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Leaders Serious About Tackling Low-Wage Work

Should Embrace Unions

Enshrining the power to organize is a sure way to reverse the trend of shrinking

paycheques.

By Carlo Fanelli

Sep 24, 2019, 04:31 PM EDT

With little more than a month to go before the next federal election,

party leaders have proposed a laundry list of measures (here and

here) to deal with Canada’s growing low-waged workforce.

Following changes to the Canada Labour Code, the Liberals continue

to mull a guaranteed national minimum income. Short on details, the
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Conservatives have vowed to improve credential recognition for new

immigrants to help them get jobs. Both the NDP and Green parties

have promised to raise the federal minimum wage to $15 an hour,

among other guaranteed worker benefits.
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While each of these proposals have their merits, none of them really

get to the meat of the matter, which is that wages are inextricably

tied to union density. Canada’s descent into a low-wage workforce is

a result of the erosion of collective bargaining coverage as a

proportion of total employment.

Canada failed to crack the top 20 countries when it comes to the

rate of collective bargaining coverage as a proportion of total

employment. For decades, employers have been increasing profit

margins by cheapening labour via subcontracting, offshoring,

converting full-time jobs to part-time and temporary work,

automation, and misclassifying direct employees as independent

contractors.

Employers and policymakers, working hand in hand, have rewritten

laws and regulations; the result is greater rights for employers and

investors, and fewer rights for workers (as countless examples of

pension swindles and demands for concessions remind). Finally,

employers and their associations have actively worked to weaken

labour unions turning ”union avoidance” into a multibillion-dollar

international industry.

Unions and worker’s rights
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Because unions raise wage and benefit floors, these gains are

undoubtedly one of the main reasons why unions have been

continually opposed by employers and governments alike. Collective

bargaining rights, like out-of-court grievance-arbitration mechanisms

that grant workers due process and fair treatment, place limits on the

arbitrary power of employers.

“Low-waged work has emerged as a
significant political concern.”

Unions also create a presence in local labour markets or sectors —

“spillover effects” — that can create pressure to raise wages in

surrounding non-unionized workplaces. Aside from the socio-

economic advantages to being unionized — higher wages, pensions

and benefits, job security, training, transparency and due process —

organized labour has a long history of pushing for improvements to

Canada’s rarely discussed social wage, or public services and

benefits that supplement wages.

Compensation in unionized workplaces tends to be more equitable

overall, with relatively higher wages for lower-paid workers and less

of a wage gap for women, younger workers and racialized groups.
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Unionized workers are more likely to be full-time, permanent and to

work longer for their employers, and safer.

While the ability of workers’ organizations to influence government

decisions pales in comparison to that of employer associations, they

have nevertheless fought for and won important gains, bringing to

light issues of pay equity, the undervaluation and occupational

segregation of women and other groups, changes to human rights

legislation and same-sex spousal benefits.

Low-wage work on the rise

With an election around the corner, it is worthwhile to recall that

higher rates of unionization are linked to increased democratic

participation. And it’s easy to see why: democratic governance at

work tends to contribute to a lifelong attachment to democratic

politics outside of it. With union density stagnant or shrinking across

much of North America and Europe, low-waged work has emerged

as a significant political concern.

A recent Statistics Canada report paints a grim picture of Canada’s

growing minimum-wage workforce. While the proportion of
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employees who earned minimum wage in Canada hovered between

four and five per cent for the decade preceding the 2008 Great

Recession, in the decade since that number has swelled to more

than 10 per cent of all workers.

SOLSTOCK VIA GETTY IMAGES

No matter how you slice it, whether isolating for immigration status,

family type, educational attainment or full- and part-time work, all

groups have seen the proportion of minimum wage workers as a

percentage of total employees nearly double. For men, this rate has

grown from just four to 8.5 per cent over the last 20 years, while

women have seen this rate increase from 6.4 to more than 12 per

cent.
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Seniors working for minimum wage have seen the fastest growth,

followed by those between 24 and 54 years old. Among the

provinces, Ontario leads as the undistinguished epicentre of low-

waged work, which grew in virtually every industry sector. While

small- and medium sized firms have reduced their low-waged

workforces, companies with over 500 employees have doubled

down, accounting for 45 per cent of all minimum-wage jobs. Besides

lower wages, minimum-wage workers are also less likely to receive

non-wage benefits such as a pension, health benefits or paid sick

leave.

A 2018 study by the Government of Alberta found that, using $15 per

hour or less as a low-wage cutoff, more than 20 per cent of all

Canadian workers were low waged. The OECD found that roughly

one-fifth of full-time workers in Canada were in low-wage jobs,

defined as earning less than two-thirds of the national median hourly

wage.

Time to get serious

And here’s the rub: public policies matter. They can extend or

ameliorate the most harmful effects of low-wage work and labour

market inequality. And, while unions are by no means perfect, they

are the best shot workers have at securing long-term, full-time

employment with benefits and wages that rise steadily over time.
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Countries that have “inclusive” labour-market institutions and

regulatory mechanisms to extend the wages, benefits, and working

conditions negotiated by workers in industries and occupations with

strong bargaining power to workers with less bargaining power have

far lower levels of low-wage work and much greater levels of income

equality.

