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Tackling Inequality:  
The Under-Explored GAI Option
Patrick Gossage

Since the 2008 collapse of the global financial system 
and the subsequent popular blowback—manifested in 
the Occupy Wall Street movement—against unfettered 
wealth, the problem of inequality has become part 
of the political lexicon with the term “One per cent.” 
Veteran Liberal strategist Patrick Gossage says the 
Trudeau government’s budget does not go far enough  
in addressing the problem.

T he 2016 Federal Budget speech  
 was not very forthcoming on  
 one of the overriding issues 
of our era—continuing high levels 
of poverty and inequality in modern 
Western societies. 

Barack Obama, in his last State of the 
Union address, was direct on the is-
sue. He said that the world is in the 
midst of extraordinary change that is 
reshaping the way people live that can 
either “broaden opportunity or widen 
inequality.” As he had previously, he 
named inequality as the first of four 
“big questions” facing the country.

The Liberal government in its 2016 
budget could be seen to be agreeing 
with this basic analysis, but took baby 
steps in addressing it. The new Cana-
dian Child Benefit is touted as lifting 
300,000 families out of poverty. The 

Prime Minister Trudeau talks to Toronto area families about how they will benefit with Canada’s Child Benefit implemented in Budget 2016.  
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generous non-taxable cheques for up 
to $6,400 per child for a family with 
income under $30,000 will make a 
huge difference. The rich will pay 
more taxes, the middle class less—a 
constant theme in the election. (As 
Pierre Trudeau’s finance minister, Al-
lan MacEachen once said, “We don’t 
need the bankers’ vote!”.)

But it remains to be seen if the over-
all impact of an “investment” budget, 
while demonstrably helping the tar-
get of the budget—the middle class, 
will indeed help families working 
hard to join it. In some respects, we 
will have to trust the new govern-
ment to achieve its stated goal:  “The 
investments in Budget 2016 help to 
extend opportunities to more Cana-
dians, and will help to build a health-
ier, more creative, more generous and 
more just Canada”. Justin Trudeau’s 
father’s “just society” updated.

Poverty advocates have been mod-
estly pleased with the changes, and it 
would appear that Ottawa will try and 
persuade the provinces not to end so-
cial assistance for the poor on the ba-
sis of the new income from the CCB.

However, the clouds of a growingly 
unequal society will not be blown 
away by this budget. Dystopian pre-
dictions will continue, like this one in 
the London Review of Books in February:

Nick Hanauer, an American entre-
preneur and multibillionaire, who 
in a TED talk in 2014 confessed 
to living a life that the rest of us 
“can’t even imagine,” said, “What 
do I see in our future today you 
ask? I see pitchforks, as in angry 
mobs with pitchforks, because 
while … plutocrats are living be-
yond the dreams of avarice, the 
other 99 per cent of our fellow 
citizens are falling farther and far-
ther behind.” 

How soon we forget the “Occupy” 
movement. The Canadian, anti-con-
sumerist, pro-environment group/
magazine Adbusters initiated the call 
for a protest on Wall Street and it 
quickly spread to 81 countries. It dra-
matically focused the world’s atten-
tion on income disparity in modern 
capitalist societies. The 2008 Wall 
Street bank crisis and subsequent 
rescues was the trigger and shone a 

spotlight on the unfairness of a sys-
tem in which affluent bankers were 
bailed out whereas ordinary folk lost 
their houses and jobs. In Canada, 
giant compensation for bank execu-
tives still fuels the 99 per cent fire, as 
do recent revelations of how the rich 
move assets offshore.

Noam Chomsky wrote in 2013: “The 
idea of the 1 per cent and the 99 per 
cent has become common. The Occu-
py movement succeeded in tapping 
attitudes and understandings that 
have been hidden below the surface. 
It brought them out. It exploded. Oc-
cupy lit a spark, and it has changed 
the substance and tone of national 
discourse on crucial issues.” 

C anada does not escape the  
 curse of inequality: Canada  
 still gets a “C” grade and ranks 
12th out of 17 peer countries. The top 
20 per cent of Canadians now account 
for 70 per cent of the total wealth in 
this country. New Statistics Canada 
data show a deeply unequal Canada in 
which wealth is concentrated heavily 
in the top 10 per cent while the bot-
tom 10 per cent hold more debts than 
assets. This is staggering.

The lasting power of these damning 
analyses of the rich getting richer and 
the poor getting poorer has recently 
provoked a revived interest in a holis-
tic solution—the Guaranteed Annual 
Income (GAI).

Simply put, poverty, at its most basic 
level, is about having too little mon-
ey. It is almost intuitive to solve this 
by simply giving poor people more. 
That is what a basic income for all is 
about. Admittedly, this budget takes 
a stab at that.

Ironically, Pierre Trudeau joined with 
Manitoba in 1974 to mount the most 
extensive study of GAIs ever. It was 
called Mincome. The project was cut 
short in 1979 without much analysis.

Ten thousand residents of Dauphin, 
Manitoba took part. Evelyn Forget of 

the University of Manitoba recently 
unearthed and finally analyzed the 
data. She found very positive results. 
Among these, hospital and family 
doctor visits plummeting by 8.5 per 
cent compared to a nearby town, and 
a high-school graduation rate among 
teenage boys increasing significantly. 
GAI works.

There has been GAI noise in many 
jurisdictions. Ontario announced a 
pilot project in its last budget. There 
is action in several European nations. 
Finland will launch a GAI experiment 
in 2017, and the Dutch city of Utrecht 
began a GAI project in January. Swiss 
voters will go to the polls in June to 
vote on a generous GAI that would 
give 2,500 Swiss francs (C$3,350) a 
month to every citizen.

GAI’s future under this government 
is clouded, even if Jean-Yves Duclos, 
federal minister of families, children 
and social development, has shown 
interest, and has a mandate to come 
up with a Canadian poverty-reduc-
tion strategy.

Conservative finance critic Lisa Raitt—
a potential leadership candidate, has 
expressed interest. Imagine GAI as 
part of a Conservative platform. Sev-
eral mayors, including Calgary’s pop-
ular Naheed Nenshi, support the idea. 
But it would appear the Liberals have 
gone as far as they are going to in di-
rectly addressing inequality. 

Folding all manner of social support 
programs—federal, provincial and 
even municipal into one basic in-
come plan would be a monster un-
dertaking, The current government 
has enough grand reforms on its plate 
to make this an early priority. But the 
public’s gnawing concern about in-
come inequality will not go away.   
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Simply put, poverty, at its most basic level, is 
about having too little money. It is almost intuitive 

to solve this by simply giving poor people more. That is 
what a basic income for all is about.  


