Public services
underpin equality;
privatization
undermines equality

H

igh-quality, accessible public services, such as
education, libraries, recreation programs, health
care, child care, transit, safe food and water, are
fundamental to gender equality. Even more, they underpin
equality for those facing discrimination because they are
Indigenous or racialized, because they have disabilities or
health limitations, or because of their gender identity or age.
Protecting human rights is often contrary to maximizing
profit, but it can and should be a principal consideration in
the development and delivery of public services. A United
Nations report on the impact of privatization on human rights
points out that privatization of public services adversely
affects lower- and lowest-income people. Services provided
to low-income residents are not likely to be profitable, and
people with low income cannot afford to pay for services.i
In Canada, these contradictions are illustrated by the
difference in access to public and private schools, athletic
programs and health care on the services side, and to public
transportation on the infrastructure side.
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We all depend on public
services every day, from
infrastructure such as
transit, water, electricity,
roads, and sewers to
institutions like hospitals,
universities, schools,
and libraries to services
like long-term care,
public health, child care,
social housing, planning,
emergency services, safety
standards, and more.
Some governments and
corporations call for the
privatization of public
services and infrastructure,
suggesting that privatized
services will cost less and
be more efficient. CIPP
has prepared a series
of fact sheets to explain
what privatization of public
services means, why it is
a bad idea, and what the
alternatives are.
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Access to decent work
and a living wage

T

he majority of public sector workers
are women. In Canada, “[Sixtytwo percent] of all public sector
workers are women. The largest number
are employed in health and social services,
where women account for 82 percent
of the industry’s workforce, followed by
education with 67 percent female and then
public administration with 51 percent female.
Considerably smaller numbers of female
public sector workers are employed in other
industry sectors.”ii
In 2019, 30% of all female employees
in Canada work in the public sector; by
contrast, only 17% of men are public sector
employees.iii
In general, public sector jobs are decent
jobs for women: they are highly unionized
and therefore have better wages and
benefits than private sector jobs doing
the same work; they have better leave
provisions to protect women dealing with
family responsibilities; and there tends to be
less discrimination.
Some claim, generally with the intent of
inhibiting collective bargaining, that the
public sector pays more than the private
sector. In fact, that is the case for women
and other equity-seeking groups but not
for white men. “There’s a small overall ‘pay
premium’ of 0.5 per cent for public sector
workers, but this is entirely because of a
smaller pay gap for women in the public
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sector. On average, women employed in
public sector jobs are paid 4.5 per cent more
than women in comparable occupations
in the private sector. Men in the public
sector are actually paid less (-5.3 per cent)
on average than men employed in similar
occupations in the private sector.”iv
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( ACCESS TO DECENT WORK AND A LIVING WAGE / CONT’D)

The pay gap is dramatically smaller in the
public sector than in the private sector:
“In the private sector, aboriginal workers
earn between 30% [and] 44% less than
non-aboriginal workers with the same level
of education. The same is true for visible
minority workers and women. Education
makes only a minor difference in the wage
gaps in the private sector, with university
educated aboriginal workers still making
44% less than their non-aboriginal peers,
university educated women making 27% less
than men, and university-educated visible
minority workers making 20% less than their
non-visible minority counterparts. Although
parity has yet to be reached for any of these
groups in either sector, the public sector
sees most of these wage gaps cut in half.
For example, in the public sector those same
university-educated workers see their wage
gaps shrink to 14% for aboriginal workers,
12% for visible minority workers, and 18% for
women.”v
Attacks on wages and benefits for public
sector workers are attacks on women,
Indigenous and racialized workers, and
workers with disabilities.
Women have achieved equal representation
in leadership roles in public services, but not
in private companies.vi
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Women rely
on public services
in order to participate
in paid labour

W

omen and their dependents make
up the largest group of users of
many public services, such as
child care, senior care, and social housing.
This care work still falls largely on women
in the home when the services are not
provided publicly.
Governments seeking to reduce the costs
of public services are putting pressure
on families to keep severely ill and frail
elderly family members in their homes and
to purchase individual care services for
children with disabilities such as autism.
They are even reducing access to child care.
Without access to public services, women
cannot participate in the paid labour force
and cannot achieve equality.
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development and the International
Monetary Fund have both noted that
Canada could grow its economy and
increase women’s equality by providing
more subsidized public child care. The cost
of publicly funded child care is more than
offset by the increased economic activity it
enables.vii
Access to decent housing for female-led
families is a necessity for achieving equality
for women and their children. In Canada,
female-led households are still twice as
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likely as male-led households to be in core
housing need, largely because of precarious,
part-time, and low-paid work.viii
Access to services is often privatized by
giving a subsidy or voucher to individuals or
families with which to purchase the services
they need in the market, often from forprofit providers. The result is that individuals
and families don’t get the level of service
they need, such as decent rental housing
or enough hours of care for children with
disabilities or for parents with advanced
dementia.

4

P R I VATI Z ATI O N
U N D E R M I N E S E Q UA LIT Y

Austerity budgets
impact equality

C

uts to public services impact
different populations in different
ways. Women and other equalityseeking groups rely on accessible,
affordable public services to underpin equal
opportunity. Women rely on public service
employment. Cuts in education, health care,
and social services are cuts to women’s jobs,
as well as cuts to services they need in order
to participate in the paid labour force.ix
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Strong public
services are crucial
to human rights
and equality

A

ccessible, affordable, high-quality
public services are crucial to equal
opportunities for women, Indigenous
people and people who are racialized, have
low income, have chronic disabilities, or are
members of other equity-seeking groups.
Those same services are also sources
of decent unionized jobs. Privatization of
services, with its attendant increased costs
and decreased service, undermines human
rights and equality.
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