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One of the most striking differences between the governments of Stephen Harper and Dalton McGuinty is the role of women.

There are seven women at the federal cabinet table. None occupies a senior position. The province has nine female ministers. Four or them hold major portfolios.

Fourteen of Harper's 125 MPs are women. There are 19 female MPPs in McGuinty's 71-member caucus.

Issues such as poverty, child care and affordable housing are seldom mentioned – and quickly brushed aside – in Ottawa. They are regularly debated at Queen's Park. 

Women's advocates hope this contrast will be reflected in the two governments' budgets.

Jim Flaherty's 416-page federal economic plan devoted just one paragraph to "advancing equality of women." 

The finance minister gave Status of Women Canada $15 million to "develop an action plan." The agency – whose budget the government slashed 18 months ago – already has so many action plans that it could open a museum.

But more telling is what wasn't in the budget. The finance minister made no attempt to alleviate the shortage of affordable child care, which keeps millions of Canadian women out of the labour force. He offered no help to working women who can't get Employment Insurance benefits under Ottawa's restrictive rules. There was no increment in the National Child Benefit; no recognition of the work caregivers (mostly female) do, saving the medical system millions of dollars; no support for voluntary agencies fighting hunger, illiteracy and poverty on the front lines.

Prime Minister Stephen Harper would argue that it is not Ottawa's job to pay for social policy. He considers it the provinces' responsibility to provide child care, assist low-income families and address gender inequities.

But even granting this narrow interpretation of the Constitution, his government has systematically favoured wealthy taxpayers – the majority of whom are men – in its fiscal policy.

At the request of Parliament's committee on the status of women, Armine Yalnizyan, an economist at the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, presented a gender analysis of Flaherty's budget to MPs last week. 

She pointed out that there were six references to women in the entire document. She enumerated some of opportunity costs of the $200 billion in cumulative tax cuts that Flaherty flagged proudly in his budget speech: lost child-care spaces, unbuilt social housing, inadequate immigrant services and underfinanced job training programs. And she reminded parliamentarians that women have been waiting 11 years for the improvements in public services that the post-deficit era was supposed to bring.

But her central argument was that women have lost out badly in the tax cuts the Tories have distributed. Using figures from Statistics Canada, she showed that every $1 in tax relief that has gone to Canadians in the lowest tax bracket (those with taxable incomes below $37,885) has been matched by a $12 tax break to Canadians in the three higher tax brackets.

Two-thirds of women fall into the lowest tax bracket.

"Regrettably, women appear as an afterthought in this year's budget," Yalnizyan concluded.

Next week, the 6.5 million women who live in Ontario will be looking to Queen's Park for better news. They are aware that the province's economic outlook is worrisome. They know Finance Minister Dwight Duncan has less manoeuvring room than his federal counterpart. Still, they are counting on him to:

Build (not just repair) affordable housing. Ontario is sitting on millions of dollars in unspent federal housing funds. If the economy is heading into a recession, it makes sense to invest this money in public assets that will create work in the short term and lessen the vulnerability of low-income families, which are disproportionately female-headed, in the long term.

Address the severe child-care shortage that keeps women trapped at home.

Improve student aid to make education a realistic path out of poverty.

Alleviate the immediate symptoms of poverty – hunger, homelessness, domestic violence – while developing a comprehensive strategy.

Times may be hard, Yalnizyan says. But they've been hard for women – despite bulging government coffers – for a very long time.

Carol Goar's next column will appear on Monday.

