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The use of food banks by Canadian families re-
mains at shockingly high levels, with over 700,000 
Canadians accessing food banks in March 2008. 
While this is a lower level than at the peak in 
2004, it reflects the fact that food bank use has 
remained stubbornly high, even in the face of 
some of the best economic times Canada has 
witnessed in decades. 

In this study, we attempt to provide a better 
understanding of who uses food banks in Can-
ada and of how food bank use relates to changes 
in government welfare policy. Data collected by 
Food Banks Canada show that food bank use in-
creased dramatically from just over 700,000 Ca-
nadians using food banks during March 1998 to 
over 840,000 in March 2004. This increase oc-
curred in spite of increases in employment rates 
and average wages and decreases in the number 
of welfare recipients over this period. Since then, 
the numbers using food banks have declined to 
levels near those in the late 1990s but this indi-
cates that the prolonged economic boom simply 
by-passed a substantial number of the least well-
off in our society. Now that the boom appears to 
be over, the number of persons using the food 
banks will almost certainly swell.

Executive Summary

Key findings from our survey of over 700 
food bank clients from across Canada showed 
that: 

• When you think of food banks you should 
think of children. Approximately 60 per 
cent of adult respondents to our survey 
reported that they live with children. Those 
children include all ages, from infants to 
teenagers.

• Most of the food bank clients were born in 
Canada (76 per cent), although there were 
important variations based on location. 

• While the vast majority of clients rented 
their accommodation, only 3 per cent in 
our survey were in subsidized housing.

• Approximately three-quarters of 
households report income under $15,000, 
which is below the poverty line in a 
Canadian city even for a single person.

• Clients spend over 60 per cent of their 
income on rent and utilities.

• Most respondents felt that even a $100 
decrease in their monthly incomes would 
be “disastrous.”



canadian centre for policy alternatives6

Recommendation 1 – Welfare as a right
Residents in all provinces must be able to readily 
access income support programs when in need. 

Recommendation 2 – Setting income 
assistance thresholds
Each province should develop a mechanism for 
establishing the costs for basic goods and serv-
ices. These needs should be met through pro-
vincial income assistance benefits. 

Recommendation 3 – Immediately 
increasing income assistance rates
Income assistance rates should be raised imme-
diately in every province, as the process in rec-
ommendation 2 will take some time. 

Recommendation 4 – Indexing income 
assistance rates 
Income Assistance benefits need to be increased 
annually by the cost of living if they are not to 
lose their purchasing power. 

Recommendation 5 – Establishing an 
appropriate minimum wage
Use the before-tax low income cut off threshold 
for the largest city in each province to set the 
minimum wage and annually increase the wage 
by the increase in the cost of living.

Recommendation 6 – Increasing the 
Canada Child Tax Benefit
Increase the Canada Child Tax Benefit to $5,100 
as recommended by Campaign 2000. 

Recommendation 7 – Developing quality, 
affordable child care 
Developing quality affordable child care would 
be a prerequisite if parents are expected to seek 
and retain employment. 

Recommendation 8 – Providing education 
and training to upgrade skills
Allow persons on income assistance to pursue 
high school completion and post secondary train-
ing and education while on assistance.

Working with data from food banks combined 
with data on numbers of welfare recipients, wel-
fare benefit rates, housing rental costs, and em-
ployment rates, we undertook economic analyses 
that establish a number of findings about what 
drives trends in food bank use.

• Cuts to welfare systems in the mid to late 
1990s resulted in substantial increases in 
food bank use. A 10 per cent cut in the 
welfare caseload is associated with a 4.2 per 
cent increase in food bank use, suggesting 
that claims that reducing welfare 
“dependency” would ultimately benefit 
potential welfare recipients are certainly 
not true for some set of disadvantaged 
Canadians. Similarly, large reductions 
in the amount of welfare benefits had 
substantial impacts on food bank use. We 
estimate that the equivalent of a 10 per 
cent cut in benefits would result a 14 per 
cent increase in food bank use. 

• Improvements in employment rates reduce 
food bank use, though their effects are 
not as large as those from cutting access 
to welfare. It is the combination of these 
relatively small employment rate effects 
with substantial cuts to welfare systems 
that explain why food bank use continued 
to rise in the late 1990s and early 2000’s, 
even though the economy was improving.

• Put together, these findings imply that 
as we move into a recession and more 
Canadians have need of a welfare system 
that has been drastically reduced, we 
should expect dramatic increases in 
food bank use and the food insecurity it 
reflects. 

Implementing the following recommendations 
will help ensure that all residents have a right to 
adequate and appropriate food. Only then can 
Canada and the provinces say that they are actively 
living up to their international obligations.



Under standing the Link bet ween weLfare PoLic y and the Use of food bank s 7

have access to affordable and appropriate levels 
of English/French Second Language services.

Recommendation 10 – Addressing Housing 
Affordability
Appropriate mechanisms need to be established 
to make rental housing more affordable. 

Recommendation 9 – Establishing 
appropriate financial allowances and 
support services for refugees and 
immigrants 
Ensure that refugees have appropriate and suf-
ficient financial support to complete their initial 
settlement and that refugees and immigrants 
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Food security is said to exist when “all people, at 
all times, have physical and economic access to 
sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their 
dietary needs and food preferences for an active 
and healthy life”.1 While there are many compo-
nents that make up food security, we focus in this 
report on the financial aspects of food insecurity 
and in particular, we examine the factors that 
create reliance on charitable food banks.

The number of food bank clients grew rapidly 
in Canada during the early part of this decade 
and peaked in March 2004 when 841,640 per-
sons were reported to have used a food bank. The 
numbers have decreased in the last four years, 
which is clearly good news. But there were still 
over 720,000 persons who used a food bank 
in March 20072 (which is still greater than the 
number using food banks in the late 1990s) and 
there were increases in food bank use between 
2007 and 2008 in several provinces. This is in 
spite of the improving economic situation fol-
lowing the recession in 1993, the decreasing inci-
dence of poverty since 1996, and the decreasing 
numbers of people on welfare in most provinces 
since the mid 1990s. Moreover, counts of food 
bank use clearly understates the extent of food 

Introduction

insecurity since they do not include either “soup 
kitchen” type options or targeted meal programs 
in schools and social agencies. 

