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Volume 5, Issue 2 of the Public Policy and Governance Review comes at a time when 
students are busy finishing classes, walking out of exams, and beginning the next stage 
of their lives. Meanwhile, governance and policy development are beset by problems, not 
the least of which is the sense of increasing government disengagement from the lives of 
citizens. In this context, it has been a privilege to read smart, powerful submissions from 
graduate students engaged with the problems of the world around them, and to know that 
these same talented students will soon become a part of the professional world.

This issue does not shy away from investigating serious and complex policy issues. The 
economic value of infrastructure projects is juxtaposed with an interview featuring two 
sitting Canadian MPs concerning a national transit strategy for Canada. The problems 
of inadequate affordable housing, the declining health of recent immigrants, and the 
complications surrounding First Nations education are just some examples of the issues 
that Canadian policy students tackle in these pages. 

In its fifth year, the Public Policy and Governance Review has expanded to seven 
universities across Canada, while our quality online content has reached over 33,000 
people in 140 countries. Leading the Review has been an invaluable experience, and we 
couldn’t have accomplished any of it without the unflagging support of our Advisory Board, 
and particularly the esteemed Dr. Ian Clark. Our Editorial Assistants and Associate Editors 
have been exceptionally diligent and wonderfully capable. Every province in Canada 
seems to be moving into the future with their own crop of forward-thinking policy students, 
and we couldn’t be more pleased. 

Sincerely, 
Wyndham Bettencourt-McCarthy and Jeremy Mesiano-Crookston
Editors-in-Chief, Public Policy and Governance Review (www.ppgreview.ca)

Wyndham Bettencourt-McCarthy and Jeremy Mesiano-Crookston are 2014 Master of 
Public Policy Candidates at the School of Public Policy and Governance. Wyndham holds 
an Honours Bachelor of Arts (High Distinction) from the University of Toronto in English 
and Political Science. Jeremy holds a Bachelor of Humanities and a Masters of Literature 
from Carleton University.

Editors’ Note
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Health & Disease
Rising Caesarean Section Rates in Ontario: 
Provincial Priorities and Patient Outcomes 
Carla Sorbara

Carla Sorbara received an undergraduate degree in medical anthropology from McGill 
University before studying midwifery at Ryerson University’s Midwifery Education Program. 
Prior to joining the School of Public Policy and Governance at the University of Toronto in 
2012, she spent six years as a practicing midwife out of North York General Hospital.

Caesarean section rates are rising at an alarming rate, increasing human and financial 
costs at a time when the government is looking to link efficiencies to quality improvement. 
This paper critically examines the policy, political, and public administration issues 
surrounding the rising caesarean section rate and the government’s role in achieving 
evidence-based maternity care targets. It identifies key stakeholders in the maternity 
care policy environment, examines current policy levers used to address the problem, 
and evaluates the government’s strategy in the context of cost containment efforts in the 
broader health care sector. The paper then provides three recommendations for moving 
forward with a strategy that links clinical practice to provincial priorities. 

On January 26, 2012, as part of a strategy to contain health care costs in Ontario, Health 
Minister Deb Matthews announced that the provincial government would be reviewing 
their current policy on caesarean section births. According to the Globe and Mail, the 
government was considering delisting the procedure when physicians have not identified 
a clinical indication. The media storm following the announcement highlighted public 
skepticism of government control over personal health choices and prompted a reassuring 
response from the Minister that Ontarians would continue to have access to safe and 
appropriate maternity care. The announcement falls on the heels of emerging evidence 
that Ontario’s caesarean section rates continue to rise to unprecedented levels despite 
growing concern about the health consequences for both mothers and babies. 
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Current Status

Minister Matthews’s announcement of a plan to address Ontario’s troubling caesarean 
section rate occurred within the context of cost containment efforts to cut $240 million 
out of health spending at the Ministry of Health and Long Term Care (MOHLTC). The 
political storm that followed the announcement was inflamed by lingering opposition to 
the $900 Health Premium that was introduced by the Liberal government in 2003, and the 
delisting of services such as optometrist visits and physiotherapy from the list of taxpayer-
covered services. Citizens took the government to task on their willingness to continue 
to cut existing services despite increasing cost for taxpayers, with opposition parties also 
taking on the Minister in this regard. The NDP finance critic spoke out against the idea of 
delisting elective caesarean procedures, referring to the services that had already been 
delisted and cautioning against broad strokes that would cripple the health care system. 
The PC finance critic was also outspoken on the issue, citing the need to find efficiencies 
in the overblown health budget but cautioning that “efficiencies is not code for cuts...it’s 
how do we provide the best bang for the buck.”

In the current climate of cost containment in health care, the rising costs of maternity 
care cannot be ignored. According to the Canadian Institute for Health Information (CIHI), 
delivering a baby in Ontario is the number one cause of in-patient hospitalization. It 
accounts for roughly 1 in every 10 dollars spent on all in-patient hospital costs, and 1.3% 
of all fee-for-service payments to physicians (Canadian Institute for Health Information, 
2006). The most recent information on Ontario’s caesarean section rates, released in the 
2012 Better Outcomes Registry and Network (BORN) program report, show that almost 
1 in 3 women in Ontario give birth via caesarean section (28.4%), and this has increased 
at an alarming rate from 17.8% in 1980 (Better Outcomes Registry and Network, 
2012). Ontario’s rates of caesarean section are now almost twice as high as the WHO 
recommended rates of 15%. 

According to BORN, a rise in maternal complications from 23.4% to 27.6% between 2007 
and 2011 occurred in association with a consistent rise in caesarean section use, with 
no associated improvements in neonatal health (Ibid). While morbidity and mortality are 
quite rare for women giving birth in Canada, women who undergo caesarean section are 
more likely to encounter serious injury and harm than women who undergo normal vaginal 
delivery (Liu et al., 2007). Caesarean sections are not only more dangerous than normal 
deliveries, but they cost twice as much and involve an average length of stay that is at 
least twice as long. CIHI’s report on the soaring human and financial costs of Canadian 
caesarean sections also notes the increased respiratory symptom and infection rates 
among infants born via caesarean section and the associated increased length of hospital 
stay for these babies. 
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Meanwhile, the rising rate of caesarean sections has gained attention from the Canadian 
media. Recently, the Globe and Mail published an article revealing that children born 
via caesarean section lack exposure to crucial gut bacteria and have a greater risk of 
developing chronic illness such as asthma and type-1 diabetes (Taylor, 2013). A related 
Globe and Mail article also featured a study that demonstrates the lack of evidence 
regarding routine caesarean section for twin births. In the article, a prominent Toronto 
physician referred to the study as a “wake-up call,” and that natural birth should be 
the preferred option because of the risk of infection and other complications for the 
mother (Picard, 2013). These sentiments were recently echoed in a Toronto Star 
article that highlighted new CIHI evidence demonstrating that Ontario is lagging behind 
other provinces in preventing caesarean section births for both first time mothers and 
for subsequent pregnancies following a primary caesarean birth (Boyle and Ogilvie, 
2012). There is an extraordinary consensus demonstrated in these publications that 
stakeholders–policy makers, citizens, physicians, and hospital staff–are jointly concerned 
about the trend toward higher caesarean section rates. 

Key Actors

Most of what determines how maternity care is organized and delivered happens at 
the level of individual hospitals. The Ontario Hospital Association (OHA) coordinates 
evidence-based policy across its membership. Last year, the OHA released its 2013-
16 Strategic Plan that prioritizes value for money and sets treatment and cost savings 
targets. However, there is no formal mechanism to hold the OHA accountable to provincial 
priorities, nor does the OHA have a formal mechanism for physician and midwife 
accountability. Certainly physicians and midwives are required to obtain and retain 
hospital privileges, but they are essentially self-employed and are largely bound by their 
association and college standards, not by provincial or OHA priorities. Several hospitals 
across the province have reduced caesarean section rates through entrepreneurial 
initiatives (such as Vaginal Birth After Caesarean Section, or VBAC, initiatives at 
Scarborough Hospital and Toronto East General Hospital), but the large differences in 
outcomes for hospitals across the province only further demonstrates that there is a need 
for effective leadership to achieve broader change (CIHI, 2004). 

Given the institutional decision-making structure in Ontario hospitals, the maternity care 
policy environment can be dominated by physician leadership with no accountability to 
strategic provincial policy goals. Furthermore, the Ontario Medical Association (OMA) 
is a strong advocate for continued physician control of the hospital decision-making 
structure. In response to Ontario’s Health Action Plan, the OMA stressed the importance 
of maintaining physician leadership, especially regarding changes to the way hospitals 
are funded (OMA, 2010). Interestingly, in their policy paper on maternity and newborn 
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care in Ontario, the OMA identifies capitation-based funding as a policy tool to address 
problems with the way that maternity care is delivered in Ontario–a funding model that 
has supported midwives to achieve much lower rates of intervention and caesarean 
section than their physician counterparts (Hanna, 2007). However, in the same paper, 
the OMA also explicitly rejects a strategic move toward supporting normal (vaginal) birth 
and, drawing on the fundamental philosophy of physician-led maternity care, couches the 
OMA’s position in the rhetoric of safety: “Physicians view pregnancy as a natural process 
in which specific risks must be recognized and managed. Midwives consider pregnancy 
as a state of health and childbirth as a normal physiologic process” (OMA, 2010). This 
approach makes its way into the public sphere, setting up a non-evidence based tension 
in public and media circles between physiological birth and safety. In this climate, any 
strategy that the Ministry puts in place to lower caesarean section rates is going to require 
a broad-based approach where accountability and delivery mechanisms achieved through 
funding and programming initiatives are linked with an effective communication plan aimed 
at OMA buy-in. 

An interesting feature of the OMA position on vaginal birth is that it does not uphold the 
principles of an important policy statement released several years ago by the Society of 
Obstetricians and Gynecologists of Canada–perhaps the most important stakeholder in 
Canadian maternity-care policy circles. The 2008 policy statement not only underscores 
the importance of, and evidence for, approaching birth as a normal physiological 
process, but also lays out important guidelines for reducing unnecessary interventions 
and caesarean births: “Birthing as a natural process should be promoted by all health 
care professionals who provide antenatal care...[and] health care professionals should 
be committed to protecting, promoting, and supporting normal childbirth according to 
evidence-based practice. Normal birth should be accessible and encouraged in all hospital 
settings [and] there should be a valid reason...to intervene in the natural process when 
labour and birth are progressing normally” (Society of Obstetricians and Gynecologists 
of Canada, 2008). Conversely to the OMA, the SOGC statement has received enormous 
support for this publication from the Association of Ontario Midwives (AOM), an emerging 
player in the maternity care policy environment. In fact, the AOM campaign for more 
funding for evidence-based, low-intervention maternity care is gaining both public and 
political attention, and as the number of midwives grows, the AOM is exerting more 
pressure on the Ministry to deliver (Stall and Dhalla, 2012). 

Public Policy Issues 

In the Ontario healthcare policy environment, there is little clarity regarding who is 
responsible for ensuring that Ontario meets the maternity care treatment targets that 
are based on clinical evidence. The MOHLTC is in charge of how hospital funding and 
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physician/midwife remuneration is organized, but, in maternity care, funding is still based 
on global hospital budget allocations and fee-for-service physician and midwife fees. 
Certainly, the government has achieved some efficiencies through pricing incentives. 
According to the OHIP fee schedule, physicians earn only marginally more for performing 
a complex and time consuming caesarean section than they do for performing a relatively 
straight forward vaginal birth. Physicians can also claim extra billings for offering a vaginal 
birth after caesarean section to women who have undergone a previous caesarean 
section (Government of Ontario, 2013). Additionally, when regulated midwifery was 
legislated in 1994, a capitation-funding model was put in place according to a set of 
ideals that included removing fee-for-service or volume-based incentives. This model was 
intended to encourage midwives to spend sufficient time with each client as needed and to 
avoid rewards for the use of unnecessary interventions (Courtyard Group 2010).

However, there is currently no provincial maternity care strategy or targeted strategy for 
reducing caesarean section rates to support these pricing maneuvers. In fact, the way that 
maternity care is delivered is largely in the hands of physicians. The SOCG, the College 
of Midwives of Ontario (CMO), and the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Ontario 
(CPSO) create practice standards and guidelines that are usually evidence-based and 
translated into hospital policy through physician led boards, such as Medical Advisory 
Committees mandated through the Public Hospitals Act (Government of Ontario, 1990). 
Yet there is no official oversight or clear accountability mechanism to link hospital policies 
to professional standards. 

In 2008, the Ministry created the Provincial Council for Maternal and Child Health 
(PCMCH) as the provincial forum in which clinical and administrative leaders can 
advise on health system delivery and build provincial consensus on priorities for system 
improvement. The PCMCH is accountable to the Board of Directors at the Hospital 
for Sick Children (HSC) for meeting mutually agreed upon deliverables set out in the 
MOHLTC’s Transfer Payment Agreement with HSC. Not surprisingly, the PCMCH has 
prioritized high-risk pregnancy concerns and is organized largely to meet high-risk area 
targets such as pre-term birth and hypertensive disorders. Importantly, the way in which 
the PCMCH informs provincial maternity care policy is not transparent. 

In 2010, the Ontario government passed the Excellent Care for All Act (ECFAA). According 
to the Act’s preamble, its goal is to ensure “that health care organizations are responsive 
and accountable to the public, and focused on...delivering high quality health care...
[That] each health care organization should hold its executive team accountable for...
[delivering care] based on the best available scientific evidence [and] recognize the value 
of transparency in the health care system” (Government of Ontario, 2010). One important 
stipulation of the Act is that hospitals link executive pay to formal Quality Improvement 
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Plans (QIP). According to the MOHLTC’s Pay for Performance (PFP) toolkit, the purpose 
of performance-based compensation related to the ECFAA is to “drive accountability for 
the delivery of quality improvement plans” (Government of Ontario, 2010). The Ministry’s 
goal is to link achievement of organizational targets to compensation, increase motivation 
to achieve long and short-term goals, and promote transparency in the performance 
incentive process. Importantly, the legislation does not stipulate specific requirements 
regarding the number of targets that should be tied to executive compensation nor what 
those targets should be, simply that the PFP measures be tied to a QIP that is created by 
the organization itself. The ECFAA identifies the role of the OHA as providing support for 
organizations to create and implement their QIP, but does not hold either the OHA or the 
organizations accountable to provincial priorities. In other words, the EFCAA has created 
an accountability and transparency mechanism for hospitals within the context of their own 
set of priorities and targets. Even if the MOHLTC plans to identify provincial maternity care 
priorities, more will need to be done to set up accountability and delivery mechanisms to 
translate their strategy into outcomes. 

Political Issues

Containing health care costs is a particularly inflammatory issue for Ontario citizens, and 
delisting elective caesarean section is a politically risky move, particularly on the heels of 
the Health Premium and the delisting of other OHIP covered services. The government 
faces the challenge of convincing citizens that doing less can improve outcomes. 

Fortunately, the government is politically poised to draw on recent successes with its 
Wait Times Strategy, where the Ministry reduced wait times for cancer surgery, cardiac 
procedures, cataract surgery, hip and knee replacement, and MRI and CT scans. Rolled 
out as part of the Province’s Action Plan for Health Care, and couched in the Patient-
Based Funding and Quality Based Procedures approach, this strategy demonstrated 
transparency in its public reporting of wait times across the province and put in place 
an accountability mechanism for a quality improvement plan. Importantly, the strategy 
was communicated to citizens and providers as a paradigm shift from a culture of “cost 
containment” to “quality improvement,” with its success hinging on engaging citizens in the 
system improvement dialogue and on building momentum for continued support (Ministry 
of Health and Long Term Care and Cancer Care Ontario, 2013). The Ministry has recently 
expanded its strategy to include all surgeries and emergency room wait times.

However, the caesarean section issue may not lend itself as easily to the value for money 
argument that sustained the wait times strategy, and a successful communication strategy 
will depend on the government’s ability to leverage current public concern regarding 
the appropriate use of technology and the human costs of excessive use of medical 
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intervention. This communication strategy has had considerable success both in the UK, 
with their “Changing Childbirth” campaign (Aston and Lee, 1995) and in New Zealand, with 
its broad maternity care reforms (Floyd, 2005). In both cases, governments linked their 
funding initiatives to strategic communication campaigns, garnering considerable support 
over time and keeping their caesarean section rates well below the OECD average at 
about 23% (OECD, 2013). 

Policy maneuvers to lower Ontario’s caesarean section rate are going to require full 
stakeholder buy-in in order to communicate a strategy for reform that mobilizes public 
support. The OMA must be a critical actor in this regard. The government will have to 
leverage the OMA’s push for more collaboration in obstetrical care programming, as well 
their policy position on the need for maternity care funding innovation. They will also need 
to pay particular attention to the issue of medical-legal risk. Malpractice continues to be 
the leading cause of litigation against health care providers in Canada and obstetrical 
care providers are sued more often than other specialists: “Awards against them can be 
very large, and they pay more for liability insurance coverage than any other specialty 
except neurosurgeons” (Yang et al., 2009). The Canadian Institute, which hosts an annual 
conference on medical liability, describes the effect of medical liability on obstetrical 
providers as potentially devastating: “The issues, both medical and legal, are extremely 
complex. The cost of malpractice–monetary, human, and professional reputation–can be 
devastating. In this high-risk area, every health care professional and institution providing 
obstetric care needs up-to-the-minute information on the medical and legal issues, as well 
as current strategies to minimize the risk of liability” (Canadian Institute, 2006). As Yang 
et al. write, caesarean section is not risk free, but it is widely believed to reduce the risk of 
rare catastrophic birth injuries (2009). Any approach taken to reduce caesarean section 
will need to address this very real issue for obstetrical care providers. 

Recommendations

1. Provincial Maternity Care Strategy 

A Provincial Maternity Care Strategy should be drawn up within the Action Plan for Health 
Care framework. The government can take advantage of the momentum behind the 
culture shift from cost containment to quality improvement that is reflected in the Quality 
Based Procedure approach. This strategy will also benefit from growing institutional buy-in 
from hospitals across the province: as organizations and providers become more familiar 
with the changing language and funding mechanism, new programming under the same 
umbrella will encounter less resistance. The government can also use existing pathways 
for governance and accountability to enhance transparency and link the provincial 
strategy to publicly accessible outcome improvements in Ontario hospitals, such as 
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Pay-for Performance (PFP) linked to Quality Improvement Plans (QIP). Linking existing 
PFP legislation to a specific maternity care QIP, and providing hospitals with the support 
and resources to implement the QIP, are clear pathways to engage providers and build 
institutional consensus. Engaging citizens through “sunshine legislation” that requires 
hospitals to post their intervention and success rates (induction of labour, caesarean 
section, and breastfeeding, for example) will ensure that the strategy builds the necessary 
momentum to maintain public support over time. The government should also provide 
a clear mandate to the Provincial Council for Maternal and Child Health (PCMCH) to 
create inter-professional guidelines on collaboration and to build professional consensus 
on quality of care and target outcomes. The PCMCH, in collaboration with the Better 
Outcomes Reporting Nework, could act as the arms length agency to the MOHLTC tasked 
with monitoring the success of the program and collecting provincial evidence that can 
guide program direction in the future. This will communicate the role of the PCMCH to 
citizens, and enhance transparency by communicating who is accountable for ensuring 
evidence-based outcomes in maternal care. 

