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Summary

This reporT provides two local community living wage rates for Nova 

Scotia. It serves as an update to the Halifax Living Wage 2015 and as a first 

time calculation of the living wage for Antigonish. The 2016 living wage 

for Halifax is $19.17 and the living wage for Antigonish is $17.30. This is the 

wage rate required to pay the necessities for a family of four with two par-

ents working full-time. Based on 35 hours of work per week and 52 weeks of 

employment each year, the annual income per parent is $34,889.40 in Hali-

fax per person and $31,486 in Antigonish. The wage rate is designed to first 

and foremost allow the family to escape financial stress, enable a family to 

be adequately housed and food secure. The living wage supports the healthy 

development of their children, and the participation of the family in the life 

of the community.

The living wage for Halifax decreased by almost one dollar from the $20.10 

per hour 2015 wage calculation. The main explanation is this: although the 

cost of living continues to rise, the additional costs have been absorbed by 

the new Canada Child Benefit introduced by the federal government this 

year. The way the living wage is calculated, the amount of income the family 

needs from employment income is contingent on how much the family re-

ceives in income transfers, as well as how much is deducted from their in-

come. The decrease in the living wage shows that good public policies that 

boost family incomes (e.g., the new child benefit) or lower family expens-

es (e.g., through affordable child care), reduce pressure on the wages fam-

ilies need to earn to meet their needs, thus reducing pressure on employers.
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Introduction

in June of 2015, in partnership with the United Way Halifax, the Canadian 

Centre for Policy Alternatives-Nova Scotia released the first ever calculation 

of a living wage for Halifax. This marked the first calculation of a living wage 

in Atlantic Canada. The full report and calculation guide details the method-

ology, data sources, rationale and principles that informed the living wage 

calculation.1 The 2015 Halifax living wage report also included the voices 

of low-wage workers who contributed to the research through participation 

in focus groups. This report serves as an update of the living wage in Hali-

fax and provides a much-needed calculation of the living wage for a rural 

community in Nova Scotia (also a first in Atlantic Canada). This report pro-

vides the living wage rate for 2016 for both communities.

This report is released in partnership with the Antigonish Poverty Re-

duction Coalition (AprC). The AprC was formed in 2010 as an alliance of 

individuals, groups, and organizations concerned with poverty alleviation 

working to address how poverty affects health and well-being in that com-

munity. The AprC led the local data collection for the Antigonish living wage 

and organized focus groups with low-wage workers. Interspersed in this re-

port are the voices of those workers2 and of community members in Antig-

onish who had previously shared their experiences of poverty in commun-

ity consultations with AprC.
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The Work of the Antigonish Poverty Reduction Coalition

In 2011, the Antigonish Poverty Reduction Coalition launched their project Poverty Reduction Begins with Each 

of Us. This project sought to paint a picture of what poverty looks like in Antigonish Town & County and to 

identify actions that could address the issue. Through the project APRC asked over 100 community members:

 • How could your community be even better?

 • What needs to happen for health and wellbeing to be equally shared by all?

This community engagement process culminated in a 5 Year Action Plan to Address Poverty in Antigonish Town 

& County.3, 4 This action plan was created by the community, for the community. It has served as a living docu-

ment, open to change and improvement, to guide work that needs to happen.

This process generated incredible momentum and direction for Antigonish. Since the development of the plan 

there have been some significant successes in the community including the launch of a community transit sys-

tem and the construction of four (with ten more to come) affordable housing units. There remains much work 

to be done.

Most recently, the APRC is focusing its efforts in the area of income security. This has included exploration of 

Basic Income as a policy option with a presentation by Senator Art Eggleton, engagement in provincial Em-

ployment Support and Income Assistance Consultations and this calculation of a Living Wage for Antigonish 

Town & County. For APRC, the overall purpose of determining a Living Wage is to establish a benchmark of 

the amount that is required to support an adequate income for members of our community and to contribute 

to a broader understanding of poverty and working for low income in a rural context. In addition, we intend to 

use this work to illuminate policy levers and actions that can support poverty reduction as well as to broaden 

our partnerships within community through stakeholder engagement and discussion related to the findings.
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Background

Why a Living Wage?

Poverty is not having money to pay your bills. Living paycheck to pay-

check. Not having enough money to support yourself. Not being able to af-

ford the necessities. Not being able to work because of disability, and not 

having enough money for a normal life. Not having enough money to get 

the things you need, and to function properly in society. You need money 

to function in society.5

The stress of struggling to make ends meet takes a serious toll on people’s 

health, and has an adverse effect on our society as a whole. The living wage 

is calculated to lift families out of poverty and help them avoid falling back 

into poverty. The living wage is an hourly amount that enables a family to 

cover the costs of adequate food, shelter, clothing, transportation, and other 

basic necessities.

A living wage is calculated to allow a dignified, decent quality of life. 

Paying a full-time worker 35 hours at a living wage enables people to work 

fewer hours at a higher rate of pay or not have to juggle multiple part-time, 

low-paying jobs, and have more time to spend with their family and en-

gaged in their community.

A living wage is a call to narrow the gap between income and the cost 

of necessities in our communities. It is an evidence-based benchmark wage 

that takes into consideration not just an employer’s contribution to nar-

rowing the gap, but our societal contribution via government transfers, sub-
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sidies and public services. Narrowing the gap requires increasing income 

and reducing costs.

What Is a Living Wage?

A living wage covers what it actually costs to live and raise a family in a 

specific community. A living wage is not the same as the minimum wage. 

The minimum wage is the lowest amount an employee can be paid by law 

in a specified jurisdiction. As of April 1, 2016, the minimum wage6 for experi-

enced workers in Nova Scotia was $10.70 per hour and $10.20 for inexperi-

enced workers. This is the third lowest minimum wage of all provinces.7

In Canada, public and private employers voluntarily commit to pay a 

living wage to directly-employed and contract-employed workers. In juris-

dictions where the living wage has been calculated and certification pro-

grams developed, there has been some momentum to sign up employ-

ers. In Ontario, 150 employers have become certified in 32 communities 

across the province and include a chamber of commerce, insurance com-

pany, retail outlet, bakery, roofing company, school board, city council, 

credit unions, and non-profit organizations.8 In British Columbia, a simi-

lar diversity of 57 employers, employing 6,500 workers and covering many 

thousand more contracted service workers, have been certified. In 2016, 

the City of Vancouver committed to begin working toward implementing 

a living wage policy.9

A living wage is not a guaranteed annual income or basic income, which 

are direct income transfers from government. In Canada, we provide sen-

ior citizens with a guaranteed annual income through our public pension 

system, which has three components: a universal demogrant (the Old Age 

Security program), a means-tested grant (the Guaranteed Income Supple-

ment), and a contributory, earnings-related social insurance program (the 

Canada Pension Plan).10

Benefits of the Living Wage

For me a living wage would be enjoying your life without financial worries. 

Maybe have a little money in the bank.

I think it would be living without being stressed to the max and making 

yourself sick.
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living wage equals income sufficient to cover all of the essentials but none 

of the extras. It means not working multiple jobs.  