The reliance on charitable food provision in 
Canada is a clear indication that the federal and 
provincial governments are not living up to their 
international agreements. As noted by Rideout 
et al, the right to food as a fundamental human 
right was first recognized in the 1948 Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights.3 Since then, 
Canada has been a signatory to the Internation-
al Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights and the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child. Each of these international agreements 
contains articles on the right to an adequate 
standard of living including the right to be free 
from hunger.4 

Our goal in this report is to provide a better 
understanding both of who uses food banks and 
of what forces drove the persistent increase in 
food bank use up to 2004. Declines in food bank 
use since 2004 stand a good chance of being re-
versed as the economy weakens. Understanding 
who uses food banks and what drives patterns of 
overall use is important for preparing a strategy 
to respond to future problems. At the end of the 
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report, we present some thoughts about what 
such a strategy should look like. At the centre 
of that strategy is the tenet that no person in a 
country as rich as Canada should face food inse-
curity and especially the extent of the insecurity 
as revealed by respondents to our surveys. 

The report proceeds in four broad steps. We 
begin with a brief examination of food bank us-
age over time and a brief profile of the clients of 
food banks in Canada. The report then provides 
the results from a 2004 survey of food bank cli-
ents that expands on the socio-demographic 
characteristics of the clients, identifies what 
forces led them to use the food banks, and what 
would happen if there were small increases or 
decreases in their incomes. The results of that 
survey are striking in their indication of how 
many children live with food insufficiency and 
the responses offer a poignant indication of how 
crucial it would be for typical food bank client 
to get just $100 more or less per month. 

Following our discussion of the survey re-
sponses, we provide an econometric analysis of 

forces driving the continued increase in food 
bank demand through 2004. Those results indi-
cate that cuts to welfare of the type instituted in 
BC, both by the NDP in 1996 and after the Liber-
als came to power in 2001, are associated with 
substantial increases in food bank use. In what 
we view as our most reliable estimates, a 10 per 
cent cut in welfare rolls is associated with over 
a 4 per cent increase in food bank use. These re-
sults suggest that arguments that welfare cuts 
are a form of “tough love” that ultimately leave 
potential welfare recipients better off are cer-
tainly not universally true. For some groups in 
the population, welfare reforms have been asso-
ciated with increased food insecurity.

Finally, working from both the survey and 
econometric results, we provide recommenda-
tions that would help reduce reliance on chari-
table food banks. Ultimately, the goal for this 
project is to identify public policy alternatives 
that reduce or eliminate people’s reliance on 
charitable food provision – to have a Canada 
that is free of hunger.
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The first food bank in Canada was opened in 
Edmonton in 1981. Food banks also began to 
emerge in other Canadian cities when small 
organizations, church groups and concerned 
citizens joined together to provide a tempo-
rary response to the hunger crisis during the 
economic recession in the early 1980s. The no-
tion that food provided via charitable organi-
zations should be temporary was reinforced 
by the inclusion of a three-year sunset clause 
built into the establishment of the Canadian 
Association of Food Banks.5 But the need to 
rely on charitable banks has not gone away. 
The Canadian Association of Food Banks (now 
called Foods Banks Canada) produces annual 
Hunger Counts and they report there were 
673 food banks operating in Canada in 2007. 
The annual hunger counts also report on the 
number of different people using a food bank 
in Canada during the month of March and pro-
vide a brief profile on the characteristics of the 
clients of food banks.

During the past decade, the number of peo-
ple using a food bank in March of each year in-
creased from almost 714,000 in 1998 to almost 
825,000 in 2004 and then decreased to 720,000 

Food Bank Clients

in the 2007 count. The percentage of Canadians 
using a food bank varied from 2.2 per cent in 1998 
to 2.6 per cent in 2004. The proportion of clients 
who are children has remained fairly consistent 
at around 40 per cent each year. 

There have been some changes in the types 
of households using food banks and in the major 
source of income of the clients. The proportion 
of single person households using food banks has 
increased from 28.8 per cent in 2001 to 37.4 per 
cent in 2007. There have been small decreases in 
the percentage of couple, two-parent, and lone-
parent households over that time period.

The largest change in source of income has 
been a decrease in the percentage of clients 
who reported social assistance as their ma-
jor source. Over 62 per cent reported regular 
social assistance as their primary source in 
2000 but just over 50 per cent so reported in 
2007. The proportion claiming disability ben-
efits increased during that time period grow-
ing from nine per cent to over 12 per cent of 
the food bank clients. The percentage of food 
bank clients reporting employment as their ma-
jor source of income stayed virtually the same 
between 2000 and 2007 (13.7 per cent in 2000 
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and 13.5 per cent in 2007). There was a notice-
able increase in other sources of income (e.g., 
EI, pensions, student loans, etc) growing from 
10 per cent in 2000 to 18 per cent in 2007. These 
changes coincide with significant reductions in 
the number of persons claiming social assist-
ance benefits as “employable persons” and an 
increase in the caseload of those classified as 
having a disability.6 

At the same time, surveys on food insecuri-
ty in Canada show that only a small portion of 
those reporting income-related problems with 
food use food banks. Valerie Tarasuk, in the for-
ward to Hunger Count 2007, stated “some esti-
mates imply that for every person using the food 
bank in March 2007, there were four or five more 
who were also struggling to obtain the food they 
needed.”7 A report examining food insecurity 
in BC8 using the 2005 Canadian Community 
Health Survey reported that there were at least 
235,000 persons in BC who were food insecure9 

compared to the 75,000 persons who used a food 
bank in March 2005. 

Kerstetter and Goldberg also reported, “As 
with previous surveys of population health in 
Canada, the 2005 survey showed a striking as-
sociation between low income and food insecu-
rity.”10 For example, 22 per cent of those in the 
lowest decile of household income (the bottom 
10 per cent) reported being food insecure com-
pared to less then 1 per cent of those in the top 
four deciles combined.11 There was also a clear 
association based on the major source of in-
come. Persons on welfare had a food insecurity 
rate of 59 per cent compared to approximately 
5 per cent for those whose major source of in-
come was from employment. It is important to 
note, however, that the majority (63 per cent) of 
those who experience food insecurity have their 
major source of income from employment while 
those on welfare make up only 14 per cent12 of 
the food insecure population.13 
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Our examination of food bank use has two 
main components. The first of these is a sur-
vey of food bank clients that is more extensive 
than those carried out by the CAFB. Interviews 
were conducted with 752 food bank clients in 
nine food banks across Canada. While compa-
rable data between the survey sample and the 
Hunger Count for 2004 are limited, the sample 
population was similar to the hunger count on 
the two variables that could be compared. There 
was a slightly higher proportion of lone parents 
in the sample survey (36 per cent) compared to 
the proportion in the hunger count (31 per cent) 
and a slightly smaller proportion of single peo-
ple (33 per cent in the sample and 36 per cent in 
the Hunger Count).

