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Austerity is often portrayed as ‘government belt-tightening’ or ‘how to do more with less’. It
is rooted in neoliberal, free-market economics that seeks to restrict public spending and
the role of government in favour of individual freedom of choice to purchase goods in the
private market.’

Austerity is an explicit policy choice that ultimately makes poor people —
particularly women and other marginalized groups — pay the price of
economic adjustment, while rich people bear negligible costs.

—Dana Abed and Fatimah Kelleher (p. 10).

Austerity is not new. Limiting or cutting public spending has been promoted and practiced
for over thirty years in Canada under different names. The need to pay down a government
budget deficit or debt is often the rationale. Globally, 85% of the world’s population was
expected to be under some sort of austerity measures in 20232 given the loan requirements
of the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF). In the United States, President
Trump and Elon Musk are unleashing an unprecedented program of austerity as they
deeply cut a wide range of public agencies, programs, services, regulations and jobs. And
austerity is happening in Canada too.

Austerity may include several elements:

e Cutting or restraining public spending for example on health, education and social
programs, public transportation, infrastructure, housing, government procurement,
information and communication technologies, food security.?
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Inadequate funding reduces the quality and equity of access to public services* and
increases public support for cutting these services.

Privatizing and deregulating government services to reduce the role of the public
sector and increase a “market-based allocation and distribution of services”.®
Targeting public-sector workers with job loss, intensifying work,® cutting wages
and imposing limits on wage increases, preventing or ending strikes and imposing
arbitration,’” undermining workers’ mental health and well-being & and attacking
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) and similar policies that support the hiring and
advancement of historically marginalized and disadvantaged groups.

Labour ‘flexibilization’ such as weakening or eliminating protections for all workers
like a minimum wage, protection against dismissal, freedom of association,
unionization and collective bargaining, creating greater economic precarity and
increasing the risk of violence in the workplace.®

Decentralizing government service delivery to other levels of government with
inadequate funding, reduced delivery capacity, poor planning, and lower wages.™
Reducing government funding such as government transfers to the provinces and
territories for health and social programs, as well as cuts in provincial funding for
education, hospitals, long-term care, etc.

Tax shifting, such as tax cuts for businesses (to attract them to set up production in
a specific province or community, for example) and the rich (such as capital gains
tax) and more regressive taxes' (for example sales tax which represents a higher
portion of income for low-income people).

User fees are added and increased’ which has a greater impact on low-income and
marginalized communities.

Denying and reducing benefits by restricting eligibility to social programs and de-
indexing the benefits provided. This may include changing eligibility requirements
for programs women predominantly rely on such as social assistance or benefits
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which denies access to the care and supports people with disabilities require to
live.’ Or denying public health care services to migrant workers.

Feminist Intersectionality and Austerity

Austerity disproportionately affects most women. And it affects some women more than
others depending on their class, race, Indigenous status, ability, sexual orientation and
other factors. Austerity reduces many women'’s ability to earn secure wages by cutting
good, public-sector jobs. Indirectly it increases women’s already high unpaid care
responsibilities, forcing many women to reduce or stop paid work, diminishing their
income and increasing the uncertainty of their employment. Equity-deserving women and
their communities are hardest hit by austerity because it reduces opportunities for public
sector jobs with good workplace conditions and rights. Also, they often have few options
when public services are reduced or eliminated because equity-deserving groups are
overrepresented in lower paying, non-unionized and insecure jobs in the private sector and
are more likely to experience high poverty rates.’

Austerity affects women directly in terms of employment and services when cuts are made
to transition homes and shelters, legal aid, childcare, health care, education, social
services, income-support programs, public transit and women-focused services.® Also,
women rely more than men on social protection in the form of benefits for parenting
children' as well as disability supports and income assistance.’®

Austerity increases women’s unpaid workloads when social programs are cut because
it puts pressure on women to fill the gaps in government services through their unpaid care
work as the “shock absorbers” '® and “the safety nets of last resort to sustain their families
and social structure”.? We see this most clearly with cuts to childcare, health care, and
disability services as the onus for care shifts to the home. Austerity reduces women’s time
for paid employment, political activity or leisure.?!
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Austerity puts further pressure on marginalized women’s health. One indication of this is
that women’s life expectancy in the most deprived communities in England decreased
over 10 years of austerity there.??

