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Billionaire growth is out of control —
and we’re paying the price
If we want to improve people’s lives, we may need to look at reversing half a century of

regressive taxation and raise wages from the bottom up.

While the wealthy have rode a four-decade-long gravy train, the story for most Canadians is that of falling real wages, diminished services, and economic insecurity,
writes Carlo Fanelli. Unsplash photograph by Towfiqu Barbhuiya
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A new Oxfam report finds that the fortunes of the five richest billionaires
more than doubled from $405- to $869-billion over the last three years.
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Meanwhile, the world’s top 148 corporations’ profits are up more than 50 per
cent and closing in on $2-trillion. At the same time, more than five billion
people were added to the world’s poor. But while the world’s billionaires
come under increased scrutiny, they are also busy at work launching a public
relations campaign to avoid public outrage. 

Consider Frank Stronach, who in a recent op-ed lays blame directly on the
shoulders of public servants for today’s economic woes. Why is this a
problem? Apparently because public sector workers lead to bigger deficits and
are a drag on economic growth.

Even if we ignore the fact that federal public sector employment accounts for
0.09 per cent of the total Canadian population, there are fewer federal workers
today than there were 30 years ago—357,000 versus 382,000—and that was
when there were 10 million fewer Canadians around. The same rings true
across virtually every level of government, despite a global pandemic that
added tens of thousands of workers to public health, employment and social
services.

There is also no correlation between economic performance and the size of
government. It is not so much the size of the bureaucracy that matters, but
how you use it. For instance, the use of “external” consultants has exploded
over the last decade—70,000 federally in 2022-23 alone—as private
firms siphon money from the public purse and shape government policy. Even
the socialists over at the International Monetary Fund found that increased
public investment rose output in both the short and long term, crowds in
private investment, and lowers unemployment, with limited effect on the
public debt ratio.

Stronach and like-minded
policy pundits mourn the
better days’ past of the
1950s when public
spending as a percentage of
GDP stood at around 20 per
cent. What’s missing is that
this was before the advent
of publicly funded health
care, pensions and old age
security, let alone modern
employment insurance,
workers’ compensation,
education, child benefits,
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Carlo Fanelli is associate professor of work and
labour studies in the department of social science at
York University. Photograph courtesy of Carlo Fanelli

and an array of social
programs that virtually all
Canadians benefit from.
Total government expenditures as a percentage of GDP stand at around 42 per
cent today—still lower than they were in the 1980s and 1990s, and, compared
with other industrialized nations, on the lower middle average.
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Behind buzzwords like cutting “red tape” and calls for “fiscal prudence” is
naked neoliberalism—a fancy word for tax cuts, less government, fewer
unions and regulations. But after 40 years, these policies have been a
colossal failure. Stronach even suggests we eliminate taxes for companies
with as many as 400 workers, leaving the rest of us to pick up the tab. More of
the public policies that lead us to where we are today won’t solve today’s most
pressing issues. Public-sector workers—as with unionized workers, younger
workers, temporary, and immigrant workers—are easy scapegoats, because
dealing with the root of the problem presents far greater challenges.

In a way, Stronach is right to look back at the 1950s and ’60s with admiration.
In that time, the federal corporate tax rate stood at 40 per cent. Today it’s 15
per cent but most corporations pay nowhere near that as tax havens,
bankruptcy protection laws, price fixing, weak government
transparency, backroom deals, and massive public subsidies pad corporate
profits. It was also a period in which business investment rose with wider
stimulatory measures, but as tax rates fell, business investment in equipment,
machinery, and intellectual property also declined.

Of course, there is no denying that value for money should be top of the
agenda for all governments. Between 2007 and 2019, taxpayers spent a
combined $352-billion on business subsidies. In the midst of the pandemic,
Canada’s largest corporations reaped record profits, rewarding themselves
with bonuses and shareholder dividends while collecting public monies.

While workers lost their jobs, CEO pay reached record highs and corporations
stashed cash, reaching more than $600-billion in 2023, more than double what
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it was just a decade ago. We are indeed in strange times when we’ve not only
normalized, but also celebrate Canada’s Big Six banks collectively earning
$60-billion annually as bank fees, mortgage rates, housing costs, and inflation
make life miserable for so many. 

While the wealthy have rode a four-decade-long gravy train, the story for most
Canadians is that of falling real wages, diminished services, and economic
insecurity. And unions, once the measure of a “good job,” experienced a
business and government-led assault against wages and working conditions,
which brought down earnings for everyone.

For half a century, billionaires have shifted the costs of taxation away from
themselves and onto everyone else, convincing many detrimentally affected
that this is in their best interest. We are witnessing, for the first time ever, the
all-but-certain likelihood that today’s generation will face a lower living
standard than their parents. Eliminating every single public sector job
wouldn’t do a single thing to improve most people’s lives. Reversing half a
century of regressive taxation and raising wages from the bottom up might
just be a start.

Carlo Fanelli is associate professor of work and labour studies in the
department of social science at York University. He teaches and conducts
research in the areas of work and labour market restructuring, labour and
employment law, political economy, and socioeconomic inequality.
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