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Elizabeth May, O.C., M.P.  
Your Member of Parliament in Saanich-Gulf Islands 

Spring 2014 Newsletter — Supporting Seniors 

This issue of my outreach newsletter to you, my 
constituents, is focused on the issues facing seniors.  
This is my 60th year (the year in which I will turn 
60!) and I have to say, thanks to a successful hip 
replacement, I feel better and fitter than I have in 
decades.  We have a lot of media coverage of 
seniors and the way our demographic is described 
is, frankly, a bit out of step with who we really are.  

“Old age is not for sissies,” said Bette Davis.  Indeed, 
it is not, but the images from our childhood of 
what it meant to be “old” have changed 

dramatically.  As another popular aphorism puts it, “The hardest thing to decide is when 
middle age begins.” 

Thanks to advances in health care and a focus on healthy living, Canadians are living longer.  
Today’s seniors have different issues and challenges than in our grandparents’ day.  While so 
much in the mass media sees only the negatives of this aging demographic, there is much to 
celebrate.  

The group Moses Znaimer calls “zoomers” are not abandoning their love of tennis or skiing. 
The aging population is increasingly embracing the benefits of staying involved, especially as 
they give back to community through the donations of thousands of hours of volunteer 
work.  This is nowhere truer than in Saanich-Gulf Islands. 

That is, of course, not to deny the challenges.  Today’s seniors want to know that pension and 
retirement savings are adequate to maintain an active lifestyle.  We need to expand the 
Canada Pension Plan (CPP).  CPP is sustainable and reliable.  It is time to review whether 
the Registered Retirement Savings Plan (RRSP) is working as a vehicle.  Evidence suggests its 
uptake is very limited, it has a large impact on government revenues and yet it seems to 
benefit primarily those Canadians who least need it.  

Staying active is challenging in a car dominated culture.  An aging population increases the 
need for convenient, accessible, mass transit.  As it becomes less safe to drive at night, seniors 
want access to public transit. 

The most extreme challenges of aging are experienced by seniors living in poverty, a disproportionate proportion of whom are 
women.  While the percentage of seniors living in poverty dropped dramatically from a high of approximately 30% in 1976 to a 
low of 4.7% in 2007, the poverty rates for seniors have begun to move up once again -- 5.8% in 2008.  We cannot be 
complacent about the economic struggles of seniors. 

In this issue, I will update you on key issues as they apply to seniors. 
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“The starting premise lies in being able to create an environment that enables older people to be in 
control of their future while at the same time recognising that all adults have a responsibility to their own 

health and well-being.” 
 

International Federation in Ageing (Current and Emerging Issues, March 2012) 

RRSPs are terribly tax inefficient.  For the $8.5 to $12.1 billion in annual net tax 
expenditures (around 30% of total contributions), the median value of RRSP assets 
by Canadians under age 65 is a woeful $40,000 and those over 65 have less than 
$55,000 -- not enough to rely on to supplement one’s pension, especially at today’s 
annuity rates.  Only 25% of working Canadians contribute to RRSPs, only six percent 
with incomes under $20,000.  Prorating tax expenditures to the value of projected 
pension would bring fairness and equity back into the system. 

Phasing in the doubling of the target income replacement rate to 50% and the 
doubling the Year’s Maximum Pensionable Earnings (YMPE, which is equivalent to 
the average industrial wage) over the next 47 years is the most efficient way to 
ensure that future retirees will be able to retire with dignity without 
intergenerational subsidies. 

Are RRSPs a solution? 

credit: www.seniors101.ca 

credit: flickr.com/teegardin 
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In the spring of 2012, the Prime Minister surprised Canadians, including his own caucus, when he proclaimed from the high perch of Davos, 
Switzerland that Canadians’ pension system was about to change.  With that, with none of it being discussed in the 2011 election, the 2012 
budget changed the age at which Canadians qualify for CPP to 67.  None of this -- not Old Age Security (OAS), Guaranteed Income 
Supplement (GIS) or the CPP -- were mooted as a target for new policies in the election.  If mentioned at all, it was only to assure 
Canadians that pensions were secure.  

