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Essay Question: 

Young PEA workers, aged 30 and under, face distinct workplace challenges that their 
predecessors didn’t: high housing costs, increased job insecurity, stagnant wage growth, 
diminished pensions and more. How should labor unions transform in order to serve the needs of 
younger union members? 
 

Young members of the PEA, particularly younger family-oriented members, are currently 

facing extraordinary challenges with living costs in British Columbia. Two significant factors 

contributing to the high cost of living for families are housing prices and the shortage of 

affordable childcare. While the housing “crisis” is not necessarily an issue labor unions can 

reasonably offer help with, providing assistance to supplement child care costs is a realistic and 

feasible benefit that the PEA could offer to provide significant financial relief for its younger 

members. 

 

The Main Problem: 

The high cost of housing is a pressing issue for younger PEA members, especially for 

young families in the Lower Mainland who find themselves priced out of the market. With prices 

in real estate realistically continuing on a trajectory of unaffordability within the Vancouver area, 

for many average-income families ($76,000 family median income in Canada1) the pursuit of 

settling down and raising children has become feasible only by translocating from the city limits 

to the increasingly urbanized areas of Surrey, Langley and Abbotsford, and Chilliwack. Even 

following the provincial government’s introduction of a 15% Foreign Home Buyers Tax, 
                                                
1 Statistics Canada, 2014 Report. Retrieved March 12, 2017 from http://www.statcan.gc.ca/tables-tableaux/sum-
som/l01/cst01/famil108a-eng.htm 
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affording a single-family home in these areas can still be an unachievable goal. Those than can 

attain a mortgage commonly face financial burdens that likely cannot be paid off in a worker’s 

lifetime.2 Whether in a single or double income family, members of the PEA continue to face 

significant challenges affording simple housing, childcare and other essential living costs.3 

Moving to increasingly remote locations is not a sustainable, long-term solution to the financial 

problem striking families and young people new to the labor force, thus assistance with living 

costs provided by a labor union can provide significant help to the younger generation of 

employees. 

 

Why the Main Problem cannot be solved: 

It is unrealistic to assume that housing prices will significantly drop in the near future in 

the Lower Mainland. With limited geographic space and the perpetually growing demand for 

housing with the influx of both immigrants and Canadians to the Lower Mainland,4 PEA 

members with young families will continue to face the challenge of affording the costs of living. 

 

How the PEA can assist: 

                                                
2 According to the Vancouver Sun, benchmark properties represent a typical residential home in a given market, and 
in Richmond, Burnaby, Vancouver and North Vancouver, single-family benchmark homes exceed $1 million in 
2015.  
Average home prices in several other Lower Mainland municipalities are creeping up to the million-dollar mark, 
including Port Moody at more than $900,000, and Coquitlam at more than $800,000. Tiffany Crawford & Matthew 
Robinson, “Average price of a home in Metro Vancouver cracks seven figures,” Vancouver Sun April 3, 2015. 
Retrieved March 12, 2017 at 
http://www.vancouversun.com/business/Average+price+home+Metro+Vancouver+cracks+seven+figures+with+vid
eo/10857618/story.html. 
3 Tamsin McMahon, “Why debt hits close to home,” The Globe and Mail, July 8, 2016 Retrieved March 11, 2017 
from http://www.theglobeandmail.com/real-estate/how-high-home-prices-have-buried-canadians-
indebt/article30223649/ 
4 B.C. Stats estimates an average population growth of 50,000 per year in the future. For comparison, this number 
equals the total population of cities such as Prince George or Vernon, B.C. Retrieved March 11, 2017 from 
http://www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/StatisticsBySubject/Demography/PopulationProjections.aspx  
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As costs of living rise unevenly with wage growth, the most vulnerable group represented by 

average-income families face the extra burden of also managing child care costs. With child care 

costs so high, often being almost equal to the monthly take home pay from an average income 

job, parents are facing the choice of paying for child care or giving up employment altogether. I 

argue, therefore, that PEA families should be given the opportunity to be supported with 

childcare expenses.5  

 Subsidizing child care is a key Canadian issue if couples are not to be deterred to have 

children, or have fewer children. Oftentimes, a single income is no longer sufficient and women 

either have to postpone or abandon their goals of having a family. If they do decide to have 

children and remain in the workforce, the challenge to afford child care is often assisted with 

help from grandparents, or mothers/fathers working part-time or shifting their work hours at the 

expense of aggravating financial pressures or time spent with family. 

 The challenge of having access to and being able to afford child care is a more than ever 

pressing concern for PEA members regardless of geographic residence. It seems that the problem 

is widely recognized and understood and advocacy groups are petitioning the government to step 

in, however it is not known if, when and how this will happen. Unions should be proactive to 

take the first step by coming up with assistance opportunities offered in their Collective 

                                                
5 Historically, one way North American unions and labor organizations have supported workers with general living 
costs was to contribute towards housing projects and even participated in the construction projects of housing 
cooperatives. For working professionals such as members of the PEA who desire to settle down, own a house and 
raise a family, shared dormitory-style housing in condensed small-space areas, however, is not a solution. One 
notable example is the International Ladies Garment Worker Union (ILGWU), established in 1900 in New York 
City and that established thousands of affordable housing units for its workers. The idea of “unionized housing” has, 
moreover, survived to this day, especially in the context of postsecondary education. University dormitories are 
often owned and administered by student unions that supply basic housing for affordable (though not always) prices. 
The idea of creating affordable housing by cutting costs as a result of collectively building a housing infrastructure, 
often with shared areas, like kitchens or bathrooms, was in the past for single workers (such as young female 
garment workers) or young people such as university students practicable solutions. See Sarah Rodriguez, “Penn 
South:  50 Years of Affordable Housing: ILGWU Cooperative Housing,” Cornell University ILR School, Retrieved 
March 12, 2017 at 
http://ilgwu.ilr.cornell.edu/announcements/oneLongAnnouncementFromDB.html?announcementID=16 



