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“There is no question that this is not
enough. The minister doesn’t know what
she’s doing.”2

-Conservative MPP Cam Jackson at-
tacking then NDP Social Services Min-
ister Marion Boyd for her 1% welfare
rate increase of April 1, 1993, the last
time welfare benefits were raised in the
province of Ontario.

Two years after uttering these words, Cam
Jackson’s Conservative party, under the lead-
ership of Mike Harris, slashed welfare rates
by 21.6%.  If 1993’s one percent increase was
“not enough,” how did a 21.6% cut rank?
Eight years later, the verdict is in:

Ontario’s welfare system is
broken.

It fails to meet the needs of low income
Ontarians seeking assistance to get into the
labour market; it stigmatizes recipients as lazy
and blames them for their poverty; and it
threatens the very security and health of re-
cipients by failing to provide adequate in-
comes that ensure basic needs such as secure
housing and food.

April 1, 2003 was the tenth anniversary of
the last time welfare benefits were raised in
Ontario.  Not only have rates been stagnant
over the past decade, but they were subjected
to the above-mentioned cut in 1995.  Accord-
ing to the Ontario Association of Food Banks

(OAFB), the impact of the cut was felt im-
mediately: food banks across the province saw
an increase of more than 30% in the number
of people accessing their services from 1995
to 1996 as “those on welfare are increasingly
having a difficult time coping” with meeting
basic needs.3

Similarly, the cut has forced many house-
holds into unstable, decrepit homes as rising
rents and the elimination of funding for the
development of affordable housing have
placed safe, secure homes out of welfare re-
cipients’ price range.  Municipalities across the
province have documented the precarious
housing situation facing welfare recipients
because of inadequate welfare rates and the
link between low rates and increasing home-
lessness.4

The Conservative government defends this
state of the system by pointing to the num-
bers of people who have moved off of wel-
fare.  According to Ontario’s Minister of Com-
munity, Family and Children’s Services,
Brenda Elliott, “[The welfare system] has been
entirely transformed under our government
as an employment and supports opportunity
that has been referenced to me personally by
at least one person as being transformed into
opportunities galore.”5  While the government
claims changes made to the welfare system
have benefited recipients, a sample size of
more than one indicates the reality is much
less rosy.  No studies show that the majority
of people leaving welfare have escaped pov-
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erty.  Indeed, the OAFB reported in 2002 a
58% increase over the previous two years in
people reporting no income whatsoever.  A
City of Toronto study also found that “most
people are not necessarily better off financially
after leaving” and that a sizeable number cy-
cle back onto Ontario Works (OW) within a
year.6  For most, security remains elusive.

This is not to say that no money has been
spent on the welfare system over the period
of time that rates have been frozen.  It is just
that none of this money actually finds its way
into the pockets of families who desperately
need it.  Consider, for example:
• The Harris-Eves government paid

Accenture $246 million ($66 million more
than budgeted) to revamp the Ontario
Works computer system.  The provincial
Auditor has since criticized the new sys-
tem as “a step backward from what had
previously been available;”7

• The National Child Benefit Supplement
is clawed back from families on Ontario
Works (totalling approximately $183 mil-
lion in 2001) and “reinvested” in other
programs for low income families, for ex-
ample the Child Care Supplement for
working families.  While this is a worth-
while program, funding a program for poor
working families on the backs of the poor-
est families (welfare recipients) is about the
least logical use of money imaginable, es-
pecially considering that 121,000 children
in Ontario require food banks;8

• Strict enforcement of zero tolerance fraud
measures is still maintained, despite the fact
that fraud represents less than 3% of the
welfare system.  Meanwhile, the provin-
cial Auditor noted that “of the 763,000
corporations with active accounts on the
Ministry’s tax roll, 355,000 corporations

Jonny lives on welfare with his partner and their 2 children.  Here’s how he de-
scribes the daily insecurity his family faces:

It is such a struggle to pay the rent.  Then there’s the phone bill and the diapers.
Just to feed my son, I have to come to a food bank.  My daughter’s still just on milk.

Diapers aren’t cheap.  Food isn’t cheap.  The cost is going up, but the job market, the
bottom dollar is not going up.  For people on welfare, or people who work, or people on
welfare trying to work, it’s still going to be a struggle.

I feel we are forced into living certain ways with no choice.  They don’t have the jobs.
They don’t have the job creation.  Pretty much if you go to welfare or ODSP or any of these
other programs, you are forced into a life of poverty.  No one has a vested interest in you
as a human being.   All they’re caring about is their numbers, the bottom dollar, and that’s
it. And trying to get the people off welfare.  They’re just cutting them off, forcing these
people to live on the street.  It’s sad. It’s sad what I see.

