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La vulnerabilite des femmes face a la
pauvrete augmente en raison de

changements survenus dans l'economie,
de la responsabilite croissante des

femmes vis-a-vis d'elles-memes et de
leurs enfants en tant que chefs de

familles et parce que le gouvernement
canadien n 'a pas mis en reuvre un en­
semble de politiques pour soutenir les

femmes en tant que travailleuses et
meres. Le present article analyse les

facteurs qui contribuent a la pauvrete
des femmes et soutient que la securite

economique des meres celibataires et de
leurs enfants demeurera chancelante

aussi longtemps que les gouvernements
ne reconnaitront pas l'evolution du role
des femmes et leurs besoins speciaux en

tant que parents seuls.
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The transformation of women's lives

In the past two decades, the span of time of a single generation,
the lives of most Canadian women have been remarkably trans­
formed. Women have entered the labour market in ever increas­
ing numbers, expecting economic independence and self-suffi­
ciency. Now constituting about 44 per cent of the total workforce
and contributing heavily to the Canadian economy, only a small
proportion of women in Canada are not in the labour market and
totally dependent on either the income of a male breadwinner or
the income support programmes of the state. While single,
separated, divorced, or widowed women are more likely to be
employed, the employment rate ofmarried women has increased
to the extent that they now comprise the vast majority of all
women in the workforce. This trend is expected to continue to
climb as families raising children increasingly require two in­
come earners to enjoy a comfortable standard of living.

The increased participation of women in employment has not
changed women's risk of experiencing poverty. Throughout the
late 1980s, when the Canadian economy was booming, the
poverty among women and children became more severe and
more visible as so many women and children were left out from
sharing in the general prosperity. Poverty in Canada today is not
gender neutral. It disproportionately affects women and children.
Three of the major reasons for women's enduring risk of experi­
encing poverty are: changes in the economy, women's increasing
responsibility for themselves and their children as heads of
families, and the failure of the Canadian state to develop a set of
policies aimed at supporting women as workers and as mothers.
These factors are examined here.

Changes in the economy

Women's massive entry into the labour market in the early
1970s occurred at a particularly inopportune time. The Canadian
economy, which had been able to absorb an unprecedented
number of baby boomers and immigrants over the last two
decades, once more began to fail a large number of people of
working age -particularly women-as unemployment jumped
over 10 per cent. In an advanced industrial society like Canada,
those in the low wage sector of the economy are more adversely
affected by impersonal economic shifts. Women make up the
bulk ofworkers affected by the massive labour market restructur­
ing that was necessary to maintain the continued profitable
operation of the free market economy. Industrial restructuring
and the effects of global production and trade have caused
unemployment, underemployment, and economic insecurity.
These economic changes have undermined the limited progress
women have made in the labour market.

The persistence of lower average earnings received by women
compared to men accounts to a large extent for the poverty of
women. In 1990, for instance, unattached females had an average
income of $19,854, whereas unattached men earned on average
$25,776--about a third more than women. One reason for gender
differentiation in wages is women's concentration in the kind of
jobs that are particularly vulnerable to boom and bust cycles and
their over-representation in part-time and low skilled occupa­
tions. As a result there is a huge gap between the standardofliving
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of men and that of women and among married and unattached
women. Unattached women, and particularly mothers on their
own, are generally much poorer than married women. The
difference in earning capacities between women and men contin­
ues to make marriage a considerable buttress against poverty for
women. The likelihood for marriedwomen to be living in poverty
is only 10 per cent according to the National Council ofWelfare.
The economic basis underlying the marriage contract strips
marriage of its romantic veil, revealing women's economic
vulnerability as the financial dependents of men. (Leghorn and
Parker, 127)

