[image: image1.png][rsnd



             Income Security Advocacy Centre

                  
      Centre d’action pour la sécurité du revenu       


The Income Security Advocacy Centre (ISAC) is a test case and law reform legal clinic that works on issues related to income security and poverty in Ontario. 

Recently, ISAC represented the Ontario Social Safety Network, a provincial coalition of anti-poverty activists, and the legal clinic Steering Committee on Social Assistance at the coroner’s inquest into the death of Kimberly Rogers. Kimberly Rogers died in August 2001, trying to fight her way out of poverty, while under house arrest for welfare “fraud”. 

On December 19 after listening to eight weeks of evidence, the coroner’s jury, a group of five ordinary Ontarians, released their recommendations. These recommendations reflected the jury’s unprecedented opportunity to examine the reality of life on welfare in Ontario. Their recommendations were well considered and powerful.

I would like to talk to you about two of those recommendations today.

Ensure the Adequacy of Social Assistance Rates

1. 
The Ministry of Community, Family and Children Services and the Ontario Works Program should assess the adequacy of all social assistance rates. Allowances for housing and basic needs, should be based on actual costs within a particular community or region. In developing the allowance, data about the nutritional food basket prepared annually by local health units, and the average rent data prepared by the Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation should be considered.

Rationale:
To ensure that social assistance rates are adequate and adjusted annually if necessary.
In this recommendation, the jury recognized that people cannot survive on the meagre income supports provided through social assistance. 

As you are probably aware, social assistance rates were cut by 21.6% in 1995. Since that time, the cost of living has risen by 15%
. Rents in particular have climbed dramatically, as can be seen in figure 1. 

Figure 1: Percentage rent increase for apartments in Ontario since 1995

Bachelor
1 Bedroom
2 Bedroom
3+ Bedroom

+32%
+27%
+24%
+27%

Meanwhile, a single person receiving financial assistance through Ontario Works receives only $520/month, with $325 being for shelter and the remaining $195 intended to cover all other expenses, such as food, clothing, and transportation. A single parent with one child under 13 receives just  $957/month.

Let us look more closely at this example. A single mother on Ontario Works receives a $511 monthly shelter allowance to cover her rent and utilities. As figure 2 illustrates, the average rent for a two bedroom apartment is $765/month in Hamilton (1.5 times the OW shelter allowance), $930/month in Ottawa (almost double the shelter allowance), and $1,047/month in Toronto (more than double the shelter allowance). Even where rents are relatively low, such as Sudbury, the shelter allowance is not adequate to cover actual housing costs.

Figure 2: Average rents across Ontario in October 2002

City
Bachelor
1 Bedroom
 2 Bedroom
3+ Bedroom

Hamilton
$476 
$627 
$765 
$952 

Ottawa
$624 
$767 
$930 
$1129 

Sudbury
$387
$513
$647
$719

Toronto
$729 
$891 
$1047 
$1253 

Windsor
$481 
$638 
$769 
$906 

The Ontario Works basic needs allowance for a single mother with one child under 13, which is intended to cover all non-housing expenses, is $446/month. After subtracting the monthly cost of a “nutritious food basket” for the mother and her child (see figure 3), this family would be left with between about $150 and $190/month for all other expenses. Of course, in reality, they would not even have this amount, as the family’s rent would likely be “eating away” a substantial portion of the basic needs allowance. 

Figure 3: Monthly Cost of a Nutritious Food Basket for a 35 year old single mother with a 10 year old son, 2002

Hamilton
Ottawa
Sudbury
Toronto
Windsor

$259.82
$293.70
$254.20
$266.97
$252.15

If you do the math, it just does not add up. For a single mother with one child living in Ottawa, rent and adequate food would likely cost about $1,225/month. Even if we add $180/month in additional income from provincial and federal tax credits, this family will have a deficit of almost $90/month - before adding the costs of clothing, transportation, toiletries and recreation (see figure 4).

Figure 4: “Doing the Math” for a single parent with one child on OW in Ottawa

Monthly Income
Shelter 
Basic Needs
Tax Credits
Total Income


$511
$446
$180
$1,137

Monthly Costs
Rent
Nutritious Food
Other necessities
Total Costs


$930
$294
+++
$1,224 ++

During her testimony at the Kimberly Rogers inquest, Dr. Penny Sutcliffe, Sudbury’s Medical Officer of Health “did the math” for a person in a similar situation to Kimberly Rogers. She found that just paying the rent and eating nutritiously would leave a single person who is pregnant and on Ontario Works about $30 in debt at the end of each month.

What is a person to do? Many people suggest that individuals and families receiving social assistance should use community resources, such as food banks, to make their dollars go a little farther. Evidence at the inquest put this view to rest. In March 2000, 283,000 people, including almost 120,000 children used food banks in Ontario.
 68% of these people relied on social assistance. Not surprisingly, food banks struggle to keep their shelves full. As a result, most limit use to about once per month, or on average about five days worth of food.
 This is not going to make up for the shortfall caused by inadequate social assistance rates. Throughout the inquest, staff from community social service organizations testified that their agencies did not have the resources to adequately meet the needs of their low income clients. Community agencies cannot make up for the fact that the Province refuses to provide social assistance rates that people can actually live on. Nor should they have to.