We’ve got to support people better. You need people who got helped out, nurtured out
of the pit, to lead others out.  You get used to living like that.  It doesn’t become really
harder, it becomes easier.  Because you want less from the world.  And you want more
from little circles you create as you go along. It’s a hard life. It’s harder than anybody else
can ever experience.
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– or one in two – did not file required re-
turns.”9

The Harris-Eves government’s legacy has
been dismal in many areas – health care, edu-
cation, environment, cities – but its record
on social assistance has been the most vicious
and damaging of all.  While its changes to
health care or education, for example, place
in jeopardy the ability of all Ontarians to ac-
cess and receive quality, primary social serv-
ices, these changes have not been an attack
on people’s basic survival.    This government’s
record on social assistance, however, represents
a specific, targeted attack on society’s most vul-
nerable people, threatening their ability to
meet the most basic of needs.  In the case of
Kimberly Rogers, the above-mentioned zero
tolerance measure led to her house arrest and
the reduction of already low welfare rates to
unlivable levels.  The resulting insecurity was
fatal: the Coroner’s Inquest into the circum-
stances of her death recognized the roles zero
tolerance and inadequate social assistance rates
played in her death by recommending an im-
mediate end to the zero tolerance policy and
by recommending rates be increased to reflect
the actual costs of living.10

This paper shows that current welfare rates
fail to meet the cost of both rent and food as
measured by the Canada Mortgage and Hous-
ing Corporation and by the Nutritious Food
Basket measure calculated by public health
units in each community across the province.
As such, this paper proposes short-term
changes to the existing welfare system through
immediate rate increases as a means of pro-
viding needed relief to the financial pressures
that place welfare recipients in housing inse-
curity and food shortages.   It is proposed here
that the basic needs portion of the welfare

cheque be increased to 199411 levels with in-
flation since that time added, and that the
shelter allowance be immediately increased to
cover 85% of average Canada Mortgage and
Housing Corporation rents for cities across
the province.  This proposal would cost the
province approximately $614 million in the
first year, of which $150 million is for the
shelter portion alone.

Increasing Insecurity: Setting the
Policy Stage for Welfare Cuts

Prior to 1995, the federal government shared
with provincial governments the costs of wel-
fare programs across the country through
funding transfers to each province.  The
Canada Assistance Plan (CAP) was the fed-
eral legislation that outlined the federal cost-
sharing structure for all social assistance in
Canada.  According to a document of the
United Nations Committee on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights (1998), the CAP
bound provinces to the following agreement:

From its introduction in 1966 … CAP
was federal legislation which authorized
cost-sharing by the Government of
Canada of all social assistance expendi-
tures by the provinces in their social as-
sistance programs. The pre-condition
which provinces had to meet in order
for them to receive full federal cost-shar-
ing, however, was that they had to es-
tablish social assistance programs which
legislatively respected significant rights
for all persons in need. The specific con-
ditions, which took the form of legal
rights, were contained in the CAP leg-
islation. In particular, provinces agreed
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to insert the following guarantees into
their programs:
1. provide assistance to every person in
need - regardless of the cause of need
(CAP s.6(2)(a));
2. take into account a person’s basic re-
quirements in setting social assistance
rates (CAP s.6(2)(b));
3. not require that people who were in
receipt of social assistance perform work
against their will as a condition of re-
ceiving assistance (CAP s.15(3)(a)).12

But in its 1995 budget, as a cost-cutting
measure the federal government replaced the
CAP with the Canada Health and Social
Transfer (CHST). The CHST provided prov-
inces with less money to pay for a number of
social services, including welfare benefits.
With this reduction of federal money came
the elimination of the regulations ensuring
that all provinces provide quality welfare pro-
grams. Gone, too, was the required guaran-

tee that provinces uphold the above-men-
tioned basic standards when developing wel-
fare programs.13

Ontario Works: Increasing
Financial Hardship

The elimination of federal standards allowed
the Government of Ontario to implement a
welfare program, called Ontario Works, that
failed to consider the cost of people’s basic
needs when setting rates.  In other words, it
allowed the province to design a welfare pro-
gram that created severe financial hardship for
welfare recipients through drastic rate reduc-
tions.  The Government of Ontario did just
that, developing a program that was meant to
be harsh: it was intended to encourage peo-
ple to leave welfare and to deter new cases.14

Starting in 1995, the province cut welfare
rates by 21.6%. This cut meant the primary
source of income for many low income peo-
ple was reduced by more than one-fifth. Wel-

Nadera’s story
I am a single mother on social assistance. I have two children aged 19 and 21.  Both of

my children are in school. My total monthly income is $1097.00, all of which comes from
social assistance. My rent is $1100.00 per month.

Every month I worry about paying the rent, as my rent is much higher than my income
and I have no money left to buy food for the three of us. Occasionally, I have to use the
food bank. However, what I get from there is not enough for the family. I always worry
about having food for my family, as there is never enough.

Sometimes I don’t eat; I skip meals, so that my children could have something to eat. I
can barely manage to get by with the help from my son’s OSAP loan assistance. That helps
to buy some necessity food items. I don’t buy fruits, as I can’t afford to buy such nutritious
food. I can’t even think of buying clothes for me.