(Low-wage Workers in Antigonish, 2016)

The benefits of paying working people a living wage extend further than 

one might think. While we know that a living wage supports the mental and 

physical health and wellbeing of the people who receive it, we should also 

remember that living wages help both employers and the wider commun-

ity as well. Allowing young families to afford to raise two children would 

assist the province in its goal of addressing population decline and associ-

ated demographic challenges. The table summarizes some of the econom-

ic and social benefits of paying living wages for individuals and their fam-

ilies, the organizations and businesses they work for, and their communities.

tABle 1 Summary of Benefits 

For Individuals and Families For Employers and Businesses For the Community

• Lifted out of poverty and food secure • Increased productivity • Better understanding of the cost of living

• Fairer compensation • Improved service delivery •  Reduced wage disadvantages for women 
and minority groups

• Better health outcomes •  Lower employee turnover and training 
costs

•  Increased social inclusion and civic 
participation

•  Improved standard of living and quality 
of life • Less absenteeism

•  Promotes the benefits of social 
programs such as child care and public 
transportation

• Higher worker bargaining power • Increased staff morale • More spending in the local economy

• Reduces need to work multiple jobs • Assists in recruitment • Less reliance on social services

•  Allows adults to spend more time with 
family and in the community • Better customer loyalty • Lowers family and child poverty rates
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How Is the Living 
Wage Calculated?

As wiTh The previous calculation, the living wages in this report adhere 

to the principles and methodology laid out in the Canadian Living Wage 

Framework.11 The framework provides a standardized formula for key as-

pects of the wage rate, which allows us to compare the real differences in 

the cost of living between provinces, and between communities within and 

across provinces. This section gives an overview of the calculation as well as 

specific details of the actual costs used to calculate the wages in Halifax and 

Antigonish. The table below summarises the calculation. For those seeking 

more detail, a spreadsheet is published on the CCpA-ns website. For those 

interested in calculating the living wage in other communities in Nova Sco-

tia, a detailed calculation guide is available upon request.

tABle 2 Living Wage: Summary of Calculation

Living Wage: Summary Halifax Antigonish

Living Wage Hourly Rates $19.17 $17.30

Total Annual Income from Employment $69,778.80 $62,972.00

  - Government Deductions $11,180.67 $8,653.17

  + Government Transfers $6,170.67 $7,237.47

Equals Family Expenses* $64,748.99 $61,543.71

* doesn’t add up due to rounding of living wage to nearest dollar
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Formula

• The living wage is an hourly amount that covers the costs of adequate 

food, shelter, clothing, transportation, and other basic necessities af-

ter accounting for government transfers (e.g. Canada Child Benefit) 

and deductions (e.g. income taxes and payroll deductions). In this 

report, the wage rates are for 2016 based on 2015 expenses, govern-

ment deductions and taxes, incorporating government transfers that 

cover July 2015 to July 2016. The living wage amount should only be 

updated once a year, and ideally, released 12 months after the last 

time it was released, preferably in April.

The Methodology for Calculating the Living Wage

The living wage calculation makes the following assumptions:

• The living wage is calculated based on a reference family of four 

who are all assumed to be healthy and able-bodied and consists of:

 • Two adults (aged 31 to 50)

 •  Two children: a four-year-old in full-time regulated child care; a 

seven-year-old in before-and after-school child care. The calcula-

tion also assumes that these children will require care when school 

is not open including on professional development days, March 

Break and summer vacation.

• Following the principles of a living wage, which are linked to quality 

of life and promoting social inclusion, the calculation assumes full-

time work for each parent is 35 hours per week, and 52 weeks. (This 

wage presumes that employees are entitled to two weeks of paid sick 

time, plus the statutory requirements for paid vacation and statutory 

holidays under employment standards.) 35 hours is realistic given that 

employees paid by the hour in Nova Scotia actually work an average 

of 30.1 hours weekly: for service producing jobs, that number drops 

to 28.5 hours per week.12 35 hours (70 hours for the family) recogniz-

es that living in poverty is not just about income — it is about a lack 

Annual family 
expenses

Income from 
employment 
(living wage)

Income from 
government 

transfers

EI and CPP 
premiums, 
federal and 

provincial taxes 

= + –
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of resources, including time; the more one works, the less time one 

has to spend on other activities, including caring for family mem-

bers, learning, leisure time and volunteering. Enabling workers to 

drop some hours or maybe even one of the multiple jobs they hold 

in order to make ends meet would also make a qualitative difference 

in the lives of working people; about 5% of workers in Nova Scotia 

hold multiple jobs (58% of those job holders are women).13

• The calculation assumes that one parent is taking two evening col-

lege courses in order to improve their employability.

• The living wage methodology does not see labour market wages as 

the only factor in the struggle to solve problems of poverty and so-

cial exclusion; government-funded benefits also play a critical role. 

The living wage calculation takes the value of government transfers 

taken into account, and includes the allocation of tax credits in a 

manner that is most beneficial to the family, while ensuring a con-

servative estimate of the living wage amount.

The Living Wage Budget

A family of two adults and two children would require two adult earners 

working full time (35 hours per week) at the living wage in order to cover all 

of the costs included in the monthly budget. However, the living wage rate 

covers a monthly budget hat can support a diversity of families in our com-

tABle 3 Family Characteristics and Assumptions in the Living Wage Calculation 2016

Adults

Number 2

 Sex 1 female, 1 male

Age Between 31 and 50

Number of parents in paid work 2

Hours of Paid Work 35 hours each

Hourly Wage Equal for both

Children

Number 2

Sex 1 male, 1 female

Age Boy aged 7, girl aged 4
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munity throughout the life cycle. While it is based on a family with small chil-

dren and includes considerable child care costs, as children age it enables 

this family to shift this budget item into saving for their children’s postsec-

ondary education, which is an important safeguard against poverty for the 

next generation. This budget allows young adults to plan for the financial 

strain of having children or perhaps to save to buy a home. These costs can 

also be used to save for retirement, and allow older workers to cover addi-

tional health or other supports as they age and seek to retire with a decent 

income. The living wage rate is also sufficient to meet the needs of a lone 

parent with one child and potentially two children dependent on accessing 

full subsidies for child care. The living wage budget does not include child 

support, which may assist lone parents as well.

Where Is the Data From?

Many of the household expenses are sourced from the Market Basket 

Measure (MBM), which is a low-income measure developed by Human Re-

sources and Skills Development Canada.14 The measure is published by 

Statistics Canada and includes provincial rates, rates broken down by com-

munity size, and rates provided for certain specific communities, as well 

as by specific categories. The expense amounts in the MBM are based on 

the actual costs of goods and services in a given community.15 The MBM is 

calculated for two specific communities in Nova Scotia (Halifax and Cape 

Breton) and then by community size based on census population: for Cen-

sus Agglomerations (CAs) (communities 30,000–99,999), for commun-

ities under 30,000 and for rural areas, which includes communities with 

a population of less than 1,000 or with a population density less than 400 

persons per square kilometer that are located outside of Census Metropol-

itan Areas (CMAs) or CAs.

The MBM data for the Census Municipality of Halifax is used for the Hali-

fax living wage and the amounts for communities under 30,000 are used for 

the Antigonish calculation.16 In order to gather sufficient data to determine 

a living wage that is consistent with the Canadian Living Wage Framework, 

the MBM is supplemented by other data sources or, in some cases, by per-

forming price surveys. Depending on the year the data was collected, some 

data is adjusted for inflation to reflect 2015 costs (the excel spreadsheet 

available for free download on the CCpA website shows the formulas and 

includes all the information for the MBM for Nova Scotia).
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The MBM amounts are used for the clothing and footwear, transpor-

tation, and the ‘other’ category, which has been split in our calculations 

into household expenses and social inclusion expenses. The cost of hous-

ing is from the Canada Housing and Mortgage Corporation (CMhC). Food, 

child care, educational expenses and part of the transportation expens-

es are sourced locally. The family expenses are accurate for 2015 and are 

based on data closest to December 2015 as could be found. In some cases, 

the monthly budget amounts reflect fixed monthly expenses (such as rent), 

while others are based on an annual total averaged over 12 months. Some 

of these expenses are one-time annual payments, and some fluctuate de-

pending on the season and expense (such as utilities during the winter, or 

child care during school year versus the summer).

