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SUMMARY

The BC Government provides critical legal services to the most vulnerable members of our province. The
PEA represents lawyers at two of these critical government institutions: Legal Aid BC (LABC) and the
Family Maintenance Agency (FMA).  
 
The LABC staff lawyers serve the front lines of justice for those most at risk. It’s a significant
responsibility shouldered by a small group of dedicated people. LABC staff lawyers are the difference
between a vulnerable individual pleading inappropriately in a complex and overwhelming process, and
that same individual receiving comprehensive legal representation that protects their interests and rights.
 
FMA staff lawyers make sure the most at-risk children and families in BC get paid the child support
money they’re owed. They take on the most challenging child support cases in the province, the ones
where a parent has the financial capacity to provide for their family but chooses not to.  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic will have significant impact on the resources of these institutions. As the people
of BC experience some of the worst unemployment in decades, the demands on LABC and FMA will
increase significantly. Increasing funding to these two institutions in Budget 2021 is a critical and
necessary step to support to recovery and re-building of BC in a post-pandemic world.  
 
One of the key impediments to addressing legal resources for British Columbians in a post-pandemic
province, is to address the wage inequities of lawyers employed in government-provide legal services
(FMA, LABC, and Crown Counsel).  
 
Both LABC and FMA lawyers are fighting for justice for British Columbians; however, they make only a
fraction of what Crown Counsel lawyers are paid. FMA lawyers’ wages are 50 per cent of what their
counterparts in Crown Counsel earn. LABC lawyers make over a third less than their colleagues in Crown
Counsel.
 
The wage disparity between these PEA lawyers and Crown Counsel has grown so wide, the government
is sending the message to prospective FMA and LABC lawyers that they won’t be fairly valued. Why
would a young lawyer choose to advocate for those most at need across our province when they could
enter private practice or Crown Counsel and earn a much higher wage? The government can’t expect to
attract and retain qualified lawyers to provide these services with such large wage disparities. 
 
In a period of great uncertainty and growing demand, it’s critical that government values the services of
the lawyers supporting the most vulnerable people in the province.    
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ABOUT THE PEA

The PEA is a labour union. We were formed in 1974 to represent licensed professionals employed in the
BC Public Service. Since that time, we have grown to support a wide range of professionals in the
education, legal, union and health care sectors. 
 
The PEA was certified to represent the staff lawyers at Legal Aid BC (LABC) in 1981. LABC lawyers
provide legal information, advice, and representation services to people with low incomes primarily in
criminal, family and immigration law. LABC members work in many locations across British Columbia.
 
The PEA staff lawyers at the Family Maintenance Agency (FMA) work out of offices in Burnaby,
Kamloops and Victoria. These PEA members provide legal services to British Columbians seeking
spouses' compliance with child and spousal support orders. FMA collects over $200 million each year for
over 37,000 BC families.

HISTORY OF FUNDING AND RECENT ACTION ON LEGAL

AID AND FAMILY MAINTENANCE IN  BC

Legal Aid BC
 
Legal Aid BC (LABC) is a non-profit organization created by the Legal Services Society Act in 1979 to
provide legal information, advice, and representation services to people with low incomes.
 
Legal Aid funding and legal services in BC have been under attack for two decades. The largest ever cut to
funding came in 2002 when the BC government cut close to 30 million dollars of funding. These funding
cuts led to layoffs of 50 staff legal aid lawyers; and vital services, including the entire poverty law function,
were eliminated. In 2010, another round of funding cuts resulted in a 50 per cent reduction to remaining staff
lawyers. Throughout the 2000s over 50 legal aid offices were closed across the province. 
 
The current Government has introduced some funding and service increases. In 2018, LABC opened
Parents Legal Centres (PLCs) in Prince George, Smithers, Duncan and Campbell River. The PLCs help
improve the chances that Indigenous children can stay at home with their families instead of going into
government care. The PLC’s provide services early on, preferably when a government social worker first
contacts a parent about concerns for a child’s safety rather than after a child has already been removed
from their home.
 
In April, 2019 a one-time increase in funding by the BC Government and LABC averted a strike by the
Association of Legal Aid Lawyers (ALL). The funding provided a reprieve, allowing the parties to negotiate a
framework for future increases. A deal was finalized in the fall of 2019 with significant increases to the tariff
rate for ALL. 
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Between October 2019 and February 2020, PEA lawyers working at Legal Aid exercised their right to strike
and took various forms of job action, including a full-day strike on November 1, 2019. The main issue was
over wage parity. A collective agreement was achieve and ratified by both parties in 2020. LABC has
subsequently  lost lawyers and had difficulty in recruiting to fill those vacant positions. 
 