Things would be much easier if I could find cheaper or subsidized housing. I applied for
subsidized housing three years ago, but they said that I might have to wait for another eight
to ten years.  I am an immigrant to Canada - I was a doctor in my home country. It has
been extremely difficult for me to cope with all the barriers that I have been facing after I
came to Canada.
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fare income was then frozen at this reduced
level with no regard for rising costs of living
due to inflation.

The wholesale cut of welfare rates by
21.6% and the blatant disregard for rates that
considered costs of living flew in the face of
enlightened thinking concerning social policy
at the time.  Following decades of welfare pro-
grams based on outdated social assistance leg-
islation developed in the 1950s and 60s, in
1986 the Ontario government of the time
“established a Social Assistance Review Com-
mittee (SARC) to conduct a comprehensive
review of the province’s social assistance pro-
grams and to identify … the guiding princi-
ples for a desirable reform of the system.”15

Two years later, the SARC published a re-
port called Transitions, which contained 274
recommendations to overhaul Ontario’s anti-
quated social assistance programs.  The report
was “a watershed in the history of social as-
sistance in Ontario because of the scope of its
aims and the progressive orientation it cham-
pioned … constituting an inevitable bench-
mark for all those interested in social assist-
ance reform” in Canada.16

While the details of the Transitions report
are beyond the scope of this paper, broadly, it
sought to expand welfare recipients’ rights
while re-casting social assistance programs as
part of a larger anti-poverty strategy.  This
strategy was built upon the principle that all
citizens have a basic right to income support,
and that assistance be based on need.17  Ac-
cordingly, it was recommended that social
assistance rates be determined according to
market basket studies, pegging rates to the cost
of goods and services in the market.18  In other
words, according to the Transitions report,
ensuring social assistance rates reflect the cost
of living should be a basic premise for any

future program, and that not doing so was
one of the failures of previous, antiquated
programs.

The Transitions report received general sup-
port from the sitting Ontario Liberal govern-
ment, and initial steps were taken to imple-
ment aspects of its recommendations.  Fur-
ther steps were taken when a new NDP gov-
ernment was elected in 1990.19  That govern-
ment initiated an incremental increase of wel-
fare rates intended to bring benefits to a level
that better reflected costs of living.20

But the election of Ontario’s current gov-
ernment in 1995, with its focus on tax cuts
and large public expenditure reductions,
spelled the end to increasing welfare rates and
pegging them to the cost of living.  Instead,
the new government drastically lowered what
it called the “cadillac”21 of social assistance
rates.  It argued that Ontario’s was the most
generous social assistance system in North
America, and that benefits would therefore
have to be brought down to a level equivalent
to 10% above the national level.22  As such,
with no regard for the cost of living in Cana-
da’s second most expensive province,23 wel-
fare rates were cut by 21.6%.

Stagnant Incomes Despite Rising
Costs

Since 1995, inflation has increased by 15.8%24

in Ontario, making the real value of that cut
now over 37%.  In Ontario, the average rent
for a two-bedroom apartment has increased
by 24% over that period while in Toronto,
for example, the cost of food has increased by
13% since 1999.25  With inflation eating into
stagnant welfare rates, the real value of wel-
fare recipients’ money is in sharp decline.
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According to the National Council of Wel-
fare, the purchasing power of welfare incomes
in Ontario peaked in 1992 and has been de-
creasing ever since.26

As Table 1 indicates, current welfare in-
comes are significantly less than Statistics
Canada’s Low Income Cut Off and are well
below the Sarlo-Fraser Institute’s poverty line,
the most conservative poverty line currently
calculated in Canada. This is true even when
considering other possible income sources
available to welfare recipients.27

The Shelter Gap

In Ontario social assistance cheques are com-
prised of two portions:  the basic needs al-
lowance and the shelter allowance. (Appen-
dix A shows how much welfare recipients in
Ontario currently receive per month for the
basic needs and shelter allowances.) As its
name implies, the shelter allowance is in-
tended to cover the cost of shelter accommo-
dations.28  Recipients receive an amount equal
to the actual rent they pay up to a set maxi-
mum, and are therefore sometimes referred
to as an ARM allowance.29  The recipient is
responsible for meeting any dollar amount
paid in rent beyond that maximum.  For most
recipients, this entails diverting money from

the food budget (basic needs allowance) in
order to pay for the cost of rent.  For exam-
ple, a family of three receives a maximum shel-
ter allowance of $554 per month.  If that fam-
ily pays rent of $500 per month, it would re-
ceive a shelter allowance equal to its rent
($500).  If that family pays a rent of $600 per
month, it would receive the full $554 shelter
allowance.  However, the additional $46 in
rent must be met through other income
sources.

