
Towards a Basic Income Guarantee for All Canadians

Presented to the Tamarack Institute’s Cities Reducing Poverty 
Convener Community of Practice Conference Call February 3, 2014

1

Rob Rainer, Director
The BIG Push Campaign, Basic Income Canada Network

rob.causeworth@gmail.com; www.thebigpush.net



1. Basic income - overview

2. Rationale for basic income

3. Two predominant concerns

This Presentation

4. The BIG Push campaign

5. Apparent public support for 
basic income

6. Q&A and discussion

2



Basic Income – One Definition

“A Basic Income is 
an income 
unconditionally 
granted to all on an 
individual basis, 

Source: Basic Income Earth Network
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individual basis, 
without means test 
or work 
requirement.”



Basic income is money paid by government to eligible 
persons with few, if any, conditions attached (e.g., 
residency).  Notably, there is no work requirement.  

Basic Income – Another Definition
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Source: The BIG Push campaign



For example, citizen’s income, citizen’s dividend, 
guaranteed income, guaranteed annual income, 

livable income, minimum income, refundable low income tax credit, 
unconditional cash grant, universal basic income 

Basic Income – Other Terms
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1. A cash grant from government to citizens, optimally 
paid on a monthly basis

Basic Income – Key Principles

No matter what it is called, the 
essential concept involves several 
key principles:

paid on a monthly basis
2. Grant made on an individual by individual basis –

supports individual autonomy
3. Optimally sufficient to meet common, basic needs
4. Optimally available to all with no or as little 

conditionality as possible: notably, no coupling of the 
grant to any work requirement or expectation
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With variations:

• Universal Demogrant: everyone eligible receives it 
irrespective of need – highly egalitarian

• Negative Income Tax: targeted to those whose 
income falls below a stated threshold to receive 

Basic Income – Two Main Types

income falls below a stated threshold to receive 
income support to bring them to that threshold
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Demogrant Example: Alaska Permanent Fund

• Established by the state in 1976

• Distributes a share of Alaska’s oil 
revenue to every eligible person 

• Grew to $42.1 billion in value by 2012

The “dividend” has ranged from • The “dividend” has ranged from 
$331/person in 1984 to $3,269 in 2008

• In 2012 the dividend was $878/person

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alaska_Permanent_Fund
8



Negative Income Tax: Theoretical Example

Credit: Jim Mulvale and Chandra Pasma
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Rationale for Basic Income

1. Enduring poverty: 
Basic income can eliminate it.

2. Widening inequality: 
Basic income can help close the 
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Basic income can help close the 
gap – in income but more so in 
opportunity of many kinds.

3. The rise in precarious work: 
Basic income can provide the 
buoyancy to ride through the 
tsunami-like waves rolling 
through the labour market.



Rationale for Basic Income

3. Psychological/Mental Health

12. Physical Security

1. Human Rights

11. Sustainability

2. Autonomy and Freedom

4. Physical Health

3. Psychological/Mental Health

5. Gender Equality

11. Sustainability

6. Learning and Education
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7. Creativity and Entrepreneurship

10. Citizenship Dignity

8. Labour and Work

9. Prosperity and Productivity



Rationale for Basic Income

Central to the idea of basic income is to uphold and 
strengthen human dignity – to move away from 
stigmatizing, dehumanizing, inadequate, ineffective and 
inefficient forms of income security.
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Rationale for Basic Income

A single mom with 
one child, fighting in 
2012 on Prince 
Edward Island for her 
right to food, 
housing, social 
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housing, social 
security and a 
standard of living 
adequate to her 
health and that of 
her school-aged son
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1. “This will cost too much: 
we can’t afford it.”

Basic Income – Two Predominant Concerns

2. “This is a recipe for 
laziness and joblessness: 
I work hard and you 
should too.”
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Refuting the Cost Concern

1. Cost of poverty in Canada: 
$72 to $86 billion annually 
(2008 estimate)

2. Rough estimate of investment 
required to eliminate the poverty 
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required to eliminate the poverty 
gap using the negative income 
tax: ~$25-$35 billion
- John Stapleton’s estimate for 
Ontario in 2013: $7.5 billion

3. Rough estimate of health care 
system savings by effectively 
addressing poverty: 
~$30-40 billion



Numerous ways to fund basic income, e.g.:
1. Reprioritize public spending!

2. As “upstream” basic income rolls out, reinvest “downstream” 
savings in health care and criminal justice into basic income.

3. Rebuild fairness (i.e., progressivity) in personal and corporate 
income taxation.

Refuting the Cost Concern

income taxation.

