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Introduction 

After six years of struggle for the $15 an hour minimum wage, and although substantial gains 

have been made, the minimum wage is still clearly insufficient to provide a decent life for the 

workers concerned. The pandemic has reminded us of the essential nature of the whole low-

wage workers, to whom governments and companies have granted premium payments to 

temporarily offer them a decent income and keep them employed, or to try to fill the dramatic 

shortages of health care workers. This is an implicit recognition of the low value previously 

placed on these jobs and, of course, the low level of wages. This document is intended to 

stimulate internal discussion, first within each of the groups that signed the Common 

Declaration for a $15/hour minimum wage, and then between those groups, on the need to 

revisit our demand for a decent minimum wage. We launch the discussion by proposing an 

argument on the need to set a new goal for the campaigns, to assess the obstacles and reluctance 

encountered by the signatory groups, and to reflect on the issues surrounding future 

mobilizations, particularly in terms of cohesion between organizations and campaigns. 

 

Minimum Wage Still Not Enough 

The minimum wage of $13.50 is still not enough to let people get out of poverty. In fact, 

minimum wage jobs are generally more precarious and it is less common than in other wage 

brackets to see people working full time, except when they hold several jobs, which is not 

uncommon in North America given the low minimum wage. 

This fact is a thorn in the side of those who explain that it is laziness, inactivity, or 

unemployment that makes people poor.  

Even today, one can work hard, really hard, and not even manage to survive on the minimum 

wage.1 In Quebec, as elsewhere in Canada and the United States, the growth of the working 

poor is partly the result of the precarization of jobs, which do not provide a sufficient number 

of hours of work, but low wages remain the main cause of in-work poverty.  

Since the beginning of the pandemic and with lockdown, more and more workers (women 

make up the majority of those on minimum wage or paid less than $15 per hour) are frequenting 

food banks and struggling to pay rent, especially if they live alone.2 

Lessons of the pandemic. Prior to the pandemic, it was common to hear that raising the 

minimum wage would be counterproductive to healthy economic activity because the work 

performed at that wage would be less skilled and therefore less valuable. The productivity of 

minimum wage earners would be lower, their contribution to wealth creation as measured by 

GDP would be small. It was assumed that the value placed on different jobs reflected economic 

laws. 

But just a few days after the lockdown began, it became clear that most workers at or below 

the $15 minimum wage are doing so-called “essential” work, for which neither the value nor 

 
1  Barbara Ehrenreich, L’Amérique pauvre. Comment ne pas survivre en travaillant (2004) 
2 See a report of the CCPA (https://www.policyalternatives.ca/rentalwages) 

https://www.policyalternatives.ca/rentalwages
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the skills required to perform it are recognized.  It has become clear that the way in which the 

contribution of different activities is measured is based not on some abstract law, but on social 

judgment, that is, on conventions. And these conventions systematically devalue the activities 

necessary for social reproduction, which are generally performed by women and increasingly 

by racialized people. 

After the federal government created the Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) to 

prevent the economy from collapsing, providing a minimum income of $2,000 a month to those 

who lost their jobs in a massive way, it seemed particularly unfair that “essential” workers, 

who continue to work in contact with patients or clients during the pandemic and the lockdown, 

taking more risks of infection, received less, or barely more, than this $2,000 a month, even if 

they were working full time.3  

In parallel to the federal CERB, which de facto established a new reference threshold for social 

assistance, premiums (PIRTE, farm worker premium, etc.) were therefore paid by the 

provincial government but also by private employers for so-called “essential” workers, in order 

to allow them to earn at least $2,500 full-time (i.e., the equivalent of $15.87/hour for 37.5 hours 

a week). In addition, a Canada Recovery Sickness Benefit (CRSB) was also introduced by the 

federal government offering up to four weeks of sick leave at $500 per week. 

But these premiums were withdrawn at the end of the first containment period, plunging these 

people back into poverty. And there is every reason to believe that this unjust and undignified 

situation will be repeated after the pandemic crisis if the minimum wage is not raised to a 

decent level.     

The minimum wage rate, first of all, a political issue. The level of the minimum wage is 

primarily a political issue.  All this shows that the strength of the arguments in favour of or 

against increasing the minimum wage varies according to the power relations of the moment 

on what seems legitimate. With the pandemic, our scales of value have been disrupted; an 

opportunity has opened up to recognize the essential contribution of workers at the bottom of 

the ladder and to readjust our demand for a decent wage. This is about both recognizing the 

value of these essential contributions and ensuring a redistribution of wealth. Maintaining low 

wages - below a decent standard for living as a full citizen - is a form of dispossession, or 

reverse transfer of wealth, from the poor to the rich. This must stop! 

Campaigns to increase the minimum wage began in the 2000s in Quebec and we have been 

calling for $15/hour “as soon as possible” for the past six years. Several provinces in Canada 

have adjusted to this. In the United States, President Biden is planning to raise the federal 

minimum wage to $15 (which is 19 CAD).  In 2019, the Trudeau government has also 

committed to a uniform federal minimum wage of $15 per hour for federally regulated private 

sector companies, the first time this has been done since 1996. 