Ontario has structured its shelter allowance
as one flat rate across the province that varies
only by family size.  As such, the shelter al-
lowance maxima are the same everywhere
across the province, despite the vast differences
in rent levels.  This represents a fundamental
flaw in the shelter allowance’s design, as the
lack of flexibility and sensitivity to local hous-
ing conditions ensures the shelter allowance
will be perpetually inadequate in large urban
centres such as the greater Toronto area (GTA)
and Ottawa, while simultaneously tending to
be overly generous by comparison in smaller
urban and rural centres such as Sarnia or
Owen Sound where rents are much lower
(although it should be noted that rates are
currently inadequate virtually everywhere;
only their degree of inadequacy varies).

Any discussion about the shelter allowance
must be placed firmly within the context of

Table 1: Annual Welfare Income vs. the Sarlo/Fraser Institute Poverty Line, 2000 and the
Low Income Cut-Off, 2002 (Two Adults, 2 Children)

Location Basic Annual Welfare
Income

Total Annual Welfare
Income

(including additional
income sources)*

Sarlo/Fraser Institute
Poverty Line**

Low Income Cut
Off

Toronto $14,136 $18,330 $22,343 $36,247
Ottawa $14,136 $18,330 $21,251 $36,247
Ontario $14,136 $18,330 $21,029 $34,572

*Source: National Council of Welfare, 2002. Welfare Incomes, 2000 and 2001. Volume #116.
**Source:  Sarlo, Christopher 2001. “Measuring Poverty in Canada,” Critical Perspectives Bulletin.  The Fraser Institute.
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the current crisis in affordable housing.  The
range of policy changes that have occurred at
different levels of government to precipitate
this crisis have been well documented in other
Ontario Alternative Budget (OAB) Technical
Papers and need not require further detail
here.30

However, we will mention 1998 as a wa-
tershed year in Ontario because of the imple-
mentation of the Tenant Protection Act (TPA)
by the Harris Conservative government.  The
ironically named Tenant Protection Act is a
developer friendly piece of legislation which
deregulated the price of private market rental
housing in an effort to, so the theory held,
increase the supply of housing while lower-
ing prices (much like the aborted electricity
privatization scheme was supposed to).  In-
stead of the strict rent controls which existed
in the previous Landlord and Tenant Act,
landlords were now free to set rents to what-
ever the market would bear on vacant units
(vacancy decontrol), while also enjoying
greater scope for cost recovery of capital ex-
penses, and an automatic annual increase
based on the rent increase guideline set by the
Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing.31

The net effect of the TPA, and the vacancy
decontrol provision in particular, has been less
private rental market supply and higher prices

(again, a strikingly similar result to the elec-
tricity privatization).

For Ontario Works recipients the higher
rental prices have been devastating, especially
in the two largest urban centres: the GTA and
Ottawa (see Figure 1).

As a result of the increasing shelter gap,
the average family of four in Toronto diverts
$244.25 from the food budget (basic needs
allowance) to meet the cost of rent; in Peel
$298; in Windsor $141, in Ottawa $158; and
in London $157.32  The Daily Bread Food
Bank in Toronto reports that the average fam-
ily on welfare in the GTA spends 70% of in-
come on rent.33

The inadequacy of the shelter allowance is
an important contributing factor in both the
rise in homelessness and food bank use across
Ontario.  Indeed, virtually every municipal-
ity in Ontario has made the link between the
low shelter allowance, housing instability, and
homelessness.34

• 44,780 rental units lost in Ontario be-
tween 1996 and 2001 according to 2001
census

• CMHC reports average Ontario rent in-
creased 17.4%, from $712 to $836 be-
tween 1998 and 2002; inflation for the
same period was 10.3%

• GTA: $77 below average rent to $493
below;

• Ottawa: $31 below average rent to $376
below;

• London: $64 above average rent to $151
below;

• Sault: $109 above average rent to $58
below;

• Windsor: $64 above average rent to $215
below;

• North Bay: $104 above average rent to
$103 below

Increase in Shelter Gap*, Family of Three, Two Bedroom Apartment 1994-2002

*Difference between shelter allowance and average rent
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Figure 1: Comparison of Average Rent to Shelter Allowance, 1994-2002
Family of Three; 2 Bedroom Apartment

= (Oakville/Milton).   

*Toronto CMA is comprised of most of the GTA, including the City of Toronto, Peel Region (Mississauga/Brampton),
York Region (Richmond Hill/Vaughan/Aurora), parts of Durham Region (Pickering/Ajax) and parts of Halton Region
(Oakville/Milton).   

Toronto CMA*
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Shelter Allowance: 1995-2002

The shelter allowance maximum in Ontario
was quite generous prior to the 21.6% cut
implemented by the Harris government (see
Table 2).  Of the 19 municipalities and mu-
nicipal regions surveyed here, fifteen had a
shelter allowance maximum that allowed re-
cipients to rent an above-average priced apart-
ment in that city.  This ranged from a high of
122% of the average rent in Owen Sound to
a low of 103% in Oshawa.   Four had a shel-
ter allowance lower than the average rent, with
Barrie and Ottawa just slightly under their
respective averages.  Toronto and Peel Region
(which are both considered part of the To-
ronto CMA for the CMHC’s purposes) had
the lowest shelter allowance as a percentage
of average rent, at 88% and 85% respectively.

