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These Social Security Plans

This evening we shall examine the claims made by supporters

of social security plans, to see whether they really offer security

and whether we can afford them.

Social security has become almost a catchword these days.

There are many definite reasons why so many people are interested

in social security at this time. They have known insecurity in the

past, and they hope that somehow a better world after the war

will do away with the worst depths of poverty. It actually means

a guarantee on the part of the whole community that no one in

the community will be allowed to fall below a certain standard of

living. As a prominent United Nations leader has put it

:

"The idea behind the social security system is that in so far as a person

is unable to care for himself or herself then it is a collective responsibility

to see that those things necessary for physical welfare and cultural life are

made available to them."

First of all, social security planners assume that we shall

somehow achieve relatively full employment, either by private

enterprise, or private enterprise plus public works, paid for by

the government. They recognize that without this, all plans for

social security must fail. But they go on to claim that contin-

gencies will be present, even if we have full employment, which

must be met not by the individual but by the whole community.

These plans are intended not to be a substitute for full employ-

ment, but supplementary to it. They fill the gaps employment does

not touch.

Advocates of social security claim that in this day and age it is

very largely outside the grasp of an individual by himself to achieve

economic security. He has little control over wage levels. Sickness,

sudden death, disability may strike him and cut off his earning

power. He can do little either to prevent or meet these emergencies.

The government has made certain plans for tiding the service-

men over the period of demobilization (we will talk of them some

later evening), but the needs of civilians during the period of re-

tooling and reorganization of the war-economy have hardly been

faced. As we have seen before, government spending for war has

amounted to some 2 or 3 billion dollars a year. It is highly improb-

able that even the greatest optimists can visualize consumer ex-

penditure taking the place of this huge sum. Many authorities say

that if our economy is not to slump drastically from high produc-

tion and full employment levels, government spending will have

to continue, at least for a short time. Dr. Leonard Marsh estimates

that this will have to be to the extent of 1 billion dollars a year

during the transitional period. We have already discussed the need

for public works. Social security plans are an additional method

of maintaining purchasing power and, at the same time, doing

away with extreme poverty levels in Canada.

DOES CANADA NEED SOCIAL SECURITY

On the request of the government, Dr. Leonard Marsh, Re-

search Advisor to the James Committee on Post-War Reconstruc-

tion, has made a comprehensive survey of social security needs in

Canada. It is well worth our while to consider what he has to say.

To begin with, he discusses the two types of interruptions in

earning-power : temporary, and permanent. The former may be

caused by unemployment, by sickness or accident.

A person may lose his sight, or become otherwise disabled.

Everyone sooner or later reaches the period in life when he is no

longer capable of working. The breadwinner of the family may
die. All these contingencies are permanent interruptions of earning

power.

There are certain other forms of need, which he calls temporary.

One of the most pressing is the inability of most of our popula-

tion, under existing wage levels, to provide for more than one or

two children on any basis of decent living. Burial expenses and

maternity costs also fall heavily at certain times.

In all these cases, except where sickness and unemployment

are relatively brief, very few families have sufficient savings to

see them through. Dr. Marsh points out that if we accept the figure

of $1134 which has been worked out by experts as the very mini-

mum on which a family with three children can get sufficient food,

clothing and shelter for health and growth, then 33.4% of our

urban families, and almost 50% of our rural families have incomes



below this. If we go higher, and work out a desirable standard of

living, which allows some margin for recreation, education, more

varied diet and so on, then another 32% of urban families, and

another 23% of rural families fall below this.

With these foregoing income levels in mind, it is obvious how

disastrous for family welfare a long sickness can be, or a few

months' unemployment, loss of the breadwinner, or even becoming

too old to work. Such catastrophes can wreck the economic life of

a family for years.

EXISTING SECURITY LEGISLATION

We already have a relatively good system of workmen's com-

pensation which provides for sickness and disability through indus-

trial causes. This is paid for by all employers together. However,

it covers only some categories in industry—seamen, and farmers,

for example, are not covered, nor are non-industrial causes of

disability.

We have a newly developed system of unemployment insur-

ance, which again covers only part of the population—mainly

industrial workers. It leaves out, for example, the third of our

population living on farms, all those working on their own account,

and all those with incomes of over $1500 a year. Further, it will

take five years from the beginning of the fund in 1941, for an

insured worker to build up enough payments to get the total

amount of payment allowed in one year.

In some provinces there are old age pensions, small in size,

usually available only to the completely destitute.

During the severe unemployment of the 30's, unemployment

relief was given, often at a very low rate. The highest provision in

cities fell 15-20% short of a maintenance budget—and in some

municipalities the relief scale was 20% of this level. Standards of

payment and of eligibility differed radically in various parts of the

country. Single unemployed men, for instance, could rarely get help

of any kind.