Survey of Food Bank  
Clients — 2004

While the data on sources of income are not 
fully comparable (the sample asked for all sources 
of income while Hunger Count records the ma-
jor source of income), the relative importance of 
the sources was the same. Thus, income assist-
ance was the most frequently reported source 
of income while few reported pension incomes 
in both studies. 

Demographic Characteristics

The respondents covered a wide range of family/
household situations. Approximately one quar-
ter were under 30 year of age, slightly over half 
were 30-49 years of age and approximately 20 
per cent were 50 years and older. The survey also 
obtained information to categorize families by 

table 1  Family Life Cycle

Family Life Cycle Stage Per cent of 
respondents

Infant (oldest child under three years of age) 14%

Preschool (oldest child 3-5 years) 13%

School Age (oldest child 6-12 years) 20%

Youth (oldest child 13-18 years) 13%

Young Adult (oldest is 19 years and older) 3%

No Children 37%
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family life cycle (based on the age of their old-
est child). Table 1 shows that over 60 per cent of 
the respondents reported living with children. 
Moreover, families using food banks have chil-
dren of all ages. 

Most of the food bank clients were born in 
Canada (76 per cent), although there were im-
portant variations based on location. The major-
ity of food bank clients in the Montréal sample 
were foreign born (81 per cent)14 and signifi-
cant portions of the clients in Toronto (40 per 
cent) and Surrey (28 per cent) were also foreign 
born. Over 90 per cent of the clients at the oth-
er six food banks reported that they were born 
in Canada.

There were also differences in the length of 
time that foreign-born clients lived in Canada. 
Overall, approximately one-third had been in 
Canada for over ten years, and one-third were 
recent immigrants having resided in Canada for 
less then one year. The majority of foreign-born 
clients in Montréal were recent immigrants (60 
per cent).

Given the low incomes of food bank clients, 
it is often assumed that food bank clients have 
significantly lower levels of education compared 
to the population as a whole. It is certainly true 
that food bank participants were more likely to 
have less than a high school diploma while the 
general population were more likely to have a 
college or university certificate or degree.15 At 
the same time, however, over one-third of food 
bank participants had some post-secondary 
education.

Housing

As would be expected with a low-income popula-
tion, virtually all of the food bank clients (93 per 
cent) rented their accommodation. Most rented 
apartments (58 per cent); others were renting a 
room in a house, sharing a house with people 
other than their children, were renting a base-
ment suite or renting a townhouse. Only three 

per cent reported being in subsidized housing, 
highlighting that a strong social housing pro-
gram with rent geared to income could help im-
prove food security.

Why Clients Use Food Banks

We conducted the recipient survey both to ob-
tain a better understanding of what led clients 
to use a food bank and to improve our under-
standing of what clients anticipate would hap-
pen if there were small changes in their finan-
cial circumstances.

Two major themes emerged when participants 
were asked what was happening in their life the 
first time they had to use a food bank. While there 
was some overlap between the themes, clients 
identified situations that could be classified as 
economic or financial and situations that could 
be considered personal or familial.

Not having enough money was the most fre-
quent response given by clients when asked what 
led to their using a food bank. Also linked to 
this economic/financial theme was the response 
about losing a job or being unable to find work, 
which accounted for 20 per cent of the reasons 
given. Illness or injury was a related factor that 
contributed to the participant’s economic/fi-
nancial situation. Somewhat surprisingly, less 
then one per cent (only 27 respondents) men-
tioned the inadequacy of government assistance 
as the reason that they first went to a food bank. 
It must be remembered, however, that the more 
general response of not having enough money 
was not tied to the specific source of income. It 
was also interesting that only a couple of clients 
specifically mentioned the cost of housing or in-
creased housing costs as a reason for first going 
to the food bank, although again, this may be 
connected to the more general response of not 
having enough money. Approximately 70 per cent 
of the responses given for having to use a food 
bank for the first time fell into the economic/
financial theme.
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es, as do the findings on their reported income 
and expenses.

Income and expenses

Clients were asked about their annual house-
hold income and to estimate their income and 
expenses from the previous month. The findings 
were all in the expected direction. Almost three-
quarters (74 per cent) reported total household 
gross income of less then $15,000 for the previous 
year. That would not have been sufficient to cover 
the costs for even a single person in Vancouver 
based on either the SPARC BC estimates for the 
cost of daily living for 2005 or HRSDC’s Market 
Basket Measure Costs adjusted for 2005.18 

Over 500 of the clients were able to provide es-
timates of their monthly expenses (see Table 2). As 
expected, rent was the largest cost, accounting for 
53 per cent of total expenses and rent and utilities 
combined accounted for 61 per cent of total ex-
penses. The $193 per month spent for food would 
not be sufficient to meet the 2005 nutritious food 
costs for a single person in BC, let alone meeting 
the costs for the 74 per cent of the food bank clients 
who lived in households of two or more people.

Table 3 shows, in rank order, the percentage 
of clients who reported that they never have suf-
ficient funds for each category of expenses.

The rank order clearly shows that clients first 
pay off that which ensures they keep their hous-

Personal or familial reasons accounted for 
approximately 30 per cent of the reasons given. 
These included changes in the family status such 
as a separation, being pregnant or the birth of a 
child, moving from a different city, and in a few 
cases, family violence was specifically mentioned. 
Needless to say, most if not all of the personal/
familial reasons have economic/financial over-
tones. For example, separation could lead to a 
loss of income from a second adult as can the 
birth of a new child.