While it was arguable that the shelter al-
lowance was overly generous in certain cities
prior to 1995, Harris’ Conservative govern-

ment immediately slashed benefit rates upon
its election, bringing the shelter allowance be-
low the average rent in each city surveyed.  It
should also be clear from reading Table 2 that
the across-the-board cut the Conservatives
imposed was ham-fisted.  A targeted cut that
lowered the shelter allowance in those cities
where it was above local average rents, com-
bined with the maintenance of rates in those
cities where it was below, could have reduced
welfare expenditures without imposing so se-
vere a hardship.  While this would not have
prevented the profoundly negative effects the
cut produced, it would have mitigated their
impact somewhat, particularly in those re-
gions where the shelter allowance was already
inadequate to meet the local cost of rent.

With welfare rates frozen since the cut in
1995, and rents skyrocketing as a result of the
TPA, the capacity of welfare recipients to meet
their rent costs has eroded quickly (see Figure
2).

Sources: Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, Rental Market Survey Reports; Ontario Ministry of Community,
Family and Children’s Services
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Table 2: Shelter Allowance as a Percentage of Average Rent;
Single, Two Children; 2 Bedroom Apartment

City 1995
Pre-Cut/Post Cut

2002 City 1995
Pre-Cut/Post-Cut

2002

Barrie 99% / 78% 63% Peel Region 85% / 67% 55%
Guelph 110% / 86% 69% Peterborough 110% / 86% 77%

Hamilton 115% / 90% 72% St. Catherines 119% / 93% 80%
Kingston 112% / 88% 76% Sarnia 118% / 92% 88%
Kitchener 115% / 90% 67% Sault Ste. Marie 116% / 91% 91%
London 112% / 87% 79% Sudbury 114% / 89% 86%

North Bay 115% / 90% 84% Thunder Bay 107% / 84% 84%
Oshawa 103% / 80% 68% City of Toronto 88% / 69% 53%
Ottawa 96% / 75% 60% Windsor 106% / 83% 72%

Owen Sound 122% / 96% 82%
 Note: 85% of average rent is often referred to as the minimum required to adequately cover shelter costs (see note 39).
Source: Calculated by authors from Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation Rental Housing Reports .

Figure 2: % Change in Average Ontario Rent vs. % Change in Welfare Rates 
(1995-2002)
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By 2002 the cities surveyed above can be
grouped into three categories.  The first is cit-
ies where the shelter allowance is shockingly
low, reaching almost half the average rent.
This group would include Ottawa and the
GTA. These regions are in desperate need of
a significant dollar value increase in the shel-
ter allowance (as much as 60% in some cases
just to reach 85% of average rent) to ensure
those on assistance are able to pay their rent.

Barrie would just be on the cusp of this
group.35

The second group is comprised of middle-
sized cities and would include Guelph, Ham-
ilton, Kitchener-Waterloo, London and
Windsor, among others.  Their percentage is
higher than the first group, but still below the
85% of the local average rent standard often
referred to as minimally adequate to cover
housing costs.  These cities also require an
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increase in the shelter allowance in the range
of 25%.

The final group consists of cities whose av-
erage rents already fall within the 85% thresh-
old, and would include Sault Ste. Marie,
Sarnia and Sudbury.  Ontario Works recipi-
ents in these cities would derive greater ben-
efit by an increase in the basic needs allow-
ance.

Basic Needs Allowance: Food or
Shelter, But not Both

The basic needs portion of the welfare cheque
is to be used for all non-rent related expenses
such as clothing, food, transportation, medi-
cine, children’s school supplies, etc.  As dis-
cussed above, in cities such as Ottawa, Barrie
and the GTA, average rents far exceed the
shelter allowance, forcing welfare recipients
to use significant amounts of the basic needs

allowance just to keep a roof over their heads.
What is left must be rationed between all other
living costs.

But even if the current shelter allowance
covered rents, the total amount received for
basic needs fails to cover all non-rent living
costs.  Ontario’s Ministry of Health mandates
that public health units in each municipality
across the province calculate the cost of a nu-
tritious food basket that measures the mini-
mum cost of healthy eating in communities
around Ontario.

Table 3 compares the cost of the nutritious
food basket in selected Ontario cities with the
current basic needs allowance.  As mentioned
above, the basic needs portion of the welfare
cheque is meant to cover all non-rent costs,
not just food.  But as Table 3 indicates, in
cities such as Ottawa and Thunder Bay, the
basic needs allowance a single welfare recipi-
ent, for example, receives does not even cover
the monthly cost of nutritious food in those

Table 3: Basic Needs Allowance vs. Cost of a Nutritious Food Basket in Selected Cities, 2002
Monthly Cost of Nutritious Food Basket in Selected Ontario

Cities ($)+
Amount Left for all Non-Food Expenses Per Month ($)House-
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Single* 195.00 179.16 179.26 179.66 218.67 199.13 185.38 15.84 15.74 15.34 - 23.67 - 4.13 9.62