Which Family Expenses Is the Living Wage Designed to Cover?

The following section gives an overview of what’s included in the ex-

pense categories, but for further evidence for adhering to the National 

Living Wage Framework, the rationale behind the methodological deci-

sions and justification for these budget items, see the 2015 living wage re-

port for Halifax. The living wage calculation for Nova Scotia has 11 cat-

egories of expenses:

1. Food

2. Clothing and Footwear

3. Shelter

4. Utilities

5. Transportation

6. Child care

7. Private health insurance for non-provincially insured expenses

8. A contingency/emergency fund

9. Parent education

10. Household expenses

11. Social Inclusion
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Food

The amount for food is based upon the provincial data available in the most 

recent report, which will be published by the Participatory Food Costing Pro-

ject in Nova Scotia in early 2017.17 Led by Dr. Patty Williams at Mount Saint 

Vincent University, partners of this project use an adapted National Nutri-

tious Food Basket to conduct a survey of food costs in the province and cal-

culated costs for specific ages and sexes. The project does publish a rural 

and urban food basket costing, which is used for Antigonish and Halifax 

respectively.

Clothing and Footwear

The amount for clothing and footwear is based on the MBM and the cost of 

what is commonly needed for school, work and casual wear, as well as what 

needs to be replaced annually.

Shelter

The shelter amount includes the amount for renting a 3-bedroom accom-

modation and the cost of basic contents insurance. It is drawn from Can-

ada Mortgage and Housing’s survey on rental housing for October 2013.18 

The rent amount is based on median rents for three-bedroom apartments 

and three-bedroom row houses for Halifax and for average rents of the same 

size dwelling in Antigonish (the median amounts were not available and the 

amount used is for the town of Antigonish not the county).

Utilities

The Nova Scotia Power amount is based on the Statistics Canada data for 

the amount of power used by a couple-headed family with two children 

living in a three-bedroom apartment, at the twenty-fifth percentile (low in-

come), after the energy rebate (10% reduction in taxes on power).19 It is as-

sumed that water is included in the rental amounts and heat is electric. No 

internet, telephone or other communications expenses are included in the 

shelter amount, but could be covered in household expenses budget based 

on the family’s needs.
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Transportation

The amount for transportation includes the expense for both a used vehicle 

and a bus pass or cost of community/shared transportation as applicable. 

Public transportation was not considered a viable option for either families 

living in Halifax and certainly not for families living in Antigonish, espe-

cially when both parents work full-time and two children need to be taken 

to (most likely) two different places, as well as to get to the nearest com-

munity college. Most families have to travel outside of their neighbourhood 

for child care, and many families are not able to carpool to work together. 

In addition many families need to seek more affordable housing, which is 

often outside of city/town centres.

The private vehicle cost is averaged over 12 months and are based on 

owning a second hand (five-year-old) Ford Focus, and includes the costs 

for two adult drivers for license, registration and basic insurance, as well as 

tires, batteries and other automotive parts for maintenance, plus 1500 litres 

of gas. This cost also includes interest charges for a 36-month loan on the 

entire purchase amount. In addition, one parent in Halifax has access to a 

regular bus pass; Note that while there are discounted student fares and U-

Passes, they are only for full-time students, therefore our parent does not 

qualify. One parent has access to community transportation in Antigonish 

with the allocation of funds to purchase bus tickets, though realistically 

given the distance to the nearest college is 58 km the family may require 

two cars or using taxis.

Child Care

The ages chosen for the two children are key in determining child care costs. 

Following the Canadian Living Wage Framework, the children are aged 4 

and 7. Since the parents are both working full-time, their children need to be 

in child care programs most weeks. However, it is assumed that the parents 

get two weeks of vacation each year, so the children would be with their par-

ents those weeks. The four year old is in full-time day care for the full year 

(most centres require parents to pay regardless of vacation time), and the 

7 year old is in before- and after-school care for ten months. Additionally, 

the 7 year old needs care in the summer, and anytime that the school is not 

open. This year additional care was added to better reflect the reality of the 

care for the 7 year old, which also now includes coverage for March Break, 

and professional development days. That still leaves parents to cover snow 
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days and December holiday and gaps that exist outside of what has been 

provided in the living wage budget. The median amount for child care for 

Halifax for the four year old is provided by the government of Nova Scotia 

and only includes licensed child care.20 All of the Antigonish amounts, as 

well as the Halifax before/after school and summer and March break camp 

amounts were determined based on a local survey of costs and represent 

an average cost.

Child care subsidies were not included in the living wage calculations for 

many reasons; the subsidy formula is not available to the public and there-

fore there is no reliable way to verify the exact amount the families would 

qualify for, if they qualified at all. Previous communications with government 

officials provided an estimate that the Halifax living wage family might qual-

ify for just over $1/day given their annual net family income. The Antigonish 

family would qualify, one would assume, for slightly more. These subsidies 

are provided directly to child care centres and therefore do not represent 

an increase in income, but could potentially decrease the expense directly. 

Even maximum subsidies do not cover the full median fees charged, how-

ever. Moreover, the subsidies are only available to regulated centre-based 

care, and given the lack of spaces, the subsidies would not help those fam-

ilies having to find alternative care that they can afford.

Not Provincially Insured Health Expenses

The cost included in this category is an estimate of health related costs that 

are not covered by Medicare and would include dental care, optical expens-

es, physiotherapy, etc. The cost is based on basic coverage for the family if 

they purchased the least expensive private health insurance.21 Even if they 

purchased the health insurance as provided in the living wage budget, they 

would still face costs that were not covered, including deductions and co-

payments for prescription drugs. One estimate of the cost of out-of-pocket 

health care expenses puts the figure at as much as $3000 per year.22

Parent’s Education

The living wage includes the costs of education for one of the parents. The 

cost included in the calculation is for part-time or continuing education at 

the college level. The amount is a very conservative estimate of the cost of 

enrolment in two courses per year, and includes student fees at the Nova 

Scotia Community College.23 It was not possible to estimate textbook costs 
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or other costs depending on the type of education sought, but some costs 

for this could be covered in the ‘other’ social inclusion category.

Contingency Amount

This expense represents two weeks’ pay per parent for the year and is desig-

nated as an emergency fund. This is a very conservative estimate of what 

might be needed in any given year for emergency (non-budgeted items). It is 

designed to cover, for example, two weeks of unpaid leave because of family 

illness, or travel to a funeral, and can cover the two-week waiting period for 

Employment Insurance. This cushion is crucial to allow for a bit of econom-

ic security so that families have the opportunity to get ahead, rather than 

constantly going further into debt.

Other: Household Expenses and Social Inclusion

These two categories are a critical part of what makes this a living wage, and 

what helps the family to begin to lift their heads up from the stress of just 

making ends meet, and allow them to work to live, rather than live to work.

The amounts for these categories are based on the ‘Other’ category in 

the MBM, which is described as a category designed “to cover other goods 

and services that would be considered necessities according to the current 

societal norms.”24 The MBM other category is based on items from Statistics 

Canada’s Survey of Household Spending (2012).25 No specific breakdown of 

costs is provided, except to allocate half of the expenditures for household 

expenses and half for social inclusion, which is to indicate that the two cat-

egories are equally important. We chose not to allocate any specific amounts 

because these categories are about allowing for a bit of choice in regards to 

household expenses, but also regarding social inclusion and our family’s 

ability to respond and recognize societal norms differ depending on cultur-

al, neighbourhood, school, family etc.

