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This October, Alberta becomes the first province in Canada to imple-
ment a $15 minimum wage. The provincial minimum wage will have 
risen from the lowest in the country to the highest over the span of 
three years.

Since premier Rachel Notley announced the increase back in 2015, 
every yearly increase has arrived alongside headlines citing concerns 
from groups like the Canadian Federation of Independent Business 
and Restaurants Canada. The warnings are always the same: raising 
wages will lead to job losses in the hundreds of thousands and could 
spell death for small businesses. 

The idea of a 47 per cent increase over four years terrified business 
organizations. Economists kept a wary eye on the unusually large 
increase. But as the $15-date approaches, the data and job market 
trends suggest that these fears were unwarranted. 

Alberta’s service sector added over 12,500 in 2017. Spending in the 
service sector has also gone up, presenting the argument that more 
money in the pockets of low-wage workers means more spending 
in local economies, and a boon to the very businesses higher wages 
were prophesized to hurt. 

Alberta is a unique case study. The province’s profitable oil industry 
means its average wage is the highest in the country, at around $33 
per hour. At the time the wage increases began, the gender pay gap 
was also the highest in the country. Policies like scrapping the mini-
mum wage exemption for liquor servers, a sector that disproportion-
ately employs women, have tried to tackle this, and seen job creation 
in the service sector as a result. 

B.C. and Ontario are now poised to match Alberta’s $15 wage over the 
next few years. Ontario, where approximately 623,000 workers are 
minimum wage earners, is hot on Alberta’s heels, with the $15 mini-
mum set to roll out in January 2019. B.C. will be raising the minimum 
in yearly increments, reaching $15.20 in May 2021.  
 

THE ROAD TO $15  

IN THREE CANADIAN PROVINCES
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Both provinces have heard concerns and praise for their approaches 
to the wage increase. B.C. has been critiqued for moving too slowly, 
while others are concerned that Ontario is moving too fast.

As Alberta approaches the final stage in the wage increase program, 
what can these other provinces glean from the success there—and 
what’s in Ontario and B.C.’s individual plans to warrant our attention? 

ALBERTA 
 
Ian Hussey of the Parkland Institute was writing in favour of wage 
increases before Alberta’s legislation came into effect. 
 
But recently, he’s been able to back his theories up with real numbers 
that indicate trends of job creation, and little evidence of the prophe-
sized business closures.
 
“We’re not seeing any more business closures than we would nor-
mally see in the cycle of our economy, whether you raise the mini-
mum wage or not,” said Hussey.  
 
When the province was still in a recession in 2016, the service sector 
added 26,500 jobs. 
 
Hussey argues that these new jobs can be tied to increased spending 
power the higher wage offers to minimum wage earners.  
 
Hussey also points out that restaurant and bar receipts in the prov-
ince were at an all-time high as of September 2017. Hussey says this 
can partially be tied to the fact that low-wage earners themselves 
now have more spending money to put back into the economy. Bet-
ter paying jobs in the service sector have actually helped the sector 
generate larger profits. 

Job creation aside, Hussey added that the inflation-adjusted mini-
mum wage was long overdue for a significant increase.
 
“The inflation adjusted average minimum wage across Canada only 
went up a penny from 1975 to 2013. In 2019, a $15 minimum wage 
when adjusted for inflation would only be about a dollar more than 
the 1977 minimum wage,” said Hussey.
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David Green, an economics professor at the University of British 
Columbia who played an advisory role in the province’s Fair Wages 
Commission, says job losses associated with minimum wage hikes 
are usually overblown because of miscommunication between econ-
omists and the media—namely, that predicted job losses for the 
teenage age bracket will affect all age groups equally. In fact, total job 
losses usually effectively zero after minimum wages increases.

Green says the wage increase in B.C. is significantly larger than past 
increases, so the impact on employment might be a bit larger—po-
tentially around one per cent.  
 
But he also argues that employers may end up using a job model 
with higher wages and lower turnover—meaning people may be un-
employed for a longer period during their job search, but will make 
more money and stay in their jobs longer once they find employ-
ment. 
 
“For the workers, the tradeoff is they get more stable jobs that pay 
better wages, but they have to look for jobs longer when they’re un-
employed,” said Green. “So that’s the trade off. And because people 
tend to be employed longer than they’re unemployed, my sort of gut 
reaction is that that’s a trade-off worth making.”

BRITISH COLumBIA 
 
Things were looking up for the labour movement in B.C. in May 2017, 
when the election of John Horgan’s minority NDP government of-
fered a break from 16 years of Liberal governments.  
 
Horgan campaigned on a promise of $15 minimum wage. But his 
party was held in place by a confidence-and-supply agreement with 
the B.C. Green Party, and Horgan found himself walking a tightrope 
between campaign promises and appeasing allies in the Legislature 
keeping his party in power. 