1 Adult/1
Child**

446.00 209.00 213.72 219.57 263.15 241.58 220.72 237.00 232.28 226.43 182.85 204.42 225.28

2 Adults/
2 Kids***

576.00 499.38 507.22 515.88 574.00 569.00 523.93 76.62 68.78 60.12 2.00 7.00 52.07

Source: The cost of the Nutritious Food Basket in each community comes from documents received from the public health unit in each
community.
*Refers to a single male between the ages of 25 and 49.
**Refers to a single female, aged 25 to 49 and a child between ages 4 and 6.
***Refers to a man and women between the ages of 25 and 49, a boy aged 13 and a girl aged 8.
+Ontario’s Ministry of Health mandates that public health units in communities across the province calculate the cost of a nutritious food
basket that measures the cost of healthy eating based on recommendations set by Canada’s Food Guide to Healthy Eating and Nutrition
Recommendations.  The selection of foods included in the Nutritious Food Basket is based on nutrient value, and is chosen according to
the lowest available price in several different grocery stores.
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cities.  A family of four in those cities has just
$2 and $7, respectfully, for all other monthly
basic needs once the cost of the nutritious food
basket is deducted.

While Table 3 reveals the inadequacy of
the current basic needs allowance, it also in-
dicates that the level of the allowance has been
set arbitrarily.  While the allowance minimally
covers the costs of food for a single person in
Windsor, London, North Bay and Toronto,
it provides a slightly larger after-food income
to a family of four in those cities and a con-
siderably larger after-food income for a house-
hold of one adult and one child.  The amount
of these after-food incomes appears to be ran-
dom: logic would dictate that the after-food
income of a household of four, which is likely
to have greater clothing, transportation, medi-
cal and other living costs, should be greater
than that for a household of two.  Instead, as
Table 3 indicates, a household of four faces a
desperate struggle to meet non-food related
living expenses.

The apparent random, illogical nature of
the allowance levels reflects their failure to
consider actual costs of living and the house-
hold size of recipients.  As mentioned above,

the Transitions report highlighted the neces-
sity of raising welfare rates to meet costs of
living and to peg those rates to market-based
baskets of goods and services for different
households.  When the Conservative govern-
ment cut welfare rates by 21.6% in 1995, rates
had not yet been fully pegged to market val-
ues by the previous government.  Thus the
21.6% cut greatly exacerbated the inadequacy
of the basic needs allowance and the random
effects of the illogical levels of the rates.

This inadequacy is further evidenced when
the costs of basic items other than food are
considered.  Table 4 shows the average expen-
ditures on certain basic household items in
Ontario, Toronto and Ottawa.  These are the
average expenditures for all households in
these locations, including middle and high
income households.  Thus, some (i.e. the
clothing and household furnishings/equip-
ment) may be skewed higher than actual costs
facing low-income households as they are
likely to include purchases of non-essential
items.  Nevertheless, the public transporta-
tion, health care and personal care costs do
indicate the inadequacy of the basic needs al-
lowance to meet after-food basic needs.

Asma lives with her 8 year old daughter.  She has a total monthly income of $957.
Her rent is $760.

I know how to do very well with very little.  My mother taught me this.  I buy what I can
in bulk, like rice or flour.  The rest of my money I spend carefully, a little at a time, to make
it last.  I try to buy what fresh food I can with this.  Some things, like juice, are very
expensive.

Overall, I do very well with the little I have.  I know how to feed myself and my child. I
have good business skills, and learned these in my country before I came to Canada.

I do not want social assistance.  I want a job.  I have training and experience.  Did I go to
school for so many years for nothing?

So many people struggle.  Things are very tough.  I know many people, who even when
they speak English well and have much training, cannot find work.  How come it is so very
hard to find a job here?
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As Table 4 shows, the average Torontonian,
for example, spends $220.33 for clothing,
health care, personal care and household fur-
nishings/equipment each month.  An addi-
tional $98.75 is required for public transpor-
tation.   However, as Table 3 indicates, a sin-
gle person receiving welfare has just $9.62 per
month in his/her basic needs allowance once
low-cost nutritious foods have been pur-
chased.  Moreover, neither a household of one
adult and one child receiving welfare (which
has $225.28 after purchasing nutritious food)
nor a household of two adults and two kids
receiving welfare (with a monthly after-food
income of $52.07) would be able to cover the
average single Torontonian’s basic costs.  Simi-
larly, in Windsor, London and North Bay, a
household of one adult and one child would
be able to afford the after-food basic costs of
the average single Ontarian ($211.80/month)
only if transportation costs are not considered.