Approximately one in four clients reported 
using other meal programs such as soup/commu-
nity kitchen programs or school meals for their 
children. Respondents were also asked if over the 
past 12 months they or someone in their family 
did not have enough to eat because of a lack of 
money.16 Over one in five (21 per cent) of the cli-
ents in the food bank survey reported that they 
often did not have enough to eat and another 57 
per cent reported that they sometimes did not 
have enough to eat because of a lack of money. 
This rate among food bank clients is much great-
er then that reported in the Canadian Commu-
nity Health Surveys, where the incidence of not 
having enough to eat was estimated to be 25-30 
per cent for those in the lowest income quintile 
(the lowest 20 per cent).17 

These findings support the view that clients 
of food banks are in dire financial circumstanc-

table 2 Average Monthly Expenses
Category Monthly Amount Percentage

Rent $505 53%

Utilities 78 8%

Telephone 42 4%

Food 193 20%

Transportation 62 7%

Clothing 37 4%

Medical/Dental 11 1%

Recreation/Leisure 27 3%

TOTAL $955 100%
Note: Child care was deleted from the list because of the relatively small number of respondents that reported actual child care expenses and the extent 
to which those expenses skewed the average results. 
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While a $100 per month increase would ease 
the burden somewhat, a $100 decrease in their 
monthly income would be disastrous for most. 
A few felt they would “get by” perhaps by pan-
handling or cutting back on medication but most 
reported life would be much harder: they would 
have no food; they would feel even greater despair. 
“I would have to resort to crime or starve”, said 
one recipient. “I would be living on the street”, 
said another. “I wouldn’t survive. I would go in-
sane and not be able to afford anything.” “I would 
consider suicide. I wouldn’t be living, only exist-
ing” were common refrains. 

The majority of the respondents were, how-
ever, optimistic. When asked if they expected 
their situation to improve, get worse, or remain 
the same in the next 12 months, the majority 
(62 per cent) felt it would get better, another 31 
per cent felt is would stay the same and only sev-
en per cent felt it would get worse. Participants 
in the food bank survey were hearing the same 
economic news in 2004 that the rest of us were 
hearing, and they were optimistic that they would 
be able to share in the benefits of what was then 
an improving economy.

ing (only 9 per cent reported not having enough 
for rent and 13 per cent for utilities). Not surpris-
ingly, medical/dental, clothing and recreation/
leisure are the expenses most frequently forgone 
in trying to balance very limited incomes. 

A sense of how close to the margins clients 
live was obtained through their responses to what 
they thought would happen if their incomes in-
creased or decreased by $100 per month.

A few (10 per cent) felt that their situation 
would not change much if their monthly income 
increased but most felt that even such a small 
increase would ease their burden somewhat. As 
one person said “I would be a little happier and I 
would know I have food for a meal the next day.” 
Another mother said they would have “fresh fruit 
and veggies and juice for the kids”. While food 
was by far and away the most common specific 
item mentioned, having another $100 per month 
would also help with transportation. “That would 
be wonderful”, said one of the clients. “I would 
purchase a bus pass and a telephone hook-up.” 
“That would be nice”, said another, ‘but I would 
still be in trouble.” Others also said, “We would 
still be short” or “I’d just be getting by”.

table 3  Never Having Sufficient Funds For
Category Percentage

Rent 9%

Utilities 13%

Food 17%

Child Care 17%

Telephone 22%

Transportation 22%

Medical/Dental 37%

Clothing 45%

Recreation/Leisure 50%
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Our second main approach to investigating food 
bank use is to study usage rates in a variety of 
locations over time, relating them to potential 
driving forces. It seems reasonable to assume that 
movements in the economy, reflected in chang-
es in employment opportunities and wages, and 
changes in housing costs for low-income people, 
are likely to play a primary role in explaining 
the movements in food insecurity. However, as 
shown earlier, the number of food bank clients 
increased until recently, even though the econ-
omy improved. Even the recent reductions in 
food bank use seem to suggest only moderate 
“spillage” of the benefits of Canada’s prolonged 
economic boom down to the most food insecure 
members of our society. 

One possible explanation for the weak re-
sponse of food bank use to economic improve-
ments might be found in the “welfare reforms” 
introduced in virtually all provinces after the 
mid 1990s and pursued particularly aggressively 
in BC, Alberta, and Ontario. Those reforms in-
cluded both reducing access to welfare benefits 
and reductions in benefit rates. Recent reports 
suggest that those reforms played a substantial 
part in the dramatic declines in welfare use since 

Determinants of Food Bank Use

the mid-1990s. For example, it has been estimated 
that approximately half of the welfare reduction 
in BC between 2002 and 2005 was the result of 
the improved economy and half was the result of 
the policy changes that made it more difficult for 
people to access welfare.19 While often touted as 
“tough love” measures inducing people to move 
into employment, the reforms may simply have 
made life harder for people who needed support. 
In that case, the increased hardship associated 
with the reforms may have offset improvements 
in the economy, generating the types of food 
bank use patterns described earlier. 

To look more closely at these competing forces 
affecting food bank use, we collected historic data 
on usage over time from ten food banks, along 
with economic and social data for the ten sites. 
In particular, we focus our attention on the pro-
portion of the population accessing food banks 
in a given month. The food bank data came from 
three main sources:20 

1 Provided directly from the records of four 
food banks that covered the period 1990 to 
2004; 

2 Provided by the Canadian Association of 
Food Bank’s (CAFB) for four individual food 
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banks drawn from their annual survey for 
1997 to 2004; and 

3 Provincial level data for Nova Scotia, 
Prince Edward Island and Newfoundland 
from the CAFB Annual Survey for 1997 to 
2004. 

While individual food bank data tends to be the 
most consistent and reliable, it is worth noting 
that the provincial level series and the individu-
al food bank series from the matching province 
provide very similar patterns over the periods for 
which both are available.21 Data was also provided 
by the Moisson Montréal, who distribute food 
to community agencies who in turn distribute 
food directly to people. Unfortunately, the time 
series data from Montréal and the provincial 
series for Quebec differed noticeably at various 
years and therefore the data for Quebec was not 
included in the analysis.

Similar time series data was collected for 
changes in the provincial welfare systems and 
changes in economic factors. Data on the changes 

in the welfare systems were from the National 
Council of Welfare and included: 

1 Total caseloads in March of each year; 

2 Annualized provincial benefits for single 
employable welfare recipients; and 

3 Annualized provincial benefits for disabled 
welfare recipients. 

We obtained time series data for each city or 
province from Statistics Canada (CANSIM II) and 
included data on population, growth in provin-
cial GDP, employment and unemployment rates, 
minimum and median wages, average rental 
rates for one-bedroom apartments, and rental 
vacancy rates for each city. 

Analysis

In our initial analysis, we explore the potential for 
a relationship over time between the per cent of 
the population that used a food bank, the per cent 
of the provincial population in receipt of welfare, 
and the unemployment rate in individual cities. 

figure 1 Surrey Food Bank
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Figure 2 repeats this exercise using data on food 
bank use and the unemployment rate in Edmon-
ton and welfare usage rates in Alberta. Welfare 
rolls declined following the reforms of 1993 even 
though there was a slight increase in the unem-
ployment rate that year. However, since 1994 the 
decline in unemployment and the percentage of 
the population receiving welfare followed the same 
pattern. At the same time, food bank use increased 
as a percent of the population and rose to its peak 
in 1996 when it then took on the same downward 
movement as the percent of people unemployed 
and the percent on welfare.23 This suggests that, 
in the case of Edmonton, general improvements 
in the labour market likely drove the declines in 
both food bank use and the welfare rolls. 