The general narrative put forth now sounds plausible.  The demographic shape of Canadian society is changing.  More of us will be older as 
those born in the post war baby boom, roughly from 1947 to 1957, enter our senior years.  In fact, sometime between 2015 and 2021, it is 
estimated that for the first time in Canadian history, seniors will outnumber young people under the age of 14.  

The story is that all of us will be old and far too few young people will be around to work to generate the wealth to cover our pensions. 
These simple assumptions miss critical factors.  No one anticipates that the Gross National Product (GDP) will collapse with fewer workers.  
We assume the GDP grows because we anticipate the economy will be buoyed by immigration and by less labour intensive economic 
activity. 

The Parliamentary Budget Office (PBO) 2012 report stated that, having off-loaded 2% of health care costs on the provinces, Ottawa had 
room to absorb the bump created by retiring baby boomers.  In fact, the PBO report says we can increase OAS.  Pension reforms must be 
built upon the system that will best create decent pensions that will keep the elderly out of poverty, require minimum additional 
contributions and have low administrative and investment costs. 

The only system that is capable of meeting these goals is the CPP -- a proven system that is the envy of many countries.  Its systems can be 
modified to offer enhanced benefits.  But, we do need reforms and we need to prepare for a future in which too few workers have 
pensions.  We need to target the alarming decline in working age Canadians with workplace pensions. 

National Pension Reform 

Unfortunately, the Harper administration has continued to sabotage efforts at 
national pension reform.  

At the annual December 2013 meeting of Federal, Provincial and Territorial Ministers 
of Finance, most provinces, led by PEI, were preparing to move ahead with assessing 
a series of phased in proposals to enhance the CPP, which over some 40 years, would 
increase the maximum CPP payable beyond the current 25% of the national 
industrial wage.  Under consideration was an increase in the YMPE subject to CPP 
contributions from $52,500 in 2014 to something closer to international standards, 
which would be close to $110,000.  (For comparison, the USA’s Social Security System 
assesses premiums of 12.4% on incomes up to $117,000.)  In addition to increasing the 
YMPE, the co-operating provinces were considering an increase in the income 
replacement ratio of 25% of the YMPE to something more reasonable like 35% or 
40%.  A 25% income replacement rate was considered appropriate when most people 
had workplace based defined benefit pension plans, plus the Old Age Pension (OAP).  
The three plans -- CPP + OAP + workplace pensions -- were like a three legged stool, nice and stable as long as each leg was solid. 

Unfortunately, this new found provincial co-operation was met with a blunt rejection by the federal government.  Just like the countries 
attending the various international climate change talks, the provinces are learning how the Harper administration can sabotage positive 
efforts to improve conditions, be they controlling carbon emissions or enhancing retirement security for Canadians.  

Canada’s future retirees face a crisis because the pension stool’s workplace pension leg has largely collapsed for most people in today’s 
private sector workforce, especially younger workers.  Only 24% (28% a decade ago) of the current private sector labour force contributes 
to employer based pension plans. A decade ago, 74% of private sector pension plans were Defined Benefit (DB) plans, today they are 
below 51%.  The problem is not that public sector workers have decent pensions, it is that 75% of private sector workers don’t.  Remember, 
DB plans are the only plans that establish a workers right to collect a portion of their income as a deferred salary or pension upon 
retirement. 

Defined Benefit Plans vs. Defined Contribution Plans 

Too many private sector employers have used every economic challenge as an opportunity to abandon their defined benefit pension plans. 
(Never waste a crisis.)  Sometimes they froze their DB plans (affecting some 480,000 employees since 2004) and converted employees’ 
future earnings to the lesser Defined Contribution (DC) pension plans, creating what the statisticians call hybrid plans.  DB plans are much 
more efficient than DC plans in that they produce significantly higher pensions for the same contributions, yet DC plans get the same tax 
support. 

In other cases, they just closed their DB plans and switched to DC plans where the member is at the complete mercy of the markets and DC 
plans usually more costly and have inferior professional investment services, or companies simply abandoned any kind of plan at all.  

DC plans pay much lower pensions, which are subject to reductions once in pay when markets fall and rarely have any inflation protection.  
By abandoning DB pensions, the corporate sector is passing the buck to individuals and the government to care for today’s workers in their 
senior years.  We know individuals are not picking up the slack, as only 32% of workers even contribute to RRSPs and their contributions 
remain low while debt levels soar to all time highs. 

