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The economic threats Canada currently
experiences are unlike those encountered
in the past. The most alarming come from
US President Donald Trump who has
repeatedly said that he would use
economic force to make Canada willing to
become the 51°' state. The economic
measures he threatens could have a large
negative effect on workers and
businesses in Canada, but this, and any
other economic crisis, inevitably leads to
discussions about how to manage the
economy and opens up opportunities for
either more conservative or more
progressive national policies.

Frequently, although not always, the
economic implications for people who
have historically been disadvantaged in
economic and social policy are part of the
discussion of the way forward, as it was
during the free trade debates associated
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with the 1980s. This is not part of the
current public debate, although
economic crises in the pastcan be an
indicator of what normally happens to
disadvantaged groups when things begin
to go wrong. This paper will examine three
distinct economic crises in Canada to
understand the patterns that develop
under specific circumstances. These are
the economic recession of the early
1990s that occurred as the first Canada-
US free trade agreement (CUSFTA) came
into effect; the 2008-09 recession
precipitated by the financial crises in the
US; and the 2020-22 recession resulting
from the Covid-19 pandemic. It will then
analyze the patterns of government
approaches during these crises to
understand what might be applicable to
future recessions.

Government approaches to economic
crises normally focus on supporting those
parts of the economy that are considered
most significant. These are now, as in the
past, export sectors and specifically
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those dealing with resources (oil, gas,
lumber), mining and metal production,
and manufacturing. These are sectors
that are dominated by men. The sectors
where the labour force is predominately
women, specifically the care sectors
(education, health care), sales, and
administration, are not excluded from
broad-based measures. Specific
programs, like Employment Insurance,
tend to be based on the employment
patterns of men and provide the best
protection for full-time, full-year work. It is
important to note that the rhetoric of
government would not specifically
differentiate preferential treatment for
male-oriented work, but this does not
mean that the policies do not have
differential impacts. Women tend to work
in different industries and occupations
than men, and they are affected in
different ways depending on the cause of
the economic crises.

Each crisis brings forward ideas about
which parts of the economy are most
important, and how governments should
support those sectors. Usually, the most
powerful people closest to government
are most influential in shaping what
directions governments take. Tension also
arises about the dominance of either
restrictive government policies that
advocate balanced budgets, reduced
taxes, reduced government spending and
support for corporate initiatives and other
different approaches that advocate
expanding government support for
workers and others harmed by the
recession. Itis not always easy to predict
how public policy will consider the
conditions of the most disadvantaged in
society when government revenues
decline and decisions about spending are
made.

policy directions were significant.

In examining the effects of economic crises on disadvantaged groups several
distinctions need to be made. Understanding the immediate labour impacts is
straightforward because the make-up of the labour force is identifiable and is
characterized by differences based most notably on gender, but also on age, ethnicity,
and racialization differences, information that is tracked in each census. But only
since 2020 has this information been available in the monthly reports of Statistic
Canada’s Labour Force Surveys. Other impacts that tend to last longer than the crisis
itself and in each of the periods examined, long-term effects on both labour and social
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Free Trade Recession of 1990s

A major recession occurred in Canada
from 1990-1992 as the first Canada-US
Free Trade Agreement (CUSFTA) came into
effect. While the trade agreement itself
was not the initial cause of the recession,
it did have a big effect on women’s
employment in the manufacturing sector
in Canada. As the recession developed, a
variety of unfortunate government policies
affected the economy, particularly the
idea that government spending needed to
be cut to lessen government deficits, and
that a ’tight’ monetary policy was needed
to deal with rising prices. Interest rates
were raised to as high as 14.5% in 1990, a
cost of borrowing that slowed economic
activity. However, the new free trade
agreement changed the entire structure of
the Canadian economy. In effect, certain
aspects of the manufacturing sector, most
notably those where women were
dominant, were sacrificed for other trading
objectives at the time.

Both male and female employment in the
manufacturing sector suffered; they
experienced unemployment rates at a high
of 12% for males and 10% for females in
1992, but the crisis had the most lasting
effect on women’s manufacturing work.