The Toronto food bank shows a slightly differ-
ent pattern. While the unemployment rate and the 
percent of the population on welfare decreased 
virtually in tandem between 1994 and 2000, the 
proportion of the population on welfare continued 
to decrease slightly from then until 2004 while 
the unemployment rate went up. The sharp in-
crease in unemployment in 2001 and 2002 may 

As shown in Figure 1, the results for Surrey / BC 
shows that food bank use actually declined slight-
ly during the period of rising welfare rolls in the 
mid-1990s then increased when the welfare rolls 
declined and continued to rise after 2001 in spite of 
an improving labour market. The pattern of rapid 
increases until the late 1990s followed by a more 
moderate rise thereafter is very similar to the pat-
tern for food bank use for Canada as a whole. 

It is interesting to compare the patterns of the 
percentage of food bank clients and persons on 
welfare with the movements in the unemployment 
rate. The initial sharp drop in the welfare rolls fol-
lowing the 1996 reforms occurred at a time when 
the labour market was relatively stable, suggest-
ing that the reforms were indeed the impetus for 
the declines in the welfare rolls. In comparison, 
the continuing decline in welfare use between 
1998 and 2001 occurred as the unemployment 
rate declined, raising the possibility that those 
declines were more related to labour market im-
provements.22 It is interesting to note, though, 
that the percentage of the population using food 
banks continued to expand in this period. 

figure 2 Edmonton Food Bank
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and food insecurity with underlying economic 
conditions. Second, BC Alberta, and Ontario’s 
experience in the early and late 1990s shows that 
welfare rolls were declining along with the local 
unemployment rate but food bank use was ris-
ing or staying stable. This raises the possibility 
that people may feel less stigmatized based on 
previous experiences of using food banks and 
thus more comfortable to continue using them 
(referred to as hysteresis or state dependence in 
the economics literature). Thus, a continued in-
crease in food bank use could increase the pool 
of people who are willing to use it in the future. 
However, as noted earlier, food bank clients most 
frequently said they would either get healthier 
food or use the food bank less if there were an 
increase in their incomes.

We also carried out a more complex examina-
tion of the relationships determining food bank 
use through regression analysis. In particular we 
implemented a series of regression specifications 
using the variables mentioned at the beginning 
of this section.24 

have been due to the bursting of the tech bubble. 
The continuing high levels of unemployment in 
Toronto in 2003 and 2004 may have been due to 
the fallout from the SARS epidemic. But as Figure 3 
shows, the proportion of the population using the 
food bank remained virtually the same between 
1994 and 2004. The actual number of food bank 
clients in Ontario did grow slightly in 2005 and 
2006 according to the Hunger Count reports. 

Taken together, these figures give the impres-
sion that food bank use is like the “Eveready bun-
ny” — it just keeps going and going. The figures 
also present a complex picture of the relationships 
among reliance on welfare, use of food banks, 
and labour market performance. There are two 
main points that need to be taken into account 
in any attempt to try to establish a causal link 
between welfare reforms and use of food banks. 
First, one needs to account for changes in the la-
bour market in order not to risk confounding any 
actual relationship between welfare changes and 
food insecurity (as measured by food bank use) 
with the separate relationships of welfare use 

figure 3 Toronto Food Bank
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then 15 per cent of the food bank clients reported 
employment as their major source of income. 

The introduction of the variable on rent for 
a one-bedroom apartment however did produce 
an unexpected result. The results of the regres-
sion analysis would appear to suggest that in-
creases in the average rent for a one-bedroom 
apartment would lead to a reduction in the use 
of food banks. Such a result is contrary to what 
one would expect given that the cost of rent and 
utilities makes up such a large portion of the 
budgets of food bank clients.

A further examination of local conditions 
was undertaken. Figure 4 shows the trends of 
the average rent for a one-bedroom apartment 
in the census metropolitan areas for Vancouver, 
Edmonton and Toronto for 1992 – 2007. While 
actual rents increased in all of the cities, the in-
creases between 1992-1997 primarily reflected 
the change in the cost of living. Average rents 
in Greater Toronto increased greater then infla-
tion between 1997 and 2002 but have essentially 
remained frozen since 2002. Rent increases were 
not above inflation in Edmonton and Vancou-
ver until 2000 and only significantly increased 
above inflation levels since 2005. 

Rent increases seemed to more closely follow 
the increases in the median weekly wage for an 
unskilled worker. While the trends do not pro-
vide a conclusive result, they do indicate that 
the rent variable may be reflecting strength in 
a local economy rather then serving as a direct 
determinant in food bank use.

At the same time, welfare benefits were either 
frozen or being decreased during this time frame 
(1992-2007). Thus people on welfare were finding 
that a greater portion of their income was going 
to pay rent and less was therefore likely available 
to purchase food. A report by the Daily Bread 
Food Bank in Toronto found that the rent paid by 
food bank clients exceeded the rate of inflation 
between 1997-2003. They also reported that many 
of their clients were paying up to 75 per cent of 
their total income on rent and utilities.25 

The initial regression equations investigated 
whether there was a significant relationship be-
tween changes in welfare rolls (as measured by the 
changing percentage of the population receiving 
welfare benefits) and changes in the use of food 
banks (as measured by the percentage of the popu-
lation using the food bank). The initial regression 
showed that a 10 per cent decrease in the welfare 
roles corresponded to a 2.7 per cent increase in food 
bank use. Introducing the value of welfare benefits 
as an added variable did not lead to any significant 
change in the result. The same was the case when 
a variable on economic performance was intro-
duced (as measured by the employment rate). In 
other words, there was no material change in the 
relationship that a 10 per cent decrease in welfare 
rolls corresponded to a 2.7 per cent increase in 
food bank use. The economic performance meas-
ure itself had effects in the predicted direction (a 
higher employment rate is associated with lower 
food bank use) but the effects were not as large in 
magnitude as those from welfare roll cuts. 