Household Expenses

The household expenses category allocates resources that might take a bit 

of stress out of their lives especially related to time poverty, and help them 

manage a household just a bit easier. Often purchases that are convenient 

are more expensive. These household expenses include those items con-

sidered necessities, but not essential basics. This expense category covers 

items such as bank fees, laundry, toiletries and personal care (e.g femin-
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ine hygiene, shampoo, deodorant, toothpaste), furniture, small appliances, 

household supplies (e.g. cleaning, paper, plastic, foil), and communication 

expenses (whether landline, cell phone or/and internet, cable).

Social Inclusion

The social inclusion category is meant to lessen stigma and allow family 

members to participate fully in the life of their community, whatever form 

that participation takes. The category would include expenses such as school 

supplies and fees, reading materials, minimal recreation and sports fees or 

music or art classes, child’s birthday gift and a small budget for entertain-

ment (e.g. tickets for a movie, museum fees).

What Is Not Included in the Budget

The monthly budget used for the living wage calculation is still a conservative 

budget. There are many expenses that are not included in the living wage:

• credit card, loan or other debt repayment

• retirement savings beyond Cpp

• savings for children’s education

• life insurance

• mortgage payments or savings to own a home

• costs associated with any nutritional supplements, special dietary 

needs or food preferences including organic

• anything beyond minimal recreation, entertainment, and holidays

• pet ownership

Living Wage Budget Summary: Halifax and Antigonish

The table below summarizes the family expense for each category for Hali-

fax and Antigonish. The living wage has been calculated based on 2015 data.

As can be seen in the table below, the key differences between Antig-

onish and Halifax accounting for the higher living wage in Halifax are be-

cause of child care costs and shelter costs; taken together, these two cat-

egories represent just over 40% of both budgets. Food is slightly more 
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expensive in Antigonish than Halifax. Transportation costs are higher in 

Halifax, however, transportation costs in Antigonish are likely underesti-

mated by as much as half for some families that must own two cars (or at 

least use taxis some of the time) if they live outside of the town of Antig-

onish (the living wage calculation assumes the family rents in the town). 

The other budget categories (contingency, household expenses and social 

inclusion) are all affected by the rest of the budget expenses; household ex-

penses and social inclusion are the ‘other’ category based on a percentage 

of clothing and footwear, and food as outlined in the MBM. The contingency 

amount is equivalent to two weeks of pay and therefore goes up or down de-

pending on the employment income required to cover the family expenses. 

In addition, because of the overall formula, the family’s expenses interact 

with the amount of disposable income needed and therefore impact gov-

ernment transfers and taxes. For further discussion of the community con-

text for introducing the living wage, see section 6 of this report, as well as 

the 2015 Halifax living wage report.

Transfers

Government transfers represent a source of income for the reference 

family. Transfers are added to total disposable family income, decreasing 

tABle 4 Family Expenses for Halifax and Antigonish 

Living Wage Budget                 Halifax                 Antigonish

Expenditure Category Annual Monthly Annual  Monthly % Diff Mthly $ Diff

Food $10,180.39 $848.37 $10,569.89 $880.82 -4% -$32.46

Clothing & Footwear $2,156.82 $179.74 $2,156.82 $179.74 0% $0.00

Shelter $15,120.00 $1,260.00 $13,776.00 $1,148.00 9% $112.00

Utilities $2,156.48 $179.71 $2,156.48 $179.71 0% $0.00

Transportation $5,513.85 $459.49 $5,098.65 $424.89 8% $34.60

Child Care $14,820.00 $1,235.00 $12,883.75 $1,073.65 13% $161.35

Health Care $1,977.72 $164.81 $1,977.72 $164.81 0% $0.00

Emergency $2,683.80 $223.65 $2,422.00 $201.83 10% $21.82

Parent Education $837.67 $69.81 $837.67 $69.81 0% $0.00

Household Expenses $4,651.13 $387.59 $4,810.70 $400.89 -3% -$13.30

Social Inclusion $4,651.13 $387.59 $4,810.70 $400.89 -3% -$13.30

Total $64,748.99 $5,395.75 $61,543.71 $5,128.64 5% $267.11
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the amount our family needs to earn through private wages. The living 

wage is not meant to replace government transfers and programs, but to 

work with them to achieve a decent standard of living. The transfers in-

cluded in this calculation are six months of both the Universal Child Care 

Benefit and Canada Child Tax Benefit, which were both repealed and re-

placed by a new transfer called the Canada Child Benefit. The uCCB in-

creased in July 2015 (after the 2015 Halifax Living Wage was calculated), 

went from $100 to $160 per month for each child under six years of age 

and was expanded to include an additional $60/month for each child 

aged six to seventeen. The new, non-taxable Canada Child Benefit replaces 

the others and represents a basic benefit of $6,400 per child under 6 and 

$5,400 for a child over 6.26

The living wage families’ net incomes are too high to qualify for any 

other federal transfers or for any provincial transfers including the GsT 

credit and the NS Child Benefit or the NS Affordable Living Tax Credit. (see 

Appendix A for an explanation of all the applicable federal and provin-

cial transfers).

Government Deductions and Taxes

The living wage calculation includes payroll deductions and government 

taxes and credits. It subtracts Employment Insurance premiums and Can-

ada Pension Plan premiums. The formula also deducts provincial income 

taxes and federal income taxes from the employment income. The calcu-

lation assumes that the family claims all available expenses and tax cred-

its, and the tax credits are allocated between the parents to maximize the 

tABle 5 Government Transfers 

Income Source Antigonish Annual Halifax Annual

Canada Child Benefit (6 mths) $4,551.89 $3,728.93

NS Child Benefit $0.00 $0.00

UCCB (6 mths) $1,320.00 $1,320.00

GST Credit $0.00 $0.00

NS Affordable Living Credit $0.00 $0.00

Child Care Subsidy $0.00 $0.00

Canada Child Tax Benefit (6 mths) $1,365.58 $1,121.74

Total $7,237.47 $6,170.67
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benefits. The federal tax credits claimed are for Cpp and EI premiums, the 

Canada Employment Amount, the Public Transit Amount, Medical Ex-

penses, the Fitness and Arts Amount (we assume $500 is spent per child), 

and the Tuition, Education and Textbook amounts. One parent claims the 

allowable child care expense. The provincial tax credits claimed are for 

EI and Cpp premiums, Tuition, Child Care Benefit Tax Credit, and Med-

ical Expenses.
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The Halifax Living Wage 
2016: What’s Changed?

The livinG wAGe for Halifax27 for 2016 is $19.17 per hour, which is a de-

crease of almost one dollar from the $20.10 per hour 2015 wage calculation. 

What explains that decrease? The main explanation is this: although the cost 

of living continues to rise, the additional costs have been absorbed by the 

new Canada Child Benefit introduced by the federal government this year. 

Recall that the way the living wage is calculated, the employment income 

amount is contingent on how much the family receives in income trans-

fers, as well as how much is deducted from their income. The decrease in 

the living wage shows that good public policies that boost family incomes 

(e.g., the new child benefit) or lower family expenses (e.g., though afford-

able child care), reduce pressure on the wages families need to earn to meet 

their needs, thus reducing pressure on employers.