All the provinces know that most of today’s workers are facing a bleak retirement due to the collapse of the third leg on the pension stool, 
the employer based pension plans leg.  They also know that enhancing the CPP will not negatively impact the economy today but will 
help support it when retirees have enough buying power to sustain some purchasing power as they age. 

In a welcome return to playing a much more active role in the national policy stage, Ontario is picking up on the void created by the 
federal Conservatives. 

Ontario’s Premier Wynne has announced a plan to create a new pension plan that could parallel the CPP to enable workers and their 
employers to supplement that third leg.  She has announced a technical advisory board comprised of several widely respected experts in 
pensions policy to help develop an Ontario Retirement Security plan.  Former PM Paul Martin is going to be an advisor on the issue as well 
and they have been asked to report later this spring. 

Ontario has given some voice to opening up the process to other provinces to join in the talks.  While it remains to be seen what will 
emerge through this effort, it is at least a glimmer of light on restoring more reliable pensions in the decades to come for today’s workers. 

Pensions 

credit: flickr.com/bradipo 
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 What matters to you is important to me, and 
I want to know your priorities! 

Please take a moment to answer the 
questions on the right, cut along the dotted 
line, and mail your opinion back to me 
postage free.  You can also go to my MP 
website and complete the survey online. 

www.elizabethmaymp.ca/survey 

If you have more than one person in your 
home, feel free to contact my constituency 
office in Sidney at 250-657-2000 to get 
additional copies of the survey mailed to you. 
Thank you! 

Your opinion matters! 

Supporting Seniors www.elizabethmaymp.ca/supporting-seniors 

Please keep me up to date on these and other issues. 

Are we doing enough to support our seniors? 

Would implementing the suggestions in this newsletter help seniors? 

Yes No Not Sure 

You may use my comments. (Comments, if used, will be anonymous.) 

Comments: 

Yes No Not Sure 

For many retirees from the military, the RCMP, judges and other federal positions, there is a bizarre, arbitrary prohibition for pensions to be 
continued to the surviving spouse.  Superannuation Acts block pension benefits to widows and widowers if the pensioner married after age 
65.  This odd rule dates back to the Boer Wars of the late 1800s and an effort to block younger women taking advantage of returning 
veterans.  The rule has created serious deprivations to surviving spouses across Canada. 

It needs to be fixed. 

The 2014 Federal Budget attacked the deficit by increasing health care premiums for federal retirees.  It sets out that by the end of 2014 
the deficit will be $2.9 billion.  If one counts the $3 billion contingency plan, the budget would be balanced.  Still, the budget sets out a plan 
to raise $7.6 billion over the next six years by doubling the premiums from retired federal employees.  This includes veterans, the RCMP and 
all retired federal employees.  I have received nearly 12,000 letters from seniors asking me to prevent such an outrageous move.  The terms 
and conditions of work, including retirement are part of the contract we made with federal workers. 

On February 12th, I was the first Member of Parliament to raise the issue in the House of Commons.  Here is my exchange with Prime 
Minister Harper: 

Elizabeth May: Mr. Speaker, in defeating the deficit, the Prime Minister and his Minister of Finance had a choice.  They could have 
gone after the “dead money,” the $600 billion now sloshing around in the bank accounts of corporations which is a staggering 32% 
of our GDP, or they could have gone after the live retirees, retired federal civil servants, breaking faith with promises by doubling 
their healthcare premiums. 

Would the Prime Minister tell us why he chose to go after live retirees instead of “dead money?” 

Right Hon. Stephen Harper: Mr. Speaker, of course, we maintain tax rates for corporations.  We expect them to pay their taxes 
and we go after them when they do not pay their taxes.  However, the question that was asked here concerns the voluntary 
supplemental health benefits for retirees. 

What we are saying is that we believe it is still a subject of discussion at a bargaining table.  We have been very clear that we 
believe when it is a voluntary plan like that, a Cadillac plan, that retirees should pay their own fair share, which would be 50% of 
the plan.  It would still make it one of the best plans one could get in this country. 

Now that the Prime Minister claims the matter is still before a bargaining table, I will do everything I can to keep health care premiums for 
federal retirees held at the level of the contract they entered into with their employer -- the federal government. 