Last October, the government’s Fair Wages Commission set off to 
assess the state of employment, income, and life on the job for B.C.’s 
workers, to advise the government on three points: a timeline for 
reaching the $15 minimum wage, proposed adjustments to the em-
ployment standards act, and bridging the gap between the minimum 
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wage and calculated minimum wage, which was as high as $20.62 in 
Vancouver. 
  
Early in February, B.C.’s government announced the proposed time-
line: small increases every year on June 1st, eventually reaching a 
wage of $15.20 by 2021. The first increase will see a rise $12.65 from 
the current $11.35 
 
At the time of the announcement, Horgan told the press, “We believe 
that 2021 is not overly aggressive, in fact it will be disappointing to 
some.”

He wasn’t wrong. The BC Federation of Labour issued a statement 
responding to the announcement, saying that while $15 is an accom-
plishment, the slow timeline left much to be desired for B.C.’s work-
ers currently making wages below the poverty line. 

“Making 500,000 low paid workers who currently make less than $15 
wait until June 2021 to climb above poverty wage rates is not fair,” 
president Irene Lanzinger wrote in a statement.

Those workers have some cause for concern, as rising housing 
costs continue to put a crunch on families trying to make ends 
meet, in a province where 400,000 workers currently earn an 
hourly wage lower than $15.  
 
This April, the Living Wage for Families Campaign—which looks 
at the minimum hourly wage required to meet the needs of a 
two-parent, two-child household—announced that Metro Van-
couver’s living wage had risen to $20.91, almost thirty cents 
higher than the last calculation. 
 
But recent announcements from the B.C. government around labour 
reform suggest further moves towards wage equality and an afford-
able lifestyle for low-wage earners.

In mid-April, labour minister Harry Bains announced the B.C. govern-
ment’s plan to phase out the alternative wage for liquor servers, who 
currently make $10.10 per hour, raising their wages every year until 
reaching parity with the regular minimum wage in 2021.  
 
In an interview, Lanzinger praised this development as “extremely 
good news,” that the province is making moves to eliminate a wage 
the BC Fed describes as “sexist.”  
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Last year, the BC Employment Standards Coalition released a review 
of the state of work in the province. This report recommended elim-
inating the server wage, citing instances of wage theft, harassment, 
and unfair dress codes as a direct consequence of this wage—and 
questioned the gendered nature of the exemption. 

“One is left uneasy about the demographics of the sector and we 
question whether this anomalous treatment of liquor servers would 
have survived this long if most of the servers were male,” the report 
said.  
 
Now that things are looking up for the minimum wage earners and 
liquor servers, Lazinger said the next step is to consider how to less-
en the gap between the minimum and calculated living wage—the 
next task of the Fair Wages Commission.

“It’s great to have a higher minimum wage, it’s great to talk about 
how we make our minimum wag a living wage, those are very im-
portant and necessary discussions, said Lanzinger. “But the other 
discussion we must have as a society how do we make life more 
affordable across a broad range of issues.” 
 
She suggested the promise of $10 childcare is one area that could af-
fect the cost of living in B.C., as well as furthering discussions about 
how to make housing affordable. 

B.C.’s government has promised to roll out $10-per-day childcare by 
the end of the year. The housing issue may be more complicated to 
untangle, but Lanzinger argued that if these costs can be reduced, 
the $15.20 minimum might be almost on par with the living wage by 
2021.  
 
Until then, UBC economist David Green thinks the timeline gives 
businesses enough warning time to adjust to the changes and pre-
pare for increasing labour costs.
 
“I think it’s not a bad timeline at all, actually,” said Green. “Economies 
are very fluid, very organic entities. They adjust. That’s why there 
are so many different models around the world of successful econo-
mies.” 
 
“If you give enough heads up, then firms see the price signal and 
they adjust. They change the way they train their workers, they 
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change the way they use machines, they adjust, and they’ll come to 
realize that this isn’t going to be a catastrophe for them.”  

ONTARIO
 
Certainly, potential catastrophe was forecast when Ontario’s mini-
mum wage increased to $14 from $11.60 per hour on January 1st. This 
21 per cent increase was passed into law with Bill 148, also known as 
the Fair Wages, Better Jobs Act. 
 
Publications across the country pondered the risks of such a large 
increase, with the CBC and Toronto Star running stories referencing a 
Bank of Canada note that predicted “60,000 job losses” as a result of 
the increase. 
 
But as economist Michal Rozworksi wrote in the Tyee this January, the 
Bank of Canada note relied on outdated economics and ignored the 
benefits to workers who were long overdue for an increased wage.  
 
In an interview, Rozworski pointed out that raising the minimum 
wage for workers often gets undue attention, when labour costs are 
only a small fraction of the fluctuating prices that business owners 
regularly deal with. 

“Businesses deal with costs in different ways, I think there’s political 
reasons why that gets highlighted, and this is the thing that gets sin-
gled out as something that ends up causing problems for business-
es,” said Rozworksi.  
 