2. Modular Remuneration

This second recommendation links funding changes to the quality improvement strategy. 
As the government rethinks how to fund maternal care with the patient based funding 
framework, it should move away from the fee-for-service model and provide greater 
incentives for appropriate use of technology and reduce incentives for over-treatment. In 
their maternity care reforms that have taken place over the last 20 years, the New Zealand 
Ministry of Health successfully reorganized funding into a flat, modular remuneration 
model, and took great care to involve all stakeholders in creating and implementing the 
legislation. While physicians typically resist funding changes that reduce control over 
treatment and remuneration, the OMA has endorsed a modular approach to maternity 
care funding. Risks associated with modular remuneration models include incentives 
to cut corners in care provision, and these risks will have to be mitigated through the 
QIP support that hospitals will receive through the PFP plan. Similar to the precedent 
set by New Zealand in its funding plan, the Ontario government should use pricing 
incentives to shift hospital staffing decisions towards greater use of midwives as part of its 
strategy to reduce medical intervention. Certainly, any funding changes aimed at quality 
improvement need to be linked to a communication strategy aimed at building public 
support and ensuring stakeholder buy-in. This second recommendation depends on a 
solid communication plan for the Maternity Care Strategy outlined above. 
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3. Task Force on Provincial No-Fault, Universal Medical Liability Compensation 

This third recommendation targets potential push-back from the OMA regarding medical-
legal risk. Changing the medical-legal environment for obstetrical care providers 
would dramatically change clinical practice and has the potential to move away from 
legally driven care decisions toward evidence-based decision making. In 1990, the 
Conference of Deputy Ministers of Health commissioned a study to respond to a “crisis” 
in medical malpractice. One of the recommendations of the resulting Review on Liability 
and Compensation Issues in Health Care (the “Prichard Report”) was that a no-fault 
compensation scheme be implemented for “significant avoidable healthcare injuries” as 
a substitute to the existing tort system. However, this report did not lead to changes in 
medical malpractice policy, partly because of a decline in malpractice claims at the time, 
and partly because governments shifted away from concerns about rising liability costs 
towards concerns about the sustainability of Canada’s health care system (Gilmore, 
2006). Importantly, the report did not recommend that provinces take responsibility for 
the compensation program, nor did it identify the scheme as a mechanism to improve 
governance and accountability within the health care delivery network.  

New Zealand, Denmark, Finland, and Sweden have all adopted this approach and have 
been successful in largely replacing tort law remedies with no-fault compensation. In 
New Zealand, all patients are covered by a universal nationalized no-fault personal injury 
insurance plan (Harleston, 2003). While there are mechanisms to engage with providers 
and health care organizations to ensure quality of care, New Zealand has not used the 
compensation system to create a direct link between government priorities and health 
outcomes, and has therefore not realized the “full potential” of the no-fault approach to 
medical liability (Silversides, 2008). On the other hand, Denmark has created a national 
reporting and feedback system that has increased transparency and accountability 
and has had a direct impact on provider behaviour and system improvement. Ontario 
can learn from Denmark’s experience as it looks at options for setting up a provincially 
administered medical injury compensation program. With a well-established mechanism to 
monitor and improve clinical and systems outcomes, this approach will not only promote 
inter-professional collaboration, but will also establish a clear accountability framework: 
because governments will work with providers and organizations to ensure quality care, 
it is clear who is in charge of improving outcomes such as the caesarean section rate. 
Ontario currently takes this approach to employment injury insurance through the WSIB, 
and therefore has experience with this model. The task force on provincially administered 
no-fault personal injury insurance would need to engage stakeholders to mitigate potential 
pushback from the legal and insurance sectors and work with the Canadian Medical 
Protective Association, the national non-profit corporation that currently administers 
medical malpractice insurance for Canadian physicians.
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Health & Disease
The Effect of Immigrant Health on Canada’s 
Economy 
Sydney Raeburn-Bell

This paper examines Canadian immigrant health rates and explains why poor health 
effects labour market integration and productivity. The phenomenon often referred to 
as “the healthy immigrant effect” means that new immigrants are often healthier than 
Canadians. Canada’s rigid screening processes and point system values economic 
potential, and so maintaining immigrant health should be a priority. This research, 
however, points to the key barriers immigrants face in the current health care system 
and analyses what effect these obstacles have for immigrant health, labour market 
productivity, and ultimately Canada’s immigration policy.

Introduction

Immigrants comprise 20% of Canada’s population (Gushulak, et al., 2011), a contribution 
expected to rise after growing at a pace in 2011 that represented more than two thirds 
of Canada’s population growth (Ibid). The immigrant population represents such a 
substantial portion of the Canadian workforce that the Immigration and Refugee Protection 
Act’s rigid point system is designed to accept immigrants based on Canada’s labour 
needs, and determines which individuals should not be allowed into Canada. Economic 
theory suggests a direct correlation between the skill level of a country’s labour force and 
that country’s economic productivity. 

 A troublesome issue in Canada, however, is the rate of immigrant unemployment. The 
discrepancy between the Act’s intended economic effect and Canada’s actual high 
immigrant unemployment rate of 12.1% in 2001 (Islam, 2007) is also linked to poor 
immigrant health. Immigrants typically arrive in Canada in a state of exceptional health, a 
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well-observed pattern classified in the literature as “the healthy immigrant effect” (Fuller-
Thomson et al., 2010). On average, the health level of more than 90% of immigrants 
exceeds that of native-born Canadians (Gushulak et al., 2011). This statistic makes sense, 
as the screening component of the immigration process requires immigrants be tested for 
infectious disease and chronic conditions (Setia, Lynch et al., 2011). The test is designed 
to alleviate potential burdens on the health system and mitigate potential health risks 
for Canadians (Gushulak et al., 2011). Of significance is the fact that immigrant health 
declines over time (Fuller-Thomson et al., 2010) and that the “healthy immigrant effect” 
declines after settlement in Canada. 

The dramatic reversal of immigrant health suggests that immigrants are disadvantaged 
individually, and that this disadvantage extends to the wider economy when an immigrant’s 
health decline negatively affects his or her productivity. A healthy population is essential 
for economic growth and productivity. Researchers need to question why immigrant 
health deteriorates following arrival in Canada, identify structural barriers encountered 
by immigrants in the health care system, and explore the extent to which these barriers 
impact an immigrant’s ability to engage productively in the economy. Canada needs to 
answer these questions as it strives to support its workforce to function at maximum 
capacity. Decreased levels of productivity result in an undesirable outcome both for the 
individual immigrant and the state at large. This double jeopardy needs to be rectified in 
order to build and shape our global reputation, our definition of ourselves, and our levels 
of economic growth. 

The inequalities that exist for immigrants in the health care system place an unintended 
burden on health and economic systems. Rather than being a drain, immigrants should 
be able to help alleviate the load and contribute to the health of the economy. Health care 
equity is therefore a goal Canada should strive towards for the sake of equality and to 
increase economic productivity. 

The Healthy Immigrant Effect and Access to Health Care

In the interest of concision, this paper will not examine temporary workers or non-status 
individuals, but only immigrants permitted to live legally and permanently in Canada. 
Maintaining consistency with regard to the goal of this paper–evaluating immigrant health 
status on employment–will help provide meaningful recommendations for future areas of 
policy development. 

Canada has a small population in comparison to other developed nations and therefore 
is more dependent on immigrant economic contribution. Furthermore, permanent and 
legal immigrants are more likely to engage in the formal economy. The immigrant 
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acceptance criteria are designed to allow entrance primarily to young individuals from 
an “economically active age group” (Setia et al., 2011). The current points system has 
been modified from the 1967 original, which diversified acceptance requirements to 
capture a more holistic picture of an immigrant, to a system in place since 2002, which 
prioritizes individuals with higher education and economic potential (Vineberg). In addition, 
regulations in Canada ensure that all immigrants are medically examined (Gushulak et 
al., 2011). Section 38 of Canada’s Immigration and Refugee Protection Act implemented 
in 2002 denies an immigrant acceptance if his or her condition will likely threaten public 
health, be a danger to public safety, or result in exorbitant demand on health or social 
services (Gilkinson, Jun, Xue, 2010).  

As a result of these standards, immigrants arriving in Canada are healthy. It is therefore 
the change in immigrant health over time that needs examination. Self-reported health 
studies are frequently used to document this change. This method effectively captures 
immigrants’ health not only objectively but also subjectively. Citizen and Immigration 
Canada (CIC) advocates for self-reporting as an accurate technique to gauge a variety 
of health related factors often difficult to measure, such as “incipient disease, disease 
severity, aspects of positive health status, physiological and psychological reserves, and 
social and mental function” (Gilkinson et al., 2010). A study that provides both objective 
and subjective data is a report by Esme Fuller-Thomson et al. of the University of Toronto. 
The study analyzed self-reported data from the Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to 
Canada, aged 15 years or older from October 2000 to September 2001, administered 
by Statistics Canada and CIC. Immigrants were interviewed three times: 12,040 people 
after six months of arrival in Canada, 9,322 after two years, and 7,716 after four years in 
Canada. Participating immigrants categorized themselves into one of five health status 
categories: poor, fair, good, very good, or excellent (Fuller-Thomson et al., 2010).

Fuller-Thomson found that six months after arriving in Canada, approximately 78.4% 
of immigrants reported having excellent or very good health. Four years after arrival, 
however, only three out of five immigrants, or 60.2%, reported having excellent or very 
good health (Fuller-Thomson et al., 2010). Moreover, 15% of immigrants reported a two-
category decline from their first to third interviews (Ibid). The amount of time an immigrant 
spends in Canada is thus associated with a statistically significant corresponding decline 
in health. Fuller-Thomson’s conclusion provides a comprehensive base from which to 
identify the dramatic decline in immigrant health. Yet the source of the decline remains in 
question: how much of this change can be attributed to the Canadian health system and 
how much to the immigrant’s response to it?
 
Psychologist and epidemiologist Morton Beiser provides a historical context for this issue. 
Beiser identifies the inefficiency of polarizing immigrants as either “sick” or “healthy,” 
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and instead advocates for the recognition of immigrant health as a combination of 
“environment and predisposition” (2004). Beiser argues that contextual factors influence 
disease prevalence. His interpretation is valuable when assessing particular structural 
barriers faced by immigrants and identifying the effect of these barriers on health. The 
“environment” highlighted by Beiser becomes the focus, since such factors are within the 
realm of Canadian policy makers’ control. 

Access to health care often presents a barrier for immigrants within the Canadian health 
care environment. Compared to native-born Canadians, newly arrived immigrants are 
twice as likely to experience difficulties accessing health care (Gushulak et al., 2011). 
Fuller-Thomson’s results corroborate this, finding that approximately, 19.9% of study 
respondents reported having some difficulty accessing or using health services (2010). 
Furthermore, among those who reported a two-category health decline, 27.2% reported 
difficulty accessing Canadian health services. By contrast, among those who did not report 
a decline, only 18.5% reported difficulty in accessing services (Fuller-Thomson et al., 
2010). As a result of the disparity in access between Canadians and immigrants, Fuller-
Thomson’s conclusions reveal the importance of access in maintaining immigrant health.

Language is also an important element contributing to limited health care access. In 2005, 
36% of immigrants indicated they did not have the ability to speak either of the two official 
Canadian languages (Gushulak et al., 2011) which epidemiologists argue prohibits health 
care access (Maninder Setia et al., 2011). Language barriers result in poor treatment, 
miscommunication in follow up appointments, and in misdiagnosis (Newbold & Danforth, 
2003). An important distinction should be made between access to health care as a 
social service, and health care promotion and prevention. Language barriers reduce the 
effectiveness of prevention promotion information (Gushulak et al., 2011), highlighting 
the necessity of breaching this barrier. Since health care norms are culturally bound and 
culture is rooted in language, language barriers can influence not just access to service 
but also shared ideologies. 

The Economic Impact of Immigrants’ Declining Health

Beiser (2004) notes that health is indeed a component of human capital and that health 
and labour intersect under the common goal of economic growth. For this reason, 
Beiser suggested that disregarding immigrant health is irresponsible: “Health is integral 
to immigrant human capital. If their health is compromised, immigrants cannot achieve 
their full economic and social potential.” A lack of social potential will negatively influence 
employment rates. In 2001 for example, only 65.8% of immigrants were employed, 
compared to 81.8% of native-born Canadians (Islam, 2007). Although these rates may 
have improved from 2001, immigrants can take up to 10 years to achieve economic 



Volume 5, Issue 2, Spring 2014

22 Public Policy and Governance Review

success (Beiser, 2004). A lack of human capital resulting from poor health may contribute 
to delayed economic success. 

Mental health plays a key role in the relationship between immigrant health and 
employment. Even immigrants who have lived in Canada for 30 years are more likely to 
experience mental health issues than native-born Canadians (Beiser, 2004). Mental health 
can influence human capital and an immigrant’s chance of employment throughout the life 
course. Recognizing the potential trauma refugees may have faced in their home country, 
immigration researcher Navjot Lamba controlled for health as a variable in her multiple 
regression analysis. In one self-reported health study she examined the potential factors 
of unemployment for 525 adult refugees. Lamba found that only 57% of respondents 
identified as psychologically healthy, and described the potential impact this had on 
immigrant employment (2008). While Lamba’s study only examined the mental health of 
refugees, future research on the mental health status and labour force engagement of 
various immigrant groups would be beneficial.

Research has also focused on a different but related correlation between unemployment 
and declining health. The question has evolved to address both the impact of declining 
health for immigrants in the labour force, and how unemployment can be detrimental 
to health. In 2006, Australian researcher Steven Kennedy and Canadian academic 
James McDonald conducted a study on the mental health of Australian immigrants 
following arrival to Canada. This comparative analysis is beneficial given that Australian 
immigration trends, objectives, and environment are similar to those in Canada. Kennedy 
and McDonald explained the link between unemployment and poor mental health, which 
consequently impacts an individual’s ability to access health care (Kennedy & McDonald, 
2006). Moreover, language as a means of accessing care proves important in this context 
as well; their research drew connections between psychological health and an aptitude for 
speaking a country’s language (Ibid). By extension, the same obstacles to accessing care 
will also impact an immigrant’s participation in the labour market, as it will affect his or her 
mental health and thus his or her employment. As expected, unemployment creates higher 
rates of mental disadvantage, an inequality only predicted to increase with the duration of 
an immigrant’s life in a new country (Ibid). Therefore, in addition to an immigrant’s difficulty 
in the labour market due to health issues, unemployment contributes to stress and 
becomes a determinant of health in an interconnected downward pattern.

Béland et al. discuss the relationship between employment and health as a broader 
trend, arguing that poor health and unemployment are related either because of the 
“selection effect” occurring when unhealthy individuals are viewed as unemployable due 
to their affliction, or because unemployment causes the affliction (Béland et al., 2002). 
The assumed explanation–that unhealthy immigrants are not employed because of this 
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workplace inhibitor–does not provide a complete picture. Rather, unless immigrant health 
issues are addressed, a cycle of immigrant unemployment and poor health will result 
in both factors negatively affecting each other, inhibiting productivity and labour force 
engagement and increasing the risk of illness.

Limitations, Policy Areas, and Future Research 

While this paper is based on research from self-reported health surveys, other methods 
of data collection such as health care records would also be beneficial. Though reliable, 
health records are more challenging to access since tracking immigrant health after arrival 
in Canada is not an institutionalized or regulated process. When data is unavailable, 
self-reported studies can reveal immigrants’ interpretations of their situations, which 
influence their labour force participation. It is also important to recognize that immigrants 
have different backgrounds and experiences and should not be viewed as a homogenous 
group. Researchers acknowledge that some immigrants may be more advantaged or 
have higher social capital for reasons difficult to measure (Setia et al., 2011). A more 
comprehensive analysis of health and economic productivity, which specifies and 
separates immigrant groups, can account for these differences. A gendered analysis 
would also be beneficial in this context, as health and labour market influences affect male 
and female immigrants differently. Although such distinctions fall outside the scope of this 
paper, the decline in immigrant health on a broader scale still points to a problem requiring 
attention. 

The issue of declining immigrant health is the result of an absence of a sustained, 
effective policy to ensure the maintenance of immigrant health (Beiser, 2004). However, 
solutions to this problem are attainable and can be implemented on municipal, provincial, 
and federal levels. Current federal policy allows economic immigrants to access health 
care through the provincial system, but only after a three-month waiting period. Demands 
for care accumulate during this time and immigrants are not adequately treated (Ibid).  
These wait times should be reduced or eliminated in order to proactively treat health 
problems before they hinder an immigrant’s employment ability. 

A second problem is that immigrant health is not adequately tracked. While medical testing 
is required for all immigrants, these records are used solely for acceptance or rejection 
purposes. Researchers Brian and Linda Williams argue the first medical entrance test 
should begin an immigrant’s medical record in Canada, that individuals should be provided 
with prevention techniques, counseling, and vaccinations based on this initial exam, and 
that their medical records should be maintained (Gushulak & Williams, 2003).
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One challenge in tracking immigrant health, however, is that tracking becomes the 
responsibility of the provincial jurisdiction after an immigrant enters the country (Beiser, 
2004). This means that increased intergovernmental communication between the 
immigration department and provincial health care systems is necessary. Medical 
information provided by the initial examination should be transferred directly to the 
province where the immigrant is resettling. The provincial governments can also improve 
immigrant access to health care by building specialized health care facilities for the 
purpose of addressing cultural and linguistic needs (Gushulak et al., 2011). To save 
resources, adapting or renovating current institutions to specifically accommodate for 
immigrants would be beneficial. These centres should be nationally coordinated and 
should have standardized definitions and understandings of migration health risks (Ibid). 
Again, communication between these facilities will be crucial. 

At a municipal level, community-based support and education will also increase health 
awareness and support immigrants’ navigation through a new system (Gushulak et al., 
2011). In 2002, a policy on regional health care aimed to base immigrants’ access to 
health care on their intended destination, and provided incentives for immigrants to move 
to less populated areas in Canada (Beiser, 2004). However, the importance of community 
in promoting and sustaining health care has been extensively documented: “Social 
networks may influence health outcomes–by serving as a tool that rapidly diffuses health 
information, therefore improving access to health resources” (Gilkinson et al., 2010). Since 
a community is a naturally established health support system, municipalities should build 
on community-based approaches, rather than disrupting them in attempts to educate 
immigrants on health care.
 