In Quebec, some organizations have already taken a position to increase the minimum wage 

above $15: PSAC ($17), CRFTQMM ($18), Green Party ($20), and more recently, FTQ ($18).  

 
3 Minimum wage: $12.50 per hour until May 1st, 2020, $13.10 per hour until May 1st 2021; 

calculation for 37.5h/month, i.e. 157.5 h/month. 
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But unlike in the United States or Ontario, there has not yet been a sufficiently strong 

mobilization of the workers concerned in Quebec. In addition, obstacles to mobilization are 

sometimes encountered by members of the organizations that carry out the campaign.   

Overcoming reluctance, rebuilding solidarity. Overcoming reluctance, rebuilding solidarity. 

Many myths about the potential impacts of a rapid increase in the minimum wage to $15/hr 

still hold strong, even after years of campaigning and sharing information on the subject. In 

fact, there has never been a massive job loss or inflation spike after a minimum wage increase. 

The significant increases in Ontario in 2018 ($14.25/hr since October 2020) and in British 

Columbia ($14.60 in 2020, $15.20 in June 2021) have not had the catastrophic effects predicted 

by detractors of the demand. The “Fortin's latch”, which set a 47% limit on the ratio of the 

minimum wage to the average hourly wage, beyond which job losses would explode, was 

exceeded by the government itself in 2019, with the ratio reaching 50% without any catastrophe 

occurring. To combat fears about job losses, inflation and the impact on SMEs or school 

attendance, the key is to increase the number of forums and push the information back down 

to member organizations to take the arguments to the reluctant.   

However, other obstacles seem to have hampered the campaigns, sometimes even within the 

members and organizations that carry them out. Growing inequality and injustice are fuelling 

feelings of powerlessness among middle-class workers who are afraid of falling into poverty 

or losing their gains. Workers who already earn $15 an hour or a little more sometimes fear 

that their social and employment status will be “lowered” to that of a minimum wage worker 

if the minimum wage is increased. Unionized workers are sometimes reluctant to have their 

unions involved in campaigns targeting non-unionized workers, particularly when they are 

dissatisfied with the gains they have made in previous collective bargaining. Exposing the 

difficult working conditions, very low wages and health risks taken by many workers who are 

considered essential can be an opportunity to build solidarity with them. In addition, to counter 

this type of reluctance, unions have also adopted strategies to ensure some form of wage 

indexation in collective agreements when minimum wages are increased. This type of strategy 

seems to convince many reluctant union members that their status will not be “devalued” as a 

result of an increase in the minimum wage, and such initiatives could be multiplied. To involve 

those who would be directly affected by a $15 minimum wage increase (i.e., those currently 

earning less than $15), mobilizations have been attempted to seek gains by company, as in the 

case of the IWC with Dollarama employees.  

Relaunching the mobilization and the debate. Relaunching the mobilization and the debate. 

We have also spent a lot of energy in recent years keeping scattered campaigns alive. The 

consolidation with the Common Declaration has led to some recent joint initiatives: we 

organized a series of webinars between May and October 2020, which gave a voice to 

concerned workers, including agricultural workers, temporary migrant workers or refugees 

denied access to permanent residence, who are workers providing essential services to our 

society as a whole. But these workers are not part of the restrictive category of “guardian 

angels” to whom the Legault government has finally agreed to grant the key to recognition and 

rights. 

All these campaigns have not yet succeeded in putting the issue of the minimum wage back at 

the centre of the social agenda. We believe that relaunching the discussion on the decent 
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minimum wage now could help to relaunch the mobilization and bring together different 

struggles. We are thinking in particular of the struggles for the recognition of workers who do 

not stop working even during the lockdown, those against racism and systemic discrimination 

against racialized, migrant and immigrant workers, and finally those for gender equality at a 

time when recovery plans are being discussed that timidly attempt to compensate for the 

profound setback that the pandemic represents for women and all low-wage workers. 

Denouncing the sharp increase in inequality. In 2020, the gap between rich and poor has 

widened: job losses due to the pandemic situation and lockdown have been concentrated in 

jobs paying $27.81/hr and below: indeed, a CIBC study tells us that “The largest decrease in 

employment was among the lowest paid in the country, with an hourly wage of less than 

$13.91”.4  

The collapse of employment caused by the covid-19 crisis is out of all proportion to the job 

losses with which the opponents of our demand threaten us with in case of the increase in 

the minimum wage. 

The same CIBC study also indicates that the situation has been quite different for those who 

are able to telework, and in particular for high income earners. It mentions an “anomaly” during 

the recession, namely that there has been an increase in jobs paying $41.73 and above: 350,000 

jobs have been created in this pay bracket! It is striking that we have not been equal in the face 

of the pandemic.   

However, the increase in inequality is also a factor for aggravating the crisis, as high income 

earners tend to save more when their income increases, in contrast to low income earners who 

consume immediately. One of the factors explaining the absence of a direct causal 

relationship between the increase in the minimum wage and the loss of employment is 

undoubtedly the fact that the increase in wage costs for companies is offset by the increase 

in the purchasing power of low wage earners.  