Cost of Living Changes

As can be seen in the above summary comparing the changes in the living 

wage budget, there was an actual increase in the monthly budgetary ex-

penses of the family of just over $100 per month. The overall increase was 

despite lower costs for clothing and footwear, as well as a very slightly low-

er cost in transportation due to gas prices, and slightly lower utilities.



Working for a Living, Not Living for Work 25

While the most significant percentage decline was in clothing, this rep-

resents a small expense in the entire budget. Also note that the decline in 

the clothing amount likely has more to do with having access to better data 

than actually a significant decline in clothing costs.28

The three most significant increases comparing the 2015 Living Wage 

Budget to the 2016 were to food, shelter and to child care. The median rent for 

a 3 bedroom which is included in the family budget went up by 3% since last 

year (a $40 per month increase). Shelter and utilities together account for 27% 

of the budget, the single largest expense, which points to the urgent need for 

affordable housing units that serve the diversity of needs in the community.

The second largest expense in the family budget is child care. The child care 

budget saw the only significant increase in terms of proportion of the budget 

going from 21% of the budget in 2015 to 23% of the overall budget in 2016. Child 

care saw an increase of 8% or $102 per month. Child care fees for the preschool-

er increased from $781 to $785 per month (median).29 The amount used for the 

school-aged costs was $20/day (median).30 While there was a slight increase 

in the cost of before and after school care, the increase also reflects an expan-

sion of what was included for the school-aged child’s care. Following the CC-

pA-BC’s lead, and what living wage families told us about their struggles to fill 

in all of the gaps for care when school is not open, fees to cover March Break 

were added, along with full-day fees for PD days and some of the December 

holiday (the total amount for the year for the school aged child is $5,400 com-

pared to $4,220 last year). This still leaves gaps for many families who cannot 

tABle 6 Halifax Family Expenses: Comparing 2015 to 2016 

Item 2015 Annual 2016 Annual % Change $ change/mth

Food $9,812.54 $10,180.39 4% $30.65

Clothing and Footwear $2,708.16 $2,156.82 -26% -$45.95

Shelter $14,640.00 $15,120.00 3% $40.00

Utilities $2,176.57 $2,156.48 -1% -$1.67

Transportation $5,713.98 $5,513.85 -4% -$16.68

Child Care $13,592.58 $14,820.00 8% $102.28

Health Insurance $1,864.00 $1,977.72 6% $9.48

Contingency/Emergency $2,755.20 $2,683.80 -3% -$5.95

Parent Education $837.67 $837.67 0% $0.00

Household Expenses $4,720.31 $4,651.13 -1% -$5.76

Social Inclusion $4,720.31 $4,651.13 -1% -$5.76

Total $63,541.31 $64,749.00 2% $100.64
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find adequate child care during the summer months to cover their work day 

(summer camps often don’t have early drop-off or late pick-up). Parents still 

have to cover snow day closures and any non-statutory holidays.

The Nova Scotia government made an announcement this year31 about 

changes to child care, including capping the percentage that centres could 

increase their fees and an expanding child care subsidies. While the fee 

cap increase may help our reference family next year, this is only the case 

if the family can find suitable centre-based care to access. The changes 

made by government only tinker at a patchwork of programs available to 

families. With a lack of regulated child care spaces (there are only enough 

for about 25% of children who would be eligible) there is growing concern 

that some centres will have to close if they can’t raise additional revenue 

to cover their expenses. These centres are under additional pressure to in-

crease wages dictated by government, but not fully supported by additional 

government funding. Our living wage budget does not include any deduc-

tions for the child care subsidy. Even if it were included, the approximate 

subsidy for the Halifax reference family would be $1.71 per day and might 

decrease the child care fees for the four year old by just over $500 per year 

(which would be reflected by a by 30 cents per hour reduction to the living 

wage). The seven-year-old’s child care expenses may not qualify for a sub-

sidy unless the family arranged for before- and after-school care at a regu-

lated child care centre, where fees are significantly higher ($575 compared 

FIgure 1 Halifax Living Wage Budget Expenses 2016

Food 16%

Clothing and Footwear 3%

Shelter 23%

Utilities 3%
Transportation 9%

Child Care 23%

Health Care 3%

Emergency 4%
Parent Education 1%

Household Expenses 7%

Social Inclusion 7%
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to $294 per month); given the high cost of child care, cost tends to dictate 

child care choices for many families, even though regulated child care cen-

tres, supervisors are trained in early childhood education, and there is a 

lower ratio of children to child care workers. As currently structured, the 

child care subsidy won’t reduce the living wage by much, if at all (see fur-

ther explanation of the child care subsidy in Appendix A).

Without an increase in income in 2016, a family would have to make some 

difficult decisions about how to pay for necessities especially food. The liv-

ing wage budget’s food costs increased by 4% amounting to just over $30 

per month. According to the Canadian Community Health Survey, 15.1% of 

Halifax households experienced food insecurity in 2014.32 The most recent 

Feed Nova Scotia data released as part of the Hunger Count33 release (data 

from March 2016) reveals a shocking 49.3% increase in Halifax since 201534 

(31% of users are children).35 We also know employment income is the pri-

mary source of income for 10% of Halifax’s food bank users.36

Government Transfer Changes

The cost of living increases for the Halifax living wage budget were absorbed 

mainly by the increase in the child transfer from the federal government. 

The family qualifies for $6,170.67 this year versus $3,433.54 last year (an 80% 

increase). This increase amounts to an additional $228 per month. The in-

come comes from 6 months of each of these transfers: the Universal Child 

Care Benefit (uCCB), the Canada Child Tax Benefit (CCTB) and the Canada 

Child Benefit (CCB). The Canada Child Benefit was introduced in July 2016 

to replace the uCCB and the CCTB.

The other difference that helped offset some of the increases in expens-

es was the increase of the federal child care expense tax deduction, which 

allows families to deduct an additional $1,000 in child care fees for each 

child from their taxable income.

tABle 7 Government Benefit Changes: 2015–2016

Income from Transfers 2015 Annual 2016 Annual

Canada Child Benefit $0.00 $3,728.93

UCCB $1,200.00 $1,320.00

Canada Child Tax Benefit $2,233.54 $1,121.74

Total $3,433.54 $6,170.67
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A Living Wage for 
Antigonish: The 
Community Context

iT is iMporTAnT to understand the community context in which the liv-

ing wage is being calculated, and thus consider its potential for advancing 

positive change. This report provides an updated calculation for Halifax 

(Census Metropolitan Area) with a population of 390,328 as captured by the 

2011 Census. For more information on the community context of Halifax, 

see the 2015 Halifax Living Wage report. This section will mainly focus on 

Antigonish, but will include some updated, comparative data on Halifax.

The living wage calculated for the Antigonish Census Division (which 

includes Antigonish Town & County), which is located on the northeastern 

shore of Nova Scotia. Located halfway between Halifax and Sydney, it has 

a population of just over 19,000 people with about 4,500 of those living in 

the town itself.37 Antigonish is home to St. Francis Xavier University and St. 

Martha’s Regional Hospital, its two largest employers which account for al-

most half of all jobs in the area. Like many other areas of our province, Antig-

onish faces facing some significant social and economic challenges, which 

are impacting the health and well-being of our people. These challenges are 

not always experienced the same by everyone. For example, within our re-

gion we see that those living in the Tracadie, Pomquet and Paq’tnkek First 

Nation are experiencing the greatest rates of material deprivation, while 
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those in Antigonish Town, Lower South River and Paq’tnkek First Nation 

experience higher rates of psychosocial deprivation.38 The poverty rate from 

the 2011 Census for Antigonish was 14.4%, with a higher rate for females of 

16.4% compared to 12.1% for males.39

I feel that the healthcare system is too focused on treatment. We know that 

poverty is responsible for poor health, but we are doing such minimal work 

on poverty. And then the healthcare system has to absorb the costs of treat-

ing chronic illness and such, but we’re not putting anything in prevention. 

