Teacher Notes #1

Timeline of Canadian Social Programs

Before WWI social security and social welfare programs in Canada were matters of private and local concern.  The family was considered the basis of economic security: it was expected to care for its members with help from the church, private charity and workplace associations. With industrialization, provincial governments began to finance the expansion of private and church charities and then to administer social and welfare services themselves.  Western provincial governments in particular became increasingly involved in a range of programs because their municipal bureaucracies were often young and undeveloped. 

1914
Workmen’s Compensation Act of Ontario: the first piece of compulsory contributory social security legislation in Canada.  With industrialization, an increasing number of work accidents occur so trade unions and other groups made this a public issue. 

1919  
Federal Liberal Party policy convention: a variety of “radical” ideas including health insurance, contributory old age pensions and unemployment insurance are supported but not acted on; the BNA Act is cited as the main impediment.

WWI (1914-1919)
The war speeds up the process of urbanization and industrialization. In the 1920s there is debate over whether to establish permanent unemployment, relief and pension schemes.  Demands for the support of injured soldiers and the families of deceased soldiers are made. 

1919 
Federal Progressive Party forms under Thomas Crerar.

1921
Mackenzie King and the Liberals win a minority government. 

1927
Old Age Pension Act: together the federal and provincial governments fund pensions for citizens 70 years and older.  This is in part due to the efforts of the Progressive Party and a small group of Independent Labour MPs. The act includes a “means test” and specifically excludes First Nations peoples.  This act is an acknowledgement that the government has a role to play in providing a network of social services for its citizens.

Great Depression (1929-1939) 
Forces a change in social philosophy and state intervention.  Until now, most social assistance is a local concern that comes not in the form of cash, but in the form of groceries, fuel and clothing.

1929 
Conservatives under R.B. Bennett win the federal election: provide job creation and relief camps.   

1932 
Co-operative Commonwealth Federation formed: led by J.S. Woodsworth, it is a socialist party that supports social programs. 

1934 
Bennett’s New Deal, in its attempt to provide unemployment insurance, is ruled unconstitutional by the courts.

1935
Mackenzie King is re-elected and calls for the Rowell-Sirois Commission to examine the constitutional and social questions posed by the Depression.

1937 
The Rowell-Sirois Royal Commission on Federal Provincial relations recommends the realignment of provincial and federal responsibilities. It urges the feds to take more control of taxation, and to take the responsibility of employment and the unemployed and other social benefits such as pensions through the use of equalization payments.  Provinces are urged to deal with social services and those people deemed to be unemployable.  These recommendations are not immediately followed.

WWII (1939-1945)
After the hardships of the Great Depression, the Canadian public is more accepting of social security being a responsibility of the federal government. WWII solves Canada’s unemployment problem as the federal government is able to organize and finance the war effort.  It institutes a wide range of measures including veterans pensions, controls on prices and wages and the recruitment of women into the paid workforce.  Canadians expect this level of government involvement in their lives to continue after the war.  The political party most in favour of a bigger role in government is the CCF.  

1940 
Unemployment Insurance Act: Canada’s first national social-insurance program requires a constitutional amendment to pass as it gives the federal government authority to establish unemployment insurance (a recommendation of the Rowell-Sirois Commission).  King is pressured by the CCF.
1943 
The federal government largely ignores two reports urging the expansion of the social security net.

1944
Family Allowance:  Passing another recommendation of the Rowell-Sirois Commission, Mackenzie King tries to undercut the surge in electoral support for the CCF.  

1946-1950
Baby Boom

1951-1952 
Louis St. Laurent’s post-war Liberal government feels the pressure for continued social reform.  Several reforms are passed including the first permanent program for the funding of social assistance.

1952 
Old Age Security Act: a federally funded pension plan replaces the 1927 law. It gives pensions to aboriginals (due to an amendment of the Indian Act). 

1957 
John Diefenbaker’s Progressive Conservative Party defeats the Liberals.  

1962 
The CCF government in Saskatchewan under Tommy Douglas introduces North America’s first universal, tax-supported, publicly administered medical care insurance plan. 

1962 
Tommy Douglas becomes the leader of the federal New Democratic Party (formerly the CCF).

1963 
Pearson’s minority Liberal government is pressured to increase the government’s level of involvement in social security by the NDP.  The “War on Poverty” in the U.S. and a cyclical economic upsurge are also factors.  

1966 
Canada Pension Plan: Pearson passes a national compulsory contributory pension plan that improved on existing pension schemes.  This act requires another constitutional amendment.

1966 
Medical Care Act: Pearson passes a national system of personal health insurance modeled on the CCF’s program in Saskatchewan.  The feds contribute to the provincial medical-care insurance plans provided that such plans meet the central federal goal of ensuring universal coverage to provincial residents for a comprehensive range of general practitioner and specialist services.  It is available to all regardless of age or condition or ability to pay, and upon uniform terms and conditions.  By 1971, all provinces are participating under the terms of the legislation.  

1968 
Trudeau’s majority Liberal government increases spending on social security and social welfare programs; the Trudeau era is the height of welfare state spending.  UI coverage and benefits are expanded.  Family Allowance gets its first significant funding increase since 1945.

1970 
Old Age Security Act: improved income security for the elderly. 

1984 
Brian Mulroney’s new Conservative government cuts spending on social security and social welfare programs. 

1984 
Canada Health Act: Mulroney requires the provinces as a condition for receiving the federal share of provincial health costs to eliminate hospital user fees and extra billing by physicians. This Act is supported by all political parties.

1995 
Jean Chretien’s Liberal government makes significant reductions in federal funding for social assistance programs and health care.
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Photo List

The following B.C. ministry approved grade 11 Social Studies textbooks are referred to here: 

Counterpoints (C) and Canadian Issues (CI).
Employment Insurance

C p. 77, 83, 85, 86, 89

CI p. 133

Canada Pension Plan
C p. 54, 89, 164, 173

CI p. 98

Family Allowance

C p. 89, 177

Medicare
C p. 139, 164, 175

CI p. 174
� This timeline was written with the aid of a number of articles found in the online Canadian Encyclopedia.  They include:  Moscovitch, Allan. “Welfare State.” The Canadian Encyclopedia. Historica Foundation. 2006. 20 December 2006. http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com; Albert, Jim and Bill Kirwin. “Social and Welfare Services.” The Canadian Encyclopedia. Historica Foundation. 2006. 20 December 2006. http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com; Guest, Dennis. “Social Security.” The Canadian Encyclopedia. 2006. Historica Foundation. 2006. 20 December 2006. http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com