These industries where women dominated
(clothing, textiles, footwear) did not
recover their former strength and clothing
shifted from factory work, that was often
unionized, to small home-based
operations.
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Figure 1. Sectors and workers hard hit by
the 1990s free trade recession, Canada
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(Ng, 2002, p. 75)
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Women had been 75% of the workers in
the clothing industry and 42% in textiles
(figure 1) and both were hard hit, and the
layoffs tended to be permanent. When
the economy recovered later in the
decade, women did not return to those
jobs in manufacturing they had previously
held. It took about ten years for full-time
job recovery for both men and women.
Women did return to the labour force and
increased their participation rate laterin

Social Policy Changes

The 1990s crisis provided a reason for
pursuing more restrictive social policies
that were justified by the need to reduce
costs for corporations so that they could
compete with US firms. The shift to more
conservative economic policies occurred
throughout the country, but most notably
at the federal level as the voices
demanding balanced budgets became
louder. Most governments, in addition to
the federal government, immediately
began the retreat from a strong
commitment to meeting people’s needs
via arguments primarily related to cost.
Cost became a serious issue at all levels
of government, particularly as tax cuts to
corporations and high-income individuals
reduced government revenues. At the
same time, other neoliberal tenets
became firmly established in public
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the decade, but other government actions
that were associated with
accommodating the free trade agreement
affected women specifically.

CUSFTA (1989): Canada-US Free
Trade Agreement, between
Canada and the United States.

NAFTA (1994): North American
Free Trade Agreement, which
also included Mekxico.

policy that justified and led to government
privatization and program cuts.

The trade agreements adopted during this
period, CUSFTA and NAFTA, restructured
the Canadian economy and gave strength
to the more regressive economic voices
that championed lower taxes, reduced
government spending, balanced budgets,
and the use of high interest rates to deal
with inflation. These actions were hardest
on those with fewer resources and who
worked in precarious jobs.

Privatization means transferring
ownership and responsibility of
public services (health care,
education, etc.) or government
assets to the private sector.
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Financial Crisis Recession 2008-09

This crisis, often referred to as the “Great
Recession” because of its world-wide
implications, began because of the
financial crisis in the US associated with
bank failures, corrupt manipulations by
financial institutions, and lending
problems in housing markets. Itis often
referred to as a ‘he-session, because of

its disproportionate impact on male
workers in both the US and Canada.

The areas of the economy where men
dominated, namely manufacturing,
construction, natural resources,
transportation and warehousing were the
hardest hit, with manufacturing
accounting for over one-half of the
employment losses. As in other

recessions, those most vulnerable to
unemployment were recent immigrants,
Aboriginal people (who had
unemployment rates double that for non-
aboriginal people), youth, single mothers
with young children, and non-unionized
workers. The unemployment rate in
Canada for men was 9.5% and for women
7.0% in 2009, and remained high for both
for several years.

The government responses to the
recession made a difference to its
duration. While the Prime Minister,
Stephen Harper, had campaigned on
balancing the budget, his political
situation was precarious and in the threat
of a coalition government he shifted his
position. He initiated a two-year stimulus

CRIAW-ICREF

program and significant bailouts for
certain parts of the manufacturing sector,
most notably the auto sector.

Also, the Bank of Canada initiated a
period of extremely low interest rates,
reaching as low as 0.25% to stimulate
economic activity. This appeared to be
effective especially because low rates
lasted for a long time. Canada fared
better than the US because it had a strong
financial sector, and it developed an
Economic Action Plan to channel funding
to all levels of government.

The main take-aways from this crisis are
that it didn’t originate in Canada, and it
was met with government action that
supported the economy and reduced
unemployment. For this, Stephen
Harper’s actions, despite his inclinations,
were rewarded with a majority
government in the next election.

Stimulus programs are a variety of
policies designed to increase
economic activity. They can be tax
cuts to businesses or individuals,
reductions in interest rates, and
employment projects such as the
construction of roads, bridges, etc. It
can also involve improving programs
or providing direct payments to the
unemployed or others affected by the
crisis.
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Covid-19 Recession 2020-22

This pandemic was unlike any other
economic downturn in the past and
affected the entire economy. Because so
much of the economy was shut down at the
outset, it created enormous job losses in
Canada that were greater and happened
more quickly than had occurred in other
recent recessions. In the first year the
number employed dropped over 15% and
over the period of the recession 2.8 million
women lost their jobs or were working less
than half of their regular hours.

The Covid-19 pandemic was considered a
‘she-session, primarily because of the
dramatic changes that occurred in the
services sector, where women dominated
(figures 2-4). The services sector is the
major employer of both men and women in

Canada, but women are more concentrated
in this sector, a shift that was particularly
affected by the structural changes in the
economy associated with free trade.

In previous recessions construction and
manufacturing were hit hardest, but the
nature of the pandemic required social
distancing that meant many people could
not go to work. By late March 2020, all
provinces had closed schools, universities,
public playgrounds and nonessential
businesses. Social interactions beyond
one’s immediate household were
discouraged, and travel was restricted,
including closing the land border with the
US for the first time ever. But even among
people who were not subject to lock-down,
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Figure 2. Share of overall
employment losses for women,
March 2020, Canada

(Grekou and Lou, 2021)

Figure 3. Share of overall
employment losses for women, on
average, Oct. 2020 to Feb. 2021,
Canada

(Grekou and Lou, 2021)
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Figure 4. Percentage of low-wage workers
(earning $14/hour or less) who lost all or
most work hours, Feb. to Apr. 2020, Canada

having to care for children at home
restricted their participation in paid work.
While many jobs shifted into the home,
especially those that are often

. A . o Low-wage men @® Low-wage women
characterized as ‘white collar jobs, this was

not possible for the kind of work, care work @ Low-wage workers (overall)
for example, that required a physical

presence.