There were however, even more significant 
changes once site-specific effects were introduced 
into the analysis. Including site-specific effects 
means we are not at risk of misinterpreting gen-
eral trends in a province (which might arise if, say, 
food banks in a province became more organized 
over time) as welfare roll effects. This more com-
plete analysis (one that would be considered the 
most appropriate approach by most researchers) 
showed that a 10 per cent decrease in welfare 
rolls corresponded to a 4.2 per cent increase 
in food bank use. Although he used a different 
approach, this result was similar to that found 
by Borjas (2002) in the U.S. where a 10 per cent 
decrease in welfare rolls corresponded to almost 
a 5 per cent increase in food bank use.

Additional variables on the median wage for 
unskilled workers and the minimum wage were in-
troduced into the regression equation to check on 
the impact of local wage conditions (as opposed to 
employment conditions) but they had little effect 
on the results. It is worth remembering that less 
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cent cut in benefits would generate a 14 per cent 
increase in food bank use. 

Taken together, these results may help ex-
plain, at least in part, why there has been a drop 
in the number of food bank clients since 2004. 
The economy in Canada was particularly strong 
between the March 2004 and March 2007 hunger 
counts. At the same time, there were some mod-
est improvements in welfare benefits in several 
provinces and the major reductions in the wel-
fare caseloads of employable persons appear to 
have slowed. For example, in BC the annual av-
erage number of cases in the “expected to work” 
category has been relatively stable over the past 
three years (2005 – 2007).26 

While the regression equations did not show 
a causal link of rising rents being a driver in the 
demand for food bank use, the findings do sug-
gest that high housing costs could become an 
important factor in food bank use during a pe-
riod of economic decline.

A second set of regression equations were 
completed to examine the robustness of the 
initial results. This examination revealed two 
important points. The first is that large reduc-
tions in the amount of welfare benefits (over 5 
per cent) such as those in BC and Ontario have 
had substantial impacts on food bank use while 
smaller cuts had virtually no impact. Thus, the 
formula shows that the equivalent of a 10 per 

figure 4 Average Monthly Rent for 1-Bedroom Apartments
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The results seem clear. Significant welfare re-
forms that limited access to welfare and deep 
cuts to welfare benefits were important driv-
ers of the increased demand at food banks 
between the mid-1990s and 2004. The most 
negative impacts, however, have been some-
what mitigated in the long-term by a growing 
economy. While demand at food banks has de-
creased since 2004, these gains may be quickly 
lost now that economic growth has slowed. The 
very high reliance on charitable food provision 
for those on welfare in BC has been shown in 
another recent report27 and one would assume 
that demand on charitable food provision would 
therefore increase if the economy continues to 
weaken but there are no substantial changes to 
provincial welfare programs. 

The profile of food bank clients also shows 
that a range of public policies will need to be 
in place if Canada and the provinces are to live 
up to their international obligations under the 
UN Convention on Economic, Social and Cul-
tural Rights and the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child. First and foremost, the provinces 
must shift from welfare policies based on dis-
trust of welfare recipients (with provinces es-

Conclusions

sentially setting up rules that punish them), 
to one that responds to the needs of people. 
Provinces also need to ensure that income as-
sistance rates are adequate to meet the rights 
to appropriate food, shelter, and clothing. No 
province has articulated the basis on which 
they set their income assistance rates and the 
rates in every province fall well below the low-
income cut-off lines or any other measure that 
is commonly used to establish costs of living in 
the various provinces. 

Recommendation 1 – Welfare as a right
Residents in all provinces must be able to readily 
access income support programs when in need. 
It is time to move beyond the Elizabethan Poor 
Laws of 400 years ago.

Recommendation 2 – Setting income 
assistance thresholds
Each province should develop a mechanism for 
establishing the costs to be met through provin-
cial income assistance benefits. The process of 
establishing the income thresholds for assistance 
should involve stakeholders so that the results 
are transparent.
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Recommendation 3 – Immediately 
increasing income assistance rates
Income assistance rates should be raised imme-
diately in every province, as it is clear that the 
process in recommendation 2 will take some time. 
Current rates are manifestly inadequate. 

Recommendation 4 – Indexing income 
assistance rates 
Income Assistance benefits need to be increased 
annually by the cost of living if they are not to 
lose their purchasing power as was the case in 
BC from 1996 – 2007. Indexing should apply to 
both recommendation 2 and 3 above.

Recommendation 5 – Establishing an 
appropriate minimum wage
Use the before-tax low income cut off threshold 
for the largest city in each province to set the 
minimum wage.

While minimum wages have been increased in 
some provinces, they remain woefully low com-
pared to the low-income cut off. The 2007 before-
tax poverty line for a large city was $21,666. This 
means that the minimum wage would need to 
have been $10.42 based on a 40-hour paid week 
and $11.90 based on a 35-hour paid week in 2007. 
Ontario has the highest minimum wage at $8.75 
and has promised to raise it to $10.25 by March 
31, 2010. BC has a minimum wage of $8.00, lower 
than all the other large provinces and the mini-
mum wage in BC has not increased since 2001.

A fair minimum wage would need to increase 
annually by the cost of living if it is not to be 
eroded by inflation as has been the case in BC 
for the past seven years.

Recommendation 6 – Increasing the 
Canada Child Tax Benefit
Over half of the households using food banks are 
families with children. Since the minimum wage 
for a single person would not cover the additional 
expenses for raising a child, the amount of the Can-
ada Child Tax Benefit would need to be raised. 

Campaign 2000 has estimated that the Can-
ada Child Tax Benefit would need to increase to 
$5,100 per year per child if a single parent work-
ing full time at a minimum wage was to reach 
the poverty line.

Recommendation 7 – Developing quality, 
affordable child care 
Given that over half of the households using 
food banks are lone or two parent families with 
children and given that approximately 75 per 
cent of the children are 12 and younger, quality 
affordable child care would be a prerequisite if 
parents are expected to seek and retain employ-
ment. Quebec has, by far, the most developed 
provincial child care system that could serve as 
a model for the other provinces.

Recommendation 8 – Providing education 
and training to upgrade skills
Allow persons on income assistance to pursue 
high school completion and post secondary train-
ing and education while on assistance.

The profile of food bank clients showed that 
over 60 per cent had no post secondary education 
and that over 40 per cent had not graduated from 
high school. Given the changing nature of the 
labour market, people will need skills and edu-
cation if they are to obtain employment that will 
provide them with a secure financial future.

Recommendation 9 – Establishing 
appropriate financial allowances and 
support services for refugees and 
immigrants 
Ensure that refugees have appropriate and suf-
ficient financial support to complete their initial 
settlement and that refugees and immigrants 
have access to affordable and appropriate levels 
of English/French Second Language services.