The service sector, where 90% of minimum wage jobs are concentrated, has suffered the most 

job losses during this crisis. It is also where many of the so-called “essential” workers are 

concentrated. While jobs are recovering, not increasing the minimum wage would encourage 

the growth of inequalities and the impoverishment of a part of the population that is also 

confronted with the disproportionate increase in rental costs in Montreal and elsewhere in 

Quebec. This wave of gentrification is even felt in remote neighbourhoods on the suburbs.5 

Arguing about the decent wage thresholds at $16, $17, $18...? Argue about decent wage 

thresholds at $16, $17, $18...? In the absence, for the moment, of a massive mobilization of the 

directly affected workers, which would sweep away all doubts about the decent or legitimate 

level of the minimum wage, we can take up the argument on the poverty thresholds from this 

 
4 La Presse Canadienne, February 20, 2021 referring to CIBC's economic research 

department based on Statistics Canada : https://ici.radio-

canada.ca/nouvelle/1772247/chomage-economie-canada-perte-emploi-faible-revenu 
5 Avis de la Campagne 5-10-15 dans le cadre de la consultation sur le projet de règlement modifiant 
le Règlement sur les normes du travail (hausse du salaire minimum au 1er mai 2021) présenté au 
ministre du Travail, de l’Emploi et de la Solidarité sociale : https://www.lacsq.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/02/5-10-15-Avis-sur-le-reglement-du-salaire-minimum-2021.pdf 

https://ici.radio-canada.ca/nouvelle/1772247/chomage-economie-canada-perte-emploi-faible-revenu
https://ici.radio-canada.ca/nouvelle/1772247/chomage-economie-canada-perte-emploi-faible-revenu
https://www.lacsq.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/5-10-15-Avis-sur-le-reglement-du-salaire-minimum-2021.pdf
https://www.lacsq.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/5-10-15-Avis-sur-le-reglement-du-salaire-minimum-2021.pdf
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relevant questioning: what is a decent level? Is it to ensure survival? Can we accept that 

working gives no margin of flexibility to make plans for the future? 

In the public debate, there are two main reference points for measuring the poverty line, one 

so-called absolute and the other so-called relative.  

The absolute threshold consists of establishing the threshold below which an individual's basic 

needs are not covered. The notion of basic needs is quite explicit: the aim is to ensure that the 

person's survival is guaranteed, but no more. 

The so-called relative threshold varies according to the level of wealth of a country, because it 

is considered that this threshold must take into account the standard of living of the whole 

population. It measures the gap that needs to be covered in order for people to be able to live 

according to the prevailing standards and participate as full citizens in society. 

The relative poverty line is used in the least unequal countries. The European Union sets this 

line at 60% of median income, called the at-risk-of-poverty rate.   

The most unequal countries, such as Brazil and the United States, choose an absolute poverty 

line. By doing so, these countries seemingly reduce their poverty rate. Because the absolute 

line is always much lower than the relative line. 

Canada has been using since a long time a hybrid threshold, now outdated, which is the Low 

Income Cut-off (LICO). The Market Basket Measure (MBM), an absolute indicator, was 

introduced to define basic needs with people experiencing poverty. However, these basic needs 

have evolved since the MBM was introduced, but the MBM does not take them into account. 

The Low Income Measure (LIM) was introduced as a relative indicator. The LIM calculated 

by Statistics Canada is 50% of median income.   

Based on the Low Income Measure of 60% of median income, the $15/hr wage is now clearly 

insufficient to lift people out of poverty. This is all the more problematic because, on the one 

hand, and to reiterate, people on low wages are the ones most affected by part-time work and 

other reductions in working hours depending on variations in activity.  

Indicators. The indicators now tell us that a minimum wage of $13.50/hour is far from the 

poverty line and that $15/hour would not even be enough in Montreal or in other cities in the 

region, such as Quebec City or Sherbrooke. 

● According to the living income calculated by the IRIS, a threshold allowing a decent 

life considering real needs, $17.81/hr is the necessary rate for a single person living in 

Montreal (2021, 37.5h per week).  

● Based on the LIM-60 (at-risk-of-poverty rate), the threshold is $16.87 (2021, 37.5 hours 

per week for a single person, after tax). 

● Another indicator, proposed by the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, is the 

Rental Housing Wage. To pay the average rent for a two-bedroom unit in Montreal, 

$17.28/hr is required (2021, 37.5h per week).  
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Conclusion: Proposal for Actions 

All these observations confirm the need to have “common” reflections to review the level of 

the decent wage. These reflections should be implemented as a process of revitalizing our 

struggles as a united force. To this end, we propose the following action plan, which will be 

further developed in the coming months. 

1) Internal and joint discussion: June to September 

2) Public appearance and mass mobilization: October or November 

 

 

 

  

For further information, please contact 

declaration15qc@gmail.com 
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