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Baby boomers living good life,
while their children struggle

From 1976 to 2010,
median household income
increased by only $3,000

SHEILA PRATT
Journal Staff Writer

EDMONTON

‘We've heard it so often. In this wealthy prov-
ince, there’s prosperity for all. Right?

Take another look, says Paul Kershaw.
Alberta hasa bad case of “generation squeeze,”
justlike every other province, even though the
years of oil booms have given higher incomes
to Albertans.

The growing gap between rich and poor in
Canada gained recent attention with the Occu-
py Movement and, last week, an Organization
for Economic Co-operation and Development
study that confirmed inequality is rising in
Canada.

But Kershaw, an associate professor in the
Human Early Learning Partnership at the
University of British Columbia, has a different
take. While most analysts talk about a wage
gap, Kershaw, who spoke recently in Edmon-
ton, sees a generation gap. Aging boomers are
facing retirement on the best incomes ever
seen while their children are raising families
on incomes thatstalled in the 1970s.

It's an approach critics say plays one genera-
tion against another. Kershaw is not blaming
boomers.

“I'm just shining light on these trends so
Canadians can see whether they like them,”
says Kershaw, a professor of public policy in
UBC’s Collcgc for Interdisciplinary studies,
and expert on family policy.

He examined household incomes in 1976
and compared them with incomes of young
couples today, and adjusted for inflation. In
Canada, young couples today have house-
hold incomes only slightly higher — five per
cent— than young couples in 1976. Median
household income in 2010 was $68,580, up
$3,000 from $65,360 in 1976.

Even that small increase isn’t because wages
‘went up, but because women went into the
workforce, he says. Wages actually stalled.

Meanwhile, housing costs rose an average 76
per cent and daycare costs these days are like
asecond mortgage — when you can find it.

In Alberta, young couples did a little bet-
ter. In 2010, young families had household
income about 12-per-cent higher than in
1976 — $9,000 more — an increase also due
to many more women in the workforce. (In
1976, 54 per cent of women worked, now it’s
about 82 per cent.)

Housing prices went up 58 per cent. (InB.C.,
they rose awhopping 149 per cent, the biggest
jump in Canada during the period.)

That means, in many instances, it now takes
two incomes to finance a household, and
you're still falling behind where your parents
were in the 1970s.

Now, look at the baby boomers who are
about to retire, Kershaw says.

Atages 55-64 in Alberta, they have incomes
33-per-cent higher than those in the same age
group facing retirement in 1976. (Across Can-
ada, that increase is 18 per cent over those
facing retirement in 1970s.)

Inaddition, boomers’ houses today are worth
much more than houses in the 1970s, a factor
that adds to the generational imbalance.

“This is about an entire generation raising
children and falling behind. Basically, your
standard of living depends on when you
‘were born, and the boomers won the lottery
on that front,” he says. “They were working
when real wages were higher and housing
was cheaper.

“While the boomers retire richer than any
generation before, their grandchildren are
growing up in f'lml.llES that are poorer than
they were.”

It's not just about income, the younger gen-
eration is poorer also because it has less time
at home with the family, he says.

That time squeeze undermines a basic
Canadian value — that time with family is
fundamental, he says.

People aged 24-45 work longer hours than
any otherage group “soyou can’t blame a lazy
generation” for the income decline, he says.

hat Canada needs is to do is give time back
to these parents, and Kershaw has a plan for
that.

His message— that Canada doesn’t work for
all generations— has some appeal, says Fran-
co Savoia, CEO of the Edmonton YMCA.

Savoia sees the problem every day.

‘Working parents don’t have time to bring
their kids into the YMCA for swimming les-
sons, so grandparents are doing it, he says.

If you don’t have grandparents in town, as
many don’t, “that’s really tough,” he says. So
kids are missing out. “If you want to reduce
social pmblems youneed to start with young
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Professor Paul Kershaw gives a presentation on how young families get the short end of the stick while their baby boomer parents are retiring well off.
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reducing work and life stress on the younger
generation, he says. Businesses pay the costs
inabsenteeism, employee turnover and health
benefits — about $5 billion a year, some
estimates suggest.

“We’re an employer, too,” says Savoia, adding
that the Y is struggling with how to deal with
it. But he’d like to get a community response
to these issues.

John Kolkman of the Edmonton Social
Planning Council says Kershaw’s model is
“thought-provoking,” but has reservations
about the generational model.

The younger generation is also benefiting
from social policies the boomers pushed for—
for instance, better parental leave, he notes.

In the 1970s, mothers got 17 weeks mater-
nity leave with EI benefits and no guarantee
your job was kept for you.

“Now, it's 50 weeks, either parent can take
it and they have to keep your job for you,” he
says.

Wendy Armstrong, a health policy ana-
lyst with expertise in elder care, agrees that
work and life stress has grown as two-income
families became a requirement to maintain a
middle-class lifestyle. These families also take
onmore debt, adding to stress, she notes.

Butit’s notall roses for boomers when they
move on to take their pensions, she says.

“While the pre-retirement income of many
Albertans may be high, fewer retirees have
private pensions in Alberta and investment
income is limited,” says Armstrong.

Also, elder care is growing more costly, in
fact many young families have to help provide
for their aging parents, she says.

“There’s no real trade off here. The real cul-
prit is the dramatic drop in revenue to fund
programs originally designed to support citi-
zens through all stages of life,” Armstrong.

“We’re all going to be young parents and
then get old. We need policy that works for
everyone.”

That's true, says Kershaw, but social policy
needs some tweaking to level the generational
playing field.

That might not be easy to accomplish.

Apoll done on the basis of Kershaw’s premise
of generation squeeze found a high level of
agreement from all age groups that younger
families face a bigger time pinch and higher
housing costs.

Kershaw has some ideas on how to help
young families.

In his New Deal for Families, Kershaw starts
with a flextime proposal to give more family
time for working couples.

He proposes incentives for employers to re-

, annual

work more than 40 hours aweek.

It means a couple might take home less
money. That’s why it’s important to combine
this with low-cost daycare — $10 a day, he
suggests. That would offset the loss of income
under flextime, says Kershaw, adding that low

©®® While the boomers retire richer
than any generation before, their
grandchildren are growing up in
families that are poorer than
they were. 99

Paul Kershaw, UBC professor

income families would be protected.

Just to put it all in perspective, Canadians
‘work 300 more hours each year than people
in Holland, Germany and Norway — for the
same average income.

The total cost of his new deal — a new flex-
time program, 18-month parental leave and
$10-a-day daycare —is $22 billion. But Ker-
shaw puts the generational spin on it— that’s
about one-sixth of medicare, and one-third of
‘what Canadians pay for Old Age Security and
RRSP subsidies each year.

In 1976, in Alberta, 26 per cent of seniors
lived in poverty, now it’s about two per cent.
That's partly due to good public policy like
public pensions, RRPS and good health
care.

“We need to repeat that success story for
young families,” says Kershaw.

spratt@edmontonjournal.com
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