
Single people working for Minimum Wage across Canada 



The verdict!

Working full-time full-year in poverty 2



A single person working full time full year at minimum wages 
should not be living in poverty.

▪ In most Canadian cities, this cohort is living in poverty.

▪ In cities where single persons are not living in poverty, they have very 
little cushion.

▪Canada’s anti-poverty legislation calls for a 50% reduction in poverty 
by 2030. 

▪ Single people making full time full year minimum wages must be part 
of that reduction.
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▪ Only Montreal (Quebec) and Toronto (Ontario) are the exceptions.

▪ But a person losing a few days of work per year in Toronto would also 
slip into poverty. Only Montreal has a cushion of a few percent. 

▪ In all other provinces, single people working full time full year in a 
major city are living in poverty.

▪ There is no metric, no committee, no watchdog or oversight in the 
determination of minimum wages, refundable tax credits, payroll taxes, 
and income taxes that calls for these components to work together to 
keep a single worker from falling into poverty. 
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Reductions from income include：

▪ Payroll taxes: EI and CPP/QPP; 

▪ Drug or health premiums; and 

▪ income taxes (Federal and 
provincial).

Additions to income include: 

▪ Minimum wages (37.5 hours a 
week for 52 weeks); and 

▪ Refundable tax credits –RTC -
(Canada Workers Benefits, GST 
credits and other RTC).
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▪ This is a ‘disposable income’ comparison. 

▪ This means that gross income is measured against measures that 
reduce income.
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In general, minimum wages 
have been going up in 
Canada in the new 
millennium at a rate that is 
higher than inflation. 

This is the one area where 
marked improvements have 
been made.

▪ For example, in Ontario, if minimum 
wages had been indexed in 2004 
when minimum wages were $6.85 
an hour, the minimum in 2021 
would be $9.37 an hour. 

▪ The next slide shows the progress 
that has been made in Toronto and 
Ontario especially since the year 
2000. 

▪ But inflation is heating up.
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How could it happen? 
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▪ Policy inattention to important variables?

▪ Are minimum wages too low?

▪ Are federal and provincial income taxes too high?

▪ Are non-refundable credits insufficient? 

▪ Are refundable tax credits too low?

▪ Are payroll taxes (EI and CPP/QPP) too high?

▪ Are poverty lines too high?

▪ Is inflation catching us off-guard?
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▪ Most advocacy surrounding working 
poverty centres on minimum wages 
and ‘living wages’. And minimum 
wages have been increasing ahead of 
inflation in the new millennium.
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▪ However, good evidence shows that 
some provinces with higher minimum 
wages have single people in their 
cities who do not escape poverty. 

There are many moving parts. 



Higher minimum 
wages alone do not 
result in escaping 
poverty for single 
people.
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Living wages are of 
particular importance 
with a recognized 
Canadian poverty 
standard that varies by 
community across 
Canada.

Nevertheless, higher 
minimum wages and 
especially living 
wages are powerful in 
reducing poverty.
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▪ Across Canada, Federal income taxes levied on single minimum wage 
earners working full time full year vary from $918 to $1,800.
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▪ Regardless, federal income taxes are an important component as they 
reduce income in the comparison of disposable income to the Official 
Poverty Line (MBM). 
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▪ Provincial income taxes levied on a single 
minimum wage worker vary from $0.00 in Ontario 
(the LIFT program) to $1,463 in Quebec.

▪Ontario’s principle is that no one earning under 
$30,000 should pay provincial income taxes and 
full time full year minimum wages are less than 
$30,000 ($29,594).

▪ Other provinces vary widely in their provincial 
taxation of single minimum wage workers but 
other than Ontario, all people in this category are 
taxed.  
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Non-refundable tax credits are the equivalent of ‘coupons’ off 
taxes payable.

▪ These credits are only useable by people who pay taxes.

▪ There are many such credits but the principal one is the basic 
non-refundable credit  that applies to all tax filers.
▪ For 2022, the basic personal credit is $14,398.

▪ Other credits are available for CPP/QPP and EI.

The basic federal non-refundable credit and most provincial 
credits are insufficient to keep a single minimum wage earner 
from paying tax provincial and federal tax with the exception of 
Ontario (as noted).
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A refundable tax credit is like a ‘gift card’ from 
government and is payable regardless of tax 
liability based on various income tests.

▪ Until 2021, the Canada Workers Benefit 
(CWB) did not assist single full time minimum 
wage workers.

▪ Depending on the province, the CWB will 
now provide from $402 to $1,428 a year.

▪ GST credits are estimated to be $477 in 2022.

▪ Provincial refundable credits range from $110 
to $1,452 a year (including Manitoba's Rent 
Assist, see next slide).
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Refundable credits 
themselves are insufficient 
to place single minimum 
wage earners over the 
Official Poverty Line (MBM) 
on their own. 