(Antigonish Poverty Reduction Coalition, 2012)

Poverty and related challenges to meet basic needs have a significant im-

pact on people’s health. Data from local surveys (Antigonish, Guysborough, 

Strait areas) has shown that those living on low incomes are most likely 

to experience higher rates of chronic physical and mental illness and are 

less able to participate in health-promoting activities such as eating nutri-

tious food, exercising and visiting the dentist. For example, 8% of survey 

respondents in the lowest income households were living with diabetes as 

compared to only 5% of those in the highest income households. Further, 

32% of those living in households with incomes less than $20,000 per year 

found their sense of belonging to be very weak and experienced higher rates 

of mood disorders.40

Here is how the low-wage workers in Antigonish explained the impact 

struggling to make ends meet has on them and their ability to work:

And that’s what a lot of employers don’t understand is why their employ-

ees are coming to work and they’re cranky and they’re snappy and they just 

don’t understand it’s frustrating.

When you are stressed you can’t sleep and if your shift starts at 6 in the mor-

ning and you’re not getting enough sleep you’re going to work tired and then 

you’re crabby and cranky and snappy at people and people are like why is 

she being such a ___. And then well put yourself in my shoes and you might 

understand. It’s more or less you’re going to work miserable.

In addition to alleviating severe financial stress and providing some level 

of economic security, the living wage is also designed to:

1. Ensure food security

2. Enable access to safe, affordable housing

3. Foster healthy childhood development
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4. Promote social inclusion

5. Advance equality

The rest of the section will consider these issues in the context of Antigonish 

and thus the potential for the living wage to affect changes in these areas.

1. Food Insecurity

The living wage budget includes a basic nutritious food basket in order to 

address food security. In 2014, 15.4% of Nova Scotians experienced food in-

security in 2014 and 22% of children in Nova Scotia live in food insecure 

households. We know that 54.2% of insecure households relied on wages for 

their main source of income in Nova Scotia.41 We also know that food insecur-

ity tends to be higher in rural communities; almost one in five households 

surveyed in our region (Antigonish, Guysborough, Strait) have experienced 

food insecurity. Food insecurity can mean that people are missing meals or 

going days without eating (reported by 5% of respondents), but more often 

means people do not have the kind and quality of food they need (reported 

by half of respondents in the lowest income households in Antigonish).42

Food banks are not the answer to food insecurity. The most recent survey 

of food banks in Nova Scotia shows that there has been an 18.9% increase 

in food bank usage in 2016 compared to 2015 in Antigonish-Pictou-Guysbor-

ough (30% of users are children).43 In Antigonish-Pictou-Guysborough, 9% 

reported wages being their primary source of income.44

Low-wage workers in Antigonish described how difficult it is to buy food:

I really can’t afford full priced products in the store. I usually go and buy 

whatever’s on sale. I just get whatever I can and I either......or just make 

the best of it.

Well you take the kids grocery shopping and they’re there and they’re like, 

‘mommy I want apples’ and ‘mommy I want fruit’ and you look at the cost 

of fruit and you look at the cost of a bag of chips, it’s cheaper to buy the 

bag of chips than it is to buy the fruit. So I can’t buy a lot of fruit because if 

something has to go that month without getting paid it does. But I’d rather 

not feed them stuff that’s going to hurt their stomach, like junk and stuff. 

(Low-wage Workers, Antigonish, 2016)
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2. Lack of Affordable Housing

The living wage budget also covers the cost of appropriate housing costs for 

the reference family. It is not straightforward to factor in realistic rental shel-

ter costs when only 21.5% of private dwellings are rentals.45 Antigonish has 

some specific pressures on its housing market. The area’s largest employ-

ers include St Francis Xavier University and St. Martha’s Regional Hospital 

are in the town of Antigonish and their respective students and employees 

have created significant demand for housing. As a result, relative to other 

communities of a similar size, high housing costs in the town lead some in-

dividuals and families to move to outlying areas in the county and they may 

find it more affordable to purchase. This may reduce direct housing costs, but 

often presents additional challenges due to the reliance on transportation 

to access basic services and can contribute to isolation. There is evidence of 

residents having difficulty with high rental costs when in Antigonish-Pictou-

Guysborough 73% of food bank users were renters (70% in Halifax), with 

12% of food bank users (and 7% in Halifax) reporting that they own their 

own homes.46 From the 2011 Census, we also know that 38.5% of renters in 

Antigonish County spend 30% or more of their budget on shelter costs.47

There is a significant demand for public housing. As of January 2016 

there were approximately 200 people on the waiting list for Eastern Main-

land Housing Authority affordable housing.48 There are more people wait-

ing for housing than the number of housing units that actually exist.

There are also concerns about the quality of housing that people can afford.

Like where I live they dug a hole like right across my back yard so you can’t 

put up a trampoline, you can’t put up a swing set up there and you’re scared 

if the kids go out in the back yard and they’re running that they’re going to 

trip. It’s almost like a little gully and they never really explained what it is 

they just done it and that was quite a few years ago. And it’s just like they 

just destroyed the back yard.

Even with the affordable housing they don’t keep the maintenance up on 

their houses um… They’re in my opinion they’re very neglectful of keeping, 

like you can call them like me I need new windows because you can see like 

I can look through cracks in the sides of the windows and you can see out-

side. So my furnace is always kicking in.

I think, affordable are sometimes houses that are not very safe or nice…so 

affordable has come to mean sub-standard.  

(Low-wage Workers, Antigonish, 2016).
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3. Child and Family Poverty

The use of the reference family ensures that a living wage would help to 

address family poverty, and child poverty in particular. The most recent 

data show that 22.5% of families with children are struggling to make ends 

meet in Nova Scotia, and 18.8% in Halifax. The Antigonish Census Division 

(county) rate is 17.9%.49 The rates are even higher for those with young chil-

dren (between the ages of 0–6). The living wage is based the principle that 

families in our community deserve the best chance possible to ensure their 

kids have a healthy environment to grow up in and are supported to nur-

ture and care for them. Just like low-wage workers in Halifax, those in Antig-

onish also talked about how parents working for low-wage s do whatever 

they can to provide for their children as best they can, but instead of being 

able to enjoy quality time or provide what they know their children need, 

they are constantly struggling and stressed.

Enabling families to have accessible, affordable, regulated, quality child 

care is one of the contributors to achieving this principle. Low-wage work-

ers in Antigonish said this of child care:

They don’t give you the subsidy right away you have to apply for it and do 

the application which takes time and meanwhile you have to pay full time.

Most baby sitter’s charge $10, whatever minimum wage is per child.

If you’re lucky enough to get full child care the government will pay $24/

day but you still pay $11/day for child and that is still not cheap. And day-

care workers aren’t getting paid well and they’re looking after your children.

The living wage includes the costs of appropriate child care, and also trans-

fers such as the Canada Child Benefit, which are designed to support families 

with the extra costs that come with raising children. The living wage also 

includes some funds under the category of ‘social inclusion’ to enable fam-

ilies to participate in the community such as in recreational and sport activ-

ities, which are integral to health and wellbeing of children as well as adults.