Austerity has been linked to greater income inequality and higher poverty rates,*
increased female unemployment and more precarious employment for women.?*
Middle- and low-income women experience more pressure trying to make ends meet as
prices rise and household incomes fall?® as they are “the main purchasers of household
items and household food in particular”.?® Greater inequality is also caused by the cost of
privatized public services that cut into already low incomes, while those with higher
incomes can pay for private, market-based services. Some of the most marginalized groups
of women can be driven deeper into poverty through austerity measures. For example,
between 2018 and 2024 social welfare recipients lost 16% of the value of their already
inadequate benefits in Ontario, and 7% in Alberta and Manitoba.?”

Why Austerity?

“...Austerity is ultimately concerned with offloading costs, displacing responsibility;
it is about making others pay the price of fiscal retrenchment. These ‘others’ are,
frequently, marginalized communities.” %

Free-market and neoliberal macroeconomic policies provide a rationale for restricting the
role of government: Eliminating public-sector deficits and restraining public spending are
claimed to “boost investor confidence, reduce borrowing costs, stimulate private-sector
growth and lead to lower unemployment”.?® Austerity provides more opportunities for the
market (private businesses) by cutting and privatizing public programs.

Over time, austerity policies can significantly change people’s relationship with the
government. By “promoting individualism and the pursuit of self-interest through a free
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market orientation”*° people look for individual solutions rather than pressing governments
to improve public services. One example of how this has been done is by shifting
responsibility to find, fund, and manage their own care to people with disabilities.®'

Austerity policies shift the cost, risks and responsibilities away from the collective (public,
government, state agency) to individuals. This has a highly uneven impact. The white
middle class may be able to meet their needs through the market, 3 while low-income
women and other equity-deserving groups bear a disproportionate cost or go without.

Austerity is supported by governments and elites that prioritize deficit reduction, debt
repayments, tax cuts and low inflation while reducing public expenditure,*? continuing a
longstanding desire to shrink the social welfare state and emphasize private markets and
individual wealth as the drivers of growth.** This approach, shaped by capitalism,
patriarchy and racism, reinforce inequality by limiting governments’ ability to provide
universal public services.

“Austerity is not just a gendered policy; itis also a gendered process in its
‘everydayness’—the way it permeates the daily lives of women specifically: in
theirincomes, their care responsibilities, their ability to access services as
essential as health, water and transportation, and in their overall safety and
freedom from physical violence in the home, at work and on the street.”

— Dana Abed and Fatimah Kelleher (p. 5).

zZ

Austerity further entrenches the unequal power relations in our society.

What Should be Done

We need to challenge the thinking that justifies government austerity. It reinforces the
private market which is based on inequities based on class, gender, race and ability, and
through patriarchal beliefs that do not value caring work, in the home and in the
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community. Why should balancing budgets and cutting government services take
precedence over spending on programs that people need? Why should decent government
jobs that offer security and employment equity for Indigenous peoples, women, racialized
and disabled workers be cut in favour of private sector, lower-paid, precarious jobs? Why
should government regulations that keep us safe be targeted for elimination?

Governments need to collect sufficient revenue to increase investment in public programs,
especially in care services. This should be done through a progressive tax system (geared
toincome), corporate taxes and through public enterprises that can generate income for
governments to use in providing better services. A national postal bank is one example of a
public enterprise that exists in other countries. It extends bank coverage to small, rural and
remote communities and provides loans to low-income people more readily than private
Canadian banks.®® There is currently a proposal to nationalize the warehouses Amazon
shutin Quebec, after workers formed a union, replacing Amazon with the national postal
service.*

Investing in public services to reduce women’s unpaid care work would improve care for
everyone in society and improve jobs in care services.* This would benefit many racialized
women in Canada who currently work in low-paid, precarious jobs as personal care
workers in long-term care and home care for example.® Additional public investment in
social infrastructure such as childcare would help all women find more secure
employment and address the undervaluing of childcare work. And public investmentin
physical infrastructure like sidewalks and building entrances would improve mobility and
access for women with disabilities and parents with baby strollers. Public investmentin
affordable housing would help to lift historically marginalized and disadvantaged women
out of poverty.

Austerity is damaging to equality by cutting spending on public programs and services that
many women and other equity-deserving groups rely on (like health care, childcare,
schools, recreational and community programs, public transit and more), public income
support programs (such as social assistance, disability and other pensions) and public
sector jobs. Women in historically disadvantaged and marginalized groups (Indigenous,
Black, racialized, disabled, 2SLGBTQI) are hurt most as they tend to have lower incomes
and less ability to purchase private services to make up for public cuts.
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