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Information is key

Information isthelife blood of sound public policy and good government. Without com-
prehensive and reliable statistics, policy making will be done in the dark.

Healthy public discourse requires a solid knowledge foundation. Sound statistics are
essential but not the only requirement. We need agrammar of social policy that explains key
concepts, principles and programs. We need a history of social policy to track and monitor
changesin social programs and related tax measures.

Without comprehensive information, Canadians are susceptible to the myths, misconceptions
and half-truthsthat persist in social policy. Without an understanding of how programs operate,
governments can get away with ‘socia policy by steath’ —cutsand other changesto programs
imposed through arcane technical amendmentsthat are poorly understood by the public and politicians
dike.

The assault on information

Unfortunately, information is under attack in Ottawa. Canadians are facing anew and
insidiousthreat from their very own federal government —‘ datacide.’

The heart of knowledge-gathering in Canadaisthe census, especially the mandatory long-form
guestionnairethat collected information on such important items aslanguage, education, disability,
landed immigrant status, citizenship, ability to speak official and other languages, ethnic or cultural
origins, parents' place of birth, labour market activities, incomes and dwellings.

The controversial decisionin 2010 to axe the long-form census grabbed mediaheadlines and
sparked awhirlwind of opposition from awide range of institutions and researchers across Canada—
from government to businessto academe to think tanks and the voluntary sector. The Caledon Insti-
tute was one of thefirst to speak out, in aletter to the editor of the Globe and Mail, arguing that
“Cutsto national sourcesof information areaform of social policy by stealth” [Battle, Torjman and
Mendelson 2010].

The cut to the census might appear on the face of it to be motivated in part by money. There
isan obviousdesireto cut costs; the census, which countsthe entire popul ation, isexpensive. But the
reality isquitethe opposite. Cancellation of thelong-form censusand itsreplacement by the voluntary
National Household Survey infact will cost morethan thetraditional census—ahefty $30 million
morefor apublic campaign to convince Canadiansto fill out the voluntary questionnaire, although the
actual amount will comein at $15 million after taking into account $5 million for extramailing and
printing costs and $10 million for two new questions on languagein the short census. And for this, we
end up with acensusthat, in the words of lan McKinnon, chair of the National Statistics Council
which advisesthe Chief Statistician “will not havethedetail or precision of thetraditional long-form
census... For small groupsand small areas, it will be harder to get aclear view of Canada’ [Chase
and Grant 2013].
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Like other departments and agencies of the federal government, Statistics Canadahas been
under pressurein recent yearsto reduceits expenditures. The 2012 Budget called for the agency to
find savings of $33.9 million for fiscal year 2014-15. In June 2013, Statistics Canadaimposed reduc-
tionson 34 programs, including theinvaluable Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) which
tracked changesinindividuals economic statusover time.

Ideology also playsapart. TheHarper government appearsto espouse the belief (unfounded)
that Canadians object to stateinvasion of their privacy, such asthe census. Another factor could bea
distrust of research and statistics because they expose social problemswhich, inturn, bring pressure
to remedy them —at a cost and expansion of government.

One of the moreinsidious aspects of the damage done by cutting thelong-form censusisthat
important surveys undertaken by business, government, social agenciesand researchers—including
the Labour Force Survey and the Survey of Household Spending (upon which the Consumer Price
Index isbased) —no longer have available the statistical gold standard afforded by the censusto
calibratetheir results. Thevoluntary long-form census (the optional National Household Survey) that
replacesthetraditional mandatory instrument no longer will provideinformation of the same quality
and reliability. Sound trend datawill belost.

Inan unusual protest against the assault on the reputation and integrity of Statistics Canada,
Chief Statistician Munir Sheikh resigned on July 21, 2010. Commenting on the release of the National
Household Survey, helamented theloss of the long-form censusas* an anchor” for surveysand called
on the government to “ restore sanity and bring back thelong-form census’ [ Sheikh 2013].

Ivan Fellegi, another former highly respected Chief Statistician, pointed to evidence from
other countriesthat moving from amandatory to voluntary long-form census hurts vulnerable groupsin
society (including the poor, Aboriginal communities, recent immigrantsand someracial groups). They
havelow response rates and so arelesslikely to be counted in the voluntary long-form version.

Sapping the censusisnot the only problem. Other crucial social and economic statistics have
been disappeared in recent years. Here are some examples.

Thefederal government isreplacing the Participation and Activity Limitation Survey (PALS),
Canada’ smajor source of information on personswith disabilities and the supportsthey requiretolive
independently. Ottawahassaid that it isdesigning anew strategy for data collection on the needs of
thisimportant population. Disability groupsare closely monitoring thissituation to ensure that the new
strategy providesasrich adatacapacity aspreviously. Unfortunately, scrapping the PALS survey
makesimpossible any accurate assessment of changes over time. Disability groupsare unclear asto
the merits of the new approach, and with the erosion of Statistics Canada' s survey tools, their con-
cernsare understandable.