But they are a significant 
boost to income.



Manitoba:

▪The “provincial tax credit” figure is not calculated based on 
the taxable income when taxes are filed. It is not a 
refundable tax credit per se.

▪ Instead, Rent Assist supplements the rent of low-income 
earners to 80% of the median rent in the province.
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▪ The CAI is a federal benefit that applies to provinces 
that do not have a climate change policy that meet 
federal government standards (e.g. carbon tax or Cap 
and Trade). 

▪ In these four provinces(Ontario, Manitoba, 
Saskatchewan, Alberta), this federal carbon tax is 
reimbursed to taxpayers as a tax credit. 

▪ These range from $300 to $500 per year.

▪ The CAI, unlike other refundable credits, is not income-
tested.
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Note: The Government of Canada has proposed to change the payment method for the CAI (Climate 
Action Incentive) from a refundable credit claimed annually on personal income tax returns to 
quarterly tax free payments made through the benefit system starting in July 2022.

The information on this page is subject to Parliamentary approval.
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▪ There are two main payroll taxes in Canada: 

▪ They are important social insurance programs that protect workers 
from unemployment (EI) and provide a basic pension for people 
when they retire or incur disabilities (CPP/QPP).

▪ These payroll taxes are NOT TOO HIGH.

▪ However, the exemptions for low-income people may be TOO LOW.
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There are arguments for and against payroll taxes being too high for 
minimum wage single workers. 

Working full-time full-year in poverty 36

EI and CPP/QPP contributions are subtracted from gross income and play a 
significant role in determining whether a single person working at minimum 
wages (FT/FY) is living in poverty.

Contributions vary by Province from $368 to $468 in 2022.EI

• EI levies have no exemption. 

Contributions range from $1,129 to almost $1,490 a year.CPP/QPP

• Contributions are subject to a basic exemption ($3,500) 
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Canada’s Official Poverty Line 
(MBM) for a single person is 
based on what is known as 
‘equivalency ratios’.
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The MBM varies by the cost of living in various centres and includes all major cities.

The bottom line is that the 
poverty line for a single is exactly 
one half (50%) of the poverty line 
for a family of four. 



▪ In our comparison the MBM for a single 
varies from $22,569 (Montreal) to 
$27,493 (Vancouver).

▪Some will consider the MBM to be too 
high while others such as persons with 
disabilities with extra expenses will 
judge it to be too low. 

▪Regardless, the MBM is now Canada’s 
official poverty line .
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Since the 1980s, inflation has 
been under control despite very 
low interest rates.
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▪ Regardless, poverty lines are sensitive to inflation along with tax credit.

▪ Payroll taxes, minimum wages or income taxes are directly sensitive to 
inflation as there is a greater likelihood that minimum wage earners will 
fall into poverty. 

Suddenly in 2021, inflation has 
jumped to 4.7% well outside of 
monetary policy guidelines.

No one really knows if it is here to 
stay or a momentary aberration 
caused by the pandemic.
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Picture Source:

https://www.ctvnews.ca/h

ealth/coronavirus/the-

pandemic-s-impact-on-

inflation-and-how-canada-

compares-to-other-g7-

countries-1.5743508

https://www.ctvnews.ca/health/coronavirus/the-pandemic-s-impact-on-inflation-and-how-canada-compares-to-other-g7-countries-1.5743508
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Concluding thoughts and the wider context.
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▪ In Agatha Christie’s famous murder mystery, many 
suspects were implicated in the murder. All were guilty 
as charged.

▪ For single people working at minimum wage – full time 
– full year to be living in poverty, there are many 
culprits and each plays a role:
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Poverty lines

Refundable tax
credits  provincial
and federal 

 on refundable tax
credits  provincial
and federal 

Payroll Taxes   I
and CPP  PP  

Minimum wages



▪ The following entities must come together:

All must work together 

to ensure that all 

single persons 

working full time and 

full year do not 

experience poverty.
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The Prime Minister and 

Premiers

• Overarching policy 

development

Statistics Canada 

• Develop more accurate 

poverty lines (MBM)

Federal and provincial 

taxation authorities –

Ministries of Finance and 

Taxation agencies like CRA

• Redesign income taxes, 

refundable and non-

refundable credits

Provincial ministries 

of labour

EI

CPP/QPP



The numbers
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▪ People with disabilities who work full time 
full year (FT/FY) are most likely to have 
employment income below MBM in Prince 
Edward Island and Nova Scotia, and least 
likely to be in this situation in Québec.
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Employees working 
FT/FY with employment 
income below MBM are 
concentrated in Ontario 
and Quebec.
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Employees with disabilities 
working FT/FY with 
employment income below 
MBM are also concentrated 
in Ontario and Quebec.
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Questions? 
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