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PolicyLink Research and Consulting (PolicyLink) thanks the Government of British Columbia 
and the Fair Wages Commission for the opportunity to provide this submission on 
improvements to the minimum wage in BC. Please consider this submission as a 
complement to the oral submission we provided in Victoria on November 29, 2017. 
 

About PolicyLink 
 
PolicyLink is a BC-based public policy research consultancy, with clients across Canada in 
government (including First Nations), universities, labour organizations, businesses, and civil 
society. www.plrc.ca   
 
This submission was prepared by David Thompson and Diana Gibson of PolicyLink as a 
voluntary initiative, and not on behalf of any client. 
 
Diana Gibson, MA, is a social scientist who has worked nationally and internationally on 
economic and public policy issues including energy, health, trade, employment and fiscal 
policy. She is a writer, researcher, and educator with over 20 years of experience. She has 
authored and co-authored many publications, including a best-selling book on health care 
financing. She is a Research Advisor for both the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives 
and the University of Alberta’s Parkland Institute. She is also a social entrepreneur, having 
founded and launched a number of successful non-profit, cooperative and business 
ventures, including PolicyLink and the Firelight Group. Diana also has extensive expertise in 
socio-economic impact assessments and community studies related to various hydro-electric 
dams, oilsands projects, oil and gas and coal developments. 
 
David Thompson, LL.B., LL.M., M.Sc. has over 20 years of experience in environmental and 
energy issues, fiscal policy, and organizational and project management. He has worked for 
governments (including Indigenous governments), university research institutes, non-profit 
organizations, businesses, labour organizations and others. David has led projects relating 
to law reform, provincial budgets, land use planning, traditional knowledge and use, impact 
and benefit agreements, organizational governance, strategic planning and business 
planning. He has authored numerous articles and book chapters, co-authored a book on the 
tobacco industry, and is a co-founder of PolicyLink and the Firelight Group. 
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Focus of submission 
 
While a meaningful increase, $15 is an early milestone, and still represents a poverty level 
wage. It is important to pass that milestone, and continue down the road to a living wage. 
Our submission primarily addresses questions #1 (timing for the increase to a $15 minimum 
wage), and #3 (the minimum wage to living wage discrepancy). It also touches upon the 
asserted relationship between minimum wage increases and employment. 
 

The Rationale for a timely transition to a living wage  
 

Poverty 
 
We note that other presenters and submissions have addressed the costs of poverty, and 
we only wish to note a few points on it. 
 
First, it is well established and widely known that there are high social and economic costs of 
poverty, and that these costs affect not just the poor, but everyone in society.  
 
Second poverty results in high government costs, including social services, transfers, and 
public healthcare costs.  
 
We submit that in light of those costs, in a jurisdiction as wealthy as BC, there is no 
justification for any working person to be paid a wage below the poverty level. 
 
Anyone seeking to justify working people receiving poverty-level wages bears an onus to 
prove: 

1. that there is a social value that is greater than the social costs of poverty-level 
wages; and, 

2. that the social value in question can only be achieved by prolonging poverty-level 
wages, and cannot be achieved by any other policy tool.1 

 
Meeting this onus requires solid proof, i.e. evidence, rather than theory and anecdote.  
 

                                                
1 To pick one example, local family farms could be assisted by policies related to trade and import of 
agricultural products, long-distance transportation pricing, market access, land speculation, capital 
upgrades and financing, family farm succession, and other factors, rather than placing the burden of 
support on low-income workers. 
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Inequality 
 
Independent of poverty, inequality has many costs. 
 
Inequality has negative impacts on economic growth, as has been noted in research 
published by the IMF,2 the OECD,3 and many other economic commentators and financial 
institutions. 
 
Inequality is also associated with worse outcomes on a wide range of well-being indicators, 
including: 

● child well-being; 
● educational attainment; 
● teenage pregnancies; 
● obesity; 
● drug abuse; 
● physical and mental health; 
● trust and community life; 
● social mobility; 
● violence; and, 
● imprisonment levels.4 

 
A declining share of our GDP has been going to wages. In the 1980s and 1990s 
approximately 49% to 50% of BC’s GDP went to wages. By 2016 that had dropped to 42%. 
42% is below the Canadian average.5  A living wage is an important policy element to 
reducing both poverty and inequality, making it an important part of building a strong 
economy.  
 