Conclusion: Increasing Rates,
Restoring the Cut and Indexing to
the Cost of Living

Ontario’s welfare system is broken.
As such, we recognize the need for a radi-

cal overhaul of the current system so that so-
cial assistance and income programs meet the
diverse needs of low income households and
are part of a broader policy strategy that re-
duces poverty.  A new system must:
• replace the current “quickest route to em-

ployment” approach with one that recog-
nizes the diverse needs of people and the
variety of circumstances that lead to the
need for assistance;

• eliminate the lifetime ban on social assist-
ance benefits;

• remove compulsory work requirements as
a condition for receiving assistance;

• contain more flexibility in educational
options while on assistance;

Table 4: Average Household Expenditures on a Sample of Items, 2001
Ontario*

(ave. household size 2.7)
Toronto+

(ave. household size 2.8)
Ottawa+

(ave. household size 2.5)
A Sample of Household

Items
Average
monthly

expenditure
per household

($)

Average
monthly

expenditure
per person/

household ($)

Average
monthly

expenditure per
household ($)

Average
monthly

expenditure per
person/

household ($)

Average
monthly

expenditure per
household ($)

Average  monthly
expenditure per

person/
household

 ($)
Clothing 224.75 83.24 260.42 93.01 252.42 100.97

Health Care 99.00 36.67 98.33 35.12 124.00 49.60
Personal Care 87.42 32.38 97.67 34.88 89.50 35.88

Household
Furnishings/Equipment

160.67 59.51 160.50 57.32 224.75 89.90

Public Transportation** Variable by
city

Variable by
city

-- 98.75/adult -- 60.50/adult

*Source: Statistics Canada: Average Household Expenditures, Provinces and Territories, 2001. Available at
www.statcan.ca/english/Pgdb/famil16c.htm
**Source: City of Toronto and City of Ottawa Public Transportation Services web sites, respectively.  Refers to a regular, adult monthly fare
for monthly transit pass.
+Source: Statistics Canada: Average Household Expenditures, Selected Metropolitan Areas, 2001. Available at
www.statcan.ca/english/Pgdb/famil10c.htm
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• be delivered within a framework that mini-
mizes systemic stigmatization and upholds
the dignity of the recipient;

• be built upon the principle that all citizens
have a basic right to income support, that
assistance be based on need and that social
assistance rates reflect the cost of living.

But given the inadequacy of current rates,
halting and beginning to turn around the ero-
sion of welfare incomes under the Harris-Eves
government is the immediate objective of the
OAB.

It is proposed here that the basic needs al-
lowance be returned to its 1994 level to re-
store the 21.6% cut in 1995.  We acknowl-
edge that even Conservative MPPs at the time
argued that 1994 rate levels were inadequate.
Yet we believe that increasing rates to 1994
levels is politically and fiscally possible today,
and would provide significant economic re-
lief to welfare recipients.  It is further pro-
posed that the cost of inflation since 199436

be added to this new level.  As Tables 5, 6 and
7 show, this change would provide a signifi-
cant boost to the monthly purchasing power
of welfare recipients, while costing the prov-
ince approximately $464 million.

Secondly, while we believe the long-term
solution to persistent housing insecurity is a
truly affordable housing program geared to
low-income Ontarians, we do recognize that
immediate basic needs of Ontario Works re-
cipients and children in particular must be
met.  If Ontario Works recipients are expected
to pay market rents for their housing, then
they must be provided the tools to afford that
housing.

We propose eliminating the flat shelter al-
lowance rate currently used in Ontario and
replacing it with a rate that is variable by lo-
cation and is tied to the prevailing average
rents in each city.  Only by tying the shelter
allowance to local rental market conditions
can an adequate allowance that accommodates
the vast differences in rent levels be provided.
This is consistent with recommendations
made in both the Golden Report and the Coro-
ner’s Inquest into the death of Kimberly
Rogers.  Further we propose setting the new
shelter allowance rate to 85% of the average
CMHC rent in each city.37  This proposed
increase would more than cover the current
rent paid by most families in Ontario, while
costing the province $150 million in the first
year.

Tracy and her husband live with their two children.  Their total monthly income is
$1140.  They pay $875 a month for rent.

We manage somehow.  My husband and myself are not big eaters.  We eat simple
meals so the kids don’t go without.

I think social assistance should look more at each individual situation.  Everybody’s
different.  This system is not helping.

My husband lost his job.  So now we get no money for him.  He’s back training, but it
may be a while before he gets a pay cheque.  He still needs to eat.  We all still have to eat.

Sure it’s nice to have a few things that help out when you actually get a job, but what
you really need is extra support at that time.  There are things that could be made better for
people, and other ways could be looked at for doing this.  I have some ideas. Why doesn’t
anyone ever ask me?
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We recognize that these two measures are
first steps.  However, full restoration of the
lost purchasing power of Ontario Works will
not happen overnight.  This proposal is im-
mediately do-able and will provide much
needed short-term relief to the financial pres-
sures that place welfare recipients in housing
and food insecurity as alternatives to the cur-
rent system are vetted.

