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Will the new federal budget increase the number of women in the workforce, and address the wage gap? Maybe.

In Canada, maternity-leave benefits are Employment Insurance payments made to mothers who choose not to work owing to pregnancy

or having recently given birth. Those benefits, up to 55 per cent of one’s employment income, are only payable to the biological mother, to a

maximum of 15 weeks. The remainder of a mother’s salary may be topped up by her employer, depending where she works.

Parental benefits are paid only to the biological, adoptive or legally recognized parents while caring for their newborn or newly adopted

children, to a maximum of 35 weeks within the first year of the child’s life.

In Canada, a parent is entitled to a year off from work to care for a newborn.

The change in the federal budget announced on Tuesday adds five weeks of paid parental leave for fathers or non-birth parents, including

adoptive and same-sex partners,

The Liberals have dubbed it a “use it or lose it” benefit, since it’s not transferable between spouses. The new leave option will become

available in June 2019.

Will this have a real effect on the time fathers take away from work to care for newborn children? Perhaps. If so, it could mean women

would be freed up somewhat from the perceived role of default caregiver to their newborn children.

But five weeks is not very much in the grand scheme of things, though it can seem an eternity to new parents. As the cliche goes: for

parents, the days are long but the years are short.

The importance a country places on early child care and development in what it guarantees varies widely. A 2016 McGill University study

found that 188 countries guarantee paid leave of some sort for new mothers; Canada and many European countries stipulate a woman

may take one year of unpaid maternity leave.

However, alone among developed nations, in the United States new mothers are only entitled to 12 weeks of unpaid leave from their place

of employment. (Before 1993, the U.S. had no guaranteed leave for new parents.)

What this often means is that women are more likely to take time off from work to care for children. That has a cumulative effect on their
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careers, in seniority, networking and earning power. Canadian women already face a wage gap with men — according to Statistics Canada,

in 2015, women were earning 87 cents for every dollar men earned.

A potential five-week leave by a mother’s husband will certainly help two-parent families, but it’s hard to see how it will benefit single

parents. If it encourages more fathers to take part in their children’s care while the mother returns to work, it could have a small effect for

women advancing in their careers while those men stay home.

However, as important as having time and a degree of financial freedom to devote to parenting is, a greater factor in the wage gap between

men and women is the availability of affordable daycare. Statistics Canada data show that the wage gap is higher in metropolitan areas

where child-care fees are more expensive.

While the Liberals’ initiative to encourage men to take parental leave is admirable, they should also return to an initiative that was a party

platform plank as long ago as 1988: a national public daycare program. That would benefit women, men and single parents, and provide

support for a more diverse workforce.
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