This includes other important inclusive institutions like living wages,

employment-protection legislation and benefit systems for the

jobless and low-income households, which also ensure that workers

can find jobs with better wages and benefits.
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CANADA ELECTION 2019 UNIONS MINIMUM WAGE WAGES

PERSPECTIVES

For the last 40 years, parties and policymakers have near singularly

emphasized cutting back: whether it’s taxes, public services, “red

tape” and other regulations crucial to maintaining a decent quality of

life. It is little wonder, then, that a growing number of Canadians feel

alienated from the political process. They have seen a steady decline
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in the quality of their work and lives year after year, while the wages

of the wealthy continue their steep climb.

If federal party leaders are serious about addressing the root

problems of low-wage work in Canada, improving workers’ rights to

organize a union in their workplaces without fear of retribution is as

good a place as any to start.
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find more information here on how to pitch and contact us.

Also on HuffPost:

DEFEND TRUTH.

DEFEND
DEMOCRACY.

SUPPORT HUFFPOST

With the administration challenging the Court and Congress, independent

reporting is the only thing standing between you and the noise. Your membership

funds the courage to ask the hard questions. Don't let the truth be sidelined.

ADVERTISEMENT

4/23/26, 9:55 AM Leaders Serious About Tackling Low-Wage Work Should Embrace Unions | HuffPost Opinion

https://www.huffpost.com/archive/ca/entry/canada-election-minimum-wage_ca_5d80fbb0e4b00d69059f6611?fbg 9/13

https://www.oxfam.org/en/pressroom/pressreleases/2014-10-29/number-billionaires-doubles-financial-crisis-inequality-spirals
https://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2019/05/01/pitch-to-huffpost-canada-opinion-personal_a_23719407/


Suggest a correction

“Our fierce, independent reporting and unvarnished

perspective hold power to account and inform millions

of readers. Please support this hard-hitting

journalism.”
Whitney Snyder

Editor-in-Chief HuffPost

GOLD

Everything in the Silver Tier

Ad-free access on the HuffPost website OR HuffPost apps

Say goodbye to annoying video interruptions while you read. No

more autoplay videos.

Join HuffPost

Already a member? Log in to hide these messages.

Support $5
/month

Support $10
/month

Support $20
/month

Make a One Time Contribution

FROM OUR PARTNER

MONTHLY ANNUALLY SAVE 16%

4/23/26, 9:55 AM Leaders Serious About Tackling Low-Wage Work Should Embrace Unions | HuffPost Opinion

https://www.huffpost.com/archive/ca/entry/canada-election-minimum-wage_ca_5d80fbb0e4b00d69059f6611?fbg 10/13

https://www.huffpost.com/payment-recurring?utm_campaign=end-of-article-web&price_id=60aa25bc-05fd-4404-a5f2-f7516f23fa16
https://login.huffpost.com/login?dest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.huffpost.com%2Farchive%2Fca%2Fentry%2Fcanada-election-minimum-wage_ca_5d80fbb0e4b00d69059f6611%3Fhp_auth_done%3D1


They let an AI robot handle $250 – what the first

results look like
tipfinder.co | Paid

10 Hilarious Pun Signs That Will Make You

Laugh
http://housely.com/ | Paid

In 1997, She Got Septuplets — See What They

Look Like 21 Years Later!
Happy in Shape | Paid

This New Sciatica Device Is Gaining Attention

Across Canada
Trending in Canada | Paid

4/23/26, 9:55 AM Leaders Serious About Tackling Low-Wage Work Should Embrace Unions | HuffPost Opinion

https://www.huffpost.com/archive/ca/entry/canada-election-minimum-wage_ca_5d80fbb0e4b00d69059f6611?fbg 11/13

https://tipfinder.co/canadian-ai-platform?utm_source=outbrain&utm_term={{publisher_name}}&utm_medium={{section_name}}&utm_campaign=009e3c5210188f31d2d99d7bb9a6a1ff00&utm_content=00a41e5d676cd7fee9a8a7cbc993f3b4a3&cost={{cpc}}&click_id={{ob_click_id}}&obOrigUrl=true
https://housely.com/finance/people-share-signs-that-are-absolutely-unhinged-and-we-cant-help-but-laugh-extended?utm_source=outbrain&utm_term={{publisher_id}}&utm_medium=0025639cb82b1d6f716d71bb59fb086fd3&utm_content={{section_id}}&utm_campaign=hsl-ob-t1-mtd-absurdsigns-rpm07_ooexp_all_all_full_semi_ar_v11743833929_usand_04.18.26&wid={{widget_id}}&swid={{sub_widget_id}}&sv={{sub_variant}}&utm_cpc={{cpc}}&obOrigUrl=true
https://r1.outbrain.com/rp3/b1_outbrainrtb/71257390/204127652/190c6742-3f1c-11f1-8781-obOrigUrl=true
https://trk.getorevive.com/cf/r/69c19fc9a3422b00138ff74c?ob_click_id={{ob_click_id}}&campaign_id=00cd9645e28c33f959093b57e5310ebe5e&publisher_id={{publisher_id}}&publisher_name={{publisher_name}}&ad_id=0079c253ca6f99e5357440482487008c92&ad_title=This+New+Sciatica+Device+Is+Gaining+Attention+Across+Canada&section_id={{section_id}}&section_name={{section_name}}&req_id=9d7bf80ace9a04703625583c34030667&promoted_link_id=0079c253ca6f99e5357440482487008c92&time_stamp=20260423095534&camp_name=%5BSPINEEASE%5D%5BDESK%2FTAB%5D%5BMAX+CONV%5D+-+april.22&obOrigUrl=true


This HuffPost Canada page is maintained as part of an online archive. If you have questions or concerns, please check our FAQ or

contact support@huffpost.com.