A stronger social safety net is also needed, but in order to address the problem of the 
working poor, a living wage is essential. 
 

                                                
2 E.g. Andrew Berg, Jonathan Ostry, and Charalambos Tsangarides, "Redistribution, inequality, and 
growth", IMF Staff Discussion Note (April 2014) 
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/sdn/2014/sdn1402.pdf  
3 E.g. OECD, "Inequality hurts economic growth, finds OECD research" 
https://www.oecd.org/newsroom/inequality-hurts-economic-growth.htm  
4 Kate Pickett and Richard Wilkinson, The Spirit Level: Why More Equal Societies Almost Always Do 
Better (2009 Penguin). See also https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/resources/the-spirit-level, and 
Joseph E Stiglitz, The Price of Inequality: How Today's Divided Society Endangers Our Future (2013 
W.W. Norton). 
5 StatCan, CANSIM Table 384-0037. 
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Timing to $15 and a living wage 
 
Now is a particularly good time to make large increases in the minimum wage. It could be 
the best time we see in the next decade or more. 
 
We are in a period of strong economic growth, and high employment levels. Economic 
growth and a strong consumer market will assist businesses in absorbing higher wage costs. 
And while the evidence does not support the argument that minimum wage increases cause 
unemployment (see below), a strong job market would help to absorb any affected workers. 
 
The Commissioners are no doubt aware of the timing for Alberta and Ontario: 

● Alberta will reach $15 on Oct 1, 2018 - about 10 months from now. 
● Ontario will reach $15 on Jan 1, 2019 - about 13 months from now. 

 
The Confidence and Supply Agreement of May 2017 announced the $15 minimum wage. 
Prior to that, the $15 minimum wage had been included in the NDP platform, and there has 
been a good deal of public and media discussion of that number. The idea of a $15 minimum 
wage coming has been in the public realm for a long time. 
 
In light of the advantageous economic timing, the timing of both the largest Canadian 
province and our next door neighbor, and the length of time since the $15 minimum wage 
was proposed and then announced, we submit that it is possible and reasonable for a $15 
minimum wage to be adopted immediately upon the submission to Government of the 
Commission’s report. 
 
In the event that the Government wishes to provide additional time, a more-than-generous 
lead time for $15 is December 1, 2018 - fully 18 months after the Confidence and Supply 
Agreement announced the $15 minimum wage. 
 
Provided that $15 comes soon, there is no particular need for a long, drawn-out series of 
interim increases. We suggest a single interim increase, half-way in terms of both amount 
and timing: $13.35 as of June 1, 2018. 
 
This schedule would provide more than enough time to adjust business plans to 
accommodate $15/hour wages - for employers that have not already done so. 
 
The adoption of a $15 minimum wage is a first step toward lifting the minimum wage above 
the poverty level. We submit that subsequently a slower rate of increase - $2 per year - be 
undertaken until the minimum wage reaches the living wage level (roughly $20 / hour in the 
Lower Mainland, but this can be changed by other policy measures). 
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Econ 101 vs reality 
 
The Commission will no doubt receive submissions asserting that a minimum wage increase 
should not take place, or should be delayed, based on a simplistic economic argument that 
invokes supply and demand without considering real-world complexity. 
 
This simplistic argument, which we call the Econ 101 argument, is sometimes accompanied 
by a supply and demand graph that visually summarizes the argument. Its proponents often 
point to the graph to argue that “supply and demand” means that a minimum wage increase 
leads inexorably to a decline in employment. 
 
However, the simple supply and demand argument, as represented in the graph, is a model. 
Models are simplifications of reality, like maps. The simpler they are, the more information 
they omit, and the less accurate they are. The supply-demand graph represents an extreme 
in simplification and loss of accuracy.  
 