Women as heads of families

In its 1990 report, Women and Poverty Revisited, the National
Council ofWelfare found that in the 1990s 84 per cent ofwomen
can expect to spend a significant period of their adult lives having
to support themselves and their children. This is an increase of
13.5 per cent from the Council's previous report in 1979 which
had concluded that this was the case for only 74 per cent of all
women. The rise in the rates of separation, divorce, and birth to
unmarried women has greatly increased the number of female
headed families. Because women raising children alone occupy
a generally lower standard ofliving in relation to other adults, the
argument is often made that the poverty of mothers and children
is the result of the divorce revolution that is taking place. Yet the
systematic impoverishment ofwomen and children cannot to any
large extent be blamed on the huge increase in the number of
families headed by women without a male wage-earner. Wom­
en's poverty is certainly not a new phenomenon. Historically,
women-whether they are young or old, living with or without
men, caring for children or other dependents-have been more
likely than men to live in poverty. Data from historical and
contemporary sources have consistently pointed to the enduring
nature of women's poverty. In pre-Confederation times, wid­
owed women and their children begging in the streets was a
common sight. The introduction of mother's allowances by the
majority of the provinces in the 1920s and 1930s was a policy
response that recognized the poverty of mothers and children
without a male breadwinner and attempted to ease the problems
facing women trying to combine earning a living with their
childrearing responsibilities. The allowances were too low to
make ends meet as the provinces were reluctant to assume the role
of male provider. The relatively high proportion of lone female
parents of 14 per cent in 1931, compared to 13 per cent in 1990,
was mainly the result of widowhood which almost inevitably
meant poverty. Today, separation and divorce have replaced
widowhood as the major reason why women parent on their own.

The causes of women's poverty

Today about 40 per cent of marriages are likely to end in
divorce. After divorce, children are far more likely to remain with
their mothers than their fathers. In 1989, 85 per cent of all
children under 18 and living with one parent lived with their
mothers. Men may father children and then walk away, whereas
women seem to be there to stay. Family breakup therefore means
that the family usually loses the person with the largest earning
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capacity, but none of the dependents. Sta­
tistical evidence shows overwhelmingly
that sole-support mothers are at a particu­
lar risk of being poor. The causes of their
poverty, however, are by no means differ­
ent from those of other women. On the
contrary, it is precisely because lone moth­
ers are women that they are poor. The
primary reason for women's poverty is
their gender. Men raising children on their
own do not generally end up having to live
in poverty. The economic situation of
mothers-their disadvantaged position in
the labour market where they are still not
receiving pay, fringe benefits or opportu­
nities for advancement comparable to
men-is indicative of the situation of
women in general.

The causes of the poverty of mothers
with dependent children have to be lo­
cated in the context of sexual economics
the material basis of which is the sexual
division of labour which defines men as
breadwinners and women as unpaid
caregivers, economically dependent on a
male wage or the state. This division of
labour makes a sharp distinction: work in
the labour market is paid; work in the
home is not.

Central to this distinction is a wide­
spread assumption that women are and
should be financially dependent on men.
This makes marriage to a large extent a
labour contract between women and men
locking women into a subordinate posi~
tion within the family and within the pro­
duction process. Women, whether single
or married with children, experience con­
siderable disadvantages in the labour mar­
ket. Irene Bruegel offers a model of the
"vicious circle" which explains the en­
trapment of women in low paying jobs as
a result of their primary childraising and
other domestic responsibilities. (Bruegel)
The unequal division of labour starts
women down a path of less educational
and vocational development which leads
to crowding into female job ghettos where
earnings on average are persistently lower
thaninmaledominatedjobsectors. Wom­
en's enduring economic vulnerability is
the result of both their generally marginal
position in the labour market and their
low pay, which have their roots in the
sexual division of labour. Motherhood
only exacerbates women's economic vul­
nerability .

The impoverishmentofmothers on their

own has become widely known as "the
feminization of poverty." The term refers
to the growing percentage of all poor
Canadians who are women, along with
their dependents. It also implies a shift of
poverty from men to women. In 1975
according to the National Council of
Welfare, 44 per cent of mothers who had
never married, were separated, divorced,
or widowed, were living in poverty. Since
then, their poverty incidence has been
climbing steadily. By 1980 it was 54 per
cent, escalating to 59 per cent by 1990­
an increase of 34 per cent over a period of
15 years. These figures seem sufficient
evidence to substantiate the claim of the
feminization of poverty in Canada. How­
ever, upon closer examination of the sta­
tistics a somewhat different picture
emerges. While the risk of poverty is
certainly considerably greater for women
than it is for men (women make up a larger
proportion of the poor than they do of the

After family breakup, a
mother's earning capacity

is the single most
important factor in

determining her and her
children's economic

status.

overall population), the poverty gap-the
difference in income levels between
women and men-is not widening. The
contrary is the case: looking at median
family income data adjusted for family
needs, a comparison of the gap between
the poverty incidence of one-earner two
parent families and female lone parent
families shows that in 1980, lone female
parent families were 3.3 times more likely
to be poor. The gap narrowed to 2.8 in
1986 and was 2.5 in 1990, showing that
female lone parents do not constitute a
growing proportion of the poor (Battle).