Yacht Encounters Pirates - Watch What the

Captain Does Next!
Happy in Shape | Paid

Diabetic Canadians now qualify for $50,000

permanent life coverage.
Canadian Financial Matters | Paid

Pirates Climb Aboard SeaPlane - Watch What

The Captain Did Next
Tips and Tricks | Paid

The doctor reveals: "The main reason for a big

belly is not the calories..."
News - Health | Paid

NEWS POLITICS

4/23/26, 9:55 AM Leaders Serious About Tackling Low-Wage Work Should Embrace Unions | HuffPost Opinion

https://www.huffpost.com/archive/ca/entry/canada-election-minimum-wage_ca_5d80fbb0e4b00d69059f6611?fbg 12/13

https://www.huffpost.com/static/faq
mailto:support@huffpost.com
https://www.outbrain.com/what-is/default/en
https://www.outbrain.com/what-is/default/en
https://r1.outbrain.com/rp3/b1_outbrainrtb/71266527/204176215/195a2c0b-3f1c-11f1-8e01-obOrigUrl=true
https://canadianfinancialmatters.ca/empowering-canadians-with-diabetes-50000-now-available-in-customized-life-insurance-coverage-2/?utm_source=Outbrain&utm_medium=Native&utm_campaign=ADVQF-diabetes-desktop-2026&obOrigUrl=true
https://r1.outbrain.com/rp3/b1_outbrainrtb/71129470/203372148/1999ef3d-3f1c-11f1-8a82-obOrigUrl=true
https://new.new-tracking.top/cf/r/67867ad365a49f0012c68555?ob_click_id={{ob_click_id}}&campaign_id=00b65df9e203b5b7dbc29d2323d3a71dad&publisher_id={{publisher_id}}&publisher_name={{publisher_name}}&ad_id=00ffce744b66bbd5663b2b7adeb0c036dc&ad_title=The+doctor+reveals%3A+%22The+main+reason+for+a+big+belly+is+not+the+calories...%22&section_id={{section_id}}&section_name={{section_name}}&req_id=84d2d1d66ba80fc400009153b7f1724f&promoted_link_id=00ffce744b66bbd5663b2b7adeb0c036dc&time_stamp=20260423095534&camp_name=20.4+excl+low+perf+sec+-+16.4+excl+low+perf+crt%27s+-+14.4+excl+low+perf+crt%27s+-+CA%28CA%2BUS+AL%29+-+Lulu+-+W+-+fr+working+pics+cartoonish%26top+HL%27s%28CF%29+CA+HSHR+-+TCPA+-+M%2BT%2BD+-+Alex&obOrigUrl=true
https://www.huffpost.com/
https://www.huffpost.com/news/
https://www.huffpost.com/news/politics


ENTERTAINMENT LIFE

VOICES HUFFPOST PERSONAL

SHOPPING NEWSLETTERS

ABOUT US ADVERTISE

CONTACT US RSS

FAQ CAREERS

USER AGREEMENT COMMENT POLICY

DMCA POLICY ACCESSIBILITY STATEMENT

PRIVACY POLICY CONSENT PREFERENCES

DO NOT SELL OR SHARE MY PERSONAL INFORMATION

Part of HuffPost News. ©2026 BuzzFeed, Inc. All rights reserved.

The Huffington Post

4/23/26, 9:55 AM Leaders Serious About Tackling Low-Wage Work Should Embrace Unions | HuffPost Opinion

https://www.huffpost.com/archive/ca/entry/canada-election-minimum-wage_ca_5d80fbb0e4b00d69059f6611?fbg 13/13

https://www.huffpost.com/entertainment/
https://www.huffpost.com/life/
https://www.huffpost.com/voices/
https://www.huffpost.com/section/huffpost-personal
https://www.huffpost.com/life/huffpost-shopping
https://www.huffpost.com/newsletters
https://www.huffpost.com/static/about-us
https://advertise.buzzfeed.com/
https://www.huffpost.com/static/contact-us
https://www.huffpost.com/syndication
https://www.huffpost.com/static/faq
https://www.buzzfeed.com/about/jobs
https://www.huffpost.com/static/user-agreement
https://www.huffpost.com/static/comment-policy
https://www.huffpost.com/static/huffpost-dmca-copyright-policy
https://www.huffpost.com/static/accessibility-statement
https://www.huffpost.com/static/privacy-policy
https://www.huffpost.com/static/consent-preferences