In addition to the challenge of increasing immigrant health outcomes, there persists 
a close relationship between health and employment. Policies should aim to address 
health concerns by understanding this association. Governments can build and improve 
programs that already exist, like the federally-implemented Immigrant Settlement and 
Adaption Program, which is designed to facilitate successful integration by providing 
resources and supports related to employment and health. Another federally-run program, 
Language Instruction for Newcomers, trains permanent residents in English or French. 
Additional similar programs will increase immigrants’ social capital and consequently 
their health outcomes (Gilkinson et al., 2010). While these programs build on community 
and improve language acquisition for easier healthcare access, any adaptations to 
their curricula should focus specifically on the relationship between health care and 
employment. Altering these programs with this relationship in mind, and introducing them 
at the municipal level, would require examining a government’s current strategies and 
assessing the strategy’s efficacy. 
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Conclusion

While the “healthy immigrant effect” and its reversal are well-documented phenomenona, 
the specific relationship between declining immigrant health and labour market obstacles 
can be approached in two ways. Some research demonstrates that immigrants with poor 
health are less likely to be employed or be able to work. Complicating the dilemma is the 
related research revealing that immigrants who are unemployed are more likely to be 
unhealthy. One problem feeds the other. Declining immigrant health is therefore not an 
isolated issue, but will affect and will be affected by labour market outcomes. Moreover, 
barriers including language difficulty negatively affect access to health care services and 
employment. More research is required to understand specifically which factors have a 
more incidental or significant negative effect on the other, and how this differs for disparate 
immigrant groups. Nevertheless, counteracting this cycle of unemployment can begin by 
improving immigrant health and by examining and reevaluating existing policies that are 
currently inadequate.

The relationship between immigrant health and unemployment also has an impact on 
the way we understand Canadian immigration on a broader level. On an equity level, 
immigrants are not being provided with care that is comparable to that of natural-born 
Canadian citizens. Canada prides itself on multiculturalism, acceptance, and its quality 
health care system, but this is not addressed in immigrant policy. Moreover, the Canadian 
government should be concerned about the potential problems declining immigrant 
health will cause, and be aware that these problems will exacerbate other existing health 
care concerns. From a practical standpoint, it is more efficient to take immigrants’ health 
seriously so that they can be more productive. Existing policy does not permit unhealthy 
immigrants to settle in Canada for a reason, yet barriers to good health once immigrants 
arrive defeat this purpose. 

Anxieties about Canada’s future will only increase as the population ages. Rising pressure 
on the health care system, reduced employment opportunities, and uncertain economic 
growth have all been at the forefront of recent political discussions. Immigrant health 
and economic contributions will have a substantial impact in these areas, and policy 
makers have the ability to determine the direction of this influence. Failure to support 
immigrant health only burdens the system. Equal health care therefore becomes a tool 
for reassessing existing policy and improving the Canadian system with the goal of 
strengthening immigrant human capital. For immigrants who experience multiple and 
intersecting layers of disadvantage in the resettlement process, increased access to 
health care can impact their future opportunities, thereby benefiting Canada economically 
while building a more equitable society at the same time.
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Concurrent with global demographic trends, Canada’s population is aging. Seniors are 
currently the fastest-growing age group in the country, a trend that is expected to persist 
for the next several decades. With this demographic shift, concern has emerged that the 
financing of the programs and services that elderly Canadians have come to rely on will 
inequitably fall on the shoulders of the country’s younger generations. I aim to explore 
the validity of these concerns and offer a number of recommendations for policymakers 
to pursue in order to remedy these fears and ensure a more equitable Canada for current 
and future generations.

In 2011, an estimated 5.0 million Canadians were 65 years of age or older, a figure that 
is expected to double to 10.4 million by 2036. By 2051, it is expected that approximately 
25% of Canadians will be aged 65 or older (Human Resources and Skills Development 
Canada [HRSDC], 2013). This paper will explore the relationship between Canada’s 
aging population and intergenerational equity with regards to the financing of public 
programs that many elderly Canadians rely on. Specifically, it will seek to address the 
growing concern that the increasing public expenditure for elderly programs brought on by 
population aging will place an “intolerable financial burden” (Wolfson & Rowe 2007, 198) 
on future generations of working age Canadians.

In 2013, health care expenditure in Canada was projected to reach an all-time high of 
$211 billion (Canadian Institute for Health Information [henceforth CIHI] 2013). This figure 
is expected to increase over time as the Canadian population continues to grow older. 
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It is in these expenditure figures where fears of intergenerational inequity regarding the 
financing of health care are rooted. As Michael Hermann (2012) notes, the fear is that in 
order to pay for the increasing health expenditures on the elderly, Canada risks having 
to take on so much public debt that it will essentially “impoverish future generations.” As 
Canada’s population gets older, more workers are leaving the workforce and are coming 
to rely on public programs to maintain their standards of living (Hering & Klassen 2010). 
At the same time, the proportion of Canadians who remain active in the labour force is 
declining, resulting in a smaller pool of available resources from which public expenditure 
on elderly care can draw (Hering & Klassen 2010). In order to avoid hoisting the costs of 
elderly care programs onto younger generations of Canadians, policy changes should be 
put in place today to lessen the financial burden of these programs tomorrow. 

Fears Regarding Intergenerational Inequity

The fears of intergenerational inequity in the financing of elderly care are largely due to a 
number of contemporary socioeconomic trends in Canada that are occurring concurrently 
with–and being exacerbated by–population aging. The most prominent of these trends 
include increased life expectancy, lower fertility, increasing prevalence of early retirement, 
increasingly inadequate private savings, the relative strength of the Canadian economy, 
and the general lack of political will to amend the current structure of Canada’s old age 
public benefit programs. Each of these components will be assessed below. 

Canadians Are Living Longer

Canadians born today are expected to live until about 81 years of age, approximately two 
years longer than in the decade previously and approximately three years longer than in 
the decade before that (Statistics Canada 2012). Most relevant, however, is today’s life 
expectancy when compared to that of Canadians in the 1960s, when many of Canada’s 
elderly security programs–namely the Canada/Quebec Pension Plan (CPP/QPP) and Old 
Age Security (OAS)–were designed and introduced. When the CPP was first introduced in 
1965, Canadian life expectancy was around 71 years of age, a marked 10-year difference 
from the life expectancy of Canadians today. However, despite this increase in Canadian 
longevity, the age at which individuals are eligible to receive benefits from Canada’s old 
age security programs has not significantly changed. While the age of eligibility for OAS 
has recently been raised from 65 to 67, full eligibility for Canada’s retirement pension plan 
has remained at 65 years of age. Population aging will not only result in a large proportion 
of Canadians coming to rely on these old age security programs as their primary source 
of income, but the addition of increased longevity means that these Canadians will be 
drawing from these resources for a longer period of time. 
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When Canadian policy makers first introduced old age security programs in the 1960s, 
there was a lack of foresight with regard to the increasing longevity of the Canadian 
population and the implications on the funding and financial sustainability of these 
programs (Hering & Klassen 2010). Projections indicate that by 2050, Canadians 
who retire at the age of 65 are expected to live until the age of 88 (Hering & Klassen 
2010). Should current eligibility thresholds for Canadian seniors remain constant, many 
Canadians will come to rely on public expenditure for their retirement income for an 
average of 23 years, or about 25% of their life. 

This situation is further exacerbated by the fact that Canadians are increasingly retiring 
earlier than the age of 65. While individuals cannot claim the full benefits of CPP/QPP 
and OAS until the age of 65/67, partial benefits begin at the age of 60/62, and many 
Canadians are opting to enjoy earlier retirement. Not only does this increase the number 
of years Canadians are drawing from elderly security plans, but it also decreases 
the number of years Canadians are actively taking part in the labour force and thus 
contributing into funding of the country’s old age programs. Hering and Klassen see 
Canadian public policy as encouraging retirement at “historically and internationally low 
ages” (2010) and cite how, in addition to CPP/QPP eligibility benefits at the age of 60, 
employer-sponsored pension plans and the federal Income Tax Act–which permits full 
pensions to be paid after 30 years of service, regardless of age–encourage Canadians 
to take early retirement. Many Canadian provinces have their own pension legislation 
that enables employees to initiate a pension benefit that has been earned up to 10 
years before the normal retirement age, typically as early as 55 (Ibid). Indeed, without 
substantial changes to the current structure of Canada’s old age pension security 
programs, it is clear that the cost of these increasingly expensive programs will simply be 
put to younger generations of Canadians.

Canadians Are Saving Less Prior to Retirement 

Concerns about intergenerational inequity in the funding of old age security programs 
are also grounded in the fact that, since the early 1980s, the proportion of disposable 
income flowing into personal savings has been on the decline in Canada (Ontario Ministry 
of Finance [henceforth OMF] 2010). Canada’s retirement income system is composed 
of three pillars: publicly funded income security programs for seniors, CPP/QPP, and 
voluntary private savings. Increasingly, a declining number of Canadians are funding 
retirement income through personal savings, relying instead on Canada’s publicly-funded 
elderly security programs and pensions to supplement their income and maintain their 
standard of living. While the Canadian government has tax-incentive programs in place 
to encourage savings, these programs are not being fully utilized by Canadians. For 
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example, in 2008, 87% of Canada’s Registered Retirement Savings Plan (RRSP) went 
unused, representing $540 billion in unused ‘contribution room.’ As the OMF sees it, 
Canadian households today are “saving less than previous generations” (2010) with the 
result being a higher reliance on publicly funded programs upon retirement. It should also 
be noted that this lack of saving on the part of Canadians is occurring concurrently with 
relatively high levels of consumer debt (Sorensen 2013). The intergenerational tensions 
regarding this component of population aging is readily apparent, as future generations of 
Canadian workers will potentially have to contribute higher rates of their income in order 
to fund programs for older Canadians who have to rely on old age security due to a lack 
of personal saving when they were participating in the labour force. As Susan McDaniel 
(2003) notes, even in the heyday of Canada’s welfare state, retirement income was largely 
not reliant on public transfers–a situation that has been reversed today. 

Low Canadian Fertility 

Canada’s relatively low fertility rate has a number of interesting implications for 
intergenerational inequity brought on by population aging. As of 2011, Canada’s total 
fertility rate (TFR)–that is, the number of children that a hypothetical female would have 
over the course of her reproductive life–was 1.6 (HRSDC, 2013). While this figure is a 
sharp decline from a national high of 3.93 TFR in 1959 during the height of the baby 
boom, it is higher than 2000’s historically low TFR of 1.49. The HRSDC pegs Canada’s 
replacement fertility rate–the average number of children that the women of one 
generation would need to have to result in a generation of the same size–at 2.1 TFR 
(Ibid). As the data indicate, if Canada’s TFR remains consistently lower than the projected 
replacement rate, the proportion of Canada’s elderly population will potentially be larger 
than the country’s labour force participants over the next several decades. However, other 
policy options are available to offset the effects of low replacement fertility rate, such as 
increases in immigration. 

While there are many hypothesized causes of fertility decline, including changes in 
choices due to industrialization and urbanization, the diffusion of medical knowledge, 
and increased use of birth control (Mason 1997), low TFR is often cited as an issue of 
individual economics associated with the rising cost of living and employment prospects 
(Boling 2008). Indeed such arguments are posed by many young Canadians today. 
“Generation Squeeze,” an advocacy campaign based out of the University of British 
Columbia, addresses perceived inequities in contemporary government spending between 
younger and older generations of Canadians. The campaign demonstrates how young 
Canadians today face many socioeconomic challenges that prohibit or delay their ability to 
start families. In particular, Generation Squeeze notes how today’s young adult Canadians 
face higher housing prices, higher personal debt (due to the high costs of education), 
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and an increasingly unattractive labour market relative to young Canadians in the past. 
Generation Squeeze argues that young Canadians are essentially being ‘squeezed’ 
of their time, available services, and financial resources. This situation has effectively 
delayed or diminished the prospect for many young Canadians of raising a family, as the 
costs associated with such endeavours are simply too great a financial burden to bear. 

Furthermore, low TFR has certain political consequences for intergenerational equity with 
regards to population aging. Young Canadians today already have a notoriously lower 
voter turnout when compared to older age groups (Uppal and LaRochelle-Cote 2012), 
and as the size of older age groups continues to grow, the political influence they are 
able to exert on Canada’s elected officials and governing structures will only increase 
(Kershaw 2013). In a democracy where government policies are effectively beholden to 
the decisions of elected officials, who these officials claim to represent will be of significant 
importance in establishing equitable practices related to the financing of public programs 
for elderly care across generations. Not only are many young Canadians today not 
politically engaged, but their proportion of the population–and hence their political clout–is 
due to decrease even further as the Canadian population gets older. 

The Stagnation of the Canadian Economy 

While the implications of long-term economic factors on public policy are difficult to predict, 
many young Canadians today face a less-than-ideal labour market, arousing concerns 
regarding intergenerational equity in the financing of elderly care programs. While it is true 
that many of the economic issues associated with a shrinking labour force can be offset 
by increasing the economic productivity of those workers who remain (Hermann 2012), 
such arguments may fall on deaf ears given the relatively bleak employment situation 
faced by many young Canadians. In 2012, 14.3% of Canadians aged 15-24 years were 
unemployed, the highest proportion of the Canadian labour force facing unemployment 
(Bernard 2013). Young Canadians today are having a difficult time finding positions of 
initial employment which enables them to begin personal income saving for the rest of 
their lives. Youth unemployment in Canada has subsequent effects on the ability for 
middle-aged Canadians to invest in private savings, as many young Canadians prolong 
their stay at home during their search for employment which leaves less private income 
for parents to draw from upon entering retirement. While Canada was successfully able 
to navigate the fallout from the 2008 global economic recession, GDP forecasts indicate 
relatively stalled growth for the country over the next few years (Sorensen 2013). If 
fears of intergenerational inequity associated with population aging are to be addressed, 
Canada’s economy must begin achieving higher levels of productivity output and growth.  
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Reforms to Social Programs for Elderly Care Are Unpopular

Fears of intergenerational inequity in the financing of elderly care are further exacerbated 
given the unpopularity among Canadians regarding reforming Canada’s elderly security 
programs. As Hering and Klassen (2010) report, about 80% of respondents surveyed 
about the matter were opposed to both increasing the retirement age of eligibility for CPP/
QPP from 65 to 67 and to increasing the contribution rate. This apparent lack of political 
will to reform Canada’s elderly care programs in light of their increasing costs contributes 
to the risk that these costs will simply be hoisted onto younger generations of Canadians. 

Policy Recommendations 

The fears regarding intergenerational inequity of health care costs spurred by population 
aging are not unwarranted. Canada’s socioeconomic trajectory and aging demographics 
paint a relatively bleak picture about who is going to pay for the country’s rising health care 
costs. Fortunately the given situation is not immutable, and can be addressed through 
proactive public policy. Population aging does not necessarily lead to higher health care 
costs, if appropriate policy measures are pursed (Anderson and Hussey 2000). There are 
a number of practical policy options available to Canadian policymakers that, if employed, 
may lessen or perhaps even negate the phenomenon of intergenerational inequity in the 
financing of Canada’s health care expenditure. 

1. Reform Canada’s Pension Plans

Facilitating higher rates of labour force participation on the part of older workers is a viable 
way of ensuring the strength of the Canadian economy. Denton and Spencer (2009) note 
that increasing the labour force participation of older workers would appreciably enlarge 
the size of the entire labour force, increasing the total productive capacity of the economy 
and subsequently levels of income. Raising the age of eligibility for the CPP/QPP from 
65 to 67 is one such policy mechanism that would encourage older workers to remain in 
the labour force for a longer period of time (Hering & Klassen 2010). Not only would this 
alleviate the stress on CPP/QPP by shortening the amount of time individuals can draw 
from them, but increasing the retirement age by one year has been estimated to be similar 
to a reduction of 17% of the pension benefit level (Ibid). 

Given that either a reduction or  an increase in the contribution rate of CPP/QPP is 
unlikely, an increase in the age of eligibility provides the perfect funding mechanism to 
ensure the sustainability of Canada’s pension programs. An added benefit of an age raise 
is that Canadians would spend more time earning incomes in the labour force–income 
which could then be saved for retirement. As Hering and Klassen (2010) calculate, a 
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CPP/QPP age increase of two years would reduce public expenditure of the program 
by $15 billion per year and increase contribution revenues by $5 billion per year by 
2050, highlighting the extent to which this policy action will have a positive effect on the 
resources available for Canadian health care expenditure and the economy as a whole. 

While increasing the age of eligibility for CPP/QPP improves economic fairness across 
younger and older generations, there are some notable drawbacks, specifically in 
how it potentially reduces equity within each generation of retirees (Hering & Klaseen 
2010). Low income earners tend to live for shorter amounts of time than their high-
income cohorts, and so a universal CPP/QPP age of eligibility raise would also lessen 
the amount of time these individuals would be able to draw from these programs. This 
situation is further exacerbated given that high income employees are increasingly retiring 
earlier. These concerns, however, have their own policy remedies, primarily rooted in 
increasing the productive capacities of Canada’s lower income earners (Ibid). While 
Canadian policymakers should be mindful of these concerns, they alone do not negate 
the importance raising the age of eligibility for CPP/QPP and the positive impacts such an 
action would have on ensuring intergenerational equity with regards to population aging. 

2. Increase Investment in Human Capital

Increased investment in human capital for younger generations is an important measure 
to address the challenges of population aging (Hermann 2012). Strong human capital 
is associated with higher labour productivity and enables younger generations to better 
support dependents, be they children or elderly parents. Policies aimed at child care 
and education can, in particular, not only raise overall levels of labour productivity but 
could potentially impact Canada’s fertility rate. As the Canadian Labour Congress (2013) 
notes, child care supports Canadian parents to go to school, pursue skill training, or 
enter the workforce. A national child care strategy would help Canadians balance work 
and family life, in addition to providing a route out of poverty for low income families, 
demonstrating the additional economic benefits of child care investment. By lowering the 
costs associated with having children, Canadian families would no longer be forced to 
pick between economic wellbeing and childrearing. By lessening the economic burden 
associated with raising children, investments in child care help counter fertility decline and, 
as a result, mitigate population aging (Peng 2011). 

Investing in education is another possible policy mechanism that can be used to address 
the challenges of intergenerational inequity. Canada has the highest share of university 
graduates earning less than half the country’s median income of all OECD nations (Tal & 
Enenajor 2013). A major cause of the situation is that 45% of recent university graduates 
are graduating from fields that are known to have low economic return–typically the 
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humanities and social sciences. Provincial governments should do more to encourage 
students to pursue education in fields that have higher rates of economic return. Doing 
so not only increases the individual’s economic prospects–higher rates of income, more 
financial resources available to care for elderly dependents and their own retirement–but it 
will also serve to raise the productivity of Canada’s labour force overall. 

As with any policy option calling for an increase in public investment, issues of cost and 
financing emerge. Does increased investment in human capital necessarily entail raising 
taxes, or should Canadian governments seek to reallocate funds from existing budgets? 
Despite these concerns, investment in child care and education have a high potential for 
negating the inequitable intergenerational effects of population aging through their positive 
association with economic growth. Policy makers should therefore seek ways to increase 
Canada’s investment in these and other forms of human capital.  