Social Security Satistics. Canada and Provinces, atreasuretrove of information on federal,
provincial/territorial and municipal government programs, has disappeared from public view. InJuly
2012, Ottawa jettisoned the crucia longitudinal Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLI1D),
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which gathered pricel essinformation on changes experienced by individual s over time, such asmove-
ment in and out of poverty. Theinformative Social Assistance Satistics Report, published by the
federal, provincial and territorial governments, waslast released in 2010 and presented 2009 data—
now four yearsold.

The 2012 federal Budget abolished the National Council of Welfare, an advisory body to
the Minister of Human Resources and Skills Development. This cut placed injeopardy the future
of two of the Council’s most important products — Welfare Incomes and Poverty Profile.

The Caledon Institute of Social Policy stepped in to rescue these two series, by taking onthe
task of gathering and analyzing thewelfare and low income data. Caledon will seek continued input
and advice from the provinces and territoriesin the preparation of welfareincome statistics. Over the
years, the provinces and territories have vetted and contributed to Welfare Incomes’ dataand pro-
gram information on social assistance and related income benefits. Their continued participationin
and commitment to thisvital work areimperative. Together, thewelfareand low incomeinformation
will figure among the first elements of anew Caledon product, the Canada Social Report.

The Caledon Instituteisuniquely qualified to take over the National Council of Welfare's
welfare and poverty data. Twenty-six years ago, Ken Battle and Sherri Torjman (then Director of
the National Council of Welfare and consultant, respectively, now President and Vice-President
of Caledon) created the welfare incomes methodology as part of the pioneering report, Welfare in
Canada: The Tangled Safety Net. Sherri went on to write five more Welfare Incomes reports.
Ken created the first Poverty Profile in 1982 and wrote several editions thereafter before he left
the National Council of Welfareto found Caledon in 1992.

The Canada Social Report: a national data hub

The assault on datais not the only information-related problem Canadafaces. The coun-
try lacks areadily available, central source of timely and comprehensive information on social
programs and related tax expenditures. While the Internet has made the search for and acquisi-
tion of information much less onerousthan in the past, it does not automatically comein an organ-
ized and readable form with the context and explanation required for understanding: Information
and data are not the same thing as knowledge.

Rather than simply lamenting the recent attack on information, we see it as an opportunity
to fill the datagap. The Caledon Instituteis creating a Canada Social Report that will gather
and house social program and policy information and related socioeconomic data, and monitor
changesin these areas.

The Canada Social Report will not only collect key program and socioeconomic statistics, but
also undertake analyses that help explain the shape and implications of identified trends. It will track
and document mgjor developmentsin social policy invariousdomains. Theseincludefederal and
provincial/territorial income security programsand provincial/territorial servicessuch asearly learning
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and child care, disability, mental health, home care and affordable housing, among others. Some
areas, such as Canada’ s aging society and Aboriginal matters, involveall three orders of government
aswell asthe non-governmental sector.

At present, information on social initiativesfor First Nations, Aboriginal and Métis peopleis
hard to find. Groupsundertaking aproject for Aboriginal peoplesin onejurisdiction will often be
unaware of similar work in another jurisdiction. The Canada Social Report will provideasingle,
easily accessible sourcefor information on all federal, provincial and territorial government programs
andinitiativesfor Aboriginal people, aswell asany specia studiesand reports.

The Canada Social Report will not be atraditional paper document issued once ayear and
then relegated to ashelf. Instead, the Report will be aweb-based online‘living’ creation that will be
continually updated and expanded. It will be hosted and housed by the Caledon I nstitute, but will
encourage contributionsfrom other individual s and organizationsworking in the social policy commu-

nity.

Caledonisfrequently contacted by researchers, students, the mediaand others seeking infor-
mation on social programs and socioeconomic data. The Canada Social Report will fulfil thisimpor-
tant function.

One of the advantages of housing the Canada Social Report in anon-governmental institution
likethe Caledon Institute of Social Policy isthat the Report —like the Caledon Institute—will not be
beholden to government for itsexistence. The Canada Social Report will striveto gather, analyze
and distributeinformation in aneutral and objective manner. But the Report will not offer critical
comment on the policy devel opmentsand party platformswhich it reportsand analyzes: That will
remainamgjor rolefor the Caledon Institute. It isimportant to maintain adistinction between the
roles and purposes of the Caledon Institute of Social Policy and the Canada Social Report.

target audience
The Canada Social Report will be of value to diverse audiences.