What is widening is the gap between
two and one income earner families
whether the latter are headed by a man or
a woman. However, the gap is far greater
for female headed parent families leaving
them at an even greater relative disadvan­
tage. Part of the difference, as the Eco-

nomic Council ofCanada clearly acknowl­
edged, is a consequence ofthe increasing
workforce participation of married
women. Their pay, though still only about
two-thirds than that of men, reduces the
poverty rate of couple families. Without
the earnings of women, for instance, in
1987 16 per cent of all couple families
would have been poor instead of only 8
per cent (National Council of Welfare).

After family breakup, a mother's earn­
ing capacity is the single most important
factor in determining her and her chil­
dren's economic status. Unfortunately, as
we have seen earlier, single mothers earn,
on average only about one-third as much
as married fathers. The low earning ca­
pacity of mothers on their own cannot be
considered apart from the more general
problems of women's low wage rates.
Women who work full-time earn only
about 66 per cent of what full-time male
workers earn. Thus women's poverty is
more a reflection of the limited availabil­
ity ofwell-paying jobs for women and the
financial difficulties that result when
women have to rely on their own earning
potential within a hierarchical, gender
structured labour market. The trend to­
wards dual earning in two-parent fami­
lies, as was pointed out earlier, only mag­
nifies the financial hardship of female
lone-parent families.

Inadequacy ofchild support legislation

The implications for women who find
themselves in the position of having to be
the major provider for themselves and
their children are enormous. Changes in
family composition because of family
breakup or the birth of a child to a single
woman with limited earning capacity are
important in influencing their economic
well-being. In the United States, Lenore
Weitzman had statistics to show "that on
average, divorced women and the minor
children in their households experienced
a 73 per cent decline in their standard of
living in the first year after divorce. Their
former husbands, in contrast experience a
42 per cent rise in their standard of liv­
ing." (Weitzman, 20). Most men who
separate or divorce are immediately bet­
ter off. They retain most of their earnings
and no longer provide for the level of
needs of their former families typically
paying only minimal amounts of child
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by lawyers and judges. Child support is
determined, whether under the federal
Divorce Act or provincial and territorial
family law, upon the principle that both
parents have an equal responsibility to­
ward their children. Given that women's
incomes are gener?lly much lower than
those of men, if the financial responsibil­
ity of each parent for the children were
defined in relation to their respective in­
comes, fathers would end up paying more.
This would result in a higher standard of
living in the household of mothers where
the majority of children of divorce live.

Yet some courts decided, as an aspect of
fairness, that custodial parents should not
benefit from child support and therefore
expect mothers to pay their proportional
share of the costs of children. As a conse­
quence, child support awards are gener­
ally quite inadequate to meet the actual
costs of raising children.

Men often apply to the courts to have
their support orders reduced when they
remarry and start a new family. This may
be quite unfair to a mother who is strug­
gling in a low paying job to stay off
provincial social assistance. One woman
commented bitterly-after her former
husband had pleaded in court that he could
no longer afford to pay support for his

support to their former wives. Average
amounts awardedby Canadian courts con­
stitute only about 20 per cent of the net
income of fathers and median amounts
only to 17 per cent (Dulude, 41).

One of the most serious failures of the
Canadian government at both the federal
and provincial level has been the failure to
clearly define the financial responsibili­
ties of non-custodial parents to their chil­
dren. The inadequacy and non-compli­
ance of court orders for child support by
non-custodial parents play a significant
role in the poverty of mothers
and children. In recent years only
some 25 per cent of women with
dependent children have received
child support on a regular basis;
75 per cent of court orders were
to some degree either in default
or in arrear. According to statis­
tics of the Ontario Support and
Custody Programme of Decem­
ber 1989, the average amount of
arrears owing on defaulted cases
was $4,564. Arrears enforced by
otherjurisdictions amounted to a
total of 22.7 million averaging
$8,938 per default case. The fed­
eral Justice Departmentcollected
$9 million in payments from men
and a few women who owed
almost $110 million in outstand­
ing support payments. The non­
payment of child support is a
serious economic problem not
only for custodial parents and
their children but also for society
at large. The limited earning ca­
pacityofmanywomencombined Deidre Scherer, Angell, 1985.

Fabric and thread. 12" x 10"
with the refusal of so many fa-
thers to pay adequate child support and
the unavailability of subsidiLed childcare
forces many single-parent families onto
the provincial welfare rolls. May 1992
figures of the Ontario social assistance
caseload showed that 29.5 per cent were
mothers and children.