At the Kimberly Rogers inquest, Dr. Sutcliffe recommended that social assistance rates be increased to reflect actual costs.  In fact, the Subdury & District Board of Health passed a resolution in June 2002 urging the provincial government to ensure the adequacy of social assistance rates. The Association of Local Public Health Agencies (ALPHA), a non-profit organization that assumes a leadership role for boards of health and public health units across Ontario, wrote to Premier Eves supporting this resolution. Dr. Sutcliffe, the Sudbury & District Board of Health and the other boards of health and public health units across Ontario have recognized something crucial: poverty is a health issue.

The coroner’s jury spent eight weeks investigating what it means to live on welfare in Ontario. I suspect that no one in this room has had such an opportunity. They recommended that social assistance rates be based on actual costs and be adequate. After hearing the evidence, it would have been impossible to conclude otherwise. The jury even provided the Ministry of Community, Family and Children’s services with measures to help them set adequate social assistance rates: average rents provided annually by the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation for communities across Ontario, and the “nutritious food baskets” produced annually by local health units. Of course, these measures do not take into account costs such as clothing, transportation, toiletries or recreation, but they are a good start.

There is broad consensus that Ontario’s social assistance rates punish rather than assist, prevent rather than facilitate escaping poverty. There isn’t one defensible policy reason to keep the rates low. In fact the only policy reason that explains current social assistance levels is utterly indefensible: the suppression of wages.

Ending the lifetime and temporary bans for welfare fraud

I would like to briefly discuss one other recommendation made by the coroner’s jury at the Kimberly Rogers inquest. 

2. The zero tolerance lifetime ineligibility for social assistance as a result of the commission of welfare fraud, pursuant to Ontario Works Act, 1997, O. Reg. 134/98 Section 36, should be eliminated. The temporary ineligibility in the instance of offences that have occurred prior to April 1, 2000, should also be eliminated.

Rationale:

Evidence indicates that this would have a devastating and detrimental effect on our society. To prevent anyone of having to go without food and/or shelter, to be deemed homeless and therefore and most importantly, to prevent the death of impoverished individuals.
This does not appear to be a recommendation that has clear budgetary implications and, indeed, we do not look at it this way. The issue is about morality and decency, not economics. However, we felt the need to raise it at these hearings because the provincial government has consistently portrayed the lifetime and temporary bans for welfare fraud as cost-saving measures. 

They are not. Everything we know about social assistance fraud in Ontario, even the government’s own statistics, show that the incidence of fraud is miniscule. Almost 700,000 people in Ontario rely on social assistance. Yet, in 2000/2001 only 430 people were convicted of social assistance fraud. And it was not for lack of trying: in that same year local social services departments completed almost 53,000 welfare fraud investigations.
 

The cost of welfare fraud may be relatively small, but the personal and public cost of banning people from receiving social assistance is huge. Besides being cruel, the bans merely shift costs from the province to municipalities and community social service agencies. Not surprisingly, a large number of municipalities, including Ottawa, Windsor, Toronto, Waterloo, Sudbury and London have spoken out publicly against the lifetime ban.


Over and over again, witnesses at the Kimberly Rogers inquest stated that the lifetime and temporary bans must be removed. People receive social assistance because they have nowhere else to turn – it is income of last resort. No one in our society should be left destitute. The Sudbury police force recommended that the bans be eliminated because leaving people without resources endangers the community. The lifetime and temporary bans from receiving social assistance are inhumane and degrade us as a community. Ultimately, this is not a question about dollars and cents –this is about morality and the kind of society in which we want to live. 

Kimberly Rogers lost her life trying to battle her way out of poverty and resisting the dehumanizing policies of the Ontario government. Hers is not an isolated instance. The hundreds of thousands of Ontarians who must rely on social assistance due to disability, lack of education, or the impossibility of finding long-term, stable and decently paid work are the walking dead. The welfare policies of this government have consigned people like Kimberly Rogers to a life without the choices and freedoms everyone in this room enjoys and expects as of right. Sold to Ontario citizens as providing an incentive to find employment, in fact, the welfare rates act as a barrier to finding employment. 

The provincial government’s reports of record declines in the social assistance caseload are misleading. They fail to consider the fact that significant numbers of recipients cycle on and off welfare because they cannot access stable employment that keeps them out of poverty.
 There is also evidence that people are being forced to survive on welfare for increasing periods of time. In Toronto, the average number of months that a single person or family received social assistance increased from 18 months in 1995 to 26 months in 2001.
 

In the words of Jacquie Thompson, who provided testimony at the inquest and is the Executive Director of Life*Spin, an agency in London, Ontario which advocates on behalf of impoverished people and which is staffed by those who have lived or are living in poverty, “How can you look for work let alone get hired if you can’t feed your kids or yourself, lose your housing or don’t have a phone? “

Raising social assistance rates and eliminating the ban is just, fair and sensible. Raising the rates will allow people to escape the documented cycle of bouncing between low-waged, short-term jobs and welfare. 

We cannot afford to lose the lives or the potential of even one more community member. Raise the rates. Eliminate the ban. Thank you for your time and consideration.
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