3. Increase Immigration 

Increasing Canada’s immigration rate is another viable strategy to reduce the effects 
of population aging (Uhlenberg 1992). Individuals who immigrate to a country are not 
typically the very young or the very old, and by increasing the immigration rate Canada will 
be able to increase the number of workers active in the labour force, which will increase 
economic productivity overall. Canada already appears to be on the right track in this 
respect, as Peter Dungan and Steve Murphy (2013) project that by 2040 net immigration 
will account for the overwhelming majority of the Canadian population increase, should the 
country’s fertility rate remain at current levels. 

While there are several economic issues associated with increased rates of immigration–
ensuring that immigrants are high skilled, productive, and will not come to rely too 
heavily on social assistance–they are largely offset by the economic benefits grounded 
in maintaining a growing labour force. As Denton and Spencer (2009) analyze, in lieu of 
substantive increases in labour productivity per worker, economic growth in Canada can 
only be sustained through increasing labour participation rates.

Conclusion

Given Canada’s current socio-economic trajectory of increased longevity, lack of personal 
savings, low fertility rate, lackluster economic performance, and an unwillingness to ‘fit 
the bill’ of rising health care expenditure on the part of middle-aged Canadians, fears 
that the costs associated with population aging will be inequitably forced upon younger 
generations of Canadians are not unfounded. This situation however is amendable 
through public policies that aim to increase Canada’s future economic output, three of 
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which–increasing the age of eligibility for CPP/QPP, investing in human capital, and 
increasing immigration–have been outlined above. 

As noted at the beginning of this paper, population aging is a global phenomenon. 
Substantive research into how other countries are dealing with concerns regarding 
intergenerational inequity within their jurisdictions will be a prudent pursuit for Canadian 
researches in order to develop a framework of comparative analysis on this issue. While 
intergenerational equity is an issue that merits attention, in doing so policy makers must 
not lose sight of the fact that equity within generations also remains a cause for concern 
(Wolfson & Rowe 2007). The good news is that many of the available policy remedies 
provide solutions for both inter- and within generational inequities and as such should be 
pursed to ensure a more financially equitable situation for all Canadians.
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London’s two-tiered government faces a plethora of challenges to ensure that its booming 
population receives the highest standard of living. The provision of housing is perhaps the 
most pressing issue that London faces as a city. There is no question that the crisis has 
reached a degree at which the active involvement of and cooperation with the national 
government is imperative. The consequences of inaction have resulted in overcrowding, 
anxiety, financial pressures, and economic harm, all caused by the combination of 
a massive supply gap and lack of affordable units, lack of government response, 
counterproductive reform measures, and speculation and other development practices 
that have contributed to price distortions in the housing market. This paper offers a variety 
of policy solutions tackle the problem in all housing sectors. Ultimately, however, the crisis 
must be solved by matching the number of houses built with the demand for housing, 
especially affordable housing.

I. Introduction
The Greater London Area and Local Governance Structures

London has been the world’s most cosmopolitan and global city for the past several 
hundred years, and continues to be a world leader in the arts, commerce, education, 
entertainment, media, research, tourism, and transportation. In 2012, London’s population 
had grown to 8,308,400 (ONS 2012) and is projected to reach 10 million by 2030 
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(Bennhold 2013), surpassing its previous population height in 1939. London is also a city 
of contrasts, generating huge amounts of wealth and close to a third of the UK’s GDP 
(Marr 2013), while at the same time harbouring shocking levels of poverty and social 
exclusion (Aldridge et al. 2013).

London is governed by a two-tier system of municipal government: the Greater London 
Authority (GLA) and 32 borough councils. Housing is one area that intersects the two tiers, 
with local councils controlling a large proportion of social housing as well as local planning 
and development, and the GLA responsible for city-wide housing policy (see GLA 2013). 
It has becoming increasingly imperative that the GLA and borough councils, in tandem 
with strong support from the national government, work together on housing policy and 
development. 

The Housing Crisis

London has the third most expensive residential real estate in the world, behind New York 
City and Hong Kong (Mackintosh 2013). Over the past few decades an acute housing 
problem, in terms of inadequate supply and unaffordability, has developed. Average 
house prices have risen 20% since the 2008 recession, demonstrating the degree to 
which demand is outstripping supply. A house in London costs approximately 12 times 
the average national income, and London is failing to build anywhere near the 50,000 to 
100,000 new properties required to sustain its rapidly growing population (Savills 2013a). 
At the same time that housing prices continue to rise unabated,1 government solutions 
such as the Affordable Rent Model are more likely to limit the ability of many residents 
to live in large parts of London. Even employed adults face considerable pressures, with 
19% of working adults in London living in poverty (Aldridge et al. 2013). The housing 
crisis is one of the most pressing issues London faces, and inaction has necessitated 
that housing become the foremost priority of the GLA and local councils, which must work 
together to solve the enormous housing challenge.

More than any other city in Britain, London has housing supply shortfalls and severe 
affordability problems that are compounded by its unique demographics, migration 
flows, and tenure patterns–namely lower rates of homeownership and a huge, largely 
unregulated private rental market (Marr 2012). Development in London has produced, on 
average, fewer than 17,000 new houses per year since 1981 (London Councils 2013a). 
This development has been closer to 28,500 in recent years (Osborne 2013), but is 
still well off targets set by the Mayor (GLA 2013), London Councils (2013), and other 

1 Prices in London rose more than 9% between July 2012 and July 2013 (Aldridge et al. 2013).
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organizations (Savills 2013a).

For the first time, the Confederation of British Industry has cited housing as a more 
significant barrier to growth in London than transportation (London Councils 2013a). Home 
ownership in London has fallen below 50%,2 while private rental housing has increased to 
25% of the market share (Aldridge et al. 2013). Since 1983, house prices in London have 
increased by 389%, but incomes have increased just 159% (London Councils 2013a). 
London Councils see the issue as one of long term inadequate supply and has projected 
that between 2011 and 2021, 526,000 new houses will be required to be built in London to 
keep pace with population growth (Ibid). A further 283,000 houses are also needed during 
this period to eliminate the current backlog. Based on the current pace of development, 
just 250,000 of the 809,000 required houses will be completed by 2021–a shortfall of 
55,900 houses per year. More worryingly, there was a clear shortfall in the completion of 
affordable housing units built in 2010 and 2011–15,000 as opposed to 26,000. Included 
in these figures is affordable rental housing, under which landlords can set rent at up to 
80% of local market value–a provision that can hardly be defined as “affordable” in London 
(Aldridge et al. 2013).

Between 2001 and 2011 the proportion of households in London renting properties 
increased by 62%, compared to an 18% drop in the proportion of social housing 
renters (Jefferys 2013). The private rental sector is largely unprofessional and lacks 
institutional investment, and rising rents have contributed to an annual average increase 
in government expenditure on housing benefits of approximately £1 billion (IPPR 2011). 
The growth in the number of renters has not been prompted by an increased preference 
for renting over buying, however (Theseira 2013). Of those that can afford to buy property, 
70% are assisted financially by family members or other benefactors (Ibid). Most low 
and middle-income earners cannot afford to own a house in London: three of the central 
London boroughs are completely unaffordable for couples with children or single persons 
earning average wages to purchase housing (Shelter 2013). In all but one of the 32 
London boroughs, less than 10% of available ownership properties are affordable to a 
couple with children earning an average wage (Ibid). 

Many commentators have noted that rising costs and the unaffordability of accommodation 
in London are detracting from the city’s economic competiveness (Jefferys 2013; Savills 
2013a). 70% of businesses believe the cost of housing in London is a significant barrier 
to growth (Theseira 2013). Given the magnitude of the housing crisis—the soaring costs, 
lack of affordable housing, overcrowding, and insecurity—London requires a far-reaching 

2 Down from close to 60% in 1991 (Aldridge et al. 2013).
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and comprehensive plan for housing development that focuses on affordable housing if it 
is to weather this crisis through the coming decades.

The Way Forward

London’s housing crisis is multidimensional and will require the collaboration of numerous 
stakeholders, levels of government, and developers to solve. The Mayor has published a 
draft proposal for a city-wide housing strategy that would oversee the delivery of 42,000 
new homes per year—close to double the number of new homes built since the 1970s—
in Greater London over the course of the next decade (GLA 2013). The Mayor’s plan 
includes the creation of 10 “housing zones,” in which tax and planning incentives will 
be offered to developers, a London Housing Bank will be created making surplus public 
land more readily available than the current planning regime allows, and local councils 
will work to stimulate building on stalled developments (Ibid). One third of the annual 
number of properties built are to be affordable units, though as previously mentioned, 
the government’s definition of affordable is completely inadequate for the cost of living 
in London. Though still in draft format, these measures are insufficient and too reliant on 
market forces, which the Mayor believes will correct the supply and affordability problems 
(Hill, 2013a).

Solutions for tackling the problems of housing in London need to be multipronged and 
deployed in all housing sectors. Some degree of regulation and an increase of revenues 
will be required to properly deliver the number of new properties London requires to 
sustain growth. The following report offers a range of appropriate solutions to increase 
the availability of affordable housing that the GLA and local councils must consider 
implementing.

II. Housing in London
Historical Context

 During London’s population peak in the 1930s, 60,000 new homes were built per year 
(Osborne 2013). The Second World War put building on hold, but the post war era 
ushered in a period of government-built social housing on a massive scale, lasting until 
the 1980s (IPPR 2011). In the 1980s, privatization of social housing became a centrepiece 
Margaret Thatcher’s domestic policies, and by the end of Thatcher’s decade in power 
rent control and security of tenure in the private rental sector had been eliminated and 
social housing was much more regulated and limited in its provision (Ibid). The new 
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Labour government, elected in 1997, largely continued to promote these policies and 
failed to ensure that a sufficient supply of new homes, particularly in London, was 
provided. Housing policy has become a major issue (Bramley 2007) in recent years, but 
governments have not moved to adequately stabilize the housing market in London or 
ensure that more affordable housing is available. 

Recent Changes to the Welfare System and the Impact on Housing in London

In 2010, the newly elected Conservative and Liberal Democrat Coalition government 
announced plans to undertake a Comprehensive Spending review in order to “carry out 
Britain’s unavoidable deficit reduction plan...and put Britain’s public services and welfare 
system on a sustainable long term footing” (HM Treasury 2010). This included widespread 
reforms to the housing benefit.3 While the government recognized that there were 
particular problems with the housing benefit in London due to the inexorably high rental 
costs,4 its rationale for tackling what is perceived to be the excessive burden of London 
is flawed. The government believes this approach will help improve the affordability of 
housing by reducing “the levels of rent met by housing benefit in expensive areas and 
apply[ing] downward pressure on expenditure” such that “reducing all rates...will bear 
down generally on the rental values being met through housing benefit” (DWP 2010).
 
The reforms not only ignore the fact that higher subsidies for London are required to 
deliver similar living standards seen in other parts of the UK, but are entirely predicated on 
the government’s assumption that, “when faced with shortfalls in their rent, individuals and 
households will be able to renegotiate their rents with their landlords...to keep their rents 
in line with the new maximum levels permitted under the changes” (McCarvill et al. 2012). 
There is evidence that housing standards for LHA recipients are often lower in London, 
and government assumptions ignore the high demand for private rental properties in 
London, which means that the equitable adjustments the government foresees are unlikely 
to occur. Indeed, rents are not falling—some boroughs have seen rises of more than 20% 

3 Changes to the local housing allowance (LHA) for those in the private rental sector included, 
removal of LHA for properties with more than four bedrooms; caps on LHA according to the number 
of bedrooms; LHA rates set at the 30th percentile of rents in each rental market, rather than the 50th 
percentile; abolition of the £15 per week “housing benefit excess;” a yearly increase of the LHA by 
1%, rather than inflation; and a total family benefits cap of £26,000 per year, regardless of family size 
or location (IPPR 2012).
4 Approximately 850,000 London households receive housing benefits (London Councils 2013b). In 
2009-2010, 26% of all housing benefit expenditures went to the London area—approximately £5.7 
billion (DWP 2010). This growth in welfare expenditures in London and around the UK, particularly for 
housing benefits, reflects the impact of the economic recession on working households in Britain, and 
is exacerbated by a shortage of social housing (Hodkinson and Robbins 2013).
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between 2012 and 2013 (London Councils 2013b). A London Councils survey in 2010 
found that 60% of landlords in London would not consider reducing rents in response to 
the welfare reforms (London Councils 2010).

Within the Spending Review the government also outlined the aims of an Affordable 
Rent Model (ARM) as part of its 2011-2015 Affordable Homes Programme (AHP), a new 
and more flexible form of social housing. The Programme has been tasked with building 
170,000 houses throughout England and Wales, with 16,000 ARM houses and 6,000 
additional AHP properties for London (Heywood 2013). ARM properties, the primary 
type of new affordable housing, are to be rented at up to 80% of the local market rent for 
a similar property and are offered as flexible tenancies, rather than lifetime tenancies, 
which were previously often required for social housing (HCA 2011). While ARM may be 
successful in providing social housing elsewhere in the UK, there are several reasons this 
will not be the case in London: there is a gap in the provision of houses for low-income 
working households; it creates disparity in social rents, limits tenant mobility, and could 
damage work incentives; and ARM is unlikely to provide an adequate supply in the long 
term (Heywood 2013). 

The government’s welfare reforms underscore the importance of having an adequate 
supply of affordable property in London. The reforms are undermined, however, by their 
clear unsuitability for benefit claimants within the London housing market. Many claimants 
will find a shortfall in their ability to pay rent as a result of these changes, and are likely 
to struggle to find affordable alternatives because of the high cost of renting in London. 
Ultimately, this is due to the failure of successive local and national governments to ensure 
that an affordable housing supply has kept up with increasing demands from London’s 
growing population. The government measures may actually worsen the housing crisis in 
London, and will support “the expansion of insecure, unaffordable housing, overcrowding, 
and rogue landlordism” (Hodkinson and Robbins 2013, 72).

III. The Chronic Housing Shortage and Overcrowding

Housing literature measures overcrowding based on a standardized definition: “The 
bedroom standard allocates a separate bedroom to each married or cohabitating 
couple, any other person aged 21 or over, each pair of adolescents aged 10-20 of the 
same sex, and each pair of children aged under 10. Any unpaired person is allocated a 
separated bedroom” (Barnes et al. 2013, 18; see also Aldridge et al. 2013, 43). Ultimately, 
if the number of bedrooms in a house does not satisfy this standard, the household is 
overcrowded. Overcrowding of owner-occupied homes in London has remained fairly 
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constant at 3% over the past decade, but between 2000-01 and 2010-11, the percentage 
of overcrowded dwellings in the social rental sector has increased from 11% to 17%. 
There has also been a similar increase in the private rental sector, which is now 12% 
overcrowded (Aldridge et al. 2013). London, overwhelming, has the highest rate of 
household overcrowding in the UK, at 15% overall, compared to 3 to 6% in all other 
regions (Barnes et al. 2013). Barnes et al. have also calculated, according to specific 
definitions, that 25% of Londoners live in non-decent housing and that combining those 
in overcrowded situations and non-decent housing reveals that an astonishing 35% of 
London residents live in bad housing,5 primarily in the social and private rental sectors.

There is also a geographic bent to overcrowding in London, wherein the inner east and 
south boroughs are particularly overcrowded, as are areas west and north-west of central 
London (Aldridge et al. 2013). The boroughs with the highest rates of overcrowding 
(Newham at 35% and Brent at 18%) are also two of the poorest areas of London, 
suggesting that the chronic shortage of affordable housing centres in low-income 
boroughs, some of which are now compared to Victorian era slums (Mackintosh 2013).

Supply Gap

The extent of the supply gap is vast, and has been labelled as a “crisis,” “shortfall,” and 
“London’s biggest problem” (Mackintosh 2013). The Mayor believes building 42,000 
houses per year will satisfy demand (GLA 2013), while Savills puts the figure at 50,000 per 
year (2013a), and the London Councils have projected an astronomical 100,000 houses 
needed per year in order to meet demand and cover the backlog (2013). 

More than 50% of demand for housing in London comes from households earning less 
than £50,000 per year, but developers have been far more willing to supply high-end 
properties that cost in excess of £2 million to the market (Osborne 2013), many of which 
end up being sold to overseas investors (Heywood and Hackett 2013). This high-end 
market for wealthy buyers (and renters) accounts for just 6% of demand (Osborne 2013). 
On the other end of the spectrum, there is a substantial supply gap in affordable homes, 
costing up to £280,000 to buy or £1,200 a month to rent (Savills 2013a). According to 
Savills, demand for affordable housing requires that 28,500 affordable units be built per 
year—well above the current figure of 13,500 per year. The affordable rental supply gap is 
similarly wide, with £2 billion spent on high-end rental properties each year and a similar 
figure on rental homes for those with lower incomes. This spending should reflect the 
desperate need for affordable rental units and should instead account for £0.6 billion and 

5 40% of these are children (Barnes et al. 2013).
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£5.4 billion for the high-end and affordable private rental sectors, respectively (Osborne 
2013).

Lack of Affordable Units

The average price of a house in London—which has risen more than 10% over the past 
year—is now £393,462 (Osborne 2013), more than 10 times the average annual income 
of London residents. In 2012, even the lowest quartile of property prices indicated that 
the average price in Inner London was £256,500, more than twice the price of the lowest 
quartile of housing outside London (Aldridge et al. 2013). Monthly private rents were even 
more inflated, with the average of the lowest quartile of rents in Inner London reaching 
£1,278 per month, almost three times the same figure for all of England (Ibid). In total, 
just 0.4% of properties for sale in London in 2013 were affordable for single residents 
and less than 2% of all properties for sale are affordable to local couples with children 
(Shelter 2013). Furthermore, as has been outlined above, there is a considerable shortfall 
in the number of affordable housing units built annually. Demand for housing increases for 
those with lower incomes, and this demand is nowhere near met by an adequate supply. 
Finally, the need for an increase in social housing is indicated by the 366,613 households 
on waitlists in London in 2011—an increase of 1.2% from 2010, and up 73% from 2001 
(Harrison et al. 2013).

Inadequate Government Action

Governments have been proactive over the past decade in publishing inquiries (Baker 
2004), reports, projections (DCLG 2012), and strategies (GLA 2013) to deal with the 
housing crisis in London and throughout the UK at large. Action has been taken in 
reforming the welfare system, but as demonstrated above, the lack of due consideration 
for the effects of reforms in London may exacerbate the affordable housing problem, 
rather than provide substantive alleviation (McCarvill et al. 2012). 

To tackle the private rental sector, the GLA is in the process of introducing voluntary 
landlord accreditation, and one London borough has introduced compulsory landlord 
registration (Theseira 2013). Any voluntary system is unlikely to receive substantial 
uptake, however, and does nothing to attract more professional, institutional landlords 
to the private rental sector. Another aspect of housing development that the government 
has attempted to fix are the rules that govern planning and development in England and 
Wales. In 2012, the national government reformed the planning rules, which were cut 
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from 1,000 to 50 pages, in an attempt to speed up and simplify the complex laws and 
to encourage sustainable economic growth (DCLG 2012). Under the new framework, 
local councils are required to determine future housing needs in their area, and allocate 
sufficient land to meet the need, which in some cases will mean greenbelt land (Ibid). 
The results of these changes have yet to be seen, though there is increasing evidence 
that councils, including the London boroughs, are seriously investigating development on 
brownfields and greenbelt land (Aldred 2013). Further, the planning reforms do nothing 
to solve the problem of speculative developers sitting on land that has received planning 
approval for development to ensure they can get the maximum price per square footage6 
(Heywood and Hackett 2013; Mackintosh 2013; Osborne 2013).