To receive child support from the ab­
sent parent, the custodial parent has to
establish the costs of the children of the
marriage for the consideration of the
courts. This means that mothers, who are
less able than men to pay legal fees, have
to bear the financial burden to establish a
court order. Typically, the actual costs of
raising children is seriously underesti­
mated by mothers themselves but more so
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daughter from their previous marriage
because his present wife was expecting a
baby-"It is ironic that he is congratu­
lated on the impending birth of his new
child, [while] I would cause outrage to
taxpayers if I were to get pregnant now.
Why is it that I am the only one of the two
who must exercise responsibility?"
(Zimmerman, 198). Reducing men's fi­
nancial support to their children from a
previous relationship is a clear signal that
children with an absent father are the
primary responsibility of their mothers.
Motherhood therefore extorts a consider­

ably higher price from women
than fatherhood does from men.
When men walk out on women
andchildren, the ultimate respon­
sibility for children is with the
mother. Women are left to cope
as best they can.

The state in Canada further
fails women and childrenby treat­
ing child support payments as
taxable income for the custodial
parent but declaring them a tax
deduction for the parent making
the payments, usually the father
of the child. The mother is taxed
on that portion of the father's
income which is tax deductable
for him. The mother as the custo­
dial parent who carries the actual
child care and support expenses
is not granted such tax privi­
leges, nor are two-parents fami­
lies. Thus the prevalent system
of individual taxation in Canada
has been given a family focus in

Photo: J. Baird relation to child support pay-
ments from asingle, separated or

divorced parent to the custodial parent.
It is hard to conceive ofa rational expla­

nation for this differential treatment of
parents by the tax system. What does it tell
us about parents' responsibility for the
material support of their children? Ac­
cording to the principles of the Ontario
Family Law Act, children are the mutual
responsiblity of both their parents. The
winner is the absent parent who can sub­
stantially reduce his tax load if he is high­
income earner, and the losers are the chil­
dren and their mothers for whom the value
ofthe father's support payment is reduced
in accordance with the marginal tax rate
of the income bracket of their mothers.
Thus middle-income and high-income
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The political conundrum for the Canadian state has been whether to treat
economically vulnerable mothers on their own as workers, or as mothers.

women are affected by this more severely
than low-income women. Furthermore,
the tax system treats child support pay­
ments by one parent to the other as family
income. Thus the most blatant form of
family income taxation affects separated
families (Kitchen).

In 1985, the Status ofWomen in Canada,
a federal government agency assigned to
the Minister Responsible for the Status of
Women, proposed that the federal gov­
ernment take an expanded role in the
support of children in lone-parent fami­
lies by establishing a public maintenance
system. It was to provide a guaranteed
minimum income for children in families
where the supporting parent either failed
or was unable to meet court-ordered sup­
port obligations. When the court order
would fall short of the guaranteed mini­
mum income level of the public advance,
or the supporting parents defaulted on his
support obligations, the public mainte­
nance advance system would make up the
difference or advance the payment to the
family. Defaulted maintenance orders
would be enforced by income deductions
at source against the defaulting p~rent.

The province of Ontario finally decided
to take action against defaulting parents
"because children should not be told that
daddy's not paying family support." It
introduced as of March 1, 1992 a Family
Support Plan which allows for the auto­
matic deduction ofsupport payments from
income. The new programme ensures the
rights of children to enjoy the material
resources of both parents and will be an
important factor in protecting women and
children against poverty. Poor mothers
are particularly vulnerable ifgovernments
fail to recognize and support the role of
parents. More than other families with
children they are feeling the consequences
of declining market incomes and social
programmes, the shortage of appropriate
and affordable housing, the lack of regu­
lated childcare and parental support ar­
rangements to help parents meeting the

often conflicting and competing demands
of work and family life.

Childcare costs can be as high as $10,000
a year. Even, if a mother on her own can
afford the cost of childcare, there is a
serious shortage of spaces in regulated
childcare centres. Only about 10 per cent
of the children who need care are in li­
censed centres. Mothers coping with the
stress from their job have to face the
additional stress of having to worry about
the quality of the childcare arrangement
they were able to find and the safety of
their children in unsupervised home care.