The profiles of food bank clients shows that 
there is a growing proportion of refugees and re-
cent immigrants using food banks in the larger 
cities in Canada. This group has a number of 
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While there has been some reduction in demand 
at the food banks since 2004, this has occurred 
during a time of very high economic growth. At 
the same time, there has also been a decrease in the 
proportion of the food bank clients who report that 
welfare is their primary source of income. Given 
that the economy appears to be heading into reces-
sion, one cannot help but wonder what additional 
demands will be placed on Canada’s food banks. 
Implementing these recommendation will help 
ensure that all residents have a right to adequate 
and appropriate food. Only then can Canada and 
the provinces say that they are actively living up 
to their international obligations.

unique needs that have to be addressed to aid 
their settlement in Canada. 

Recommendation 10 – Addressing Housing 
Affordability
Given that the cost of housing consumes such 
a large portion of the total income of food bank 
clients, appropriate mechanisms need to be es-
tablished to make rental housing more afforda-
ble. This could include the development of more 
social housing units where rent is geared to in-
come, and the implementation of rent subsidy 
programs such as the Rental Assistance Pro-
gram in BC. 
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Source of data from food banks

1. Provided directly from their records:
• Surrey Food Bank (Surrey, B.C.) – 1991 to 

2004

• Edmonton’s Food Bank (Edmonton, 
Alberta) – 1990 to 2004 

• Regina & District Food Bank (Regina, 
Saskatchewan) – 1990 to 2004 

• Daily Bread Food Bank (Toronto, Ontario) 
– 1992 to 2004 (data for all food banks in 
Metro Toronto).

2. Provided from CAFB Hunger Count Survey 
1997 to 2004

• Calgary (Alberta) 

• Saskatoon (Saskatchewan)

• Winnipeg (Manitoba) 

• St. John (New Brunswick)

The individual food banks granted permission 
to use their data.

3. Provided from CAFB Hunger Count Survey 
1997 to 2004 (Provincial level data)

• Nova Scotia

Technical Appendix

• Prince Edward Island 

• Newfoundland and Labrador

Regression Analysis

An econometric investigation of the relationship 
between food bank and welfare use was under-
taken to address the complexities arising from an 
examination of the simple data plots. The initial 
analysis used the following regression:

fit = β0 + β1wuit + β2wbit + β3lit + xitδ + θi + φt + εit

where fit is the log of the ratio of food bank use 
in city i in year t to the population in that city/
province, wuit is the log of the ratio of welfare 
use in the province in which city ii is located in 
year t to the population in that province and year, 
wbit is the log of real welfare benefits for a single 
employable in the relevant province in year t, lit 
is a measure of the state of the labour market or 
the economy such as the unemployment rate or 
the GDP growth rate, xit is a vector of other con-
trols, β0 through β3 are individual parameters, δ 
is a vector of parameters conformable with the 
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ification that include year effects but no other 
covariates.28 The estimated effect of the change 
in welfare usage is statistically significant and 
substantial in size, implying that a 10 per cent 
decrease in the welfare rolls would correspond 
to a 2.7 per cent increase in food bank usage. The 
estimated impact of changes in welfare benefits 
is also negative but much smaller in magnitude 
and not statistically significant at any conven-
tional significance level. 

In the second column, we add the change in 
the local employment rate to control for macro 
effects. The employment rate variable does not 
enter significantly and its introduction does not 
materially affect the size or significance of the 
key variables.29 

We next add city specific effects to the speci-
fication in column 3. This allows food bank use 
in each city to increase (or decrease) at its own 
rate. The effect of changes in welfare usage on 
food bank usage is then identified by changes in 
welfare usage that are out of the ordinary relative 
to overall national movements and to the trend 
in welfare usage for the specific province. This is 
the type of variation used in regression discon-
tinuity estimation approaches. In this case, the 
type of variation is brought about by the sudden 
changes in welfare use as a result of the welfare 
reform introduced. When these trends are in-
cluded the effect of welfare use on food bank use 
increases to a sizeable -.42 and is statistically sig-
nificant at the 5 per cent level, while the effects 
of the other two covariates are essentially un-
changed. Thus, a 10 per cent decline in the wel-
fare rolls causes a 4.2 per cent increase in food 
bank usage according to this estimate. 

Finally, we introduce two additional cov-
ariates in the fourth column of Table A1.30 The 
unskilled wage variable corresponds to the me-
dian wage of males with a high school diploma 
or lower education in the province and is calcu-
lated from the Surveys of Consumer Finances 
for the years up to 1996 and from the Labour 
Force Survey in the remaining years. We intro-

xit vector, θi is a city specific effect, φt is a year 
specific effect, and εit is an error term. The x vec-
tor includes variables indicated as important 
by the food banks themselves such as measures 
of the minimum wage and rental rates for one-
bedroom apartments.

We focus our attention on the β1 and β2 pa-
rameters. It is important to recognize that the 
welfare usage rate effect is estimated controlling 
for the state of the labour market so that we are 
effectively comparing food bank usage in periods 
where the measured state of the labour market 
is the same but welfare usage differs. We also 
control for flexible time-specific effects and site 
(city)-specific effects, implying that the identify-
ing variation is movements in variables within 
a given city over time. The time-specific effects 
control for one form of hysteresis: general per-
sistence in food bank use that arises because 
food bank use in Canada as a whole was rising 
during the time period under study. We also in-
vestigated specifications including site-specific 
time trends. This allows for each site to have its 
own form of time dependence and provides a 
more rigorous test of the relationship between 
welfare and food bank usage. 

The same types of variation were used to iden-
tify the effects of movements in welfare benefits. 
Given that a large portion of food bank clients 
are also receiving welfare benefits, it seems likely 
that cuts in benefits will both put those already 
using food banks in a deeper food deficit and 
push more welfare recipients into food insecu-
rity. Of course, proponents of the cuts would 
argue that reducing benefits induces individuals 
to leave welfare, making them better off in the 
long run. This raises interesting issues about the 
dynamics of effects, which will be investigated 
in the estimations.