Politiciansand officialsin all ordersof government can usethe material to formulate policy
options, and to develop new or modify existing programs. Initially, the Report will focus on the fed-
eral and provincia/territorial governments. But the Canada Social Report must take into account the
reality that Canadaisahighly urbanized country. Over time, the Report will seek to expand itsreach
toinclude selected municipal policy developmentsin major urban centres, such as St. John’'s, Halifax,
Saint John, Montreal, Ottawa, Toronto, Winnipeg, Saskatoon, Regina, Calgary, Edmonton, Vancouver
andVictoria

Socia policy isnot confined to government. The non-governmental sector playsan important
roleinthedelivery of somesocial servicesand in the public discourse on socia policy. Material inthe
Canada Social Report will be of interest to awide range of non-governmental organizations, includ-
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ing the private sector; unions and professional associations; universities, colleges and schools; social
advocacy groups; foundations, research organizations and think tanks; pollsters and the media; and
individual Canadianswith aninterestin socia policy.

Thevoluntary sector can employ the datafrom the Canada Social Report to make the case
for social investment or to track progress around social concerns, such aspoverty rates. Community
groupsinvolvedin effortstoimprovethe quality of lifein their respective communities can refer to the
Report’sprovincial Policy Monitor, which will be expanded next year to incorporate amunicipal
component. Theinformation will help the mediaidentify relevant storiesand provide accessto sub-
stantiating background briefing material. Dataand other information in the Canada Social Report will
be of assistance to postsecondary researchers, teachers and students from diverse facultiesand pro-
grams.

The Canada Social Report will become an invaluable resource for international organizations
and researchers seeking up-to-date information and analysis on social developmentsin thiscountry.
Caledon participated as Canadian contributor (along with the Centrefor the Study of Living Stand-
ards) to the Bertel smann International Reform Monitor that tracked developmentsin social policy,
labour market policy and industrial relationsin 15 countries. The Canada Social Report will adapt
the methodol ogy used in the Bertel smann project to help track and monitor changesin Canadian
social policy.

The Canada Social Report will be used as the basis from which to create partnerships
with organizations that have an interest in the collection and use of social information. These
organizationsinclude voluntary agencies, community groups and private foundations. The Report
can provide the foundation for atruly pan-Canadian effort in data/information collection and
trend analysis.

data: social programs and tax expenditures

The heart of the Canada Social Report isdataon social programs. For awide variety of
federal, provincial/territorial and municipal social programsand tax measures, the Report will provide
essential trend data on the number of beneficiaries and associated expenditures. The Canada Social
Report will explain how key programs operate (including their purposes, objectives, eligibility rules
and rates), their sizerelative to total government spending and GDP, and wherever possible the distri-
bution of benefits over theincome spectrum. Wherever possible, datawill be broken down by such
indicators as province/territory, household type, gender and age. Hereisaninitial list of potential
items; it isnot exhaustive:

Federal programs

Child benefits
Canada Child Tax Benefit (CCTB)
Universal Child Care Benefit (UCCB)
Non-refundable Child Tax Credit (CTC)
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Adult benefits
Employment Insurance (El): regular and special benefits
Working Income Tax Benefit (WITB)
Minimum wages and labour standards
Parental leave

Seniors benefits and retirement programs
Old Age Security (OAS), Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) and Allowance
Canada Pension Plan (CPP)
Age credit and pension income credit
Tax deductions for contributions to Registered Pension Plans (RPPs) and
Registered Retirement Pension Plans (RRSPs)

Other benefits
Veterans' benefits
Tax Free Savings Accounts (TFSAS)
Transfer payments from federal government to provinces and territories
- Canada Health Transfer (CHT)
- Canada Social Transfer (CST)
- equalization

Provincial/territorial programs
Child benefits
Social assistance (welfare)
Minimum wages (rates and workers) and labour standards
Workers' Compensation (WC)
Quebec Pension Plan (QPP)
Provincial/territorial top-upsto federal Guaranteed Income Supplement
Social services (e.g., early learning and child care, supportsfor personswith disabilities,
caregiving, recreation)
Employment services (e.g., skillstraining, educational upgrading)

Tax expenditures
A widerange of federal and provincial/territorial social and economic tax expenditures offer tax savings or
cash payments through deductions, non-refundable credits and refundabl e credits:

Tax deductions
Contributions to Registered Pension Plans and Regi stered Retirement Savings Plans
Child care expense deduction

Non-refundable tax credits
Age
Eligible dependant
Contributions to Canada Pension Plan and Quebec Pension Plan
Employment Insurance premiums
Pension income splitting
Disability
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Medical expenses
Charitable donations
Education

Textbook

Tuition

Registered Education Savings Plans
Caregiver

Infirm Dependant
Family Caregiver
Children’sFitness
Children’sArts
Volunteer Firefighter
Home Buyer

