UBI triggers cuts to public services---the Right will seize on the plan to justify defunding current programs
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The COVID-19 crisis has many on the left debating how to improve the welfare state and build working-class power post-pandemic. Two ideas receiving attention are a universal basic income (UBI) and a job guarantee (JG). Both function as animating political demands, due in part to their simplicity and ostensibly radical potential. However, the policy specifics of actually instituting a UBI or a JG leave a lot to be desired. We need clarity as much as captivating demands. What Is A Universal Basic Income? Broadly, a UBI is a cash payment issued to every adult citizen and permanent resident. UBI advocates claim the policy could provide an unconditional income free of means-testing or work requirements. Though not technically a UBI, the current Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) has undoubtedly renewed interest in the idea. The first thing to note is that there’s a multiplicity of UBI proposals, from the left, right and centre. While some on the left think UBI could reduce workers’ reliance on waged labour and compensate for unpaid reproductive work, those on the right imagine universal cash payments as a way to cut public services and make people more market dependent. However, one aspect which ties various UBI proposals together is their funding model. UBI proponents — whether right-wingers advocating a negative income tax or leftists proposing a tax and transfer system — imagine a program funded through income taxes. In practice, this would mean that people lower on the wage distribution would be net beneficiaries of the program, while those higher up would be net contributors. Somewhere in the middle would be people for whom the UBI would be ‘revenue neutral,’ meaning they’d pay back in income tax the same amount that they receive as a UBI. Alternatively, others envision pairing UBI with a social wealth fund. UBI payments under this model would draw from the social wealth fund’s returns rather than from tax revenue. Instead of the rich collecting passive income from capital assets, the public would receive a social dividend from the collectively held assets in the fund. At present, socializing ownership in this way — a worthwhile but considerable political task — is not on the radar of Canadian left politics. And even if it was, it’s reasonable to argue that such a fund should finance robust public services before distributing a social dividend. What Do We Really Want from UBI? It’s instructive to take a step back and ask what problems we’re trying to solve through a UBI. Persistently low productivity growth suggests that automation doesn’t pose the threat to jobs that many UBI advocates claim. Really, UBI is directed at two interconnected issues: unemployment and our dependence on paid work. Unfortunately, it would be a poor solution to both. For all the conjecture about its potential to reduce poverty, UBI is primarily about providing cash to people not performing paid work. The majority of people not working, however, are children and the elderly. Canada has income transfers targeted at these populations, which, though they could be improved, are fairly effective at reducing poverty. Therefore, basic income is primarily directed at unemployed working-age adults. It follows that UBI is essentially a universal unemployment benefit that continues even when a person is employed. UBI advocates imagine that because the payment is universal, it will somehow be more sufficient than current unemployment and social assistance benefits. Nonstandard workers, such as freelancers and the solo self-employed, might also find UBI appealing because of its lack of eligibility rules. Liberal and Conservative governments have eroded Employment Insurance (EI), which now covers fewer than half of workers who experience unemployment. The program’s eligibility rules are prohibitive, and its replacement rate of 55 per cent of previous earnings is embarrassing when compared to more generous European unemployment programs. Sweden and Denmark, for example, both offer wage replacement rates of more than 70 per cent of prior earnings. The sorry state of EI necessitated the creation of the CERB during this pandemic as an emergency measure to assist the growing number of workers shut out of unemployment insurance. Provincial social assistance and disability support programs are even more disgraceful — rates are punishingly low, and recipients are often subjected to degrading surveillance and “work-ready” programming. Basic income advocates are right to oppose low rates and stringent means-testing for unemployment and welfare benefits. However, nothing about improving these income support programs necessitates a UBI. Given UBI’s likely enormous cost and the considerable risk that the right could use basic income as a means to cut public services, we’re better off fighting for generous unemployment compensation and higher social assistance rates. Part of UBI’s appeal seems to stem from how susceptible EI and social assistance have been to political attack. However, the claim that UBI would be more politically durable because of its universal appeal is hugely overstated. The capitalist class will be no more generous just because welfare is now called UBI. What about the broader claim that UBI can provide people greater freedom by reducing their dependence on paid work? According to the late sociologist Erik Olin Wright, a UBI set high enough could help achieve the more utopian objective of transcending capitalism’s forced dependence on waged labour. Although a lofty objective, it’s unlikely to materialize. As left critics of UBI point out, under present political conditions, we’re likely only to see a stingy basic income that ensures a ready supply of low-wage, precarious workers. Without struggles to improve the quality and pay of existing jobs, a UBI program could simply be a sop to low-wage employers. 
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