Sebastian Huebel  PEA Scholarship Competition 2017 

4 
 

Agreements. The BCGEU calls the childcare affordability issue “a childcare crisis” with the 

repercussion that families often no longer afford childcare. “Paying for childcare in BC is like 

having a second mortgage. Often, it's not worth going back to work.”6 Following the welfare-

state models of many European countries and other provinces like Quebec, it is high time for 

available opportunities to make child care more affordable for B.C. employees. Currently, 

monthly childcare costs in Vancouver average $1325, totaling over $15,000 a year, while in 

Montreal costs average $164 a month.7 Creating a family-friendly environment that allows 

working professionals in the PEA to settle down and raise families is, unfortunately, still a 

challenging endeavor within the province thus a critical issue for the PEA to consider. 

 While political change in B.C. might effectuate a change in childcare policies at some 

point in the future, it is uncertain. Current calls by unions such as the BCGEU for 10$/day 

childcare are sensible but there has yet to be follow through. While in many European countries, 

daycare is universal and free and regardless of the child’s age, the PEA should take the next steps 

in initiating day care assistance. An excellent solution is for the PEA to be proactive and follow 

the examples of other countries/provinces, liberating its younger families from overburdening 

child care costs. 

 

 As a leader of advocating for member rights, the PEA can initiate positive change in that 

direction by taking three steps. First, the PEA should put significant pressure on local and federal 

governments to further their efforts for free universal childcare programs and facilities. As a 

strong powerful lobbying group, the PEA has the established channels of directly communicating 

with government representatives to persuade them of the need of better supporting families with 

                                                
6 BCGEU Homepage, Retrieved March 12, 2017 from http://www.bcgeu.ca/campaign/childcare 
7  http://globalnews.ca/news/3121563/child-care-costs-in-canada-the-most-and-least-expensive-cities/ 
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childcare responsibilities that simultaneously share work responsibilities. Though universal child 

care may be introduced in the future, there is a long way to go and the current system of B.C. 

Strong Start programs that allow young children to come together in a school setting does not 

significantly alleviate the problem as a caregiver must attend with the child. The current system 

of issuing a cheque to families to assist with child-related costs is also not satisfactory nor a 

sustainable solution as the high costs of private child care centers are not nearly met by such 

government subsidies. 

 Secondly, the PEA should contemplate bargaining with employers and through small 

membership contributions, establish a child care fund that, depending on family income and size, 

gets distributed to members who must use these subsidies for child care. A positive example the 

PEA should follow is, among others, CUPE 3039 at the University of York, Ontario that in its 

Collective Agreement with the employer could settle on a) a Daycare Specific Child Care Fund 

and b) a General Child Care Fund. As for its objective, “it is meant to offset the childcare costs 

for members with childcare responsibilities.” The latter alone consists of an annual $200,000 

contribution by the employer to the union.8  The idea of reciprocal, communal help – which 

stands at the center of all union and working-class philosophies – needs to be reinvigorated for it 

to generate a positive change to many of its members and by help younger members manage 

costs of living. Unlike veterans PEA members, who have higher incomes but do not face the 

burden of child care costs, the family-oriented younger members of the PEA would highly 

benefit from practicable solutions out of their conundrum. If members help other members better 

raise their children, satisfaction of living standards can be accomplished for everyone. 

                                                
8 Canadian Union of Public Employees, Chapter 3903 Representing Contract Faculty, Teaching Assistants, Graduate 
Assistants and Part-time Librarians and Archivists, University of York, Retrieved March 12, 2017 from   
https://3903.cupe.ca/childcare-fund/ 
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 Lastly, the PEA should consider, perhaps in cooperation with other unions, the idea of 

establishing its own child care centers or co-ops. In places with a high concentration of union 

members (the Lower Mainland, Vancouver Island) it might be more cost-effective to run its own 

care center(s) for member families providing quality supervision for children during work hours. 

York University Cooperative Daycare Centre has successfully run a daycare center for currently 

120 children. As a non-profit, cooperative organization, “the center is committed to providing a 

caring, educational, and multicultural environment.”9 

 This essay has outlined the problem of high living costs of housing and child care for 

families in B.C. It further argued that such costs can be regionally uneven and constitute a 

problem especially for younger couples and families who are struggling to plan and raise 

families. While housing costs in the Lower Mainland have skyrocketed and remain a pressing 

issue for young families that frequently force two parents to contribute to the family income, and 

while macro-economic change, such as the reversal of high housing costs by individual interest 

groups such as the PEA cannot be realistically achieved (something the Garment Workers tried 

to do in 1900), what the Professional Employee Association can do is address the no-less-

significant rise in secondary living costs – such as child care– helping to significantly alleviate 

financial pressures of a large portion of its members, the young families, including single-

parents, with the general burden of precipitously rising costs of living. 

 

Word count: 1504 

                                                
9 York University Co-op Daycare, Retrieved March 13, 2017 from http://daycare.info.yorku.ca/about-us/ 
 