Refundable tax credits
Canada Child Tax Benefit
GST/HST credit
Working Income Tax Benefit
Refundable medical expenses supplement

Taxes

Federal and provincial/territorial incometax structure
tax brackets and rates
deduction and credits

Trendsin federal and provincial/territorial income taxes by income

Payroll taxes: trends in gross and after-tax payroll taxes (Canada/Quebec Pension Plan contribution tax
credit and Employment Insurance premium tax credit)

GST/HST and associated refundabl e tax credit: estimated amounts, by household, province/territory and
income

data: socioeconomic and demographic

Low income trends
incidence, depth, dynamics
working poor, other poor
other characteristics
poverty lines

Inequality trends
Gini coefficients
average and median income, by household type, quintile and province
sources of income (market, total, after-tax)
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Labour market
labour force participation
employment
unemployment
full-time/part-time work
age of retirement

Demographic
trendsin age groups, fertility and death rates (by income and ethnicity)

Fiscal
federal and provincial/territorial government expenditures and revenues,
as percentage of total government spending and GDP

other information

Employer-sponsored pension plans

Supplementary health and dental care

Housing

Mental health

Personswith disabilities

Aboriginals

Literacy

Immigration, refugees

Community economic development/building community capacity

international comparative data
Low incomes, income inequality
Minimum wages

special subjects

Occasionally, the Canada Social Report will focus on asubject of particular social relevance.
Thismight be, for example, asection on Aboriginal education or on poverty and seniors.

The Report also might delve into aspecific program, such as the Working Income Tax
Benefit, and associated trends in take-up and expenditure. Other possible topicsinclude a sum-
mary of provincial/territorial poverty reduction strategies and a survey of political parties
social policy platforms.

Finally, a partner organization may request that a section of the Canada Social Report
explore a specific subject area, such as mental health.
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proposed format and data collection methods

The Canada Social Report will be published asan online publication, which will allow for
continual updating and widespread availability at relatively low cost. Announcementswill be made
whenever the datain agiven section has been updated. The Report of coursewill utilize social media
tools.

Asthe Report evolves, aWiki approach may be devel oped in which selected organizations
and individual s are asked to make contributionsto the material on aregular basis. Thisinput would
be particularly helpful in tracking relevant policy developmentsat thelocal level.

Asnoted earlier, the Canada Social Report will adapt the Bertel smann Foundation’s Interna-
tional Policy Reforminformation-gathering template.

We will have to develop a ‘look’ for the Canada Social Report. We will aim to writein
plain language and present tables and graphs that are clear and readable.
rollout

Thefirst product of the Canada Social Report isalready available, intheform of Caledon’s
online Policy Monitor which tracks devel opmentsin federal and provincial/territorial social programs.
Therangewill expand to include social policy developmentsat themunicipal level.

Next will come Caledon’s update of welfareincomes, aswell as studies on minimum wages
and welfarerecipients.

timeframe

The following components of the Canada Social Report will be completed by the end of
December 2013:

October 2013:  welfareincomes
December 2013: minimum wages
December 2013: welfarerecipients

resources and cost

The Canada Social Report will comprise amajor focus of work for Caledon staff and con-
sultants.
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A modest amount has been included for the purchase of data. Thismay involvethe purchase
of datafrom Statistics Canadaor from the Community Data Program currently being coordinated by
the Canadian Council on Social Development.

A small sum has been designated for web-based assistance. Thistechnical support may
be required for layout of the material and/or upgrading of current search functions.

The total annual projected cost of the Canada Social Report is $150,000, broken down as
follows.

gaff $105,000
consultants $20,000
web design and functionality $10,000
purchase and housing of data $15,000
total $150,000

It should be noted that the designated amounts may have to shift within these categories.
For example, more money may have to be spent on the purchase of dataand less on website
design — or vice versa.

structure

Like Caledon, the Canada Social Report will be light on administrative structure and
heavy on content.

The proposed budget for the Canada Social Report is separate from that of Caledon. A
group of funderswill be required to build and maintain the Canada Social Report. Financial support
will be sought from organizationsand individual donors.

A small informal advisory group will be created to provide advice on non-financial matters.

summary

Publicly availableinformation isessential to democratic government and rational policy making.
Itisthelifeblood of fair and effective public policy.

Unfortunately, Canadadoes not have anational repository of information on socia programs
and socioeconomic data. Theneedtofill thisdatagap isbecoming all the more pressing asthe fed-
eral government shedsimportant data sources.

The Caledon Institute believesthat the public interest isbest served by arobust public capac-
ity to collect and analyze data. But thefederal government clearly isnot going to change direction and
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restore lost sources of information any time soon. So Caledon will fill the breach and launch a
Canada Social Report, starting with our rescue of the National Council of Welfare’'sseriesonwelfare
incomes and poverty trends.
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