really about the doughnuts, though. Instead, it was about how polarization managed to colour a brand
that continues to have unparalleled cultural purchase with Canadians despite having been owned by a Brazilian
investment firm since 2014. It’s no surprise, for example, that, during the same week as Trudeau’s doughnut scandal,
Peter McKay, who is running to be leader of the Conservative Party of Canada, was filmed being interviewed in a Tim
Hortons.
It’s not just conservative politicians who have inclined toward the friendly confines of a Timmys, either. Back in 2003,
Sheila Copps launched her doomed bid for Liberal Party of Canada leadership at a Tim Hortons location—one of
Canada’s first—in Hamilton, Ontario. And no wonder: so-called Tim Hortons voters remain one of the biggest prizes in
Canadian politics given both their sheer numbers and the fact that they skew older and therefore tend to vote more
regularly. “Where politicians once made church basements the fixture of their campaign road trips,” the Toronto Star’s
Susan Delacourt wrote in her 2013 book, Shopping for Votes: How Politicians Choose Us and We Choose Them, “the
refreshment-stop of choice is now the ubiquitous Tim Hortons.”
Some of this dates back to former prime minister Stephen Harper, who perfected the political weaponization of the
double-double. Harper frequently used Tim Hortons locations as backdrops for announcements or photo ops and, in
2009, even skipped a meeting of world leaders at the United Nations General Assembly to give a speech at the Tim
Hortons Innovation Centre, in Oakville, Ontario. “In the space of a couple of minutes,” Delacourt wrote, “Harper
managed to link this doughnut store to many great things about Canada: hockey, family and even Pierre Berton,
chronicler of Canada’s nation-building efforts.”
But the brand is not as bulletproof as it used to be. A 2018 brand-reputation ranking conducted by Leger saw Tim
Hortons come in at fiftieth place—just a year earlier, it had ranked fourth. Even worse, the University of Victoria’s
Peter B. Gustavson School of Business’s annual brand trust ranking that same year had Tim Hortons coming in at
203rd—a massive drop from the number one spot it had occupied as recently as 2015.
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Some of the heaviest fire the company has taken recently was due to the very public decision by some franchisees to
cut employee benefits in response to the Ontario government’s mandated minimum-wage hike in 2018. One of those
franchises was owned by none other than Ron Joyce Jr., the son of Tim Hortons co-founder Ron Joyce, and Jeri Lynn
Horton-Joyce, the daughter of Tim Horton himself. “Ron Joyce Jr. Enterprises Ltd. gave staff members a letter to sign
indicating that they agreed to a series of compensation changes, including eliminating paid breaks, and asking them
to pay the majority of costs associated with benefits,” the CBC noted. As it turned out, the couple was at their winter
home in Florida at the time.
Tim Hortons’s fall from commercial grace was underscored when, in the midst of Prince Harry and Meghan Markle’s
disengagement from the British royal family, the company’s Twitter account tried to score a digital win: “No pressure,
Meghan and Harry, but if you do choose to move to Canada, free coffee for life. Think about it.” In response, many
Canadians drew attention to the fact that the company could apparently afford to give wealthy royals free coffee but
routinely balked at increasing the wages of its own employees.
It’s hard to imagine such an innocuous tweet provoking such a hostile response even a few years ago, and it speaks to
the dangers of brands being politicized. That said, we haven’t seen the end of politicians posing with their doubledoubles, and the local Tim Hortons still serves as a de facto community centre in towns and cities across the country.
(This month, Global News reported that, from 2015 to 2019, Canada’s forty-second Parliament spent $116,415 at
various Tim Hortons locations, making it the most popular restaurant for MPs.)
But that may be as much a function of cultural inertia as it is a sign of things to come. The company announced that
its new strategy for 2020 involves, according to the Financial Post, “a return to its roots as a simple coffee-and-

doughnuts chain.” But, after more than a decade of serving as this country’s political prop of choice, and at a time
when polarization seems to keep getting worse, it’s not at all clear that Tim Hortons can turn back the clock on its
relationship with Canadians.
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How Universal Basic Income Will Save the Economy
Until recently, the idea lived on the political margins. Then the pandemic changed everything
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H

OW YOU FEEL

about the idea of the government giving people free money depends a lot on where you sit on the

political spectrum. For some, a universal basic income (UBI ) is a sensible way to fight poverty and share

