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April 25, 2021 
 
The Right Honourable Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 
80 Wellington Street 
Ottawa, ON K1A 0A2 
 
Re: Progressive Tax Reform 
 
 
Dear Prime Minister Trudeau,  
 
On behalf of the Confederation of Canadian Unions/Confédération des Syndicats Canadiens (CCU/CSC), 
the largest affiliation of independent unions in the country, I am urging you to consider tax reform as 
ad-hoc tax changes over the last two decades have seriously weakened the redistributive role of 
Canada’s tax system.1 
 
The last major tax review in Canada was published in 1966. The economy has changed a great deal since 
the 1960s, and we owe it to the current and future generation to address problems (i.e. a tax system that 
is among the worst in terms of cost of collection in developed countries). We owe it to the next 
generation to address tax challenges related to an economy increasingly driven by digital companies, a 
labour market being transformed by robotics and gig employment, and a well-established global trend 
toward income inequality as the knowledge economy supersedes others.2  
 
In the 2015 federal election campaign, voters saw an array of proposed policy changes across political 
parties including tax system reforms. In 2019, the chorus for major tax review and reform was large.3 At 
a time when market inequalities call for more, not less, redistribution,4 only exacerbated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, surely now is finally the time.  
 
As printed in our Fall 2020 CCU Connections Newsmagazine, Katrina Miller from the Broadbent Institute 
provides excellent grounds for tax reform in an article titled Paying for the Recovery We Want: 
 

….While we won’t know the full cost of the disease for quite a while, we do now know 
the economic cost of government action taken in the first few months of the pandemic. 
Finance Minister Bill Morneau’s July economic update pegged the federal deficit at $343 
billion dollars.…. (However) despite having the highest debt and deficit in a century, 
Canada’s debt charges are the lowest they’ve been in the past 30 years. The rock-bottom 
cost of debt means that at least for the next few years, government spending can be 
dictated by what people need in order to weather this storm and to rebuild smartly and 
justly to counteract two other calamities on our doorstep: inequality and climate 
change. 
 

 
1 https://www.policyalternatives.ca/newsroom/updates/canada%E2%80%99s-tax-system-needs-

%E2%80%98fairness%E2%80%99-reform  
2 https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/commentary/article-canada-needs-to-get-serious-about-tax-reform/ 
3 https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/commentary/article-canada-needs-to-get-serious-about-tax-reform/ 
4 https://www.policyalternatives.ca/newsroom/updates/canada%E2%80%99s-tax-system-needs-
%E2%80%98fairness%E2%80%99-reform 

http://www.ccu-csc.ca/fall-2020-edition-of-ccu-connections-now-online/
https://www.policyalternatives.ca/newsroom/updates/canada%E2%80%99s-tax-system-needs-%E2%80%98fairness%E2%80%99-reform
https://www.policyalternatives.ca/newsroom/updates/canada%E2%80%99s-tax-system-needs-%E2%80%98fairness%E2%80%99-reform
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/commentary/article-canada-needs-to-get-serious-about-tax-reform/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/commentary/article-canada-needs-to-get-serious-about-tax-reform/
https://www.policyalternatives.ca/newsroom/updates/canada%E2%80%99s-tax-system-needs-%E2%80%98fairness%E2%80%99-reform
https://www.policyalternatives.ca/newsroom/updates/canada%E2%80%99s-tax-system-needs-%E2%80%98fairness%E2%80%99-reform


 

2 
 

Pre-COVID, the world was just starting to come to terms with the extent of change that 
would be needed during the next decade to avoid widespread ecosystem collapse due to 
climate change. Indeed, the pandemic has provided a sobering appraisal of the deep 
cracks in our systems, from education and health to employment standards and income 
supports. We have been forced to face up to longstanding inequities and injustices 
that Indigenous people, women, Black people, and other racialized groups have 
borne for years. They have suffered some of the worst impacts of the virus.  
 