The cost calculation for the shelter allow-
ance in 2003-2004 is based on the amount
required to cover the actual rent paid by On-
tario Works recipients in five regions were
caseload data was available (Toronto, Peel
Region, Windsor, Ottawa and London).38

These five regions comprise 53% of the On-
tario caseload and results from these regions
are extrapolated over the entire province.  It
is assumed that the immediate impact of the
increase will be to cover the rent currently

being paid by OW recipients.  The year 2004-
2005 cost projections assume that the rents
paid by social assistance recipients will pro-
gressively approach the new shelter allowance
maxima as recipients move from substandard
and/or overcrowded housing into more suit-
able accommodations or receive rent increases
in their current housing.  The maximum pos-
sible cost is estimated to be $455 million.
These costs would be lower if accompanied
by the new affordable housing program pro-
posed in the 2003 Ontario Alternative
Budget, which envisages creating 75,000 af-
fordable rental units over the next five years.

The cost for the basic needs allowance in-
crease is calculated as follows: We used the
welfare caseload breakdown by household size
that was available in four Ontario municipali-
ties (Toronto, Peel Region, Ottawa and Wind-
sor).  These municipalities represent 49% of

Table 5: Cost of the Proposed Increases to the Shelter and Basic Needs Allowances
2003 2004

Shelter Allowance Increase
(to 85% of each local rent)

$150 million $100 million

Basic Needs Allowance Increase (1994
levels + inflation)

$464 million $35 million

Total $614 million $135 million

Table 6: Immediate Impact of the Proposed Increase
for an Average Family on Ontario Works (Monthly)*

Single with 2 children Couple with 2 children

City Shelter Basic
Needs

Total Shelter Basic
Needs

Total

London $0.00 $269 $269 $157 $323 $480
Ottawa $0.00 $269 $269 $158 $323 $481

Peel $196 $269 $465 $298 $323 $621
Sault $0.00 $269 $269 $0.00 $323 $323

Toronto $146 $269 $415 $244 $323 $567
Windsor $100 $269 $369 $141 $323 $464

*Amounts based on actual rent paid by Ontario Works recipients in each city, as stated in note 34.   The shelter allowance
for Sault Ste. Marie is already above 85% of local average rent.  Recipients would therefore not see any change.
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the entire provincial welfare caseload.  The
current welfare rate for each household was
returned to 1994 levels, then inflation was
added to those 1994 levels.  The total cost to
raise the basic needs allowance to levels pro-
posed here ($464 million) is an estimation
based on an extrapolation of the cost in these
four municipalities across the province.  The
cost for 2004-2005 is the anticipated infla-
tionary adjustment for that year.

Both cost calculations assumed a constant
caseload based on September 2002 data pro-
vided by Ontario’s Ministry of Family, Com-
munity and Children’s Services.  Significant
changes up or down in the total caseload will
serve to increase or decrease the cost projec-
tions.

Note About Stories

The personal stories of individuals that ap-
pear throughout this paper are actual experi-
ences collected in food banks and commu-
nity agencies across Toronto in support of
Toronto’s Pay the Rent and Feed the Kids cam-
paign.  Pay the Rent and Feed the Kids is a
province-wide campaign calling for increases
to welfare rates so they meet the cost of liv-
ing.  Thanks go to Catherine Melville, staff at
Flemingdon Neighbourhood Services, To-
ronto and those who shared their stories.

Table 7: Maximum Potential Value of the Increase (Monthly)*
Single with 2 children Couple with 2 children

City Shelter Basic
Needs

Total Shelter Basic
Needs

Total

London $45 $269 $314 $163 $323 $486
Ottawa $237 $269 $506 $358 $323 $681

Peel $336 $269 $605 $463 $323 $786
Sault $0.00 $269 $269 $0.00 $323 $323

Toronto $336 $269 $605 $463 $323 $786
Windsor $100 $269 $369 $168 $323 $491
*Assuming full amount of the new shelter allowance maxima.
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Appendix A: Current Maximum Welfare Rates in Ontario

Household Size Basic Needs Allowance
($)

Shelter Allowance ($) Total ($)

Single 195.00 325.00 520.00
Two Adults 390.00 511.00 901.00

One Adult/One Child
(12yrs and younger)

446.00 511.00 957.00

One Adult/One Child
(13yrs and older)

486.00 511.00 997.00

One Adult/Two Children
(12yrs and younger)

532.00 554.00 1,086.00

One Adult/Two Children
(13yrs and older)

608.00 554.00 1,162.00

One Adult/Three Children
 (12 yrs and younger)

632.00 602.00 1,234.00

One Adult/Three Children
(13yrs and older)

744.00 602.00 1,346.00

Two Adults/One Child
(12yrs and younger)

476.00 554.00 1,030.00

Two Adults/One Child
(13yrs and older)

512.00 554.00 1,066.00

Two Adults/Two Children
(12yrs and younger)

576.00 602.00 1,178.00

Two Adults/Two Children
(13yrs and older)

648.00 602.00 1,250.00

Two Adults/Three Children
(12yrs and younger)

676.00 649.00 1,325.00

Two Adults/Three Children
(13yrs and older)

784.00 649.00 1,433.00
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