4. Social Exclusion

Community members who are struggling to make ends meet cannot easily 

participate in the life of their community. Community participation can take 

many forms depending which community (ie. School, cultural, neighbor-

hood). The response to feeling like you don’t fit in or can’t fit in may appear 
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to be a choice to not be involved, but if people don’t feel they have options 

or face stigma or other barriers to participate, then they are being excluded. 

The living wage is designed to help lower those barriers. For low-wage work-

ers in Antigonish that would mean being able to afford to put your child in 

hockey (something the living wage budget likely doesn’t allow). Family en-

tertainment can be very expensive — as one worker said: “If you did family 

movie night like for a family of four, I haven’t gone to the movies in a while, it 

would be about $100.” 

For some families, gifts are often very difficult to fit into a budget — as this 

worker said; “And how about birthday parties?... If you have to buy gifts for 

your child’s friend or what if you’re having a friend over for dinner and things 

like Christmas, Christmas is huge. Thanksgiving, valentines, all of them.” Or 

something as basic as seasonal fun when the weather gets warm: “Like in 

summer to fill a little pool in back for the kids or let water run for them to run 

through the sprinkler.”

The living wage budget also includes an expense category that covers 

a broad range of household expenses related to social inclusion, but also 

recognizing that there are so many expenses that are considered not to be 

essential that really are essential. For example, the living wage budget cat-

egory household expense includes communication expenses as an option, 

but doesn’t specifically allocate an amount for this expense. As one low-

wage worker in Antigonish said: “You need phone and internet in your home, 

you need that to stay in touch with whatever to get a job, you can’t go to a 

job without a phone.” Being isolated can certainly take a toll, as one low-

wage worker said: “Like they have no phone, no internet, in most cases that 

person does not have a car either so that’s…you’re very cut off and isolated.”

5. Gender, Race, Aboriginal, Ability and Income Inequality

Increasing wages to a living wage would have an added benefit of equality as 

well. There is a lack of reliable current data that is disaggregated by race or 

by Aboriginal identity, or by (dis)ability, but what we do know is that these 

groups all face income inequality when compared to the average Canadian 

or average Nova Scotian. For example, the median annual total income of 

men in Nova Scotia was $34,073 in 2011, and $22,347 for women, but Ab-

original women’s was $18,008, immigrant women’s $23,651 and racialized 

women was $17,456.50

Underlying systemic and structural issues including continued low-

wage ghettos dominated by women, and gender and race discrimination, 
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in addition to discrimination based on parental status, impact women’s 

earning potential. We know that the labour market is colour-coded.51 Many 

of these groups face higher than proportionate unemployment and low-

er labour market participation. The rate of involuntary part-time work for 

women in Nova Scotia was 31.1% in 2014.52 More women than men work in 

low-wage work, therefore, the living wage has an important gender equality 

dimension. In Nova Scotia, 61% of employees that earn minimum wage or 

less are women. Women in Nova Scotia represent 100% of those employed 

in 6 of the 10 lowest paying occupations in Nova Scotia.53 As Sheri Lecker 

says of her decision to become a living wage employer in Halifax (of a non-

profit organization providing services to women, families, youth and trans-

persons during periods of homelessness): “It really falls often on women 

to work these really important, really satisfying jobs, but they don’t often 

pay well and we’re saying that’s not OK.”54 The living wage is also allocated 

equally to the two earners in a household, which in a heterosexual couple 

would not be the norm. The median employment income in Antigonish in 

2011 was $10,000 less per year than men.55

What Could an Antigonish Without Poverty Look Like?

Imagine an Antigonish where fire departments have all the volunteers that they need, people move home from 

out west because they can get a good paying job here, families are reunited. People are able to take time to 

volunteer and help others within the community and continue the social action movements that Antigonish 

is known for. This would be ideal; however, this cannot happen without income security and appropriate so-

cial policies. A living wage is one component of achieving this vision. For example, a living wage would allow 

people to seek out jobs in the area, stimulating the economy and strengthening social capital. People would be 

able to take time to volunteer as they would not need to work an extra job just to put food on the table. Antig-

onish would flourish, both on an individual and community level. The economy would be stimulated and grow 

and businesses would prosper. There could be a breakdown of stereotypes and judgements. 
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Achieving a Living Wage

Role of Employers
The calculation is a call to employers to pay a living wage. Some employ-

ers in Nova Scotia are already paying a living wage to their workers: they 

have employees working at least 35 hours per week at the appropriate hour-

ly wage. Indeed, despite there not being a certification/recognition program 

in Nova Scotia several employers have voluntarily increased their wages to 

be in line with the living wage. We have heard from employers that paying 

a living wage is part of aligning their corporate vision and values with how 

they treat their employers. As was stated in their press release: “Becoming 

a Living Wage Employer aligns with co-operative principles and our mis-

sion, which is to contribute to the financial security of Canadians and their 

communities,” said Bernie Mitchell, Senior Vice-President, Human Resour-

ces and Workplace Services for The Co-operators. “We believe in building a 

more equitable and inclusive society, in which everyone enjoys a standard 

of living that allows them to thrive.”56 The Co-operators ensured that all its 

corporate employees across earn at least a living wage; it used the living 

wage calculated for Halifax for all its employees in Atlantic Canada.

As we have witnessed across the country, living wage employers come in 

many sizes and business models. The first Nova Scotia employer to declare 

that it will pay all its employees a living wage was Adsum for Women & Chil-

dren, a non-profit organization employing 40 people in Halifax. As Executive 

Director, Sheri Lecker said of this decision: “It speaks to the value we place 

on people who work here, and the respect we have for the work they do.”57
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While increasing their wage rate to reflect a living wage is the goal of 

any campaign, each campaign also recognizes that the wage is calculated 

to consider ‘discounts’ and that there are other ways employers can nar-

row the gap between their employee’s income and costs. Employers can:

• Support flexibility in the workplace to keep costs down. For example, 

offer parents an earlier or later shift so they can avoid paying for be-

fore or after school care for their children.

• Provide other extended benefits that help with costs such as subsid-

ized bus passes or extended health benefits, paid professional de-

velopment/education/training. Living wage campaigns often former-

ly discount the hourly wage rate to include these benefits.58

• Be advocates for policy changes that improve government benefits 

and social programs.

Other employers may be paying their employees the living wage hourly rate 

but without sufficient hours to allow the employee to cover their expens-

es. Still more employers are paying their employees far less than the living 

wage. Some employers may choose to work toward the goal of becoming a 

living wage employer.

Other employers may feel that this wage is financially not possible for 

them to offer. These employers need to do everything they can to address 

economic security, which would benefit both employees and employers. The 

challenge of precarious employment cannot be understated. At a minimum, 

employers should seek to provide employees more and stable hours. Low-

wage workers in Antigonish said this about hours worked:

I would love to have full time at my job but I don’t know if I’ll ever get it you 

know, it’s just hard. I mean I’m married and I have another income from 

my husband but I mean it’s still just with the two of us it’s still not enough.

…it’s also consistency so that you know what you’re getting. Like going 

week-by-week and month-by-month sometimes being okay and other times 

not being okay and sometimes getting a little and sometimes getting more.

That piece about having enough hours that seems to be a very common 

theme these days and even with jobs like teaching and so on now there are 

so many what they’re calling precarious jobs where you may get hired on 

for a year, you’re new in the field, you get hired on for a year but you don’t 

feel like you can stick your neck out, take out a loan to buy a car or do any-
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thing like that…so I mean your wings are really clipped with jobs like that 

and a lot of cases these days like if it’s these hours or no guarantees of long 

term employment or whatever it’s stressful.