prosperity while, for others, it’s an invitation to sloth and moral decay. But, until this year, it was mostly an idea that
lived on the margins of the political mainstream, debated and discussed in academic circles and overlooked by almost
everyone else. Then, as with so many other things, COVID-19 changed everything.
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Now, in the span of just a few weeks, the idea of a UBI has moved to the front lines in the increasingly urgent effort to
support economies that have been waylaid by the measures being taken to fight COVID-19 . And, while it has
traditionally been the exclusive territory of wonkish economists and progressive politicians, it is now supported—and
in some cases championed—by high-profile conservatives who would have shunned it just a few months ago. In midMarch, Utah senator Mitt Romney publicly endorsed the concept, and a few days later, a version of it found its way into
Donald Trump’s $2 trillion (US) economic stimulus package, which will provide each American adult with a $1,200
“recovery rebate.” In the United Kingdom, prime minister Boris Johnson indicated that he was willing to consider the
idea, and on April 3, the editorial board of the Financial Times, one of the most unabashedly procapitalist publications
in the world, wrote that “policies until recently considered eccentric, such as basic income and wealth taxes, will have
to be in the mix.”
Here in Canada, it’s a former adviser to Conservative prime minister Stephen Harper who has most vocally (and
effectively) made the case for a $2,000-per-month cash payment to all Canadians. “While it pains me as a conservative
to suggest this,” Ken Boessenkool wrote in a Globe and Mail op-ed, “the government should consider adding another
$27-billion dollar expenditure for a Crisis Basic Income as a supplement to what has been announced.” He’s not alone.
On April 2, the Business Council of Alberta, an organization that was founded last year by heavyweights like former
pipeline executive Hal Kvisle and TransAlta CEO Dawn Farrell, endorsed an even more generous temporary payment of
$2,500 a month.
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Conservatives aren’t suddenly flocking to the idea of a UBI because of a newfound concern with structural poverty or
income inequality. They’re doing it because it’s the most efficient way to get money into the hands of individuals and
prevent the economy from seizing up completely—and because it largely cuts government bureaucracy out of the
equation. But they may soon find that their preferred economic cure to the coronavirus will long outlive the enemy it
was intended to fight. After all, income taxes were first introduced as temporary measures intended to address a shortterm crisis and are still with us today. The Spanish government has already announced its intention to not only
implement a basic income but also, according to economy minister Nadia Calviño, to make sure it’s something that
“becomes a structural instrument, a permanent instrument.” Will Canada be next?

T

HE PREPANDEMIC

case for a universal basic income was both simple and seductive. As income inequality

continues to grow and the disruptive impact of technology leads to less security and stability for a growing list of

industries and careers, a UBI can protect people from slipping through the ever-expanding cracks in our social safety
net. That was the pitch that Andrew Yang, a forty-five-year-old tech entrepreneur, made in his 2018 book, The War on

Normal People—and in his surprisingly successful campaign for the Democratic presidential nomination. “The
challenge we must overcome,” he wrote, “is that humans need work more than work needs us.”
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Helping us overcome that challenge isn’t the only thing a UBI could do. Take, for example, its impact on homelessness,
a problem that governments across the country continue to struggle badly with. As Tim Richter, the CEO of the
Canadian Alliance to End Homelessness, wrote in a 2016 compendium prepared by the Canadian Centre for Policy
Alternatives (CCPA ) “a guaranteed annual income would also help to make it far less likely that job loss divorce

Alternatives (CCPA ), a guaranteed annual income would also help to make it far less likely that job loss, divorce,
family conflict, domestic violence, injury, or illness result in homelessness. And it would help the many homeless
people who do not now qualify for other forms of assistance.” Combined with the right housing policies and public
services, Richter argued, a UBI “could be transformational in Canada’s response to homelessness.”
Then there’s the impact a UBI would have on smaller communities in this country, ones that have borne the brunt of
globalization and urbanization. “Seasonal workers would not be shamed for selling their labour to the industries we
benefit from—the fisheries, forestry, tourism, agriculture, outdoor recreation—or pressured in the off-season to seek a
job that isn’t there,” wrote Karen Foster, a professor of sociology at Dalhousie University. “If we stick with a system
that punishes and treats with suspicion workers in these industries, we will continue to see labour shortages and
disappearing small communities.”
And, according to Sheila Regehr, a retired federal public servant and the chairperson of the Basic Income Canada
Network, it could even, perhaps counterintuitively, help us manage some of our country’s growing health care costs.
“Income is the leading determinant of health,” she wrote. “Poverty and income insecurity translate into expensive
health care needs. A key solution to rising health care costs that preoccupy governments is not in the healthcare
system; it is in income security.” The connection between poverty and health outcomes probably explains why, in
2015, 194 Ontario doctors signed a letter to then minister of health Eric Hoskins calling for a basic-income pilot
program.
But the most important contribution that a UBI could make to our lives is raising our expectations of what
governments can—and should—do. “Thinking of basic income in those terms, less as a single program and more as an
objective for all governments, changes the frame; it shifts the expectations of government,” wrote Alex Himelfarb and
Trish Hennessy, the editors of the CCPA ’s 2016 compendium. “It holds up a guiding point by which to assess
government initiatives to alleviate poverty, to reduce income inequality and to address precarity in the labour market.”
That’s even more important today. COVID-19 has already badly wounded our economy and killed more than 2,500
Canadians, but it is also opening our eyes to the possibility that, contrary to what we’ve been told so often by so many
over the last few decades, governments can be a powerful force for good in our lives. As Nathaniel Erskine-Smith, a
Toronto Liberal MP, noted during a recent episode of the podcast he hosts, “Hopefully, this is a policy measure that
we’re able to build on into the future, and someone having this conversation decades from now will say, ‘Out of that
crisis, we saw a major social-policy shift and expanding of the social safety net in a way that reduced poverty in the
most serious way in generations.’ Maybe some good can come from such a horrible situation.”
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HE FIRST

