
Political parties of all stripes
in the U.S. and Canada are

voicing concern about the hol-
lowing-out of the middle class.
Yet over the last quarter-century,
governments in both countries
have allowed the middle class to
be slowly whittled away. 

Economic growth stopped
rewarding the modest middle
years ago. They are the clear
losers in the reordering of the
North American economy. It has
taken the fallout from the current
economic slowdown to focus
political leaders on this dilemma.
So far, their responses are ren-
dering more rhetoric than
results. 

Reconnecting the middle class
to economic growth is a major
socio-economic challenge. It is
made doubly difficult because
many of the global economic
forces driving growth — off-
shoring, rapid technological
change, hyper-connectivity, arti-
ficial intelligence — are the same
ones undercutting middle class
occupations and wages. These
forces are also contributing to the
growing gap between the uber-
rich and the rest of society.

As well, multinational corpo-
rations seem to be influencing
the direction and largess of the
global economy more than any
single nation, or group of
nations. Global forums like the
G8 and G20 appear impotent
when faced with the negative
aspects of economic globaliza-
tion. 

During the last U.S. presiden-
tial election, Barack Obama and
Mitt Romney both cast them-
selves as champions of the
middle class. They marketed
their respective tax policies as
the answer to spurring a sluggish
economy, and closing the widest
wealth gap since the Roaring
Twenties.

The top 1% of Americans now
has more wealth than all the
people in the bottom 90%. They
receive almost 25% of all U.S.
annual income. The after-tax
income of the average American
went up by only 21% over the last
25 years; the top 1% experienced

a whopping 400% increase over
the same period.

In his victory speech, Obama
made a solemn pledge: “. . . we
will continue to fight for new jobs
and new opportunity and new
security for the middle class.”

His plan to address this grow-
ing inequity: First, rescue the
middle class in the short term by
redistributing income through
tax reform. Then repatriate qual-
ity jobs back into a revitalized
U.S. manufacturing sector, and
make massive investments in
education and training. 

So far this agenda has taken a
back seat to immigration reform
and gun control. And consider-
ing the prevailing political stale-
mate in Washington, it’s difficult
to know how much of Obama’s
plan to rebuild the middle class
will be realized. 

Meanwhile, Canadian political
leaders also claim to be con-
cerned about the health of the
middle class. And with good
reason.

The Organization for Eco-
nomic Co-Operation and Devel-
opment (OECD) reports that
Canada’s income gap is among
the 10 worst in the developed
world. The top 1% of Canadians
saw their share of the country’s
total incomes increase to 13.3%
in 2007. The top 10% earned 10
times more than the bottom 10%.

The Harper Conservatives
have been in power for nearly
eight years. Their current strategy
to save the middle class relies on
low taxes, balancing budgets
with austerity, fewer regulations
and free trade. They’ve left the
private sector to create the new
jobs in a slow-growth economy. 

The cumulative effect of these
policies is not encouraging. Hun-
dreds of thousands of middle-
class Canadians remain either
unemployed or underemployed. 

EKOS pollster Frank Graves

says, “Once, nearly 70% of Cana-
dians called themselves middle
class; that has now dropped to
less the 50%.” His recent polling
reveals this segment of our soci-

ety is not only shrinking, but also
pessimistic. It has lost faith in the
ethic of progress. EKOS found
“only 15% of the Canadian public
think that their children will

inherit a better world.” 
NDP Leader Thomas Mul-

cair’s strategy to revive the
middle is classic centre-left
policy: Corporations and

wealthy Canadians should pay
more. The federal government
should play a more direct role in
job creation. The national
growth strategy should focus
more on the value-added manu-
facturing sector and less on nat-
ural resource exports. 

Newly minted Liberal Leader
Justin Trudeau seems to be stak-
ing his political future and that
of his party on “enhancing the
prospects of the middle class.” In
an op-ed in the Globe and Mail
he wrote enthusiastically, “I will
begin, spend, and end every day
thinking about and working
hard to solve this problem.” 

He points out that while the
size of the Canadian economy
has more than doubled over the
past 30 years, middle-class
incomes have only gone up 13%.
According to Trudeau, Canadi-
ans feel they are more likely to
fall out of the middle class into
poverty, than rise out of poverty
into the middle class.

He proposes a new national
focus on education and a more
strategic approach to foreign
investment and trade. He sees
the need for an immigration
system that creates “citizens
and community builders,” not
just employees. Trudeau used
his first question in Parliament
to ask Harper use “good judg-
ment” and withdraw recent tar-
iffs that are raising prices for
middle-class consumers. 

But like so many others,
Trudeau’s assessment of the
problem is more advanced than
his solutions. So expect him to
build on this issue as he tours
the country this summer, and
make it the centrepiece of the
next Liberal policy convention. 

Where does this leave the
Canadian middle class? They
are still waiting for a national
strategy that brings them back
into the economic mainstream.
The party that can deliver that
economic model will be richly
rewarded in the next election.
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