4. Establish a fair tax on large inheritances.

5. Tax capital gains at higher rates.

6. Allocate a portion of carbon taxes.
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7. Establish a ‘Canada Permanent Fund’ 
financed by a share of natural resources-
based revenue.

8. Close tax havens and loopholes.
9. Impose small financial transactions tax 

(i.e., Tobin tax).



Basic income represents an “upstream” investment in 
human development, i.e., human capital, to help avoid 

“downstream” costs of human under-development.

Refuting the Cost Concern
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Though I do not believe that a plant will spring up where no 
seed has been, I have great faith in a seed.  Convince me that 
you have a seed there, and I am prepared to expect wonders.

- Henry David Thoreau



Refuting the Concern About Sloth: 8 Points

1. Evidence to date concerning basic income shows slightly negative 
to negligible to positive impacts on work  participation.

2. Basic income may generate upward pressure on wages for less 
desirable jobs and downward pressure on wages for work that is 
more desirable.
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Refuting the Concern About Sloth: 8 Points

3. Sloth exists throughout the income spectrum, including 
among the employed, including among the rich. 

4. Much work of social value is not amenable to the paid 
labour market: basic income serves to recognize this value.

5. Basic income is only meant to better ensure that basic 
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5. Basic income is only meant to better ensure that basic 
needs can be met: in most cases, for “aspired wants” paid 
work will be necessary. 



Refuting the Concern About Sloth: 8 Points

6. Most people want to better themselves and contribute to 
community: this ethic can be better promoted in society.

7. Work (paid or unpaid) is integral to health and spirit. 
Work can be a source of immense joy and satisfaction. 
With basic income, more people are likely to pursue the 
most meaningful work they can do, rather than being 
forced by fear to work to live.
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forced by fear to work to live.



Refuting the Concern About Sloth: 8 Points

8. Outsourcing and “robosourcing” are displacing people from 
paid work we used to do: basic income is being recognized 
as an essential public policy response to these trends.

A “driverless” truck

22

A “driverless” truck



Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
said it well…

I am now convinced that the simplest solution to poverty is 
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I am now convinced that the simplest solution to poverty is 
to abolish it directly by a now widely discussed measure: 

the guaranteed income. A host of positive psychological 
changes inevitably will result from widespread economic 

security. The dignity of the individual will flourish when the 
decisions concerning his life are in his own hands, when he has 
the assurance that his income is stable and certain, and when 

he knows that he has the means to seek self-improvement.



“Freedom from work equals freedom to work.”

We must rebuild human trust in each other.
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The BIG Push Campaign

Three Goals

BIG = Basic Income Guarantee

Three Goals

1. Raise public awareness of basic income

2. Build public and policy support for 
an expanded system of basic income

3. Secure commitments to expand the 
system of basic income
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Basic income-like programs in Canada

• Canada Child Tax Benefit

• Universal Child Care Benefit **

• Working Income Tax Benefit **

The BIG Push Campaign

• Working Income Tax Benefit **

• Old Age Security

• Guaranteed Income Supplement

• Low income tax credits and transfers ** 

Some cash transfer programs ** could be folded into an 
expanded basic income scheme, while others could 
remain separate. The pressing need is to introduce 
meaningful basic income security for working-age adults.
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Some key campaign elements in 2014
• Establish the Campaign Council

• Produce a “Charter for a Basic Income Guarantee”

• Gather many basic income testimonials

The BIG Push Campaign

• Gather many basic income testimonials

• Produce detailed Case for Support for Basic Income

• Produce report on basic income and the labour market

• Produce report on how basic income can be funded

• Build support for 1-5 regional pilot programs

• Conduct a new public opinion poll on basic income

• Establish federal riding teams

• Push for basic income to feature in 2015 federal election 
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Apparent Public Support: 46% in favour vs. 42% not

From a presentation by Keith Neuman, Executive Director, The Environics Institute, for the Xth
Annual Conference of the Pierre Elliott Trudeau Foundation, Montreal, QC, November 21-23, 
2013: based on the results of Responsible Citizenship: A National Survey of Canadians (2013) 
completed by the Environics Institute for Survey Research on behalf of the Pierre Elliott Trudeau 
Foundation, in collaboration with Concordia University 28



Apparent Public Support: but key qualifications

“Strong” opposition is greater than “strong” support
“Strong” support decreases from low to high income households
“Strong” opposition increases from low to high income households
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Credit: Charles Weiss

It’s Time to Secure 
a Basic Income 

Guarantee
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