real-world test of this unconventional idea began, appropriately enough, in the wake of an era when all

kinds of unconventional ideas got tested: the late 1960s. In the four American pilot programs, which took place in

big cities, like Seattle and Denver, as well as in rural areas, the data suggested some reduction in the “willingness to
work” of the people who received a guaranteed basic income. But data from Manitoba’s 1970s “Mincome” project,
which ran pilots in Winnipeg, Dauphin, and a collection of rural sites in the province, eventually suggested that the
money had a negligible impact on work rates with the exception of postsecondary students and women who were
caring for young children.
In both cases, though, the experiments were small in scale and the data anything but conclusive—something that
invited attacks from both sides of the political spectrum. In the years since, the right has used these examples to
confirm the belief that giving people free money turns them into feckless layabouts. On the left, meanwhile, there was
a very real concern that a universal basic income was simply an attempt to replace social programs that people
depended on—a bait-and-switch that would give governments cover to weaken the social safety net progressives had
fought so hard to build. The fact that the idea had the support of Milton Friedman, the American economist who
helped lay the intellectual foundations for the kind of conservative thinking that produced politicians like Margaret
Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, naturally fed that fear. And so, with those battle-lines drawn, the question largely faded
from view until it was revived in Ontario by Kathleen Wynne’s Liberal government, in 2017.
Wynne’s three-year, $150 million pilot program was intended to provide a fixed income for people with low or no

earnings in Brantford, Hamilton, Lindsay, Thunder Bay, and a few smaller municipalities. Single people were eligible
to receive up to $16,989 annually and couples as much as $24,027, with all of these payments reduced by 50 cents on
every dollar of earned income. But, just ten months into the program’s lifespan, it was cancelled by Doug Ford’s newly
elected conservative government, with the final payments being made last March. The reason, according to Lisa
McLeod, the former minister of children, community, and social services? “When you’re encouraging people to accept
money without strings attached, it really doesn’t send the message that I think our ministry and our government
wants to send,” she told the Canadian Press.
As it turns out, though, the program appeared to have been delivering results. According to a recent survey of 217 of
its participants, Ontario’s UBI experiment was improving lives, reducing poverty, and allowing people to make better
choices—exactly as its proponents had predicted. According to Wayne Lewchuk, a McMaster University economics
professor who helped design the survey, more than three-quarters of respondents who had been working before the
pilot stayed employed, with many using the payments to improve their circumstances. “Many of those who continued
working were actually able to move to better jobs, jobs that had a higher hourly wage, that had in general better
working conditions, that they felt were more secure,” he told the CBC ’s As It Happens. Rather than discouraging
people from working, the money bought them time to find better and more fulfilling jobs—ones that would ultimately
create more tax revenue for the government.
Just as importantly, the survey showed substantially improved health outcomes for the pilot program’s participants,
with the vast majority of respondents indicating everything from a better diet and more positive relationships with
family members to fewer hospital visits. “What became clear is that, as people moved to some stability, their health
improved, their mental health improved, their outlook on life improved,” Lewchuk said. “You have to believe that
actually made them more employable.”

A

NATIONAL UBI

would be a major shift in Canadian public policy, but we’ve actually had forms of guaranteed

income for quite some time now. Both Old Age Security, which has been around for nearly a century, and the

Guaranteed Income Supplement give seniors the equivalent of a universal basic income. Parents, meanwhile, receive
the Canada Child Benefit, which has been increased in recent years and helped lift nearly half a million children out of
poverty in the process. “The issue for Canada is not whether a good basic income is possible but who is currently left
out,” Regehr wrote in a 2016 compendium produced by the CCPA . “How can we fix that?”
The answer, prior to the outbreak of COVID-19 , was clear: pay more taxes. In 2018, Canada’s parliamentary budget
officer estimated that, if a national UBI were constructed along the lines of Ontario’s pilot program, it could cost as
much as $79.5 billion. If existing federal programs that support low-income Canadians and vulnerable groups were
withdrawn, that would reduce the net cost by $32 billion and leave the final bill at $44 billion. Last’s year federal
budget predicted that a GST at 5 percent would bring in $40 billion. Covering another $44 billion in spending would
mean at least doubling the rate. Given the resistance that tends to get mounted at even the hint of a minor tax
increase, it stands to reason that jacking up the GST could incite protests in large parts of the country.
Today, though, it’s a different story. And, just as we saw a major reassessment of the role that governments should
play in the aftermath of the Second World War, we may well see a similar adjustment in the wake of COVID-19 .
“Beyond defeating the disease, the great test all countries will soon face is whether current feelings of common
purpose will shape society after the crisis,” the Financial Times’ editorial board wrote recently. “As western leaders
learnt in the Great Depression, and after the second world war, to demand collective sacrifice you must offer a social
contract that benefits everyone.” There might not be a better way to do that than by implementing a universal basic
income.
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