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National Child Benefit: An ldea
Whose Time Has Come*

Saskatchewan Premier Roy Romanow is
breathing fresh political lifeinto one of the most
promisingideasto emergeinyears- anationa child
benefit.

The proposal isone of severa worthwhile
suggestionsintherecent Report of theMinis-terial
Council on Social Policy Reform and
Renewal. InaMay 25 speechin Ottawa, Premier
Romanow said heintendsto push the concept of a
nationa child benefit a theFirst Ministers meeting
onJune 20-21.

A national child benefit could replace the
federal Child Tax Benefit and Working Income
Supplement and provincial welfare and other
paymentson behdf of children. Insteed, therewould
beasingleprogramfor all lower-incomefamilies,

whatever their source of income - wages, welfare
or Employment Insurance.

A nationd child benefit would* takechildren
off welfare’ because families on social
stancewould receive benefitsfor childrenfrom
anew program outs dethe much-despised welfare
system. But anational child benefit would not be
welfareindisguise. Eligibility for thenew program
would be based onasmpletest of family income-
awell-proven, efficient and non-stigmatizing way
to deliver income
security benefits.

Oneof thelong-lamented irrationalities of
Canada' ssocial security systemisthefact that it
deliversmorechild benefitsto familieson welfare
than to the working poor. The Working Income

* Published as an op ed in the Ottawa Citizen, June 17, 1996.



Supplement was created in 1993 to
addressthisproblem, and the 1996 federal Budget
doubled the maximum payment to $1,000 per
family. But theworking poor till lag behindwelfare
familiesintota (federa and provincid) child benfits,
Thisgap createsadisincentivefor parentsonwefare
tojointheworkforce, sincethey lose benefitsfor
their children.

A national child benefit would solve this
problem by boosting benefitsfor theworking poor.
Parents who find ajob no longer would haveto
worry about losing child benefitswhenthey exchange
their welfare chequefor apay- cheque. A national
childbenefitwouldtreet dl low-incomefamiliesfairly
andequally.

The idea of a new child benefit has been
gaining momentum in recent years. The concept
was proposed in Transitions, the 1988
report of the Ontario Social Assistance Review
Committee, and reached the design stage in the
proposed Ontario Child Income Program (budget-
ary restraint, semmingin part from cutstofedera
transfer payments, killedtheprogramin1994). The
federal government included a
national child benefit in its Social Security
Review.

BC swdfarereformscreateachild bene-fit.
Saskatchewan, which pioneered aFamily Income
Planin 1974, is keen on anew program. More
than any jurisdiction, Quebec hasmade child benefits
akey eement of itssocial security system.

The Caledon Institute has designed and
costed a national child benefit, which the
Ontario wing of the federal Liberal Party has
endorsed. The Caledon optionwouldincreasefed-
eral benefitsfromtheir current level (upto $1,233
per child under 7 and $1,020 per child 7-17 from
the Child Tax Benefit, and up to $1,000 per working
poor family from the Working
I ncome Supplement) to amaximum $3,000for the

first child, $2,500 for the second and $2,000 for
thethird and each additional child. Thenew pro-
gramwould befully indexed, unlike current child
benefitswhich arelosing groundtoinflation.

Familieson welfarewould receive about the
same as or somewhat more than they do now.
Welfare paymentsvary widely within and across
provincesfor varioussizesand typesof families, so
the preciseimpact of the new child benefit would
vary. Working poor families would enjoy a
substantia improvement intheir incomes. A low-
wage family with two children (oneunder 7 and
one over 7) would see its child benefits
increase by 69 percent - from $3,253 to $5,500.

The Caledon proposal would cost some $2
billion morethan existing spending. Over time, part
of thiscost would be offset by savingson families
which leavewe farefor theworkforce. Trimming
sometax breskscould makeup therest. A national
child benefit could be designed more cheaply, but
would pack aweaker anti-poverty punch.

A nationa child benefit isappealing not only
for itspower to bolster theincomes of working poor
familiesand help break down thewelfarewall. It
aso could mark thebeginning of arguvenated socid
unioninwhichthefederd, provincia andterritoria
governmentscooperateto build anew kind of socid
program - a national as opposed to federal or
provincial program. A national child benefit could
alow for flexibility in design from one provinceto
another whiledtill providing acommon core benefit
for al lower-incomefamiliesthroughout Canada.
It could beddiveredfederdly, provincidly or jointly.

Theclock isticking on the 1989 Commons
resolutionto* seek to achievethegod of diminating
poverty among Canadian children by the year
2000.” Yet 1,362,000 or 17 percent of children
liveinpoor familieswhich onaveragefal morethan
$8,000 below the poverty line. Over half (56
percent) of childrenin one-parent familiesled by
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women arepoor. A nationa child benefit could not
on its own vanquish child poverty, but would
substantialy reducetheextent and depth of poverty
inCanada.

Women'’s groups across the country are
marching against poverty. What better timefor the

federa and provincia governmentstolaunch areal
war against poverty with anational child benefit?

Ken Battle

Copyright @ 1996 by The Caledon Institute of Social
Palicy.

The Caledon Ingtitute of Social Policy
1600 Scott Street, Suite 620

Ottawa, Ontario, CanadaK1Y 4N7

Td: (613) 729-3340 Fax: (613) 729-3896

The Caledon Institute of Social Policy 3



