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Gap between rich and poor widens while the centre lags, census figures show
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The gap between the rich and poor widened, and new immigrants continued to lose ground while middle income earners struggled to keep pace, according to the 2006 Canadian census released yesterday.
Nowhere are these national trends more pronounced than in the Toronto area, home to the country's largest percentage of new immigrants.

As a result, median family incomes (the point at which half are higher and half are lower) in the Toronto area dropped between 2000 and 2005 while they rose across Ontario and the rest of the country.

"We are becoming a city of the servant class – who earn servant wages and live in the city's northern suburbs – and the downtown elite who run everything," said University of Toronto urban studies professor David Hulchanski.

"Immigrants who used to come to this country came for middle-income jobs in construction that were unionized and well paying. Today they can't find those jobs. They are locked out by unions or education we don't recognize, or lack of Canadian experience," he said. "So they clean our offices and hotels and universities, drive our taxis and cook our meals."

The income gap in Canada has been widening for a quarter century, according to the census.

Between 1980 and 2005, median earnings for the top 20 per cent of full-time, full-year earners in Canada increased by 16.4 per cent. By contrast, median earnings in the bottom one-fifth fell 20.6 per cent. Meanwhile, median earnings of those in the middle stagnated, inching from $41,348 in 1980 to just $41,401 when calculated in 2005 dollars.

Recent immigrant men with employment income in 1980 earned 85 cents for each dollar earned by Canadian-born men. But by 2005, the ratio had dropped to 63 cents. It was even worse for recent immigrant women, whose corresponding earnings were 85 cents and 56 cents, respectively.

Harjot Mangat, a 35-year-old lawyer from India, completed an MBA from Leeds University Business School in England before immigrating to Toronto in 2004. But the only work he has been able to find is selling electronics. "Even though my MBA is recognized by U of T, I quickly realized without Canadian experience no one was interested in hiring me," he said. 

When he switched tactics and earned a diploma as a certified immigration consultant, no one would hire him because they were worried he'd compete for business, Mangat said.

So now he's trying to put his MBA to work through a website www.help4immigrants.com. "It's not about whether you are white or brown," Mangat said. "It's about the haves and have-nots. The haves don't want to let you in." 

Mangat's wife, Deepa, 32, came with the same credentials and also had to settle for retail work until last spring when she was hired by the South Asian Legal Clinic of Ontario as a project manager. But her $52,000 income is a far cry from the six-figure incomes most lawyers with MBAs in Toronto command.

"The drop in immigrant women's wages should be a wake-up call for action by this government," said Toronto MP Olivia Chow (NDP-Trinity-Spadina). 

"We're bringing in people with university degrees and they are delivering pizzas," Chow said.

Across the Toronto area, median family incomes dropped to $77,693 in 2005 from $75,829 in 2000. The 2.4 per cent decrease compares with a national increase of 3.7 per cent and a provincial increase of 1.4 per cent.

"This report points to the need for leadership by senior governments," said Rob Rainer, executive director of the National Anti-Poverty Organization. "At the extreme, this gap is personified by knowledge that the highest paid CEOs in Canada earn in about 13 hours what a full-time, minimum wage worker can hope to earn in an entire year."

In Toronto, middle-income neighbourhoods are disappearing, while rich and poor neighbourhoods continue to grow, said Hulchanski, who has tracked Statistics Canada income data for the GTA since 1970. 

Since 2000 in the city of Toronto, only the very top and the very bottom income categories grew, he said. As a result, the city has more wealthy neighbourhoods, fewer middle-income areas, and more very poor neighbourhoods.

For the 905, only the two bottom income categories grew. It has about the same number of wealthy neighbourhoods, a decline in middle-income neighbourhoods and more growth in poorer neighbourhoods since 2000, he said.

The national numbers paint a rosier picture. Over the past 25 years, median incomes of Canadian families rose by 9.3 per cent to $63,715. Couples with children had the highest median income of all family types in 2005 at $82,943, up 21.6% from 1980, mostly due to the increase in the number of dual-earner families.

The median income of senior couples was $45,674 in 2005, a whopping 55.8 per cent increase from 1980, largely due to payouts from the Canada Pension Plan and personal savings.

However, the incidence of children living in low income families across Canada has changed very little over the past quarter-century. 

The before-tax low income rate in 2005 for families with preschoolers was 19.3 per cent and 17 per cent for school-age children, compared to 20 per cent and 18.7 per cent respectively in 1980.

After taxes, there were 879,955 Canadian children living in poverty in 2005, according to the census. 

"We aren't happy to see this and it speaks even more strongly for the need for action, especially with several provinces on the move with poverty reduction strategies," said Ann Decter, head of Campaign 2000, a national coalition seeking to hold Parliament to its pledge to end child poverty by 2000.

"It limits what they can do without the federal government taking action."

