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Depth of Family Poverty

Living at the poverty line is a challenge, but many poor families actual-
ly live far below the poverty line. According to 2013 taxfiler data, the 
median total after-tax incomes for poor families with children in British 
Columbia were significantly below the Low Income Measure (LIM) af-
ter-tax poverty lines for both couple and lone-parent families.

In 2013, the median after-tax family income for poor lone-parent families 
with one child was $14,300, or $10,019 below the poverty line of $24,319 
for this family type. The poverty gap for poor couple families with one 
child was even larger: their median after-tax family income of $17,680 
was $11,851 below the poverty line of $29,531 for this family type.

Poor families with two children were also living well below the poverty 
line. In 2013, the median after-tax family income for poor lone-parent 
families with two children was $18,590, or $10,941 below the poverty 
line of $29,531 for this family type. The gap was similar for poor couple 
families with two children, whose income of $24,100 was $10,642 below 
the poverty line of $34,742.
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Depth of Poverty for BC Families with Children, Based on Median After-Tax 
Family Income for Poor Families and LIM After Tax (Poverty Line), 2013

Source: Statistics Canada CANSIM Table 111-0015 and T1 Family File 2013 User’s Guide.

The graph below illustrates how far below the poverty line the median after-tax family incomes were for 
these four different low-income family type compositions in 2013.
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In 2013, the average 
poor two-parent family 
with one 
child lived 
on only 
$17,680 per 
year – 40% 
below the poverty line.
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FIRST CALL RECOMMENDS

Government policy can sometimes deepen child and family poverty. An ex-
ample of this is the clawback after the birth of a child of maternity and par-
ental leave benefits paid through the Canadian employment insurance sys-
tem from the benefits of parents receiving provincial disability assistance. 
Katie and Luke’s story on page 20 illustrates the impact of this clawback of 
a federal government benefit by a provincial welfare system.

■■ Significantly increase income and disability assistance rates and 
index them annually.

■■ Reduce the number of families in core housing need and eliminate 
homelessness through enhanced investments in affordable housing.

■■ Implement the promised Canada Child Benefit with a maximum of 
$6,800 per child under 6 and $5,800 for children 6–17 years. 

■■ Raise the provincial minimum wage to $15 and index it annually. 
Make sure this minimum rate applies to all workers.

■■ Intensify efforts to help immigrants and refugees adjust to life in 
Canada and improve employment standards and human rights pro-
tections and enforcement.

■■ Cancel all outstanding refugee transportation loan debt and cease 
indebting new refugees with these costs.

■■ See the full list of recommendations on pages 48 and 49.
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The government’s  
clawback of Katie’s 
parental leave benefits  
will drop the monthly 
income for this family of 
five from $3,000 to $1,720.

Katie and Luke’s Story

Baby Adelaide, of Maple Ridge, BC, is just three weeks old. Her parents, Luke and Katie, and siblings 
Connor, 10, and Hunter, 3, are adjusting to life with their new baby sister, but their struggle will be greater 
than that of other families. Luke suffers from severe depression and anxiety, and receives disability in-
come assistance of $1,540 a month. Prior to having Adelaide, Katie worked at a paint store for $12.75 an 
hour to earn the maximum the family is permitted to “earn” when a parent is on disability, making around 
$1,000 a month. They also receive $780 in Canada Child Tax Benefits.

Now that Adelaide has arrived, however, the family is plunging into much deeper poverty, as their month-
ly income will be cut in half due to the government’s clawback of parental leave benefits. Although Katie 
has been paying into Employment Insurance (EI) premiums at work, her maternity leave benefits from EI 
will be deemed unearned income, and all parental leave benefits Katie or Luke receive this year will be 
clawed back dollar-for-dollar from Luke’s disability cheque. “We are not going to see what she gets, it is 
going to get taken away,” Luke said.

As a result, their monthly income will drop from over $3,000 to $1,720"—"a pittance for their family of 
five. A lack of affordable housing exacerbates their situation. Katie and Luke have been on the waiting 
list for subsidized housing since Connor was 5. At $1,325 a month, Katie and Luke’s three-bedroom home 
is somewhat affordable when Katie is working, but now, more than two thirds of their income goes to 
rent and they cannot make ends meet. Katie and Luke will not be able to take their boys to the local 
recreation centre by bus as the $11 per round trip is now entirely out of their budget. “They get all cooped 
up"—"they are highly active, but we can’t take them to do anything. We have a flexi-pass for the leisure 
centre, but it is 45 minutes away.”

“My stress has gone up,” Luke says, “and it is hard enough with my depression. It comes up in anxiety and 
anger, and causes us to fight more, have less patience for the kids, and they miss out on a lot because 
we just can’t afford it.”

Over the past year, the BC government clawed back $443,000 in EI maternity and parental benefits 
from 150 families on assistance.1

1 BC government cited in “Maternity EI, disability assistance clawback hurting B.C. family,” May 2015,  
cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/maternity-ei-disability-assistance-clawback-hurting-b-c-family-1.3075038 


