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What is basic income?

 A basic income is a periodic, unconditional cash
payment sent to individuals from the government.

 It ensures recipients can meet their basic needs and live 
with dignity, regardless of their work status.

 Different terms used to describe key characteristics of a 
basic income.

 Universal Basic Income (UBI) 

 Basic Income Guarantee(BIG)

 Guaranteed Livable Income (GLI)

 Negative Income Tax (a targeted basic income)



The basic income we want

In Canada, most basic income advocates 
support a livable basic income guarantee.

Definition: A Basic Income Guarantee (BIG) 
ensures everyone has sufficient income to 

meet basic needs and live with dignity, 

regardless of work status.



Six Principles of a BIG
1. Universally accessible – available to everyone when needed.

2. Unconditional – subject only to income and residency, regardless 
of work or relationship status.

3. Sufficient – to live with dignity and security. Indexed to the cost of 
living.

4. Respects Autonomy - Payable to individuals to be used at their 
sole discretion. Free of stigma and oversight. 

5. Complements social services - Part of a broad social safety net of 
universal supports and services. Leaves no one worse off as a result 
of receiving a basic income.

6. Reliable – Delivered on a regular schedule. Responsive to 
changing circumstances. Gradually reduced as income increases. 



History

 Arising from the civil rights movement, Americans began 
experimenting with a Negative Income Tax (a targeted basic 
income) in the 1960s and 70s.

 Canada was introducing the Canada Pension Plan (1966), 
universal health insurance (1972), and was making 
Unemployment Insurance and disability support payments 
more generous.

 In 1974, the Canadian government, in partnership with 
Manitoba, decided to conduct its own basic income 
experiment called Mincome.  Between 1975 and 1978 families 
in Winnipeg, Dauphin and several rural communities received 
a targeted basic income.

 The Mincome experiment lasted 3 years, and then was shut 
down



Ontario Basic Income Guarantee (BIG) 
Pilot

Fast forward to 2017, the federal government 
partnered with Ontario to provide a BIG to 
people in Hamilton, Lindsay and Thunder Bay.

 In June 2018, the Ontario Liberals lost the provincial election, 
and the new Ontario Conservative government cancelled 
the program in July 2018



Reading

 Evelyn L. Forget. (2020). Basic Income 

for Canadians: From the COVID-19 

Emergency to Financial Security for All.

Publisher: James Lorimer & Company 
Ltd., Toronto.



The pandemic accelerates the 
discussion about basic income

 CERB was not designed as a basic income program.

A conditional benefit: For those earning more than $5000 
in previous 12 months and has lost their jobs due to COVID, 
had reduced hours, or had childcare responsibilities due to 
school closure.

 CERB supported people to stay home.

 Those who returned to work, and earned more than 
$1000, lost 100% of the benefit.



CERB set the benchmark for 
“sufficiency”

 CERB set the precedent for the amount needed by most 
Canadians to meet basic needs and to live with dignity 
(the principle of sufficiency, and a benchmark for 
“livable”).



BC Expert Report on Basic Income

 Written by three economists (David Green (UBC); 
Jonathan  Kesselman (SFU); Lindsay Tedds (U of 
Calgary).

 Disappointing. 

 Recommended a targeted basic income for some, but 
not others.

 Left single parents (mostly women) and low-income 
workers living in deep poverty

 Report focused on recommending that the BC 
government improve and enhance social services and 
supports



Basic income advocates support their  
recommendations to improve and enhance 
BC’s social services and support

 Such as  extended health care benefits, housing supports, 
work supports, labour regulation reforms, education and 
training, and programs that support social inclusion and 
promote labour market attachment.



Income security programs are a 
federal responsibility

 Their report points to a jurisdictional problem.

 The writers were hired by the BC government, and the report 
recommends what the provincial government should do based 
on the current system, which is funded by the Social Transfer from 
the federal government.

 Advocates, including Basic Income BC, (petition with 513 
signatures) urges the BC government to enter into discussions with 
the federal government to create a new national livable basic 
income guarantee (BIG) for every adult who needs it.

 Provincial income assistance should be harmonized with a new 
federal basic income guarantee program, and provincial social 
services improved and augment to meet individual needs and 
vulnerabilities. 



Canada has a suite of income transfers 
that function like a basic income

 For seniors  - Canada Pension Plan; Old Age Security; 
and Guaranteed Income Supplement

 For families – Canada Child Benefit

 For workers  – Employment Insurance. EI needs to be 
reformed to include self-employed and precariat:

Only 40% of workers qualified for EI in 2018

Only 44% of millennials have full time good paying jobs.  



Myths

 People will stop working with they get a basic income. Research 
indicates  people do not substantially reduce their hours of work. 
Only two groups were identified as leaving the workforce: mothers of 
very young children and people who went back to school.

 A well-designed basic income would ensure there is no disincentive 
to work. The program should provide a gradual decline in the 
amount of the benefit as employment income increases 

 if the benefit declined by 50 cents for every dollar earned, workers would 
always be financially better off working an additional hour.



How much does it cost
 It depends on how the program is designed. The Parliamentary Budget 

Office (PBO) prepared several costing reports on the Ontario Basic 
Income Pilot, reporting gross costs as high as $90 billion.

 However, if provincial income assistance programs are replaced and the 
current array of refundable and non-refundable tax credits and special 
programs are reviewed and rationalized, then a net cost for a basic 
income is estimated at $20 billion.

 If inequality is addressed, and the wealthiest Canadians and corporations 
are required to pay their fair share, then the program could become 
revenue neutral.

 If down-stream cost savings are included in the calculation (such as 
savings in health, justice and other social systems) then the full benefit of 
the program can be calculated. The Mincome experiment demonstrated 
a savings of 8.5% in the health care system in 1970s). 



The benefits of a basic income

 With a basic income, people can make better life choices. 
Research has demonstrated that  a basic income improves health 
and wellbeing, reduces stress  and improves mental health. 

 Caseworkers would see their workload shift from managing client 
compliance with with a myriad of welfare regulations to working 
with them to improve their health and well being

 By reducing income inequality and eliminating poverty a basic 
income would improve social cohesion by improving community 
safety and security.  

 Income security is an essential enabler of community resilience as 
our economy shifts to support environmental and social 
sustainability. 
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https://basicincomebc.wordpress.com/
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