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"An imbalance between rich and poor is the oldest and most fatal ailment of all republics."
– Plutarch, Greek historian
We have a compassion gap in Canada, a land that by tradition celebrates mutual health and happiness and not the accumulation of wealth.

Yet governments, particularly Ottawa, vacated the field of compassion decades ago rather than building on social-equity innovations of past generations.

Statscan's report yesterday on income trends between 1980 and 2005 reveals a Canada that would be unrecognizable to social-justice pioneers Tommy Douglas, Lester Pearson and Pierre Trudeau.

Most shameful is that 3.5 million Canadians, or 11.4 per cent of the population, live in poverty, almost 900,000 of them children. 

That's not much better than the 12.3 per cent of Americans in poverty.

Despite more than a decade of robust economic growth, the earnings of middle-income Canadians have stagnated since 1980. 

By any definition that's a crisis. A large and growing middle class of increasing affluence is the bedrock of a nation's social stability, its industrial and cultural prowess, and its prospects of raising future generations able to take a nation to a higher level of success. 

It is encouraging that the one-fifth most affluent among us have seen a 16.4 per cent rise in inflation-adjusted earnings – a sign of Canada's ability to reward high achievers and stem a brain drain. But it is morally indefensible that the poorest one-fifth have seen incomes drop 20.6 per cent. It is whispered that America, with 36.5 million poor and hundreds of billionaires, is becoming the world's richest Third World nation. 

It could happen to us. 

We need only continue down the path we're on, accepting a diminishing role for government in marshalling society's resources to the common good. Yet we were the "caring society" John Kenneth Galbraith identified as the proper aim of every community.

We see the hand of government in the few successful indicators in Statscan's landmark report.

Two-thirds of Canadians earning at least $150,000 in 2005 have a university degree (for the most part publicly funded). Senior couples are doing much better since 1980, the year Ottawa introduced the Registered Retirement Savings Plan, spurring a generation to more seriously plan for retirement. 

Income growth is stuck in first gear for most Canadians as government and business have failed to address the impact of globalization; the shift from a manufacturing to a service economy; the need to protect labour rights in bargaining for decent pay and benefits.

Governments have permitted an erosion in the progressive income tax, the most powerful tool for redistributing wealth. Governments long ago deserted the field of affordable housing – for which 70,000 GTA families are on waiting lists – the absence of which is the chief impediment to educational achievement, fulfilling jobs and escape from spousal and child abuse. 

A caring society provides affordable education, so aspiring teachers, nurses and public-health workers no longer pass up those noble vocations because they don't pay well enough to cover the student loans. 

MP Peggy Nash, whose Parkdale-High Park riding observes first-hand our compassion gap, celebrates the coexistence of rich and poor in her constituency, but adds: "You're always fighting against a deterioration in communal values. The last thing we can afford is a grossly polarized society." 