We carried out the initial estimation in first 
differences, which has the immediate effect of 
eliminating the city specific effect, θ. Column 1 
of Table A1 reports the estimated coefficients on 
the welfare usage and welfare benefits in a spec-
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Table A2 presents specifications that examine 
the robustness of the results. The first equations 
examined the possibility that the impacts of the 
welfare variables are larger when the changes in 
those variables are larger. A spline specification 
in the welfare usage rate was estimated but this 
did not indicate any non-linearity in these wel-
fare effects so the results are not reported. A tied 
spline specification was also estimated in which 
the impact of welfare benefit changes were linked 
to benefit cuts of over 5 per cent versus other, 
smaller, benefit changes. The first coefficient in-
dicates that large cuts in welfare benefits generate 
large increases in food bank usage: a 10 per cent 
cut in benefits generates a 14 per cent increase in 
food bank usage. However, the impact of more 
moderate sized changes (obtained by adding to-
gether the two benefit change variables) is eco-
nomically and statistically indistinguishable from 
zero. Thus, large cuts in benefits appear to have 
substantial impacts on food bank use but small-
er cuts have virtually no impact. Introducing the 
spline for the benefit variable also reduces the 
impact of the change in welfare rolls (from -.42 
in the third column of Table A1 to -.31), though 
that impact still remains sizeable.

The first differences imply an immediate im-
pact of changes in welfare rolls. One might hy-

duced this covariate as another attempt to ac-
count for changes in labour market conditions. 
We also introduced a variable corresponding 
to the real rent for a one bedroom apartment in 
the relevant city on the hypothesis that when 
rents increase, many families may be forced to 
reduce their food expenditures and will turn to 
food banks. Finally, we added minimum wages 
because food bank operators believe that higher 
minimum wages will increase earnings for the 
low skilled employed, reducing their need to de-
pend on food banks. 

The unskilled wage effect has the expected 
effect and a relatively large impact but is not near 
statistical significance. The rent and minimum 
wage variables have the opposite effect to what 
was expected and the rent variable is statistically 
significant. It may be that the rental variable is 
actually capturing the strength of the local econo-
my, with high rents reflecting strong growth. The 
inclusion of these variables, however, has virtu-
ally no impact on the estimates of the effects of 
the key variables. Thus, when we add these ex-
tra controls our estimate of the impact of cuts in 
welfare rolls remains at the same sizeable level 
as in column 3. We view the estimates in either 
column 3 or 4 as our preferred ones because of 
the flexibility of the specification. 

table A1   Basic Regressions 
Dependent Variable: Change in the Log of the Food Bank Use Rate

Variables  1  2  3 4

Constant  .058 (.042)  .023 (.089)  .066 (.080) .046 (.024)*

Change in Welfare Use -.27 (.13)**  -.29 (.12)**  -.42 (.17)** -.44 (.15)**

Change in Welfare Benefit -.078 (.063)  -.066 (.063)  -.067 (.11)  .0012 (.11)

Change in Employment Rate  -  -.0076 (.0056)  -.0079 (.0064) -.0074 (.0067)

Change in Unskilled Wage  -  -  - -.15 (.16)

Change in Minimum Wage  -  -  - .42 (.54)

Change in Rent  -  -  - -1.39 (.38)**

Year Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes

City Effects No  No Yes Yes

Number of Observations 102 102 102 97
* (**) Significantly different from zero at the 10 (5) per cent level of significance.
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estimator, instrumenting for previous food 
bank use with lags of the various exogenous 
variables. In this case, first lags of the welfare 
use rate, the welfare benefit, and the employ-
ment rate were used. 

Both the welfare use and the benefit variable 
were statistically significant at the 5 per cent lev-
el in the first stage regression (not shown here). 
City effects were not included in this specifica-
tion since state dependence is allowed to enter 
through the lagged effect rather than through a 
general, city-specific trend. The results indicate 
that there is a positive relationship between cur-
rent period changes in food bank use and the 
lagged level of food bank use, but the relation-
ship is neither economically large nor statisti-
cally significant. Moreover, the effects of the 
change in welfare use rate and the change in the 
welfare benefit are substantially the same as in 
the previous specifications shown in Table A1. 
Based on these results and those from the previ-
ous specification, one might conclude that there 
are no noteworthy dynamics to the welfare ef-
fects and thus, the estimated immediate effects 
of a change in food bank use due to changes in 
the welfare use rate should not be expected to 

pothesize, however, that while the immediate 
impact on food bank use of cuts to welfare may 
be large, longer-term effects may be smaller. This 
possibility is examined in the second column of 
Table A2 where lags in the welfare use and wel-
fare benefits variables are introduced. Neither of 
these lags is statistically significant and the es-
timated impacts of the current period changes 
in welfare variables change very little with their 
introduction.

The third column of Table A2 presents re-
sults from a specification that includes the lag 
of the log of the food bank use rate. The pri-
mary goal with this specification is to further 
examine the possibility of hysteresis in food 
bank use. In particular, increases in food bank 
use one year may depend upon increases that 
occurred in previous years. The level of food 
bank use in the previous year is a summa-
ry of the changes that occurred in all previ-
ous years and thus is a direct way to capture 
these effects. It is well known that estimation 
including lags of functions of the dependent 
variable in a fixed effect panel model leads to 
inconsistent estimates. This problem can be 
addressed by using an instrumental variables 

table A2   Supplementary Regressions 
Dependent Variable: Change in the Log of the Food Bank Use Rate

Variables OLS 1 OLS 2 OLS 3

Constant  -.0064 (.059)    .078 (.069)    2.03 (.82)**

Change in Welfare Use -.31 (.14)**   -.39 (.17)**   -.45 (.15)**

Change in Welfare Benefit -1.38 (.39)**   -.085 (.10)   -.10 (.077)

Change in Employment Rate -.0068 (.007)   -.0079 (.0065)   -.0099 (.0047)**

Change in Welfare Benefit, Change >-.05 1.36 (.39)** - -

Change in Welfare Use, Lagged - -.091 (.16) -

Change in Welfare Benefit, Lagged - .024 (.050) -

Lagged Welfare Use .046 (.034)

Year Effects Yes Yes Yes

City Effects Yes  Yes No

Number of Observations 102 102 102
* (**) Significantly different from zero at the 10 (5)  per cent level of significance.
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is double our main estimates (i.e. 10 per cent 
cuts in welfare rolls are associated with 10 per 
cent increases in food bank use). Thus, there is 
some evidence of large, immediate impacts of 
welfare cuts dissipating somewhat to a more 
persistent impact that is smaller but still very 
substantial. 

dissipate. However, in work not reported here, 
we implemented a specification that allowed 
the effects of the very large reforms in Alberta, 
BC, Ontario and Manitoba to have a differential 
impact in the year immediately following each 
of these policy changes. Those results indicate 
an immediate effect of those large reforms that 
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