The primary inadequacy of government policy and provision, however, has been the virtual 
elimination of social housing construction. Alongside adequate provision of affordable 
private sector houses to buy and rent, the provision of new social housing is crucial to 
solving the housing crisis in London. 

Foreign Investment and Speculation

Since 2008, London has witnessed a trend of foreign investors purchasing high-end 
central London properties and, according to anecdotal evidence, leaving them unoccupied 
to protect wealth (Mackintosh 2013). Foreign investors view London’s booming real 
estate market as a safe asset, and developers are meeting this demand by building and 
marketing (often to overseas buyers first) high-end units for overseas investors (Goodley 
2013). In 2012, more than 60% of new homes in central London were being purchased 
by foreign investors (Heywood 2012). By 2013, this figure rose to 85% (Heywood and 
Hackett 2013). This amounts to over £7 billion invested annually (Ibid), and has led to 
speculation that massive overseas investment has fuelled the price growth in London’s 
residential market by as much as 44% (Mackintosh 2013). There is no sign of this trend 
abating, and many have called for the government to curb this speculative activity to 
prevent a housing bubble. Others are not convinced foreign investment is driving any 
increase in the price of housing, but the fact remains that close to 80,000 housing units in 
London are unoccupied and many of them remain vacant as a result of these investment 
practices (Hill 2013d; Savills 2013b).

6 Savills has noted that 45% of land where planning permission had been granted is held by owners 
who have no intention to build—investment funds, owner-occupiers, historic landowners and the 
government (2013b). This is an astronomical number and suggests that speculation is obstructing 
development, both for the number of new homes built and in inflating the price of land in London.
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IV. Solutions to Drive Affordability: Regulation, Intervention, and Investment

The housing crisis in London is multifaceted, and nothing less than a comprehensive 
approach will begin to solve the supply and affordability issues that characterize the 
problem. 

Private Rental Market Reforms

Advocacy campaigns outlining the rights and responsibilities of tenants and landlords 
must be promoted to expand knowledge of the sector, improve compliance, and, in the 
long term, reduce the need for enforcement. Increased enforcement will likely have to be 
used in the short term to crackdown on the widespread violation of housing standards. 
This will ensure that the private rental sector is providing secure, safe, and adequate 
housing, particularly for the most vulnerable residents. By prosecuting rogue landlords 
and publicizing such efforts, it is likely that some landlords will be deterred from illegal 
renting practices (Jefferys 2013). Newham is the first London borough to undertake such 
an initiative and has raided 800 unlicensed properties and discovered 50 illegal shed 
properties since implementing a mandatory scheme to license all private rented properties 
(Mackintosh 2013).

In addition, a landlord accreditation body should be created for larger-scale landlords that 
would indicate to renters the landlord’s track record for following the law and providing 
adequate housing. This body should be publicized widely and provided with adequate 
funding to ensure proper implementation. 

Sustainable Development

As there is significant opposition to development on greenbelt and similarly undeveloped 
land, promoting sustainable development near London’s rail and underground network 
is a necessary part of increasing affordable housing. There are 35,000 hectares of 
greenbelt within the London boroughs and a further 65,000 hectares within the M25. 
Much of it is currently unappealing land that could be turned into housing developments 
with large parks and high-quality infrastructure (Wiles 2013). The prior inability to touch 
greenbelt land has led to higher house prices, resulted in greater urban expansion outside 
the greenbelt, and imposed greater costs on commuters (The Economist 2012). Now 
that planning rules have been relaxed and the potential for building on some greenbelt 
land exists, borough councils should carefully consider allocating some of this land to 
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development while balancing environmental and residents’ concerns with the crucial need 
for housing. Allowing development one mile into the greenbelt would add one-sixth to the 
developable area of London (Ibid),  and building on just a quarter of this land could provide 
more than a million homes, solving the housing supply problem for several decades (Wiles 
2013).

Taxation on Speculation and Land Banking

Even actors who disagree with the degree of price distortions caused by overseas 
investment and speculation believe that the government must find a way to curb this trend 
(Hill 2013c). In 2012, the government increased the Stamp Duty Land Tax from 5 to 7% on 
properties over £2 million and levied a 15% tax on purchases by corporations (Heywood 
and Hackett 2013). This has not gone far enough, however, to restrain overseas 
investment. The outline of a property speculation tax has been proposed by Heywood and 
Hackett, and such a tax also has the support of the Labour party (Wintour 2013). While 
levying a speculation tax is not within the powers of the GLA or borough councils, it must 
be considered by the national government to help change the behaviour of investors and 
reduce housing market instability (McCarvill et al. 2012). There have been suggestions 
that such a tax could generate up to £1 billion in revenues, which could then be invested 
into building affordable housing (Heywood and Hackett 2013). In order to disincentive 
speculative behaviour by investors, the tax imposed would be higher if properties are sold 
quickly, and tapered thereafter the longer a property is held (Ibid). This would be even 
more palatable if owner-occupiers were exempt from the tax, so that investors who leave 
properties vacant would bear the majority of the tax burden.

Ending land banking practices through sanctions or taxation is another intervention that 
should be considered and will increase the amount of land available for development. 
An undeveloped land tax should be levied on land where planning permission has been 
granted, but building has not occurred within a year. In July 2013, 124,247 houses 
that had been granted permission in London had not been built on land valued at 
approximately £12 billion (London Councils 2013a). 

Incentives for Affordable Housing Development

Section 106 of the Town and Country Planning Act 1990, known as s106 agreements, 
are a mechanism that can mitigate the impact of development and are inserted into 
a development proposal (PAS 2013). This is one mechanism through which there is 
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potential to increase the supply of affordable housing. The Growth and Infrastructure 
Act recently introduced a new provision into s106 agreements, wherein councils are 
given new powers to renegotiate previously agreed upon affordable housing levels, and 
change the affordable housing requirement in an agreement (Ibid). This provision could 
be taken even further if borough councils adopt a “build now pay later” approach, already 
endorsed in theory by London Councils (2013a). This policy would allow surplus public 
land to be used to build homes—and may also encourage a better private rental sector to 
evolve (Hill 2013b)—by allowing developers to defer 25% of payments for public land until 
construction is completed (London Councils 2013a). This will generate around £3.5 billion 
for surplus public land, of which £875 million could be deferred by developers (Ibid).7 This 
policy may also have a bonus effect of disincentivising land banking and encouraging 
development to progress more quickly.

Government-Led Housing Development

Councils and housing associations (private, non-profit organizations that provide social 
housing, often in partnership with councils) built just 6,000 homes in London last year 
(Wiles 2013). Extensive waitlists for social housing provide enough impetus for increasing 
social and affordable units in London. New development does not have to reflect a single 
type of tenure, and should incorporate a range of units: affordable housing to own, social 
housing to rent, shared ownership schemes, and affordable rental housing. This, of 
course, will require that councils allocate huge proportions of their budgets to building 
new homes.8 Ultimately, this policy calls for matching a substantially increased number of 
houses built to the actual demand for housing, with those receiving low-incomes and lower 
middle-incomes as the clear priority. Such a policy will require substantial support and 
coordination from the national government.

V. Conclusion

The affordable housing crisis in London has reached a crucial impasse, at which local 
governments, the national government, developers, residents, and other stakeholders 
must come together and work towards solving the plethora of housing problems that 
continue to drive soaring costs. Outlined above are a number of measures and tools that 
could be used collectively and separately to tackle issues relating to affordability and 
supply in home ownership, in the private rental sector, and the social housing sector, all 

7 Councils must, of course, ensure that this land does not just go to the highest bidder, but is made 
available for affordable homes.
8 This ignores the pressing need to deal with the repair backlog for social housing in London.
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of which must be addressed in order for the policy tools to provide meaningful reform. 
Especially crucial is the provision of social housing, which is entirely ignored by the current 
national government even though it will inevitably require considerable financial and 
political support from all governments if it is to be addressed. 

Though it is unclear exactly what will happen to London and to the people who cannot 
afford to live in the city over the next few decades, the number of people who are forced 
to leave or become homeless is rising, and counterproductive government reforms that 
are completely out of place are exacerbating these trends (Aldridge et al. 2013). The GLA 
and the UK government must explore solutions that contain a combination of pragmatism, 
boldness, significant policy shifts, new revenue tools, strong political will, and clear ideas 
regarding what will make the London housing market work well for its residents and avoid 
increasing the housing crisis for another decade.
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The first part of this two-part paper is a case study of Vietnam that examines the 
contribution of rural transportation infrastructure improvements to the remarkable success 
of Vietnam’s Poverty Reduction Strategy. The second part of the paper examines 
transport infrastructure policy and situates the Vietnamese case in existing transport policy 
literature. It highlights areas in which lessons learned in Vietnam are generalizable to 
other parts of the world and concludes that well-designed transport policy has the potential 
to be a highly effective tool for addressing poverty.

Section 1: Case Study
Introduction

Over the past two decades, Vietnam has worked with international aid organizations to 
invest in rural roads through the Vietnamese Rural Transport Strategy, one of the main 
components of Vietnam’s poverty alleviation strategy. The Strategy has been carried out 
in three overlapping projects that were designed, financed, and supervised mainly by the 
World Bank: Rural Transport Project I (1996 – 2001), Rural Transport Project II (2000 – 
2004), and Rural Transport Project III (2006 – present). This case study is concerned with 
Rural Transport Projects I & II because Rural Transport Project III is currently in progress 
and outcomes are not yet available. 

Infrastructure
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Background

The Socialist Republic of Vietnam was an extremely poor country when it was formed in 
1976. Thirty years of war had left the economy in shambles, although social indicators 
such as life expectancy and adult literacy were high compared to similar countries 
(World Bank, 2001). Centralized economic planning and woefully inadequate technical 
infrastructure led to widespread food shortages, currency inflation, and huge trade 
and fiscal deficits in the 1980s (Ibid). In 1986, the government launched the Doi Moi 
(renovation) program of economic reforms that promoted private sector development, 
encouraged foreign direct investment, and decontrolled prices (Nguyen, 2007).  By 1989, 
the major reforms of Doi Moi had all been implemented and Vietnam’s transition to a 
diversified market economy was essentially complete (World Bank, 2001). 

The Doi Moi reforms were successful in growing the economy. GDP growth between 
1992 and 1997 averaged 8-9% per year, in contrast to the mid-1980s, when yearly GDP 
growth was less than 4% (World Bank, 2001 - see figure 1 on page 69 for a graph of 
Vietnam’s GDP per capita between 1976 and 2011). Despite this macroeconomic success, 
Vietnam continued to have a high incidence of poverty, particularly in rural areas. A 
poverty assessment study conducted by the World Bank in 1995 found that more than 
half of Vietnam’s population of 72 million were living in poverty. The study also found that 
there was a significant difference in living standards between urban and rural dwellers, 
with an urban poverty rate of 26% and a rural poverty rate of 57% (World Bank, 1995). 
Because the most rapid economic growth was occurring in urban centres, the economic 
development of Vietnam’s impoverished rural regions was critical for significant country-
wide poverty reduction. The World Bank (1995) identified insufficient access to markets 
and support services due to poor rural transport infrastructure as one of the primary 
reasons for the endurance of poverty in Vietnam. Lack of access is considered a “key 
dimension of poverty” (DFID, 2002) and Vietnamese rural dwellers faced significant 
difficulties accessing economic, social, and educational opportunities. 

The government of Vietnam requested the World Bank’s assistance with the rehabilitation 
of its badly deteriorated rural roads and embarked on a campaign to support rural 
development following the poverty assessment study. The importance of economic growth 
through rural development is a key message of Vietnam’s 10-Year Socio-Economic 
Development Strategy (2001-2010) (Vietnam, 2001). The government formally approved 
a Comprehensive Poverty Reduction Strategy in 2002 and currently tracks the Strategy’s 
progress through Growth and Reduction of Poverty Annual Progress Reports (Gutman, 
Takeda, & Plant, 2006).

Public Policy and Governance Review 57
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First Rural Transport Project

In 1997 the World Bank formally launched the First Rural Transport Project (RT1) in 
partnership with the government of Vietnam. It consisted of three main components: 
$50.4 million for rural road rehabilitation, mainly of existing alignments, $0.2 million for 
institutional strengthening and training, and a rural transport development study which 
was funded separately by the UK Department for International Development (DFID) 
(World Bank, 2004). The project’s objectives were to improve access to rural communes 
(the smallest administrative unit of Vietnam’s three-tier subnational governance structure, 
below provinces and districts, and containing 10-15 villages), to develop local capacity to 
repair and maintain rural roads, and to encourage the development of local contractors 
(World Bank, 1996). The provinces that were selected for RT1 were specifically targeted 
because of their poverty levels, as well as their main source of economic activity. Census 
data showed that the farming population made up 76% of the poor in Vietnam, so 
targeting the project to areas with high levels of agricultural production was particularly 
important because studies had shown that agricultural households that diversified with 
off-farm activities had significantly higher standards of living than households that farmed 
exclusively (World Bank, 1995). When the project was completed in 2001, RT1 had 
rehabilitated a total of 4,403 km of roads in 18 of Vietnam’s 61 provinces (World Bank, 
2002).

Post-completion assessments considered the project “satisfactory” in achieving its overall 
development objectives (World Bank, 2002, pp. 2). However, areas of weakness included 
a lack of data for assessing the scope of need at the project appraisal stage, and local 
and provincial capacity issues resulting in inadequate preventative maintenance (Ibid). A 
study by van de Walle & Cratty (2002) evaluated the poverty impact of RT1 on a sample 
of roads selected from those rehabilitated through the project. The study reported a 3.3% 
increase in off-farm diversification in the sampled communes, and a 46 minute decrease 
in the amount of time needed to reach the nearest medical facility that were directly 
attributable to RT1. The study found that RT1 had no significant impact on passenger 
transport, such as bus, three-wheel motorcycle, and horse cart services. Van de Walle & 
Cratty (2002) noted that the short time period between the completion of the project and 
the impact evaluation study limited the study’s ability to evaluate long-term impacts. 

Second Rural Transport Project

Between May 24, 2000 and June 30, 2004, the World Bank, the DFID, and the 
government of Vietnam implemented the Second Rural Transport Project (RT2). The 
overlap with RT1 was intended to ensure continuity. The total project cost at appraisal was 
$145.3 million. The World Bank funded $ 103.9 million of the total project cost through the 
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International Development Association, and the remaining $36.2 million was funded by the 
DFID (World Bank, 2007). RT2 was designed to address the results of the World Bank’s 
Transport Sector Review (1999) as well as issues that arose during the implementation of 
the RT1. Both the Transport Sector Review and project assessments of RT1 highlighted 
the large number of rural communes that remained without adequate road access and the 
continuing need for capacity building in implementing agencies such as Provincial Project 
Management Units (PPMUs) (World Bank, 2007). The objectives of RT2 were to “(i) 
increase the flow of goods and services in rural Vietnam by: improving the access of rural 
communes in the project provinces to markets, off-farm economic opportunities, and social 
services; (ii) developing central, provincial and local capacity to improve and sustain the 
level of service of the rural transport network; and (iii) fostering the development of small-
scale private contractors” (World Bank, 2007, pp. 1). To achieve its objectives, RT2 was 
divided into five components that aimed to provide institutional development to PPMUs 
for project implementation, strengthen the capacity of the Vietnam Ministry of Transport 
to develop and carry out rural transport policies, build capacity for sustainable rural road 
maintenance, rural road rehabilitation for basic road access in all project provinces, and 
train domestic contractors (World Bank, 2007). 

The post-completion World Bank assessment (2007) found that the completion of 
the capacity building objective was “moderately satisfactory” due to uncertain future 
funding and implementation of maintenance plans, but RT2 was successful in raising 
awareness and developing system capacity for the continued management of the rural 
transport network. Over 14,000 Vietnamese government workers were trained in rural 
road maintenance, and reports indicate improved road maintenance capacity in 73% 
of communes (World Bank, 2007). The completion of the primary project objective of 
improving access was found to be satisfactory. A total of 7,600 km of rural roads and 
1,029 bridges were rehabilitated (Ibid). The project successfully improved all-season 
road access for over 1,000 rural communes and approximately 6 million people, 
including approximately 1 million people living in poverty, and improved mobility for the 
16 million people in the surrounding areas. Approximately 180 rural communes in the 
target provinces were left without all-season road access at the end of the project due to 
unforeseen cost overruns and an increase in the number of communes during the project 
period (Ibid). An empirical analysis by Fan, Huong, & Long (2004) used a simultaneous 
equation model to calculate the effect that government spending on roads has had 
on rural poverty in Vietnam. According to the estimated marginal effect of government 
spending in the model used by Fan et al. (2004), 132 people were lifted out of poverty 
for every billion dong spent on roads in Vietnam. By that measure, the road investments 
made through RT2 brought 210,000 people out of poverty. 
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Case Study Summary

As Vietnam ramped up spending on transport infrastructure, poverty rates fell dramatically 
and GDP per capita nearly tripled (see Figure 1 on page 69). Government spending on 
upgrades to Vietnam’s road network grew by 13.5% per year between 1993 and 2000 
(Fan et al., 2004). While 58.1% of the total population was living in poverty in 1993, by 
2002 the incidence had fallen to 28.9% (Ibid). Over that same period, the incidence of 
rural poverty fell from 66.4% to 35.6% (Ibid). More recent World Bank data shows that 
the official poverty rate for the total population continued to decline to 19.5% in 2004 
and 14.5% in 2008 (World Bank, 2012). The rural poverty rate also continued to fall to 
17.4% in 2010 (Ibid). This data provides promising evidence that rural transport is a viable 
strategy for poverty reduction.

Section 2: Policy Analysis
International Development Implications of the Vietnam Case Study

Poverty can be conceptualized as the interaction between employment, opportunity, and 
security. More specifically, Booth, Hanmer, & Lovell (2000) suggest that there are six 
dimensions of poverty that should be addressed by poverty reduction strategies. These 
are income/consumption, human capabilities, private and social assets, time, attainment 
of minimal social participation, and security with respect to risks, shocks, and violence 
(Figure 2 on page 70). 