Lone mothers and the state

The problem with child support pay­
ments for women provides powerful in­
sight that poverty after family breakup
has important political ramifications for
women's relation to the state. In liberal
democratic countries like Canada, state
policies are ofgreater immediate relevance
to women than to men because of wom­
en's more vulnerable socio-economic
position. Lone-mothers fall into three cat­
egories: one third who are in full-time
employment and succeeed on the whole
to stay out of poverty; another third who
work part-time among whom many find
themselves hovering on the brink of pov­
erty, and the last third who are not in the
workforce and have to exist on provincial
social assistance.

The political conundrum for the Cana­
dian state has been whether to treat eco­
nomically vulnerable mothers on their
own as workers or as mothers. The result
of this ambiguity has had the worst conse­
quences for women as they ended up
carrying not only the double demands of
paid and domestic labour but were also
treated as the financial dependents ofmen.
The myth that husbands are responsible
for the financial support of their wives is
still maintained in the Canada/Quebec
Pension Plan in the form of survivor ben­
efits. Unemployment insurance benefits

will therefore not be enough for mothers
on their own working in low-level, low
paying jobs when they are laid-off. The
failure of the Canadian state to protect
women's economic security in the labour
market and in their family situations
through appropriate public policy provi­
sion further contributes to the economic
vulnerability of lone mothers.

Canadian public policy fails to provide
support measures and facilities that would
enable women parenting on their own to
combine their family responsibilities with
participation in the labour market. In the
absence of affordable childcare, women
whose responsibility for the care of chil­
dren limits their employment opportuni­
ties and earnings potential often end up
living on social assistance. However,
women raising children on social assist­
ance are among the poorest of the poor in
this country. Having to rely totally on
social assistance means having to live in
the most severe poverty. Social assistance
rates in all provinces fall well below the
poverty lines as defined by Statistics
Canada as provincial governments show
only meagre financial recognition ofwom­
en's forgone earnings and time. The policy
practice in Canada is to treat lone women
with children on social assistance as moth­
ers. On the one hand, they are considered
employable but their child rearing
responsiblities, on the other hand, make
them eligible for long-term assistance and
they are considered not to be available for
paid work. Social assistance is set out to
meet need. This means that payments are
reduced either by the full amount of other
income, (a 100 per cent tax on "work
effort") or by only a part of other income,
in which case payments would be made to
a person who would have more income
than the maximum social assistance level.
For this reason, Ontario and Quebec de­
duct child support payments by the absent
father of the children for social assistance
leaving women and children no better off
than if the father had not met his financial
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• 67% of all minimum wage earners are women.
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Canadians, the issue of parenthood is a
private issue and they are unwilling to
support programmes for other people's
children. As long as this attitude prevails,
women parenting on their own will have
to continue to face the risk ofpoverty. The
evidence from Europe, however, would
suggest that governments can play a sig­
nificant role in protecting women and
children from poverty.
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obligations.
While the Charter of Rights and

Freedoms enshrined women's equality
with men in the constitution generating a
number offederal and provinciallegisla­
tive changes "to improve anti-discrimina­
tion provisions, to reform divorce and
matrimonial property legislations, and to
mandate affirmative action and equal pay
for work of equal value" (National Coun­
cil of Welfare)--these changes have not
been able to overcome the two major
features that define women's lives-their
primary responsibility for childcare and
domestic work and their marginal posi­
tion in the labour market.

Poverty is not only a personal tragedy
for the mothers and children who have to
experience it, but also a national tragedy.
We will never know the number of chil­
dren whose special talents and skills will
never develop because of their childhood
impoverishment and whose productive
contributions could make Canada a better
society. Child and family advocates face
the formidable task of convincing a criti­
cal mass ofthe Canadian public and policy
makers that the growth offamily and child
poverty is a gender issue, the structural
causes ofwhich are to be found in assign­
ing women the primary responsibility for
the care of children without giving them
the economic support to do so. The eco­
nomic situation of lone mothers and their
children in Canada does not compare well
with west European countries which have
introduced policies to support parents to
adequately provide for their children.
There the economic security of families
has been tackled by putting a comprehen­
sive set offamily policies into place which
include publicly funded childcare and
parental leave programmes. Minimum
wages are higher, parents receive tax-free
children's allowances of about $100 a
month.

The economic security of lone mothers
and their dependent children will con­
tinue to be at risk as long as provincial and
federal governments fail the recognize
the changing role of women and their
special needs as lone-parents. Despite
mounting evidence that some of the worst
social problems are connected to poverty,
these policy conclusions have not been
reflected in Canadian public policies and
social legislation. Government inaction is
backed by public indifference. For many

VOLUME 12, NUMBER 4 15