The most vulnerable industries were food,
accommodation, and the retail sector, all
industries that tend to employ more
women, immigrants, those with lower
education levels, and those willing to work
part-time. Women who were working in the
public sector had better job protection than
those in vulnerable industries: women’s
wages in the public sector declined by 2%,
but by 9% in the private sector. The better
conditions in the public sector are related
to this sector being more highly unionized
and protected by collective bargaining. By
the start of 2022, most women had
recovered job losses, but some had a more
difficult path, particularly young women,
and those who had been employed in small
business that failed.

45%
Governments’ Action (Scott, 2024)
The federal government actively
supported businesses and workers during US (14.4 percent) and Japan (13.8
the pandemic and government spending percent), but it was higher than spending
on care increased dramatically. During in eleven other G20 countries, including

the pandemic Canada was spending Germany and France.
more than the OECD average: itincreased
spending to meet crucial needs by 12.3
percent of GDP. This was lower than the

The federal government’s main programs
were the Canada Emergency Wage

CRIAW-ICREF 202517


https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1090944322000345
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1090944322000345
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2021/as-sa/98-200-X/2021005/98-200-X2021005-eng.cfm
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2021/as-sa/98-200-X/2021005/98-200-X2021005-eng.cfm
https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/research/covid-19-federalism-disparate-government-responses-canada

Subsidy (CEWS), that provided a subsidy
of 75% of the wage for qualifying
employers up to $847 per week per
employee. The Canada Emergency
Response Benefit (CERB) was for workers
who had lost income and provided $500 a
week for up to twenty-four weeks. Other
measures included a top-up payment
under the Goods and Services Tax (GST)
Credit, one-time $300 top-up of the
Canada Child Benefit (CCB) for each
child, and transfers to provinces to help
with short-term increases in essential
service workers’ wages and support for
the reopening of businesses closed by the
pandemic. After the pandemic, the
emergency funding was withdrawn, but
new programs for child care, dental, and

Conclusions

The effects of economic crises are
predictable in some respects in that
people lose employment, and those in the
most precarious economic conditions
usually feel the impact first and longest.
These tend to be people who have low
levels of formal education or education
credentials not recognized in Canada, are
from groups that have historically
experienced discrimination, or live in
areas of the country where employment
options are limited. But each crisis is
distinct in which areas of the economy
will be most affected.
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pharmacare keeps government spending
higher than the pre-Covid-19 period.

Canada’s actions meant that the
pandemic was not as severe as that
experienced in other countries. According
to a study reported in the Canadian
Medical Association Journal, Canada
performed better than most in terms of
the numbers infected, numbers who died,

and the proportion of the population
receiving two doses of the SARS-VOV-2
vaccine. Canada had among the most
restrictive public health measures, and
that undoubtedly affected its weaker
economic growth than other countries. It
had similar growth in inflation and public
debt as other countries.

During the crisis associated with the
CUSFTA in the 1990s, men had higher
rates of unemployment, but this was not
the most significant implication: women’s
losses in the manufacturing sector in
clothing, textiles and leather (boots and
shoes) were permanent as these areas
never recovered their former significance
in the economy. These were permanent
losses that greatly affect women in
manufacturing in Ontario and Quebec
and specifically immigrant women and
women of colour who were over-
represented in these industries. The 2008-
2009 recession had a more negative
impact on men because the industries

2025 |8


https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/services/publications/economic-fiscal-snapshot/overview-economic-response-plan.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/services/publications/economic-fiscal-snapshot/overview-economic-response-plan.html
https://www.cmaj.ca/content/194/25/E870
https://www.cmaj.ca/content/194/25/E870

most affected were those where men
were employed — construction, resources
and manufacturing. During the Covid-19
pandemic the entire economy was
affected and employment losses at the
outset were enormous. Butthe most
serious and lasting impacts were on
women, primarily because of their over-
representation in the care economy, and
their household responsibilities.

In each recession, the ways that
governments reacted was crucial to both
the immediate and long-term effects of
the recession and greatly affects the
impact on the most disadvantaged
groups. The trade agreements were
championed by a free-market ideology
that also advocated for balanced
budgets, vigorously fighting inflationary
trends with high interest rates, and low-
levels of government spending. This was
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