As shown in Figure 2, poverty is a multi-dimensional issue that must be addressed 
through multi-dimensional strategies. The case study in Section One demonstrated that a 
significant reduction in poverty levels occurred following the implementation of Vietnam’s 
Rural Transport Strategy, which included the Rural Transport I and II projects. The 
transport improvements that were made as part of Vietnam’s poverty alleviation strategy 
undoubtedly had an impact on poverty levels, although quantifying the exact extent is 
difficult. The question that remains is whether or not the Vietnam case is generalizable. 
Do improvements to transport infrastructure support the millennium development goal 
of poverty reduction? The idea of a positive relationship between improved transport 
infrastructure and poverty reduction is supported not only by impact evaluations of the 
Rural Transport Projects, but also by international development policy literature describing 
the links between transport infrastructure and the six dimensions of poverty (World Bank, 
2002, 2007; Brenneman & Kerf, 2002).
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Transport Policy for Poverty Reduction

In Transport Infrastructure and Poverty Reduction (2006), Sununtar Setboonsarng writes 
that transport infrastructure impacts poverty directly and indirectly at both the macro and 
microeconomic levels. At the macroeconomic level, transport infrastructure contributes 
to long-term poverty reduction indirectly by “ensuring sustained growth in output, 
employment, and income” (Setboonsarng, 2006). There is also evidence that transport 
infrastructure contributes to poverty reduction directly. A 2005 study cited by Setboonsarng 
demonstrated that road capital directly decreased the incidence of poverty independent of 
economic growth channels. 

The degree to which transport infrastructure contributes to poverty reduction at the 
macroeconomic level depends on its microeconomic impacts on the various aspects 
of poverty. Transport infrastructure impacts the income dimension of poverty by 
providing greater opportunities for increasing productivity, particularly in rural areas 
where the majority of the poor reside. It lowers the cost of inputs, provides people with 
more and better access to financial services and output markets, and promotes the 
commercialization and diversification of both farm and non-farm activities.  Transport 
infrastructure also impacts the non-income dimension of poverty by lowering the cost 
and improving access to services needed by the poor, and by complementing other 
interventions aimed at improving health, education, and social services (Setboonsarng, 
2006). 

Setboonsarng argued that the distribution of benefits resulting from transport infrastructure 
investments often mirrors a country’s distribution of income and opportunities, particularly 
in areas of high income inequality. Although transport infrastructure investments confer 
benefits to the very poor by improving access to social services, larger landowners and 
local elites tend to be better situated to capture the cost-saving, productivity, and land-
value benefits of improved transport infrastructure. For this reason, transport investment 
can exacerbate income inequality in the short and medium term, and may even have 
a negative impact on the welfare of the poorest of the poor. Setboonsarng considered 
making transport investments more responsive to the needs of the poor, or ‘pro-poor,’ to 
be a key challenge in reducing poverty through transport infrastructure.

Other ways to frame transport policy include the sustainable livelihoods approach and a 
rights-based approach (DFID 2002). The sustainable livelihoods approach looks at the 
various strategies that the poor use to improve their lives, and how these sustainable 
livelihood strategies interconnect with transport activities. Every community possesses 
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varying endowments of five categories of livelihood assets: these are natural capital, 
social capital, human capital, physical capital, and financial capital. Linkages between 
sustainable livelihood strategies and transport activities can be used to create a 
framework for identifying opportunities for structural improvements that will strengthen 
existing assets and ultimately reduce poverty. Transport infrastructure is a physical 
asset that is critical for communities to build up or better utilize other livelihood assets. It 
provides physical access to natural resources and services that increase human capital 
such as health and education. Transport improves social capital by providing physical 
access that enables participation in social networks and political processes. Transport 
infrastructure also helps to increase financial capital by creating opportunities for market 
access and employment.

A rights-based approach frames the link between transport and poverty reduction as 
part of the debate over the “politics of access” to basic human rights, which include 
civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights. Access to transport is not a human 
right as defined by international law, but this approach views it as a “precondition 
for securing basic rights” (DFID, 2002). Basic principles such as access to political 
processes, knowledge, social networks, services, and markets can be distilled from basic 
human rights and used by development agencies to direct rights-based transport policy. 
Development interventions in this context are concerned “not only with what rights people 
are entitled to, but also whether or not people can effectively claim and defend their 
entitlement to basic resources and services” (Ibid). 

Viewing transport policy through the lens of the “politics of access” debate brings up the 
question of whose obligation it is to provide access to basic resources and services. It 
is not always clear whether transport infrastructure will encourage services to relocate 
closer to the target population or if the target population will use the improved transport 
infrastructure to access existing services. Once infrastructure is provided by either the 
government or development agencies, it is often assumed that the private sector will take 
responsibility for providing transport services; however, the result of privatization tends 
to be service cutbacks in the remote areas that need transport services the most (DFID, 
2002). 

Policy Analysis of the Vietnam Case Study

In conducting a policy analysis of the Vietnam case study, it is important to note the 
distinction between rural and urban poverty. Globally, rural poverty rates are lower than 
urban poverty rates, and rural poverty tends to be more deeply entrenched (World Bank, 
2013). Although the rural-urban population split is close to 50-50, approximately 80% of 
the world’s economic activity occurs in urban centres, and this agglomeration provides 
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urban dwellers with greater access to services and economic opportunities (Ibid). These 
global trends are reflected in Vietnam’s rural and urban poverty dynamics. In absolute 
terms, the number of poor people residing in Vietnam’s urban centres is large, but the 
proportion of the Vietnamese population that is poor is significantly higher in rural areas 
(World Bank, 1995). The policy analysis given here is specific to rural poverty.   

The majority of the quantitative research available for the Vietnam case study is 
concerned with RT1. This is most likely because, as noted in the RT2 Implementation 
Completion and Results Report, the evaluation system of RT2 was poorly designed (World 
Bank, 2007), and thus attributing poverty reduction impacts to RT2 road rehabilitations 
is highly problematic. Nevertheless, the Vietnam case offers useful insights and confirms 
many of the linkages between transport infrastructure improvements and poverty reduction 
that are described by Setboonsarng (2006): the Vietnamese government’s overarching 
emphasis on developing rural transport at the macroeconomic level, and RT1 at the 
microeconomic level. At the macroeconomic level, Fan et al. (2004) showed a strong 
correlation between increased government spending on transport, primarily rural road 
rehabilitation and maintenance, and Vietnam’s remarkable achievements in reducing 
poverty rates through economic growth. At the microeconomic level, people living in 
communes selected for road rehabilitation benefited from both income and non-income 
effects of transport infrastructure improvements described by Setboonsarng (2006). 

Van de Walle & Cratty (2002) found that RT1 road rehabilitations caused an increase 
in the proportion of households that engage in non-farm activities. As noted previously, 
the diversification of agricultural households to off-farm activities is associated with 
significantly higher standards of living than households in which farming is the sole 
economic activity (World Bank, 1995). RT1 was also found to have caused an 18% 
increase in access to credit from the Agricultural Bank of Vietnam for households located 
in the targeted communes. An emergence of output markets in communes that were 
previously lacking was also reported as one of the achievements of RT1 (World Bank, 
2004). 

The Vietnam case study demonstrates that it is possible to address one of the 
key challenges of poverty reduction through transport infrastructure. As noted by 
Setboonsarng (2006), a distribution of benefits that aggravate existing patterns of inequity 
is a common problem with transport improvement projects. In designing RT1, the World 
Bank (2004) placed a strong emphasis on using road selection criteria that would ensure 
that the project targeted the poorest regions of Vietnam. In addition to identifying the 
poorest provinces, RT1’s road selection criteria targeted road rehabilitations specifically to 
communes with the highest percentages of residents living below the poverty line. 
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A 2002 impact evaluation study of RT1 by Van de Walle & Cratty described the project 
as “pro-poor,” meaning that it succeeded in reaching more poor households than it would 
have if the rehabilitation was distributed evenly among rural communities in the selected 
provinces. The study also reported other pro-poor indicators: the strongest impacts on 
living standards occurred in the poorest households, and the poorest 40% of households 
benefited the most from travel time savings. RT1 was successful in producing benefits that 
were skewed in favour of the poorest people, not against them. This may be attributable 
to the fact that a pro-poor focus is evident in the supporting documents throughout all 
stages of the project, from the Staff Appraisal Report at the project’s outset, to the post-
completion Project Performance Assessment Report (World Bank, 1996, 2004). However, 
it is important to note that the locations of the communes in Vietnam were discrete and 
remote, and the extent to which RT1 was able to target the poorest people may not be 
possible in locations with a more dispersed poor population. 

Changes in access to services were observed as a result of the RT1 project. Van de Walle 
& Cratty (2002) reported a 46 minute decrease in the amount of time required to reach the 
nearest hospital that was directly attributable to the road rehabilitation project, as well as 
a 14% increase in the number of pharmacies located in RT1 communes. The RT1 project 
performance assessment report also attributed the building of several new schools to the 
road rehabilitations, although no quantitative data is provided to support this claim (World 
Bank, 2004). Regardless, the changes in access to services due to RT1 demonstrate 
that the “politics of access” question of whether transport infrastructure will encourage 
services to relocate closer to people or whether people will use the improved transport 
infrastructure to access services is not necessarily an either/or question. In the Vietnam 
case, some services relocated to the communes as a result of the road rehabilitations, and 
people travelling to services located outside of the communes benefited from decreased 
travel times and improved access. There was, however, one impact on services that Van 
de Walle & Cratty (2002) called “puzzling.” They reported a significant increase in the time 
required to reach the nearest shop selling food or consumer goods. The authors postulate 
that small food stalls may have moved away or been driven out of business when road 
rehabilitations made it faster and easier for people to travel longer distances to shop at 
stores with better selection or prices. This potential negative impact on small business 
owners should be an important consideration for the issue of transport infrastructure and 
poverty reduction because it is likely generalizable to other locations.

Van de Walle & Cratty (2002) also reported an effect that is not well-documented in 
the transport policy literature. They observed that the RT1 project communes they 
sampled were the recipients of more government infrastructure development programs 
following the completion of RT1 than comparison communes. There are several possible 
explanations for this. Van de Walle & Cratty theorize that the improved road access made 
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it easier for the government to access these communes to implement other infrastructure 
investments and programs. It is also possible that the increased local government capacity 
reported by the World Bank (2004) made these communes more attractive for further 
intervention. The national government could reasonably expect greater efficiency and 
responsiveness from the local officials in communes that had already participated in an 
infrastructure project.  

A third explanation–improved political access–can be found in the transit policy literature. 
Both the sustainable livelihoods approach and the rights-based approach highlight the 
idea that physical access is crucial for participation in political processes (DFID, 2002). 
Rural road rehabilitations provided a physical access that improved feedback channels 
and enabled people to hold local officials to account (World Bank, 2007; Leisher, 2003). 
It follows that this may have improved the ability of the people in the project communes 
to advocate for additional government-funded infrastructure projects.  A case study by 
Leisher (2003) examining donor impact on political change in the Vu Quang District 
in Ha Tinh Province in Vietnam, found that the most significant gains in transparency, 
accountability, and equity could be attributed to the road rehabilitations made through 
the Rural Transport projects (both RT1 and RT2). Interestingly, the World Bank was not 
one of the four regional donors that were the focus of the Leisher study, but RT1’s rural 
road rehabilitations emerged as one of the main causes of positive political change in 
the region in the course of conducting research. Better roads brought people into more 
frequent contact with both local and regional government officials, which significantly 
improved people’s confidence in asking for information and giving feedback (Leisher, 
2003). 

Recommendations 

The Vietnam case highlighted several areas in which the transport infrastructure projects 
could more effectively reduce poverty. Maintaining a pro-poor focus throughout the 
design and implementation of transport projects is recommended to ensure that improved 
transport infrastructure actually reduces poverty and does not reinforce existing patterns 
of inequity. Many of the limitations described above could be overcome through improved 
project design. The potential for negative impacts should be acknowledged and addressed 
as early as possible. 

The various assessments and reports concerning both Rural Transport projects are 
filled with technical details such as procurement issues, approaches to drainage, and 
evaluations of specific road patching techniques, but they only briefly touch on the macro 
and microeconomic poverty impacts described here. As noted by the World Bank (2007), 
this is mainly due to an ineffective evaluation system. Projects should ensure that an 
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adequate monitoring & evaluation system is implemented and utilized in order to quantify 
the contribution of rural transport investments to poverty reduction and build knowledge for 
future projects. 

It is striking that major political change, one of the most significant effects of the RT1 & 
RT2 rural road rehabilitations, was essentially discovered by accident in a third party case 
study unrelated to the projects. Leisher (2003) notes that World Bank project documents 
neither anticipated nor perceived political impacts due to the Rural Transport projects. 
As discussed previously, the World Bank’s commitment to targeting the poorest people 
at the design stage of RT1 resulted in a distinctly pro-poor outcome (van de Walle & 
Cratty, 2002). If development agencies implementing transport infrastructure improvement 
projects recognize their role as political actors at the design stage, it is likely that the 
potential positive political impacts of these projects could be enhanced and post-project 
evaluations could be made more robust. 

Conclusion

Improvements to transport infrastructure have the potential to support poverty reduction 
in rural areas by addressing the different dimensions of poverty as outlined in Figure 2 
(Booth et al., 2000). The Vietnam case highlights the ways in which transport infrastructure 
investment directly and indirectly contributes to the accumulation of social assets, higher 
incomes, time efficiency, greater social participation, and increased human capital. 
However, care must be taken to mitigate the potential negative impacts of transport 
infrastructure investment. The Vietnam case shows that, despite certain limitations and 
gaps in knowledge, improving transport infrastructure has the potential to be an extremely 
effective tool for international development.
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Infrastructure

Implications of Public Transit Reform: 
Interview with Canadian MPs on a National 
Transit Strategy
Eric Thompson

This PPGR-commissioned article features interviews with NDP MPs Megan Leslie 
(Halifax) and Hoang Mai (Brossard—La Prairie).

Out of all the Group of Eight (G8) countries, Canada is the only member without a 
national transit strategy (NTS).  This omission is more of a reflection of the current federal 
government’s policy preferences than Canadians’ attitudes towards such an initiative. 
Here, two Canadian Members of Parliament are consulted on their expertise, opinions, 
and recommendations regarding a NTS: NDP Official Opposition Deputy Leader and 
Environment Critic Megan Leslie, and NDP Deputy Critic for Transport Hoang Mai. 
Each MP contributed on two crucial, and often conflicting, realms of any major policy 
consideration: the environmental and economic implications, respectively.  

The seven other leading industrialized countries that form the G8 (Italy, the UK, the 
US, France, Germany, Russia, and Japan) each have their own national transit policy 
frameworks. New Zealand, Australia, and South Korea are other examples of highly 
developed nations that have similar frameworks (Canadian Urban Transit Association 
2011). There have been substantial increases in funding across all levels of Canadian 
government for public transit in the past decade, yet local and provincial governments 
have been unable to develop long-term strategies due to only intermittent funding at 
the federal level (Ibid). A sustainable NTS will require long-term and regular funding 
commitments from the federal government.

Eric Thomson is a second-year Master’s student at the University of Ottawa’s Graduate 
School of Public and International Affairs. He has worked for two members on Parliament 
Hill; interned at the Canadian High Commission in Delhi, India; and most recently interned 
at the Canadian Permanent Mission to the United Nations and International Organisations 
in Vienna, Austria. His research interests focus on Middle Eastern security studies and 
specifically nuclear arms in Iran.
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Environmental Considerations and Implications

A National Transit Strategy would have a substantial positive impact on several sectors of 
Canadian society, but the most immediate benefits would be to the environmental sector. 
Still, MP Leslie acknowledges the failure for these benefits to be highlighted during the 
NTS discussion in the House of Commons. Many non-environmental issues,including 
urban gridlock and its costly impact on public infrastructure and economic productivity, 
have largely framed proponents’ justification for the policy, and have detracted away from 
the environmental implications.

Leslie argues that an NTS would be a sound environmental policy because it would 
reduce the negative consequences of the urban automobile-dependent culture prevalent 
in many of the provinces’ capital cities. This reduction would decrease the amount of 
environmentally harmful motor vehicle greenhouse gas (GhG) emissions and smog, as 
the vast majority of Canadian commuters travelling into and through urban centres carry 
only a single passenger (National Household Survey 2011).  A shift towards more effective 
and reliable urban public transit would result, marking a significant reduction of net GhG 
emissions from motor vehicles.

Currently, the vast majority of Canadians find the available means of public transit 
inadequate for commuting to work. A major goal of urban transportation is to encourage 
car users to leave the comfort and convenience of their automobiles and take public 
transit. According to the 2010 General Social Survey, 82% of workers travelled to work 
by car, 12% took public transit, and 6% walked or bicycled (2010). In the same survey, 
workers who did not use public transit were asked if they had ever tried using public 
transit to travel to work. They were also asked how they rated the level of convenience 
of public transit.  Of the 10.6 million workers who currently commute by car, 15%–or 
1.6 million–have tried using public transit to get to work. Slightly less than half (47%) of 
those who have tried public transit felt that it was a convenient way to get to work (Ibid).  
Moreover, of the 10.6 million car commuters, just over 2 million felt that public transit 
would be convenient for them, while about 8.3 million thought it would be somewhat or 
very inconvenient (Canadian General Social Survey 2010).

Finally, public transit users take longer to get to work than car users living an equivalent 
distance from their place of work. For example, in Canada’s six largest metropolitan 
areas, each of which has a population of at least 1 million, public transit users’ average 
commuting time was 44 minutes. By contrast, the average commuting time for car users 
was 27 minutes. (Canadian General Social Survey 2010).  If it takes on average only 
two-thirds of the time to commute by car than by public transit, and if 85% of Canadians 
believe public transit would be very or somewhat inconvenient for them, there are clearly 
insufficiencies within the current transit systems that do not provide adequate incentives 
for Canadians to use public transit. These inefficiencies, however, are not indicative of 



Volume 5, Issue 2, Spring 2014

73Public Policy and Governance Review

an inherently flawed government program, but rather reveal that our systems require 
improved transportation infrastructure and services reforms.

The reliance on automobiles for transportation has also been rising. Statistics Canada’s 
2011 General Social Survey found that the proportion of people aged 18 and over who 
went everywhere by car–as either a driver or a passenger–rose from 68% in 1992 to 70% 
in 1998 and then 74% in 2005. This proportional increase coupled with concurrent urban 
population growth suggests an inevitable exponential increase in GhG emissions--an 
environmentally unsustainable trajectory that could be mitigated by an NTS.

When asked whether an NTS is politically impossible due to resistance at the federal 
level, Leslie argued that an NTS is viable, but there is a failure of political leadership. 
She believes that the government has a large role to play in sectors that impact the 
environment as regulation can compensate for, or control, the environmental harm done 
to our air and atmosphere, but that the current government has failed to fill this role 
adequately.

Leslie distinguishes between the environmental consequences of GhG emissions and 
clean air to argue that air quality would improve immediately as a significant number of 
Canadians switch either completely or partially from automobile use to public transit. 
In the intermediate term, Leslie believes that an NTS would lead to a more general 
paradigm shift towards environmental alternatives. There would be incentives for urban 
and specifically bedroom community planning to be cohesive with developed and efficient 
transit systems. Currently, most Canadian suburban cities and towns have been structured 
for cars and not bus routes. Leslie believes that an NTS would facilitate the development 
of public, active, and sustainable transit, but that the current underfunded public transit 
systems are largely ineffective.

Regarding long-term implications, the main environmental impact would be a reduction 
in GhG emissions. In general, however, Leslie argues that with sustained long-term 
funding, entrepreneurs will see the incentive to devise innovative products, services, 
or infrastructure that complement a sound transit system as they recognize the 
potential to bid for annual grants. The Canadian Urban Transit Association echoes this 
recommendation by drawing on positive experiences in the US and South Korea, where 
the federal governments allot additional funding for research and technology projects that 
facilitate the use of public transit (CUTA 2011).