Fairer Pension Rules 

The number one cause of dependency and disability in seniors is dementia.  

Our health care system needs to focus resources on the increase in the diseases 
of aging, particularly dementia and Alzheimer’s. 

We need to significantly improve supports for family members.  So often a 
senior becomes the full-time caregiver for their spouse.  Particularly, seniors of 
limited means lose any potential for enjoying life as they sacrifice for their 
partner.  Better respite programmes, better supports for home care, as well as 
more beds in long-term senior care facilities are urgently needed, with supports 
from both federal and provincial governments. 

We also need to have a conversation about the loss of basic rights experienced 
by seniors in care.  One of the most shocking trends that I have uncovered since 
becoming an MP is the loss of basic human rights for seniors in residential care. 
Shockingly, I have heard dozens of stories of seniors being denied access to 
family members, being placed on drugs they do not want, and even being 
denied the right to go home to family members who would welcome them. 

Dementia and Alzheimer’s 

www.elizabethmaymp.ca/supporting-seniors 
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We need to grasp the nettle of the thorny ethical problem of assisted suicide and the right to die with dignity.  The solutions will not 
be simple because the problems are complex.  Nevertheless, Canadians are demanding better answers.  We need to engage in a 
respectful, informed discussion starting with a review of the various legal regimes in use around the world.  We need to ensure that 
discussion is grounded in bio-ethics and premised on an acute awareness of the slippery slope of creating the impression that some 
human lives are worth more than others.  What we must not do is to continue to ignore the suffering of well-informed, adult 
Canadians who wish to make a choice to die with dignity in their own country.  

As we struggle with this issue, I would be grateful for your advice.  You can email me at elizabeth.may@parl.gc.ca. 

Dying with Dignity 

The widely repeated claim that the growth in aging Canadians as a proportion of our population will drive up health care costs is not 
supported by the evidence.  Empirical evidence suggests that the aging population is not a major cause of increased costs.  According to the 
Canadian Institute of Health Information: 

“Analyses of the drivers of increases in public sector health expenditures over the last decade showed that the contribution of aging 
has been relatively modest. To date, system-level cost drivers such as inflation and increased utilization have played bigger roles in 
health spending increases.” (Health Care Cost Drivers: the facts, CIHI, November 2011)  

In fact, according to the Council on Ageing in Ottawa, the aging population contributes less than 1% to the growth in public health costs.  

The largest single driver for increased health care costs are pharmaceutical drugs.  The simple truth is that pharmaceutical companies can 
charge a price far above the real cost of manufacturing the drug.  A survey of the 30 top drugs from 11 commonly prescribed drug classes 
showed the following: for the same drug the cost of a brand-name drug was $13.60, for a Canadian generic $3.40, and for a New Zealand 
generic $1.  That’s right -- Canadian pharmaceutical brand name drugs cost $13.60 when the same drug under New Zealand generic laws 
came in at $1.  

All too often prescription drugs are over-prescribed. Some drugs are approved that actually will harm more people than they help.  While 
seniors are wrongly seen as the reason for increasing health care costs, the reality is that seniors are particularly vulnerable to the excess use 
of prescription drugs.  

The solution is a national pharmacare programme.  Canada is the only industrialized country with a universal health care system in the 
world that does not provide for universal coverage of prescription drugs. Coupled with a more rigorous review, in which the 
pharmaceutical industry is barred from any kind of influence, we can have a fairer, safer, more economical system.   

Health Care Costs 

10% of seniors account for 60% of all public health care expenditures for those 65+. 
A coordinated focus on chronic illness can provide better care and reduce costs. 

Teachers Institute on Canadian Parliamentary Democracy - Applications Opened! 

The Teachers Institute is a unique professional development opportunity for teachers of governance and citizenship education. 
Each November, the program brings together approximately 70 educators from across the country, for an intensive, informative, 
unforgettable week on Parliament Hill. 

This is a unique opportunity to experience an insider’s view on the intricacies of government and the legislative process, gain insight 
into the fundamental issues of democratic governance, collect creative ideas and useful tools for teaching about Parliament, 
governance, democracy and citizenship, and force contacts with dynamic teacher colleagues from across the country. 

Applications are due April 15, 2014.  For more information, please visit:  

http://www.parl.gc.ca/education 