“I bring up rent often because that’s a huge cost. And minimum wage 
workers as the total of the whole aggregate business costs in Ontar-
io are much smaller than commercial rent costs across Ontario, and 
those have seen huge increases over the last few years. But you don’t 
see the business lobby out and complaining for rent control.” 
 
Rozworksi suggested that part of the disproportionate pushback 
against raising wages stems from the fact that workers’ wages don’t 
fall under the same category of business costs, or the same part of 
the economy.  

“I think it’s telling because the landlords are one section of business 
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and it’s sort of redistribution within businesses, between one sector 
of business and another, whereas if you raise the minimum wage 
you’re basically redistributing between business and workers and 
that’s the part that they don’t like, and it gets undue attention be-
cause of that.” 
 
As David Green pointed out, it isn’t really the businesses that pay the 
most when wages go up, but consumers, as prices are raised. But this 
includes the minimum-wage earners who have more spending mon-
ey in their pockets as a result of the increase.  
 
“The debate is often framed as ‘workers win, firms lose,’ when really 
what’s happening is the people who are really paying for it are con-
sumers,” said Green. “But it’s spread pretty widely, across consumers, 
so most people aren’t going to feel it very much.”

The changes to the Employment Standards Act also included in-
creased vacation time for long-term employees, extended emergency 
leaves, extended medical leave, and restrictions on the requirements 
for sick days. Workers need to be compensated for a minimum of 
three hours if a shift is cancelled less than 48 hours prior. 
 
Other low-wage earners are also set to receive a pay increase. Non-
adult students will see their wages go to $13.15 from $10.90, liquor 
servers will receive $12.20 from $10.10, and homeworkers will receive 
$15.40 from $12.80. 
 
But one element that has left labour advocates scratching their 
heads is that the exemption for liquor servers remains, against the 
recommendation of The Changing Workplaces Review, commis-
sioned by the Ontario Ministry of Labour in 2015 and published in 
May 2017. The report recommended the “phasing out [of] the liquor 
servers’ minimum wage as it institutionalizes dependence on tips for 
servers and may disproportionately impact some vulnerable seg-
ments of the working population.”

Now that B.C. is phasing out the exemption, Ontario and Quebec will 
soon be only remaining provinces paying liquor servers under the 
regular wage.

These minimum wage exemptions for liquor servers and student 
workers indicate that even with the recent victories for the fight for 
$15 movement in Ontario, there’s still work to be done in Ontario.
 
This was also reflected in the way some employers reacted to the 
increased wage. Some Tim Hortons franchisees came under public 
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scrutiny in January, when one Coburg, Ontario location responded to 
the wage hike by planning to cut paid breaks and asking workers to 
cover a larger portion of their benefits. 
 
Rozworksi suggested that moves to increasing union power in the 
province, and introducing card checks for union certification, would 
help protect workers from these kinds of abuses in the future. 
 
But with a provincial election slated for June, and Kathleen Wynne’s 
approval rating hovering at around 19 per cent, the future is uncer-
tain for Ontario’s workforce.   
 

CONCLuSIONS: WHAT’S NEXT?
 
Alberta’s successful road to $15 minimum wage bodes well for other 
provinces following suit. 

But the fight for workers’ fair wages isn’t over. 
 
For minimum wage earners in B.C.’s urban centres, the three-year 
increase to $15.20 means people will spend three years earning well 
below the living wage. If the living wage remains the same, these 
workers will still be earning $5 lower than the living wage once 2021 
comes around.

The wait will be even slower for liquor servers, with a longer wait to 
reach parity with the regular minimum wage. Exemptions for live-in 
caretakers and camp employees still stand while other exemptions 
are scrapped.  
 
In Ontario, Premier Kathleen Wynne hasn’t announced plans to scrap 
the minimum wage exemptions for liquor servers and students.  
 
A win for the Progressive Conservative Party in the upcoming provin-
cial election would come with a promise from Doug Ford to halt the 
minimum wage at $14, instead offering minimum wage earners an 
income tax break. Current calculations of Ford’s plan indicate that 
this would give minimum wage earners an extra $800 per year, in-
stead of the approximately $2,000 that would come with a $15 wage.  
 
With unstable housing costs, and uncertain political futures, the next 
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few years for minimum wage earners in Canada’s most populous 
provinces are unclear.  
 
But looking at early indicators from Alberta, B.C. and Ontario busi-
nesses have little to fear from raising wages—in fact, more money in 
workers’ pockets will likely stimulate the local economy.  
 
And as Hussey points out, the reality is that raising a family—or sim-
ply trying to survive in an expensive city—is not feasible at a stag-
nant, low wage. 

“A lot of people recognize that it’s just hard to live on nine or 10 
bucks an hour, and it just gets down to a very simple level for peo-
ple,” said Hussey. 