Federal programs such as the Gas Tax Fund and the Building Canada Fund were created 
to support environmentally sustainable infrastructure in Canadian municipalities, but 
transit is currently only one of the eligible investment categories and must compete with 
water, wastewater, and road projects (Federation of Canadian Municipalities 2007). Leslie 
highlights the fact that certain mandatory programs, such as wastewater regulations 
that will soon come into effect, currently siphon resources away from other programs. 
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If municipalities do not comply with these regulations they will be fined, so this financial 
priority undermines funding for other programs. Leslie argues that this demonstrates 
the necessity of a separate funding mechanism dedicated solely to transit so that 
municipalities are not forced to choose one beneficial program over another.

Fiscal and Economic Considerations and Implications

The Act to Establish a National Public Transit Strategy (Bill C-305) was introduced as 
a Private Member’s Bill by NDP Transport Critic Olivia Chow in 2011. Bill C-305 sought 
to establish federal funding mechanisms to ensure the financial health of public transit 
systems (C-305, 41st Parl. 2011).  

MP Hoang Mai’s vision of an NTS would include a strategy for a permanent investment 
plan to support public transit. Secondly, it would require the establishment of a federal 
funding mechanism brought together by all levels of government to provide sustainable, 
predictable long-term and adequate funding. Finally, Mai believes that the federal 
government needs to establish accountability measures to ensure that all levels of 
government work together to increase access to public transit.

In terms of the affordability of an NTS, Mai proposes that the NDP look to transfer one 
cent from the existing gas tax to municipalities for transit. He argues that based on gas tax 
revenues in 2012, the one cent transfer would amount to $420 million. Mai suggests that 
this pittance would provide a substantial, dependable source of revenue to finance a large 
portion of an NTS. This sum would amount to nearly a quarter of the required funding 
alone, as the Canadian Urban Transit Association suggested that a sustainable and 
effective NTS would require $2 billion per year (2007). This total pales in comparison to 
the annual opportunity costs of congestion to labour productivity.  Specifically, congestion 
is deeply affecting the competitiveness of all of Canada’s urban regions, a point reinforced 
by a 2006 federal study that found the total annual cost of congestion (in 2002 dollars) 
ranges from $2.3 billion to $3.7 billion for the major urban areas in Canada (Transport 
Canada 2006).

Furthermore, Mai argues that the New Building Canada Plan has led to a reduced federal 
funding transfer for municipal infrastructure, and therefore the federal government needs 
to make sure that provinces and municipalities have more sources of money in order to 
invest in the public transit system. Lastly, Mai argues that another issue concerning the 
New Building Canada Plan is the current program’s 6-18 month delay due to issues of 
public-private partnership bureaucracy. However, both public and private stakeholders 
need to be involved in the development of national transit policies to increase the chances 
of success and compliance (CUTA 2011). Therefore, a portion of NTS funding should be 
allocated towards ensuring the facilitation and expedition of public-private partnership 
contracts.
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When asked if a sustainable NTS is possible with only intermittent federal funding 
programs for transit, Mai responded that it was not feasible. In large part, the 
Conservatives have disagreed that an NTS is needed, or even desired, and that it is not 
the role of the government to tell municipalities how to run their transit systems (CBC 
2011). Mai believes that the federal government needs a long-term plan, which the 
Conservatives argue they have provided with their New Building Canada Plan. However, 
the NDP demands a more predictable and dependable funding program that would 
extend over 15 to 20 years. Mai notes that this strategy has been strongly supported by 
the Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM 2007), and that municipal governments’ 
funding uncertainty currently hinders their ability to implement ambitious transit strategies.

Furthermore, Mai asserts that the best strategy to diversify transit funding responsibilities 
amongst the three levels of government would be for the municipalities and provinces to 
determine their priorities and for the federal government to provide its share of the funding. 
He argues that the Conservative government should not be adding more bureaucracy 
at the federal level or picking winners or losers at other levels of government. Mai is 
convinced that local leaders know best regarding their transit needs, and that the federal 
government cannot understand or meet these needs from Ottawa. 

Further Policy Considerations and Recommendations

In addition to environmental and fiscal considerations, adopting an NTS should also 
promote economic development, improve public accessibility, reduce traffic congestion, 
promote healthier lifestyles, alleviate pressures related to rising gas prices, and stimulate 
demand for more efficient public transit. Providing quality public transit services is also 
recognized as a way to improve access to education, health care facilities, and other 
important services (CUTA 2011). As discussed, the short-term benefits of an NTS 
are significant. However, it will take a government with a clear vision of the needs of 
Canadians to be able to adequately address the burgeoning and wasteful consequences 
of the current transit status quo.

By shifting people from automobiles to public transit vehicles, the number of vehicles on 
the road and the related economic costs of traffic congestion, roadway maintenance, 
and parking infrastructure will be reduced. Health benefits of public transit include 
reduced rates of obesity, increased levels of physical activity, reduced air pollution, and 
reduced health costs. Admittedly, long-term and gradual shifts tend to be unappealing 
policy choices for governments seeking short-term re-election. However, if a government 
presented an effective public campaign to explain to Canadians the many benefits of an 
NTS, it is likely that it will be understood as the sound policy and investment strategy that 
it can be. 



Volume 5, Issue 2, Spring 2014

76 Public Policy and Governance Review

Works Cited

Canadian Urban Transit Association (2007). “Issue Paper 22: A National Transit Strategy 
for Canada”. CUTA. 
http://www.cutaactu.ca/en/publicationsandresearch/resources/IssuePaperNo.22_
ANationalTransitStrategyForCanada.pdf 

Stantec Consulting. (2011). “National Strategies on Public Transit Policy Framework”. 
Canadian Urban Transit Association.
http://www.cutaactu.ca/en/publicaffairs/resources/FianlReport-G8.pdf

CBC (2011). “Chow calls for national transit strategy.”
http://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/chow-calls-for-national-transit-strategy-1.1120134 

Canadian General Social Survey (2010). “Commuting to work: Results of the 2010 
General Social Survey”
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/11-008-x/2011002/article/11531-eng.htm#a14

Canadian National Household Survey (2011). “NHS in Brief: Commuting to Work”. 
Statistics Canada.
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs-enm/2011/as-sa/99-012-x/99-012-x2011003_1-eng.pdf

ITrans Consulting. (2006). “Costs of Non-Recurrent Congestion in Canada: 
Final Report”. Transport Canada. Accessed online: 
http://www.bv.transports.gouv.qc.ca/mono/0964770/01_Report.pdf 



Volume 5, Issue 2, Spring 2014

77Public Policy and Governance Review

Media & Information
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The news media are in the influential position of being educators of the public—whose 
opinions ultimately affect policy outcomes. If the purpose of the news media is, in large 
part, to inform’citizens on current policy issues that will affect them, it can be argued that 
the public should be provided with dependable information that is consistent with the best 
available evidence.This paper discusses the potential benefits of an evidence-informed 
news media on educational and other policy issues. It prompts critical discussion on the 
ways in which evidence use by the news media influences policy formation.  

The news media1 plays a significant role in shaping the beliefs and choices of citizens, 
while also serving as a public educator on political issues requiring deliberation. In John 
Dewey’s words, “A government resting upon popular suffrage cannot be successful unless 
those who elect and who obey their governors are educated” (1944). Since news reading 
is a predictor of knowledge about policy issues (Chafee and Frank 1996, 52; Weiss 
and Singer 1988; Aalberg and Curran 2011; Eveland et al. 2013; McCombs 2013), it is 
critical that news media provide democratic societies with sufficient information to enable 
effective engagement with public policy issues.

There is much public dissatisfaction with media coverage in virtually every public policy 
area, including education. A variety of studies have shown that complaints from educators 
about the excessively negative, sensationalistic, or blatantly erroneous coverage of 

1 In this paper, the ‘news media’ refers to print media (e.g., newspapers, magazines, and news arti-
cles), rather than radio or television broadcasts—in both hardcopy and electronic (online) form. This 
includes dailies, weeklies, and special purpose publications.
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education are well founded (Lingard and Rawolle, 2004; Thomas 2003a, 2003b; Cohen 
2010; Haas 2007; Keogh and Garrick 2011; Tamir and Davidson 2011). Keogh and Garrick 
(2011), for example, found that teachers and teacher quality are regularly portrayed 
negatively by the media, and make the case that these depictions have potentially 
detrimental effects on public discourses about teachers and the education system.
 
In a study examining the discursive construction of teachers and teacher quality in the 
media, Thomas (2003b) found a strong correlation between the media’s depictions 
and public discourse, with teachers generally presented as under-qualified. The media 
emphasized that improvements in teacher professional skills should be the main priority 
area for raising educational standards and outcomes. These types of depictions hold 
teachers as primarily responsible for poor student outcomes, distracting from the need 
for effective social policies to support disadvantaged students in overcoming gaps in 
educational achievement. Focusing on teachers takes attention away from the reality that 
the socio-economic status of children and youth remains the most influential determinant 
of educational outcomes (Chappel and Richardson 2009; OECD 2010; UNESCO 2009). 
Irrespective of what ‘should’ or ‘should not’ be the focus of certain issues in the news 
media, however, it is important to consider how and what information is used by the news 
media to facilitate public understanding and engagement with public policy issues. 
 
Proponents of evidence-based policy and practice advocate for the optimal form of 
evidence as being based in academic research. Defined broadly and simplistically, 
‘research’ here is understood as systemically collected data through established 
processes of inquiry, from widely accepted bodies of empirical work. The rationale for 
utilizing research evidence to inform public policy is based on the understanding that it 
will lead to more effective, higher-quality decision-making, practice, and better societal 
outcomes. Given the news media’s influential role in informing public opinion and policy 
decision-making, it can be argued that increasing the use of research evidence to inform 
news reporting on public policy issues is an important goal. 

Whether the news media’s provision of information consistent with current research 
findings will suffice in the eyes of the public remains to be seen—presuming it is even 
feasible for the media to effectively and productively do so. There are complications 
associated with research use, including divergent interpretations of data, conflicting 
findings, and variations in framing that are influenced by author lens and target 
audience, not to mention logistical and skills-related barriers to using research. Indeed, 
evidence-based news reporting is a complex area. In their influential book on the utility 
of evidence, Usable Knowledge, Lindblom and Cohen (1979) contend that evidence is 
always embedded in the socio-political context, and that research findings cannot solve 
a problem or change a framework in its entirety, but can perhaps address a piece of it. 
Still, increasing the use of high quality research evidence in news reporting of educational 
policy issues can contribute to systemic policy and practice improvements in education.
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Influence on Public Policy and Opinion 

Because public policy issues are often brought to the attention of policy makers and 
the public by news reports, the news media are in the influential position of being 
intermediaries of information and, in effect, educators of the public—whose opinions will 
ultimately influence policy outcomes. Consequently, the ways in which the news media 
communicate (or do not communicate) information can have a significant impact on public 
policy formation. Although there are diverse perspectives on the extent to which the news 
media influences public policy and opinion, substantive research evidence shows that it 
does have a significant effect on both (Cohen 1963; Dreier 2005; Gerstl-Pepin 2002; Haas 
2007; Jamieson 2003). 

If the purpose of the news media is, in large part, to inform the public on current events 
and policy issues that will affect them, it is critical that information given to the public is 
consistent with the best available evidence to increase accurate public understanding on 
policy debates. 

Knowledge Mobilization (KMb): Disseminating Research to Inform Public Policy 

In education, the substantial gap between research, policy, and practice is frequently 
criticized (Mitton et al. 2007; Hess 2007; Hargreaves 1999; Levin 2009, 2010). Greater 
recognition of the importance of evidence-informed policy and practice has led to 
increasing efforts to establish stronger linkages between research, policy, and practice 
across sectors, including in education (e.g. Cooper et al. in press; Nutley et al. 2007; 
Lavis 2006). Efforts to increase the use of the best available evidence in social policy and 
the social services area have been termed ‘knowledge mobilization’ (KMb) by the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) of Canada. In this endeavour, 
knowledge is shared through feedback loops between research producers (for example, 
university researchers) and research users (practitioners), frequently with the involvement 
and assistance of third party or intermediary organizations. 

According to Nutley et al. (2007), research use should involve the application of research 
directly to policy and practice decisions. If this were the case, policy options and strategic 
directions should be chosen and established based on research. In reality, however, the 
role of research in policy development tends to be substantially more subtle and indirect. 
Knowledge, understanding, and attitudes, for example, are shaped by research, thereby 
impacting decision making in a different—but perhaps equally important—way. The role 
of research in policy formation is typically indirect, influencing it conceptually rather than 
instrumentally—informing decisions, rather than providing a clear direction for action 
(Hemsley-Brown and Sharp 2003; Reid 2003). 

When public policymakers engage in the process of research, it can lead to changes 
in thinking, attitude, and behaviour. According to Shulha and Cousins (1997), this 
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“process learning” can result in improved collaboration between those involved in the 
policy process, and can affect the design or results of the program being evaluated. 
Involving stakeholders in conducting research can contribute to the long-term effects of 
process learning, along with the potentially enduring effects research can have on policy. 
Research, as defined by Davies and Nutley (2008), includes “research findings, evidence, 
and...theoretical and empirical insights to inform decision-making.” 

Education experts and other social science academics are concerned that think tank 
reports (which do not typically adhere to the same rigorous review standards as academic 
peer-reviewed papers) are more widely distributed by the news media than peer-reviewed 
academic research, and as a result, have a greater influence on public policy (Yettick 
2011). In Haas’s (2007) study, he examines the ways in which information and research 
on education is used by the news media. These findings show that the news media 
represents four different types of think tanks (contract research, academic, advocacy, and 
mixed academic and advocacy) as sources of research and credible information, in spite 
of the fact that each think tank emphasized policy and political advocacy more than the 
professional norms of academic research, to varying degrees. 

Little is known about why journalists and reporters choose to use and consequently 
disseminate certain sources of information, but some theories on the spread of ideas 
as well as communication theory contribute to an understanding of why the news media 
might disseminate certain sources of information or research evidence over others. 

Research Dissemination and Utilization

The concept of research utilization is complex in and of itself. Through the analyses of 
empirical studies, Walter et al. (2003) discovered multiple forms of impact, including: 
“changes in access to research, changes in the context to which research is considered, 
referred to or read, citations in documents, changes in knowledge and understanding, 
changes in attitudes and beliefs, and changes in behavior.” Each of these could be 
considered to be the use of research, but each could lead to different impacts with 
different implications for public policy and practice—in all realms of public service, and 
specifically in education. Since it is apparent that dissemination positively influences 
the use of knowledge, greater efforts to disseminate knowledge could lead to increased 
utilization (Knott and Wilavsky 1980). 

Knott and Wildavsky’s (1980) dissemination model describes knowledge utilization 
as a one-way process contingent upon the research content, findings, and efforts to 
disseminate. It proposes that along with research activities, dissemination mechanisms 
should be implemented in order to identify relevant and practical knowledge, transferring it 
to potential users. This model suggests that dissemination happens when the prospective 
user gains awareness of the research findings by definition. Here, knowledge utilization 
occurs through both the results of the research and the dissemination effort, but since 
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research is rarely disseminated widely, it has modest impact (MacLean 1996). The key 
weakness of this model is thus the lack of involvement of users in the production and 
selection of applicable research (Landry et al. 2001). 

In response to the shortcomings of this and other ‘one-way’ models, the interaction model 
was created (Dunn 1980; Yin and Moore 1988; Huberman and Thurler 1991; Nyden and 
Wiewell 1992; Oh 1997). Rather than a direct progression that begins either with user or 
producer needs, this model describes knowledge utilization as being determined by the 
complex relations and dynamics between the two groups. Proponents of this relationship-
focused model believe that strong, long-term linkages between producers and users of 
knowledge will lead to higher levels of utilization. The interaction model is now, in various 
incarnations, the most prominent theory to explain the ways in which research is used. 
The news media play dual roles in this interaction in various forms and feedback loops: as 
disseminator and user (journalists and reports use research evidence to inform their work, 
which is ultimately disseminated). 

Communication Theory and Public Policy

Laswell’s (1972) assertion that there is a need for more in-depth investigation and 
reporting on how information flows into public policymaking remains highly relevant 
to policymaking today. His taxonomy of communication provides a basic foundational 
illustration of the process of communication and its societal function (informed by 
Aristotle’s model of communication): see Figure 1 below. 

FIGURE 1
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The news media plays a key part in every aspect of the process, particularly as the 
medium, but also in terms of the message that is disseminated to the audience. Laswell 
(1948) examined the “science of communication,” or the processes, outcomes, and effects 
of collecting, manipulating, and transmitting information on different audiences. In recent 
decades, the news media’s level of influence over public opinion in the policy arena has 
been affected—arguably in new ways—by the availability of information online. Some 
would say the level of influence has been reduced, with studies and reports demonstrating 
that TV viewing and newspaper reading has been declining (e.g., Tennant 2011; Edmonds 
2012; Carter 2012). Other studies indicate, however, that newspaper readership is 
stronger than ever (NADI, 2013). Regardless, Laswell’s science of communication model 
can be broadly applied in modern times to help conceptualize the news media’s role 
in influencing public policy decisions with respect to news that is available across all 
platforms (print, personal computers, smart phones, and tablets). 

Laswell emphasized the importance of the news media’s role in disseminating information 
that fit a criterion of “dependability,” or, in other words, credibility. Information was 
deemed credible, if the claims were based on the best available evidence (Laswell, 
1948). Positioned in the middle group in Laswell’s communication model are editors and 
journalists, whom he refers to as “controllers.” He identified journalists and reporters as 
policy-oriented communicators, in terms of their agenda for reporting as well as target 
audience. They are in the critical position of being a powerful informant of public policy 
and opinion, through controlling policy-relevant information. They choose the sources 
of information and control the way it is framed. In this sense, the news media serve as 
intermediaries, as they are channels through which research is disseminated to inform 
public policy and opinion (Auer 2011, 714). 

The Role of the News Media in Research Dissemination: Shaping Public Policy and 
Opinion

The news media is in a position to be a significant and effective intermediary by which 
to ensure that public opinion and ultimately policy are informed by research evidence. 
The term “intermediary” has diverse definitions in the literature, and is often used 
interchangeably with other terms, including a third-party organization/agency, a facilitator 
and a knowledge broker. Although there are inconsistencies in terminology and definition, 
Honig (2004) provides a broad and comprehensive explanation of intermediaries, 
which can be used to understand their general roles and functions. In sum, the author 
describes intermediaries as being independent organizations that mediate or manage 
change between two other parties (e.g. researchers and research users). Intermediary 
organizations serve functions that other parties do not have the capacity to serve on their 
own, while at the same time reliant on each party to enable them to function in their role. 

