Nova Scotia’s Brain-drain
by Katherine Reed

As life gets tougher and tougher for the poor in Nova Scotia, the social assistance system is
making it more difficult for welfare-dependent people to escape the welfare trap and ultimately
escape poverty. A spectacular example of this brand of social policy insanity was presented in
the news media this past week (“Student mom refuses to give up” page B3, Chronicle Herald,
January 8/05).

The case involves an Antigonish single mother, Shaunderay Clyke who appealed last week to a
panel of Provincial Court judges to overturn an earlier court ruling. The ruling upheld the
Department of Community Services’ policy that cut her family off welfare because she enrolled
in university. Last week, the judges did not side with Ms. Clyke who must continue her
desperate struggle to finish an undergraduate degree, supported only by Child Tax Benefits and a
student aid program that is designed to support single adults, not single parent families. If she is
fortunate (and tenacious) enough to graduate, she will embark on a career burdened with an
enormous debt, as do other low-income Nova Scotians. Sadly, she is not the only single mother
in Nova Scotia in this predicament.

Whose responsibility is it to assist single parents who have the ability and the inclination to
improve their economic prospects through higher education? A few years ago when I pointed out
this emerging policy gap to a senior official of Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC)
she responded by saying, “Student aid is not social assistance.” Soon afterward, I raised the issue
with a senior official of the Nova Scotia Department of Community Services. She replied,
“Social assistance is not student aid.” Well that pretty much pinpoints the source of the problem.

I tend to agree with the HRDC official’s implied position that it is not up to student aid programs
to support single parents simply because they are single parents. That is the customary role of the
provincial social assistance programs. I would also argue that single parents cannot simply be
categorized as either students or single parents. They are both. If we want them, and their
children to do well, we must provide them with a range of choices and solid support as they work
toward self-sufficiency. It seems to me that decision-makers haven’t the faintest idea what it is
like to be a single mother raising children in poverty and what kinds of supports and
opportunities such a person needs to overcome her many challenges.

Granted, not all social assistance recipients are destined for university, nor would we necessarily
want them to be. According to Peter Christie, the former Minister of Community Services, most
social assistance clients have achieved less than a high school diploma. In light of this, the
appropriate policy response is to support this majority within the group as they complete grade 12
equivalency programs and then move on to further training and/or study. Fair enough. Let’s do
all we can to help people with a limited education develop their careers through basic and
realistic interventions.

But what of the smaller group of people on social assistance who have completed high school



and perhaps part of a university degree, and for whom university is the best route to self-
sufficiency? One would expect to find a high proportion of female single parents in this group,
since the traditionally female-dominated professions are among the few career streams where
women earn as much as men do. The career choices of men are far broader than those of women.
An effective welfare policy would recognize this and vigorously support women who choose the
more promising careers. Furthermore, the vast majority (85%) of single parents in this province
are women, and most of them are poor. I contend that this policy discriminates specifically
against disadvantaged women who struggle to lift themselves and their children out of poverty.

Why would decision-makers want to squash these particular women’s chances by barring their
family’s access to social assistance if they enroll in university? Not only does ineligibility for
basic income assistance end with university enrollment, but the prescription drug and dental
coverage that accompanies it is withdrawn as well as the welfare system’s “assignment of
maintenance program.” This is a system that automatically advances child maintenance
payments to single parents through the welfare system so as to secure the family’s meagre
monthly income in the event of late- or non-payment of child support. A family that does not
qualify for welfare does not qualify for any of these secondary benefits. Why are policy-makers
forcing poor single mothers to choose between risking their family’s economic security and their
children’s well-being or turning away from the surest route to escaping poverty? How can a poor
single parent family survive through a four- or six-year university program without these modest
benefits?

The simple truth is that most of them cannot, and I would guess that most of them will turn to
other career streams that will trap many in low-paying jobs and continued welfare dependency
for a very long time. The majority of low-income single mothers on social assistance (who are
no doubt aware of this policy) will not even consider pursuing a university degree and the
lucrative professions that usually follow. This is Nova Scotia’s self-inflicted “brain-drain.” We
will all pay dearly as a consequence. Apparently, the fact that some of society’s finest aspiring
social workers, nurses, teachers, and lawyers are currently single mothers on welfare it is
completely lost on decision-makers. How sad.