Employers who cannot find ways to pay their employees a living wage (wheth-

er through direct compensation or the arrangement of benefits for workers) 

have a responsibility to at least advocate for other ways to decrease the gap 

that workers face between income and costs.

Role of the Government

It is important to first consider raising wages to reflect the living wage. How-

ever, the other way to achieve a living wage is to decrease the costs that 

need to be covered by that wage, costs that could be addressed at a societ-

al level through social programs and public infrastructure, funded through 

fair taxation.

This year’s living wage for Halifax shows just what a difference govern-

ment transfers can make. However, changes could be made to expand eli-

gibility for other government transfers. Currently, the family’s net income is 

too high to qualify for the NS Affordable Living Tax Credit, or the Nova Sco-

tia Child Benefit. Our families also do not qualify for the full Canada Child 

Benefit or the GsT credit. In addition to direct income transfers, public ser-

vices can also have a significant impact on the cost of living.

• Early Learning and Child care: If Nova Scotia had a system59 of pub-

lic early learning and child care that cost $10 a day for families, the 

hourly living wage would be significantly lower. For example, if we 

had a universal $10/day child care program, our living wage could 

be as much as $3 less/hour. A publicly funded universal child care 

program would help working people with young children to pur-

sue training opportunities and re-enter the workforce more easily.

• Improve public transportation, and reduce fees: This family’s ex-

penses could be decreased if the U-Pass was available to part-time 

students and not just full-time students in Halifax. Transportation 

costs could be significantly decreased if public transit was a more 

accessible and viable alternative in our province.
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• Provide more affordable housing: Another significant expense 

for this family is housing. If our government made more affordable 

housing available to families, the hourly living wage could be lower.

• Prioritize food security: The nutritious food basket also represents 

a significant expense for the reference family; a food strategy in our 

province that addresses the affordability and accessibility of food 

while ensuring that those who produce food locally are supported 

to do so, would go a long way to assist this family.60

• Extend Public Health Care: Out of pocket expenses for many health-

related costs could be lessened slightly if our public health care sys-

tem included a robust pharmacare program (national), and covered 

dental costs and other essential health care costs not currently cov-

ered. Oral health care was one of the challenges that the low-wage 

workers in Antigonish mentioned, as one said: “I think the last time 

I saw a dentist I was in grade 7. I graduated in 2003. And I’m now 32. 

I haven’t seen a dentist in that long because I can’t afford it.” As the 

low-wage workers in Antigonish said, prescription costs be very high: 

“My daughter is on a medication and just one of her medications is 

$200 a month and that’s not covered.”

Role of the Community

In Canada and around the world, communities have come together to build 

support for a voluntary living wage. Living Wage campaigns generally draw 

their organizing teams from a variety of stakeholder groups: people work-

ing for poverty wages join together with academics, health and social ser-

vice providers, and representatives of labour and the business community 

to craft strategies for moving forward.
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Conclusion

pAyinG A livinG wage is a voluntary commitment made by public or pri-

vate employers. Once the wage is calculated there are sometimes campaigns 

developed to certify living wage employers.

As the living wage calculation shows, government policies and pro-

grams have a direct impact on our standard of living; the more generous 

government transfers or public services, the less the private wage has to be 

to cover costs.

In addition to income transfers, government services and infrastructure 

can also help lessen costs on the shoulders of low-wage workers. A living 

wage is designed to work with, not replace government programs and ser-

vices targeted for the working poor.

Calculating the living wage provides private and public employers with 

a credible wage level that provides income sufficient to cover the costs of 

living in our community, which helps address severe financial stress, and 

provides a basic level of economic security. This wage level has been prov-

en to increase productivity, decrease turnover, and allow workers to fully 

contribute, in the workplace and beyond.

A living wage could bring about financial and economic prosperity as 

well as social prosperity through the increase of social capital and environ-

mental prosperity as people could start gearing towards making their lives 

more environmentally sustainable as they would have a more flexible in-

come to do so. This benefits everyone, even those who already earn well 

above a living wage. It could even contribute to a more vibrant culture, as a 
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living wage would allow people to focus on their roots and lead a life that is 

culturally appropriate, including their food and social interactions. Every-

one’s health is decreased when people live below the poverty line. When 

everyone lives above the poverty line then everyone’s health improves, even 

those who were already living above it.
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Appendix A: Federal 
and Provincial 
Transfers 2015/2016

Federal Transfers

• Canada Child Tax Benefit (CCTB): This is an income-tested benefit 

for children under 18 years of age. The amount is affected by two fac-

tors: number of children; and family’s net income. The CCTB reduc-

tion begins at family net income of $44, 701 and therefore the refer-

ence family only qualifies for a partial benefit. The National Child 

Benefit Supplement (nCBs) ceases at two-child family net income 

of $44,695 and therefore the reference family’s income is too high 

to qualify to receive it.61 These two benefits ended in July 2016 and 

were replaced by the CCB.

• Universal Child Care Benefit (UCCB): This is not income-tested; 

this benefit is $160/month for each child under six years of age and 

$60/month for each child aged six to seventeen. This is a taxable 

benefit, and thus this is not a net benefit. The enhanced uCCB re-

placed the Canada Child Care Tax Credit for the 2015 tax year. The 

uCCB ended in July 2016 and replaced by the CCB.
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• Canada Child Benefit (CCB): is non-taxable transfer that replaces 

the CCTB and the uCCB and represents a basic benefit of $6,400 per 

child under 6 and $5,400 for a child over 6. These amounts start be-

ing reduced when the adjusted family net income is over $30,000.62

• GST/HST Credit: is income-tested. The basic credit is $272 per adult 

and $143 per child. For a two-parent, two-child family, the GsT/hsT 

credit ceases at a family net income of $52,852, therefore the refer-

ence family does not qualify to receive it.63

Provincial Transfers

• Nova Scotia Child Benefit (NSCB):64 To qualify for this full trans-

fer, a family must have a net income below $18,000, and families 

whose net income is between $18,000 and $26,000 will receive par-

tial benefits. The reference family does not qualify because its net 

income is too high.

• Nova Scotia Affordable Living Tax Credit (NSALTC):65 is income 

tested and provides a base amount of $255.00 for individuals or 

couples and $60.00 per child each year. The credit is reduced by 

$0.05 for every dollar of adjusted family income over $30,000. The 

reference family is not eligible because their income is too high. The 

credit ceases at a family net adjusted income of $36,300.66

• Nova Scotia Child Care Subsidy:67 family subsidies are available 

if the family fulfills the following criteria (2015 for our purposes):

 •  Your family’s net income is below $61,668 (for two children) and

 •  You cannot have more than $50,000 in liquid assets savings or in-

vestments; and

 •  You must demonstrate social need: applicants and spouses/part-

ners must be working, looking for work, be a student or have a 

special need within the family.

If all three criteria are met, the family may qualify. There is a limited pot of 

money for subsidies available in the province and you have to find a child 

care spot where you can use the subsidy. There are waitlists for child care 

spots68 (and further reporting requirements when a child care organization 

agrees to allow a subsidized space which is a further disincentive). In addi-



Working for a Living, Not Living for Work 43

tion, the government does not make the child care subsidy formula pub-

lic — exactly how much a family could qualify for per day is not known. Cor-

respondence with a government official advised that based on the 2015 net 

income for Halifax living wage, the family would likely qualify for $1.71 max-

imum per day of qualifying child care. Given that there is no way to confirm, 

and for all the other unknowns, the subsidy was not included.
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