The news media are a kind of intermediary in their own right, serving as third parties that 
disseminate research findings and expert opinion to the public, including policymakers 
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and practitioners. The news media are in the unique position of being the primary source 
of information about social policy issues to the majority of the public. According to a 2013 
study by the Newspaper Audience Databank Inc. (NADI, 2013), 78% of Canadian adults 
read a daily newspaper or visit a newspaper website each week, across all platforms. 
Given its level of influence, it is critical that the information provided by the news media is 
“dependable,” or in other words, based on the best available evidence. 

Moses (2007) makes the case for the news media basing policy articles on academic 
research rather than advocacy-oriented think tanks. Although think tanks bring evidence 
to bear, it is clearly with an agenda. Using academic research (systemically collected and 
analyzed data through established processes of inquiry, from widely accepted bodies of 
empirical work) is more conducive to facilitating autonomous deliberation among citizens, 
thereby fostering a democratic society. Autonomous deliberation, as defined by Moses, is:

“Decision-making thoughts and processes by individual citizens that are not 
coerced, but informed in a meaningful way, so that citizens are able to engage 
meaningfully with competing claims, values, and arguments concerning moral and 
political disagreements before making an informed decision and voting”
(p. 158).

From this perspective, the news media have the responsibility of informing citizens 
so that they are in the position to exercise autonomous deliberation that is based on 
a dependable knowledge of policy issues. Certainly, factors such as the political and 
economic climate and agendas have major implications for the news that is covered, as 
well as whose voices are heard and what information is communicated (Alterman 2003; 
Galindo 1997). Furthermore, profit motives, limited time and allocated space, as well as 
other factors can contribute to the news media not representing policy issues in their 
proper contexts, and neglecting to ensure their information is based on the best available 
evidence (Moses 2007; Alterman 2003). If the news media can effectively use academic 
research to inform their communication on policy issues, they are more likely to contribute 
to a well-informed public on critical issues such as education. 

In education, for example, public perception of educational issues as social problems in 
need of extra resources seems, in part, to depend on the degree of attention allocated to 
education by the news media (Haas 2007). Public opinion is also influenced by the ways 
in which educational issues and strategies to address them are framed in the reporting. 
Consequently, resources allocated to social policy areas such as education are largely 
contingent upon the public’s opinion of them, instead of what might be seen as the 
“objective breadth and depth of problematic conditions in society” (Ibid).  
The news media’s depictions of social policy issues demonstrate the interconnected 
relationship between the ways in which the news media understands the issues and how 
the public perceives them. The news media’s conceptions and reporting of the issues will 
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not always be representative of the current research, or substantive, high-quality empirical 
studies (Haas 2007; Weiss and Singer 1988).2

Furthermore, who and what the news media portray as expert or reliable sources of 
information has a significant influence on public perceptions of credible sources and 
research, given the persistently high levels of newspaper readership today (as indicated 
by the 2013 NADI study). The effect is that the news media influence the public’s 
perceptions regarding: 1) who and what the credible sources of research are; 2) what 
issues to prioritize; and 3) where to best allocate resources to address them (Haas 2007). 

Empirical Evidence in the News Media

Many studies indicate that expert and empirical research evidence in the news media 
play a role in shaping public perceptions and knowledge (Haas 2007; Page et al. 1987; 
van Dijk 1998). For example, news articles can influence the way the public understands 
specific educational issues and strategies by the ways in which they are framed, and can 
create legitimacy through supporting empirical evidence. According to Page et al. (1987), 
experts are particularly influential with respect to public opinion on policy issues, as they 
are seen to have high credibility—whether this can be attributed to portrayed or genuine 
experience and knowledge. Although by definition, an expert is considered credible, 
the question is with which audiences and why. The general public cannot discern the 
credibility of expert opinion in terms of whether the perspective is biased, flawed, or a 
fair representation of the issue as a whole; especially when there are complex technical 
issues to be considered that will impact the merits of policy alternatives. 

In education, academics typically rely on scholarly publications to disseminate research—
even if the target audience is intended to be policymakers and practitioners (Moses 2007; 
Flyvbjerb 2001; Smith et al. 2004). Journalists seek evidence for policy information from 
think tank reports, which are not necessarily, but sometimes based on quality research 
(Haas 2007). 

When expert sources are selected by the news media, they are typically chosen based on 
expediency rather than rigorous research standards (Haas 2004, 2007; Rich and Weaver 
2000; Lieberman 2000). The ways in which education and other research is presented 
by the news media is representative of how the news media understands their audience, 
and in turn, what is reported. Typically, news articles reflect the general perceptions and 
ideologies of the public, in order to appeal to as wide an audience as possible (Allan 1999; 
Cotter 2000; Fairclough 1995; Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 2003; J. Wilson 2000). In short, 
the news media tend to base reports on, at least to some degree, perceptions of how the 
audience views particular issues. 

2 While the debate about what counts as ‘good’ or ‘high quality’ research is a critical component of the 
discussion, it is beyond the scope of this paper.
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Public policy and opinion may be more heavily influenced by the news media than by 
academic research, with respect to the educational policies that high quality research 
supports (Haas 2007). Ideally, the news media would increasingly utilize academic 
research as their source of information on policy issues. Instead, there have been growing 
concerns among educational and other researchers about the proliferation of think tank 
presence in the news media. 

Yettick (2009) examined education-related news stories published in two prominent 
U.S. daily newspapers (The New York Times and The Washington Post), as well as the 
influential education newspaper, Education Week. Although universities produce 14 to 
16 times more research than think tanks, the study found that these news sources only 
cited university research studies twice as often as think tank reports in their education 
news reporting. Think tank reports were therefore significantly more likely to be mentioned 
than any study produced by a university. The findings from this study indicate that 
research from think tanks is over-represented by the news media; presumably because 
think tanks invest a significant amount of their efforts and resources on promoting their 
work. Moreover, think tank reports aggregate data and clearly communicate arguments 
that are often politically targeted. University academics—unlike think tank staff—do not 
usually have the resources or incentives to make connections with journalists or work 
on public relations. Moreover, journalists and editors typically lack the skill set to discern 
the methodological robustness of research studies, so often depend on the research 
producer’s reputation or public image (Weiss and Singer 1988). The dependence on 
perceived credibility is evident in the ways in which university research is cited. Weiss and 
Singer, for example, found that the most frequently referenced universities by the news 
media were Harvard and Columbia—institutions with highly regarded reputations among 
both academics and the general public. Interestingly, Weiss and Singer also discovered 
that Harvard and Columbia were the top alma maters for the national, elite media 
reporters in their study. 

An additional issue for consideration in terms of credibility is whether various perspectives 
are represented. This is typically not the case in advocacy-oriented think tank tanks and 
their reports, since their work usually reflects and supports political agendas. A plausible 
explanation for the disproportionate representation of think tank research could be that 
they tend to focus on issues of high public interest, which consequently are more likely 
to interest journalists. Nevertheless, questions still remain regarding whether certain 
issues are covered because they are inherently more news worthy, or because it is on the 
agenda of think tanks that have strong capacity, skills, and resources to have the news 
media use their research. 

A major barrier to the news media’s use of university-produced research is the way 
in which higher education institutions are structured. Academia’s tenure structure, for 
example, provides major incentives to those who publish in peer-reviewed journals, and 
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typically does not encourage the dissemination of research to the general public (Yettick, 
2011; Cooper et al. 2012; Qi and Levin 2010). 

Conclusion

As Dyson (2003) put it, “knowledge must be turned to social benefit if [academics] 
are to justify the faith placed in [them].” There is a need for greater efforts to make 
academic research more accessible and relevant to policymakers and the public. Given 
how important it is for public policy to be informed by credible research (including the 
representation of all aspects of the story or issue), and the news media’s role as a 
key informant of public policy and opinion, the news media has the potential to be an 
important intermediary in the KMb process through their use of research. In the endeavour 
to increase the use of research for more effective public policies, the news media has 
a responsibility as an educator of the public to communicate dependable information. 
Academics can facilitate the news media’s use of credible research by making efforts to 
provide accessible and relevant research, and being available to respond to news media 
inquiries. In light of the fact that think tank reports are more frequently cited by the news 
media than academic studies, it is clear that there is much work to be done if the news 
media is to be an effective disseminator of credible, fairly represented research.
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The First Nations Education Act (FNEA) is an attempt to close the educational 
achievement gap between on-reserve First Nations communities and the rest of Canada. 
While the Act does grant First Nations communities significant jurisdiction over education, 
it fails to outline a clear governance framework as well as a legislative guarantee for 
funding. Many First Nations leaders and educators have spoken out against the Act, 
claiming these omissions are a direct result of improper consultation. The federal 
government must address these issues if they are to close the education gap in the near 
future.

Introduction

On-reserve First Nations are amongst Canada’s most vulnerable communities, as even 
the acquisition of an adequate education is beyond reach. The education gap between 
on-reserve First Nations and the rest of Canada is steadily widening, and unless drastic 
policy changes are made, it has little hope of being closed in the foreseeable future.
 
In 2011, the high-school graduation rates for on-reserve First Nations were 35.5%, 
compared to 78% for Canada as a whole (Drummond & Rosenbluth, 2013). These rates 
especially troubling as First Nations are a very young demographic, with 49% of the 
population under 24 years of age (Ibid). In 2004, the Auditor General reported it would 
to take 28 years for the disparities in educational achievement to converge (Library or 
Parliament, 2011). 

The proposed First Nations Education Act (FNEA) attempts to address this issue by 
detailing a comprehensive framework for First Nations communities to create and maintain 
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adequate educational standards with an inclusionary curriculum. The Act would provide 
three governance options for the operation of schools, allowing for First Nations to: 
operate schools directly; delegate authority to a First Nation Education Authority; or enter 
into agreements with provincial school boards (AANDC, 2013). Regardless of the option 
selected, a Director of Education would be responsible for the administration and day-
to-day operation of schools. A First Nation Education Authority would likely employ one 
Director to govern the operations of all schools, and individual schools would be given the 
option to choose a part-time Director or expand the duties of school principals to include 
those of the Director. Directors would establish policies including School Success Plans, 
outlining the educational objectives for the school (Ibid). These measures would increase 
First Nations jurisdiction over education so long as minimum, provincially comparable 
standards were met. The proposed legislation provides little detail about funding options, 
stating only that: “The amount to be paid will be determined by a funding formula, which 
will be written out in regulations” (Ibid). 

The FNEA appeals to the desire of First Nations communities for increased educational 
jurisdiction. The response is especially important given the colonial legacy of the 
Residential School System. The system, which left deep scars throughout many First 
Nations communities, officially ended in 1969 but continued in many parts of the 
country until the mid-1990s. In 1972, the federal government transferred administrative 
responsibility for on-reserve education to individual First Nations communities through 
the Indian Control of Indian Education Act, which has meant little more than First Nations’ 
administration of federal education programs and policies (Germain & Dyck, 2011). Today, 
the federal government maintains responsibility for all matters dealing with “Indians and 
land reserved for Indians,” as outlined in the Constitution Act of 1867, including the need 
to “establish, operate and maintain schools for Indian children,” as outlined in Section 114-
122 of the Indian Act. 

For the past 30 years, however, the federal government has largely limited its role to one 
of funding educational services, while ensuring that over 518 band-operated schools 
across the country provide education comparable to provincial standards (Germain & 
Dyck, 2011). In contrast to this objective, the Director of the First Nations Education 
Council, Lise Bastien, has stated: “The Government of Canada has never kept its promise 
to fully support the autonomy of Indian education as adopted in 1972. Its support has 
been limited to transferring administrative authority…and administrative rules that make 
it difficult to ensure quality management” (Ibid). The proposed FNEA reads therefore as 
a continuation of the devolution of the federal government jurisdiction over First Nations 
education, while failing to offer consistent statutory solutions for the lack of essential 
infrastructure in the First Nations education system. 
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Governance Structure

The current absence of a well-defined governance and administrative structure for 
First Nations schools has a significant effect on the educational outcomes of First 
Nations communities across Canada, where schools are governed at the first level: the 
school. Most on-reserve schools are managed and operated by individual First Nations 
communities. This is an outdated governance model reformed from provincial systems 
many decades ago (Mendelson, 2008). As Harvey McCue, Executive Director of the 
Mi’kmaq Education Authority asked: 

“How can one reasonably expect all 680 or so bands… to manage effectively 
an education program with limited and inexperienced internal resources in the 
absence of anything even remotely resembling a system of education [when] 
elsewhere in Canada, there are whole Departments or Ministries of Education 
plus school boards [to]…oversee the status and future of Canadian education” 
(Mendelson, 2008).

Unlike on-reserve First Nations schools, provincial public schools are supported by 
formal second and third level educational institutions. The provinces provide second 
level supports through formally established school boards. These institutions provide a 
variety of educational services, such as curriculum development, professional supports for 
teachers and principals, and support for classroom instruction (Germain & Dyck, 2011). 
The inclusion of second level institutions is only briefly addressed in the proposed FNEA 
with the establishment of a Director of Education to design approaches to education and 
set the schools’ educational objectives. 

The establishment of these second level educational authorities must be achieved through 
true partnerships with First Nations communities, not just consultation. The proposed 
FNEA is criticized as a “paternalistic plan created without proper consultation” (Taber 
et al., 2013). Many First Nations communities are seeking to increase their control of 
education to help improve community cohesion and educational outcomes. A notable 
success comes from the 1998 Mi’kmaq Education Act in Nova Scotia, which transferred 
jurisdiction over education to 11 Mi’kmaq First Nations (Germain & Dyck, 2011). Mi’kmaq 
leaders assert that their 87.7% high-school graduation rate achieved last spring is a direct 
result of having jurisdiction over their own education system, and of a curriculum with 
emphasis on Mi’kmaq language, outdoor education, and early numeracy skills (Taber et 
al., 2013).
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Provincial Ministries of Education function as third level educational structures. The 
Ministries address broader educational issues such as regulations, standards, codes of 
conduct, teacher certification, and the design of the provincial curriculum (Mendelson, 
2008). For on-reserve First Nations schools, this is a role traditionally assumed by the 
federal authority, Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada (AANDC). In 
2011, the Auditor General noted, however, that: “The federal government has developed 
programs and services for First Nations on the basis of policy [so that the] programs 
are not well defined and there is confusion about federal responsibility for funding them 
adequately” (Kowalchuk, 2010).

Funding

The proposed FNEA is designed to help increase autonomy and provide a loose 
educational framework for First Nations. However, it fails to address one of the largest 
discrepancies between the on-reserve school system and provincially-provided public 
education: funding. Currently, on-reserve First Nations students are the only segment of 
Canadian society without a legislative guarantee for educational funding (Germain & Dyck, 
2011). A comparative study examining federal and provincial funding in Saskatchewan 
found funding for First Nations schools to be lower than provincial schools on a per pupil 
basis by 18%, or $1,279.91 (Kowalchuk, 2013). 

Approximately 60% of full-time equivalent (FTE) First Nations students in Canada attend 
band-operated schools on-reserve. In 2011-2012, AANDC provided $1.55 billion in 
education funding to support approximately 110,597 First Nations students. Approximately 
60% of this funding covers instructional services or core educational services. According 
to AANDC’s 2012 Evaluative Report, funding for total education expenditures on reserve 
exceeded that of provincial districts on average between $5,000 and $7,000 per full-
time equivalent (FTE) in British Columbia, Ontario, and the Maritimes (AANDC, 2013). 
However, the Report stresses the importance of considering the relative size of each 
district, given that an economy of scale will apply to larger populations with more students. 
This is particularly important when considering the number of band-operated schools that 
serve very small student populations. When conducting the same experiment for districts 
with less than 1,000 FTE students, there are significant funding discrepancies. According 
to the report, all provinces receive more than First Nations communities on a per pupil 
basis, with the exception of Manitoba: 

“The provincial districts receive more than First Nation counterparts for 
instructional services. For British Columbia, the difference reversed from the 
previous analysis to funding per FTE for instructional services on average $2,029 
greater than their First Nation counterparts. It also changed dramatically in 
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Quebec, with an average $5,953 per FTE higher in the one provincial district with 
fewer than 1,000 FTEs” (AANDC, 2013).

The Association of First Nation’s (AFN) Chiefs Assembly on Education stated that “chronic 
underfunding” resulted in a funding deficit of $747 million in 2010-2011. According to 
the AFN, in 2011, the average funding per student in provincial education systems was 
$10,578, compared to $7,101 in First Nations schools (Drummond & Rosenbluth, 2013).
This funding discrepancy is exacerbated by the fact that First Nations schools often exist 
in areas that score the lowest on the Community Well-Being Index (an index measuring 
the socioeconomic well-being of First Nations, Inuit, and non-aboriginal communities), 
and thus require even more funding in order to provide quality services. Since 1996, 
the federal government has also instituted a 2% cap on annual funding increases 
for First Nations programs, including education (this cap does not apply to provincial 
education). The federal funding cap has had significant long-term impacts on the First 
Nations educational system, as funding has not kept pace with the current educational 
cost structure and bands have seen their purchasing power steadily eroded by inflation 
(Kowalchuk, 2013). 

The gap in funding allocation, however, is only a part of the problem. The funding formula 
used by the federal government, known as the Band-Operated Funding Formula (BOFF), 
is several decades old and is structured very differently than its provincial counterparts. 
This formula is based on the provision of resources to individual, on-reserve community 
schools. This differs significantly from the provincial education systems, which are 
organized and funded through aggregated school boards (Drummond & Rosenbluth, 
2013). The 2012 AANDC Evaluative Report recognizes this issue, and argues that if 
comparability is the goal, “provincial methodologies, not just raw funding amounts, need 
to be fully understood and applied to First Nation districts to fully appreciate the degree 
of gap.” Much of the funding from AANDC is granted based on individual proposals, in 
contrast to the consistent and predictable funding streams in provincial education systems, 
which are supported and administered through multi-tiered governance structures. This 
discrepancy in both levels of funding and administrative structures makes long-term 
planning for First Nations education challenging, often resulting in inconsistent and 
inadequate outcomes (AANDC, 2013).

Moving Forward

The proposed FNEA, in many respects, fails to meaningfully address the underlying 
structural deficiencies of the on-reserve First Nations education system. Structural 
education reforms and adequate funding are inextricably linked; both elements are 
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essential to establishing a sustainable education system to help close Canada’s 
educational acheivement gap (Germain & Dyck, 2011). 

Looking forward, the federal government must ensure that on-reserve First Nations are 
afforded all of the funding and supports that their provincial counterparts receive. It is 
recommended that a formal three-tiered tripartite agreement be established to govern First 
Nations education. The federal government should begin by establishing First Nations 
School Boards to assume all of the roles and responsibilities of the formal second level 
educational structures in the provinces. These second level institutions would establish 
unique curriculums, educational goals, and professional classroom support mechanisms. 
The provincial and federal governments should also collaborate to provide third level 
structural supports, similar to that of provincial Ministries of Education. In this system 
an explicit funding formula should be outlined in legislation, with the federal government 
providing strategic oversight and funding. The provincial governments would assume 
jurisdiction over the appropriation of funds to First Nations School Boards. This system 
would ensure First Nations schools receive provincially comparable attention and funding 
without a shifting of constitutional authority.
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