A recent Financial Times editorial appraised the situation and surmised that “[a]s 
western leaders learnt in the Great Depression, and after the second world war, to 
demand collective sacrifice you must offer a social contract that benefits everyone.” The 
piece went on to conclude: “[R]adical reforms — reversing the prevailing policy 
direction of the last four decades — will need to be put on the table. Governments will 
have to accept a more active role in the economy. They must see public services as 
investments rather than liabilities, and look for ways to make labour markets less 
insecure.”  
 
…. The question is not whether we can afford it (as we cannot afford not to act) so 
much as how we will pay for it in a manner that is fair and equitable across social 
groups, regions, and generations. Continued deficit spending for the foreseeable 
future will be a necessity, and with interest rates for federal borrowing near zero, it is 
also good fiscal policy. Plenty of research has shown that bold investment now in core 
social supports such as health, education, and housing will reap long-term economic and 
social rewards. So, too, will investing in a low carbon economy. Such investment relies 
on a simple truth: preventing problems is usually less expensive than fixing them.  
 
But a transformation of this size also requires a permanent increase in public 
sector supports and programs, and these cannot be funded indefinitely through 
deficit spending. Significant new sources of revenue are needed. Careful design of 
those revenue sources should reinforce our objective of creating a more equitable and 
sustainable society.  
 
A well-balanced, well-designed, and fair tax system can support a society that is 
also well balanced, smart, and fair. Most Canadians endorse such an arrangement, 
but our current tax system misses the mark. Many of the decisions that federal and 
provincial governments in Canada and the governments of other industrialized 
democracies have made about public revenue over the past 30 years have not delivered 
on their promised benefits, though they have come with great costs.  
 
Above all, since the 1980s we have managed to engineer an unprecedented 
transfer of wealth to a small minority that needed help the least while imposing 
austerity on the majority of the population. The result has been growing inequality 
and insecurity.  
 
We have also paid huge opportunity costs by giving away the net value of our 
natural resources for free. In some sense, these were two trillion-dollar thefts—from 
the majority of us to the rich and from all Canadians as collective owners of our 
resources to a relative handful of mostly foreign private shareholders.  
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To achieve what we need to achieve in these times, we will need to establish more 
balanced and sensible public revenue policies.  

 
As stated in a 2013 study by Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, economists Marc Lee and Iglika 
Ivanova state “tax reform is a key policy lever to tackle inequality, but changes in the Canadian tax 
system since the mid-1990s have tended to reinforce growing inequality in market incomes instead of 
tempering it. Income tax cuts have disproportionately benefitted higher income groups, while changes 
in regressive taxes, including consumption, payroll and property taxes have increased total tax rates for 
households at the bottom of the income distribution”.  
 
Lee and Ivanoca astutely concluded “the exact combination of reforms should be developed on the basis 
of a comprehensive review of the tax system. A Fair Tax Commission should be convened to examine 
how federal taxes and transfers work together as a system and make recommendations for changes. 
Ideally, the Commission would include an expert and well-respected team made up of both academics 
and practitioners, and would engage Canadians from all walks of life in a meaningful and broad-based 
public dialogue and deliberation process to produce a framework for tax reform.”5  
 
The sooner you follow through on tax reform, the greater the chance Canadians will have in rebounding 
from the economic hardships caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.  Once again, on behalf of independent 
unions throughout Canada, I urge you and your cabinet to seriously consider long over-due tax reforms. 
 
If you have any questions or would like to discuss this further, please do not hesitate to contact me.  I 
look forward to hearing from you. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Kelly Johnson 
President, Confederation of Canadian Unions 
250-365-5309 
contact@ccu-csc.ca 
www.ccu-csc.ca 
 
 
CC: Finance Minister Chrystia Freeland 

 
5 https://www.policyalternatives.ca/newsroom/updates/canada%E2%80%99s-tax-system-needs-
%E2%80%98fairness%E2%80%99-reform 
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