THE MARSH PROPOSALS

Now, Dr. Marsh doesn't work out a detailed piece of legislation

to cover every situation. What he does do is to make certain

proposals about how existing security measures could be co-

ordinated and extended to meet our needs more adequately. To

cover what he calls the "universal risks", he suggests:

Medical Care, The whole population should have medical care,

towards which they should contribute a regular

amount each year. The provinces would administer the services,

but the money would come jointly from dominion and provinces,

and individual contributions (see discussion of health plans next

week )

.

Children's Allowances. There should be maintenance allow-

ances for every child, coming from

the tax revenues, and administered by the Dominion. Funeral

benefits should be paid at a flat rate, say $100 per adult, to which

a person would contribute through his working life.

Pensions. For all people who are gainfully occupied, and their

adult dependents, there should be pensions for per-

manent disability, for widows and orphans, and for old age retire-

ment. This should for the most part be contributory, and should

be co-ordinated and administered by the Dominion.

Then there are the "employment risks". He suggests:

Public Works. All people who are normally employed should,

if they become unemployed, have access to a

"national investment program"—that is, a program of useful pub-

lic works, training and guidance facilities, and special unemploy-

ment assistance projects. All of these projects would come out of

tax revenues, mainly under dominion-provincial co-operative

schemes.

Unemployment Insurance. To take care of sickness, unem-

ployment which could not be met

by works projects, and so on, there should be: unemployment

insurance, cash sickness benefits, maternity benefits, benefits for

industrial disability, and for fatal accidents. These should mainly

be contributory, although employers alone should carry the costs of

industrial disability and fatal industrial accidents. The system of

unemployment insurance and allied insurance (such as sick bene-

fits) should be, as it is at present, under dominion administration.

The provincial Workmen's Compensation Boards could very well

handle disability and accident insurance.

CAN SECURITY BE GUARANTEED?

The Marsh proposals have stirred up considerable discussion,

both favourable and unfavourable. Some people who attack them

are against social security plans as a whole. Therefore, let's

look now at the main arguments advanced against social security

planning in general.

It is claimed that plans of this sort serve to subsidize shiftless-

ness, and destroy individual initiative. Such measures, it is pointed

out, would introduce complete state control of our lives, with

resulting regimentation and destruction of personal independence.

People will not work, they say, because the state will support them

in idleness.

Many people are also worried about where the money will

come from. How could we possibly afford all these payments for

pensions, disability, sickness benefits, and so on? Our national

debt, they say, would reach insi. i mountable levels, heavy taxes

would destroy the business man's incentive to produce. The rich

would be soaked to help the poor.

On the other hand, some critics suspect that social security

plans are a way of avoiding more extensive social changes—a lot

of patch-work to hold together an outworn system. A former

member of the War Labour Board recently charged, for example,

that children's allowances would serve to maintain an unduly low

wage structure.

WHAT IS TO BE DONE?

It is obvious from these varying points of view, that Canadian

social security plans should be discussed widely with serious

thought given to the arguments advanced both for and against

them. The Marsh report has been presented to the government,

and a select parliamentary committee on social security has heard

briefs from many groups and individual citizens. However, none

of the proposals have yet got to the stage of being prepared for

legislative action.

Now is the time for the citizens of Canada to examine these

proposals, decide what they want in the way of social security

provisions, and press for concrete action.
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FILMS
Now They are Six

(Describing the operation of day nurseries for women working in

industry.) (Running time—17 minutes)

Welfare of the Workers
An United Kingdom film showing how the British Ministry of Labour

enforces high standards of living conditions in the factories. (Running

time—9 minutes)

REPORT QUESTIONS
I. What are the main emergencies which threaten the security of a

family or an individual to-day?

II. Who should be covered in an adequate system of unemployment
insurance

:

everyone

industrial workers

those with an income of under $1500 a year

The benefits should be what proportion of normal wages and
salaries ?

III. Who should carry the cost of social security measures:

dominion government

provincial governments

employers

the working population

SEND YOUR ANSWERS TO YOUR PROVINCIAL OFFICES

THINGS TO DO

I. Hold a public hearing on the Marsh report in your community or

organization. Invite witnesses to present facts about causes of insecurity

in your community, and recommendations for meeting the problems.

Open the subject up for general discussion and resolutions. Send your

recommendations to appropriate bodies—such as your provincial or

civic government, the James Committee, and so on.

II. Visit officials administering wtcmployment insurance or workmen's
compensation in your locality and find out how the system works.



FURTHER QUESTIONS FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
I. 33% of urban and 50% of rural families in Canada can't afford a

decent standard of living. What do you think could be done to
remedy this

:

higher wages

children's allowances

free distribution of the surplus food produced in our country
free health and other similar services

or what?

II. What effect do you think social security plans would have on indi-
vidual initiative?

III. Discuss the Marsh proposals as to a) their necessity b) their com-
pleteness.

IV. Do you think the present system of unemployment insurance is ade-
quate? Why, or why not?

V. Should a complete system of social security plans be enacted:

immediately

at the close of the war
after full employment has been achieved

gradually over the next few years

Next week: THE RIGHT TO BE HEALTHY

Printed bj A»aodated Printers Ltd., 64 Duke St, Torooto