LABC has been working to prepare for the expected COVID-19 demand by working with other providers like
Access Pro Bono and the Law Foundation of B.C. to ensure there is at least well-networked services to
meet the demand. 
 
Family Maintenance Agency
 
In May, 2019, the province announced that the Family Maintenance Enforcement Program would be
brought into government as a Crown Agency. 
 
The contract for FMA lawyers expired in March of 2019 and talks with the employer were pushed off until
November 2019, when FMA transitioned from being a contracted service provider to a newly established
Crown Agency overseen by the BC government. 
 
But rather than recognizing that FMA lawyers have been historically underpaid, the government swept them
under the Public Sector Employer’s Council (PSEC) mandate. This rigid, one-size-fits-all, self-imposing
formula does not address the wage inequities FMA lawyers are facing or recognize the unique situation they
are in, having moved from the private sector to the public sector. What’s more, it puts single parents and
children at even more risk by pushing away the high-quality lawyers we need in the courts fighting for family
justice. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS ON FUNDING

The impact of COVID-19 on the people of British Columbia has been profound. The need for Legal Aid in
BC will be significantly higher in the months to come, due to unprecedented numbers of layoff in the
province.
 
Both groups of lawyers serve a critical service in BC that many of the province’s most insecure rely on. It’s
time for the BC government to address the wage gap between these lawyers and Crown Counsel.  
 
Legal Aid BC
 
PEA members working at Legal Aid BC are one of the most important points of contact for vulnerable
British Columbians who need legal aid. The fallout of the COVID-19 pandemic will lead to massive need
for legal aid in BC, as significant unemployment drives the need for Legal Aid services. 
 
 



Legal Aid BC provides service to about 27,000 British Columbians annually. The agency has publicly
acknowledged that it is bracing for the legal fallout from the economic, institutional and social disruption
caused by the novel coronavirus. This demand is a direct result of the increase in unemployment in BC.
 
The demands created from COVID-19 will put additional pressure onto a seriously underfunded agency.
Before the pandemic, Legal Aid BC required additional resources for Aboriginal justice and civil legal aid
(family and poverty law). This need will deepen with added stress on the agency due to the pandemic. 
 
We request that the provincial government increase LABC funding to the early 2000 levels, adjusted for
inflation. Improved funding for existing services is necessary to retain and recruit staff lawyers to perform
the work needed to protect British Columbians.
 
Family Maintenance Agency
 
The Family Maintenance Agency ensures every BC family has equal access to family justice, regardless of
their ability to pay. And the need is significant—the FMA annual report for 2018—2019 states that only one
in three eligible BC families has been paid in full for the child support they’re owed
 
The work these FMA lawyers do is critical. Parents can face a complex legal system, ex-spouses who are
unwilling to shoulder their responsibilities, and the high cost of legal representation. The Family
Maintenance Agency ensures every BC family has equal access to family justice, regardless of their ability
to pay. And the need is significant—the FMA annual report for 2018—2019 states that only one in three
eligible BC families has been paid in full for the child support they’re owed. 
 
For vulnerable children and parents being deprived of child support payments, FMA lawyers can be the
difference between having the necessities of life—like food, clothing and a bed—and having to go without.
Since 1988, their work has ensured $4.1 billion in support payments for 140,000 vulnerable children and
families who otherwise would have been denied the support payments they deserve.   
 
As anyone who’s been involved in family court matters knows, the challenge is extraordinary. Often these
lawyers are fighting for family support payments from people who have chosen to work in the underground
economy in order to avoid their child support obligations. Personal safety is also an issue. As the face of
FMA in court proceedings, these lawyers often work with self-represented litigants who are sometimes
dealing with difficult personal circumstances. Yet FMA lawyers continue to advocate and fight for BC
families. 
 
We believe the BC government has an opportunity. They can take a stand for those children who are being
cheated out of payments by supporting the FMA lawyers who are fighting on their behalf. They can follow
through on their promise to help families with affordability issues by ensuring BC families get the financial
support they deserve. 
 
The demands created from COVID-19 will put additional pressure onto a seriously underfunded agency.
The unemployment resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic will likely lead to a significant increase in need
for FMA services. The ability to recruit and retain lawyers for FMA will be critical to post-pandemic recovery. 
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