For example, the supply-demand model applied to an increase in the minimum wage fails to 
take into account several business-level and economy-level adjustment channels, including: 

● improved retention of workers due to better wages, and resulting productivity boosts 
and reduced transition and training costs; 

● the fact that, for employers that pay minimum wages, only a fraction of their costs are 
wages; 

● the myriad ways in which minimum wage-paying employers can adjust operations 
and their costs, revenues, and market share - particularly as competitors face the 
same minimum wage increase; 

● the fact that only a fraction of employers pay minimum wage, and that the majority of 
them are large corporations; 

● increased local spending by minimum wage earners, who tend to spend more in the 
local economy, generating additional business and job creation; 

● a reduced economic impact from poverty; and 
● a reduced need for costly social spending, due to reduced poverty levels. 

 
Nobody would provide navigational advice based on a map of the Salish Sea that omitted 
islands. Likewise, the Commission will no doubt be considering more accurate models, and 
actual evidence.  
 
As the Commissioners are aware, there are many studies available. These studies, taken as 
a whole, yield two conclusions regarding minimum wage increases and employment levels: 
 

1. It is unclear whether there is any actual impact of minimum wage increases on 
employment overall, or employment in specific sectors; and, 
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2. If there is any impact, it may be positive or negative. 
 
The only clear and significant employment-related impact of a minimum wage increase is 
that people paid the minimum wage will have more money to spend.  
 
Other parties’ submissions will be mentioning Canadian studies. We provide some excerpts 
from a few reports in the USA, where there is a very rich evidence base. These are reports 
of meta-studies, which examine many individual studies. 
 
A 2009 meta-study of 64 studies6 found “little or no significant impact of minimum wage 
increases on employment.” This meta-study mapped 1,492 different findings, and noted that 
“the strong clumping around zero [impact on jobs] provides a useful summary of decades of 
research on this question [of whether minimum wage increases cost jobs].” 
 
A 2014 meta-study of more than 70 studies and 439 distinct estimates7 noted that it appears 
that “if negative effects on employment are present, they are too small to be statistically 
detectable. Such effects would be too modest to have meaningful consequences in the 
dynamically changing labor markets of the United States.” 
 
A 2015 report summarizing meta-studies and recent improvements in study methodologies8 
noted that: 

● “The bulk of rigorous research examining hundreds of case studies of minimum wage 
increases at the state and local levels finds that raising the minimum wage boosts 
incomes for low-paid workers without reducing overall employment or job growth to 
any significant degree.” 

● “The minority of researchers reaching different conclusions rely on less precise or 
flawed methodologies that fail to take advantage of the most recent advancements in 
economic research.” 

 
A 2016 meta-study of the most recent literature, examining 36 studies and 739 estimates 
concluded: “We find ... no support for the proposition that the minimum wage has had an 
important effect on U.S. employment.”9 

 

                                                
6 Hristos Doucouliagos and T.D. Stanley, “Publication Selection Bias in Minimum-Wage Research?” 
British Journal of Industrial Relations (2009), vol, 47. no. 2, pp. 406-428. 
7 Paul Wolfson and Dale Belman, What Does the Minimum Wage Do? Kalamazoo, MI: Upjohn 
Institute for Employment Research, 2014. 
8 National Employment Law Project, "Employment and Business Effects of Minimum Wage Increases" 
www.nelp.org/content/uploads/Minimum-Wage-Basics-Business-Effects.pdf. 
9 Wolfson, Paul J. and Belman, Dale, 15 Years of Research on U.S. Employment and the Minimum 
Wage (December 10, 2016). Tuck School of Business Working Paper No. 2705499. Available at 
SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2705499 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2705499.  
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Conclusions 
 
A heavy onus falls on those who assert that poverty-level wages should be paid to any 
workers in a jurisdiction as wealthy as BC, for any period of time. Meeting this onus requires 
more than simplistic theory and anecdotes; it requires evidence proving both that: 

1. the social value of poverty-level wages exceeds the social cost of poverty and 
inequality; and,  

2. there is no other policy tool that can be used to support the relevant sector for a 
which a poverty-level wage is advocated. 

 
Business have already been given a long lead time to prepare for a $15 minimum wage, and 
so it is reasonable to increase to $15 immediately. Delaying until December 1, 2018 - fully 18 
months after the Confidence and Supply Agreement, and roughly when the Ontario and 
Alberta $15 minimum wages take effect - would be a more-than generous additional lead 
time. 
 
Again, we thank the Commission for the opportunity to provide this submission. 
 
 
 
David Thompson and Diana Gibson 
December 6, 2017 


