@
Y SOCIAL PLANNING COUNCIL

fACT Sheet

Basic Income: Can it Happen Here?

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing economic
downturn took hold in Canada starting in March 2020,
exacerbated inefficiencies in Canada’s social safety net.
The federal government, to its credit, worked quickly to
deliver emergency relief to millions of Canadians who
found themselves suddenly jobless or furloughed.
Nevertheless, this moment inspired renewed
conversations on the need for a basic income as a
measure to insure financial security and stability for
Canadians so that sudden shocks to the economy (such
as global oil price stability) can be better weathered.

This FACT Sheet will provide an overview of basic
income—highlighting examples of where it has been
tried, outlining its potential benefits, and identifying
areas of concern that should be taken into account when
designing a program of this nature.

What is a Basic Income?

At its core, basic income refers to a government
program that provides a certain sum of money to a
country's (or a certain geographic region’s) citizens with
no strings attached. The funds are intended to provide a
guaranteed income so that people are able to afford the
basic needs to help them thrive (e.g. food, clothing,
shelter, medicine, transportation, and community
participation).

A number of terms have been used to describe the
concept, which include universal basic income,
guaranteed annual income, guaranteed livable income,
minimum income, and negative income tax, among
others. While they all describe more or less the same
concept, there are variations in how a basic income
could be rolled out, depending on how the program is
designed.

In one scenario, a basic income could reach every citizen
regardless of income, who would be given an equal
amount of money—rich, poor, or in between (tax claw
backs may apply). Other variations of the program would
give those with the lowest incomes the maximum
amount of money which would be gradually reduced as
a person'’s income level rises. Alternately, a basic income
could be targeted exclusively to those living below the

poverty line. Frequency of payments are typically
calculated monthly or annually, depending on the
program'’s design.

Where in the World Has it Been Tried?

Basic income has been tried as a pilot program for a
limited duration in various countries around the world.
These experimental trials have attempted to gather data
on the impact of a basic income to help inform how it
could be implemented on a wider scale—assuming the
results are in line with the program'’s intended policy
goal. Most have been conducted by governments, while
a few have been administered by non-profits or private
enterprises.

Notable examples of trial locations—be it historically,
currently, or with aspirations to implement it in the near
future—include the following:

Canada

The biggest basic income experiment conducted in
Canada was in Dauphin, Manitoba called “Mincome.” It
ran from 1974 to 1979 with the aim to address rural
poverty. About one-third of the town'’s residents received
a guaranteed annual income equivalent to $16,000
(figure adjusted for inflation). The experiment was
abandoned when the federal and provincial government
felt supporting the trial was no longer viable.

In 2017, Ontario revived the idea and ran a basic income
pilot project in three cities: Hamilton, Lindsay, and
Thunder Bay. It was meant to help 4,000 people in low-
income and continue for three years. However, a change
in government resulted in the cancellation of the project
after only one year due to concerns that it would
disincentive participants from working.

Proposals for a possible basic income program are
currently being explored in Newfoundland & Labrador,
Nunavut, and Prince Edward Island.

United States

There has been steady interest and experiments in basic
income trials conducted across the U.S.—past and
present.
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Notably, there are two locations with a permanent basic
income program. Since 1982, Alaska has provided an
annual dividend to each citizen under the Alaska
Permanent Fund, which is financed by oil revenues. The
amount given fluctuates depending on the price of oil,
but is usually between $1,000 to $2,000 USD. In North
Carolina, members of the Eastern Band of Cherokee
Indians receive a portion of the revenue from their
Casino Dividend with an average of $4,000 to $6,000
USD per person each year since 1997.

Historically, there were experiments with negative
income tax programs (which provides a cash grant to
those below a certain income level) to about 7,500
people across New Jersey, Pennsylvania, lowa, North
Carolina, Seattle, Denver, and Gary, Indiana between
1968 and 1974.

Currently, Stockton, California is nearing the end of an
18-month trial (finishing in January 2021), which has
given $500 USD per month to 125 people. This model is
being replicated through a coalition group, Mayors for a
Guaranteed Income, comprising leaders from 25 cities
that are advocating for a basic income and building
support to implement pilot programs of their own.

Variations of the basic income concept are also being
implemented for specific segments of the population,
including a basic income program for artists out of work
during COVID-19 in San Francisco and Long Beach,
California as well as youth aging out of the foster care
system in Santa Clara County, California.

Brazil

In 2020, 52,000 people in the city of Marica have
received 130 reais ($31 CAD) per month under the
Renda Basica de Cidadania (Citizens' Basic Income)
program, which is expected to lift many above the
poverty line. There is no end date.

Finland

In 2017, the Finnish government began a basic income
trial directed at 2,000 unemployed citizens, chosen at
random, which provided them with 560 euros ($865
CAD) per month for two years. They were assured
continued income support even if they got a job.

Germany

In August 2020, Germany started a new basic income
experiment with funding collected by the non-profit
Mein Grundeinkommen from private donors. The
experiment will give 120 people 1,200 euros ($1,855
CAD) per month for three years. Participants will fill out
questionnaires to indicate how the benefit has affected
their emotional well-being, home life, and work life.
These responses will be compared to a control group
who will not be receiving income support.

Spain

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Spanish
government launched a basic income program in June
2020 offering payments of up to 1,015 euros ($1570
CAD) to the poorest families in the country, about
850,000 households. The aim is to continue the initiative
indefinitely.

What are the Benefits of a Basic Income?

The challenge with measuring the impacts of a basic income
is having enough data to quantify impact on the standard of
living and quality of life for participants. Since the vast
majority of basic income programs have been pilot projects
targeted towards a limited sample size for a short period of
time, it is difficult to know what the long-term impacts
would be.

Nevertheless, some of the findings from these programs
suggest a strong potential for a basic income program to be
an integral part of a robust social safety net. Participants
have reported improvements in mental and physical health,
food security, educational outcomes, employment
prospects, housing security, fewer addictions, and an
overall increased level of happiness and less stress. Basic
income has also given individuals and families the ability to
volunteer and get more involved in their community or
provide care to a family member. These pilot projects have
shown the potential to enable more entrepreneurship, with
recipients more comfortable taking risks and start a
business or take on other projects.

There is strong potential
for a basic income to be
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an integral part of a
robust social safety net.

Considerations for Implementing a Program

In addition to being a malignant and persistent problem in
our society, poverty is also quite costly. In Alberta alone,
poverty costs between $7.1 to $9.5 billion per year for
issues tied to health, justice, and social services.

Investing in programs that benefit the lives individuals and
families in low-income can ease the burden on these
services. For instance, investing $1 in the first few years can
save up to $9 in later costs to the health and criminal justice
systems. This kind of return supports the case for a basic
income program in Canada—though costly to implement in
the beginning, governments would see long-term savings.

According to the University of Calgary's School of Public
Policy, a basic income program in Alberta would cost
around $5.3 billion to implement, while a combined federal-
provincial program would cost approximately $6.1 billion.

Final Reflections

In principle, a basic income program has a lot of potential
as a tool for poverty reduction and to build a stronger and
more inclusive economy. However, the design of the
program and its integration with existing government
programs (whether it would replace any existing social
programs?) is a pivotal and ongoing conversation. Any
implementation and revision to policy must consider the
best available evidence from pilot projects - past, present,
and future - as they become more established worldwide.

The Edmonton Social Planning Council is an independent,
non-profit, charitable organization focused on social
research.

Edmonton Social Planning Council
#200, 10544 - 106 Street, Edmonton, Alberta, T5K 1C5
www.edmontonsocialplanning.ca @edmontonspc
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