Bill 152: The Poverty Reduction Act, 2009

Submission to the
Standing Committee on Social Policy, Legislative Assembly of Ontario,
on Bill 152, An Act respecting a long-term strategy to reduce poverty in Ontario,

from Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of Toronto

. SUMMARY

CATHOLIC CHARITIES

Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of Toronto is comprised of twenty-
seven (27) member agencies serving Toronto, Dufferin, Durham, Peel, York
and Simcoe County. Their programs contribute to the economic and social
well-being of literally thousands of people in urban and rural communities
in Ontario. We draw strength from the support of the Archdiocese of
Toronto, the largest Catholic archdiocese in Canada with some 1.9 million
Catholics.

Catholic Charities is working with other faith communities to raise awareness
about the causes of poverty, work towards making Ontario poverty free and end

homelessness by advocating for more affordable housing.

PROPOSED LEGISLATION: REACTION

The proposal by the government to introduce legislation for a long-term
strategy to reduce poverty in Ontario is welcomed by Catholic Charities. It could
not have come at a more appropriate time with many in Ontario caught in dire
economic straits. If the proposed legislation becomes a reality, Bill 152 would
represent a historic achievement, safeguarding through legislation the goal of
reducing poverty in the province.

Through its member agencies, Catholic Charities knows how important
poverty reduction has become. We also know that the economic costs of
poverty, especially homelessness, are almost always greater than the costs to
eradicate poverty itself. It holds within it not only a moral but an economic
imperative, since the longstanding effects of poverty undermine our society at
many levels: health, education, criminal justice, social support and income

support.
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In general, Catholic Charities is encouraged that the government has decided
to begin the process to implement a Poverty Reduction Strategy; we are pleased
that the government has set goals for itself and subsequent governments; and,
we welcome the government’s action to move up increases to the Ontario Child
Benefit Program.

As children are the first and most vulnerable victims of poverty, it is not
inappropriate that Bill 152 should focus more on the welfare of children. Yet,
without an equal emphasis on the milieu within which those youngsters are to
be raised, the Bill will surely fall short of its goal.

We believe, therefore, that there is an urgent need for a more vigorous effort
and more specific language that would lend itself to a more robust program to
provide shelter and more affordable housing. Without affordable housing and
the increased capacity this gives to communities to nurture our youth, even
attempts to end child poverty will be stymied.

While Catholic Charities welcomes the initiatives put forth in Bill 152, it must
also provide counsel here that this should only be viewed as the beginning of a
broader long-term initiative and that a more comprehensive poverty reduction
strategy is needed.

The framework legislation that Bill 152 represents is an admirable start,
however, it needs to be strengthened and enriched if it is to succeed in laying
the foundation for a long-term strategy of poverty reduction that will benefit
Ontarians now and in years to come.

We are encouraged that the proposed framework legislation will require future
governments to continue to set fresh poverty reduction targets that will yield
substantive poverty reduction over the five years of the strategy.

We are very concerned, however, that the language of Bill 152 does not
require that annual reporting on the progress of the strategy be brought before
the legislature. It should be open to debate and discussion as part of the
business of the legislature. The ramifications of such an important piece of
legislation should, in our view, include set timelines for its review.

The proposed legislation should also require any Minister who is charged with

the poverty reduction portfolio to undertake the projected review every five
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years, allowing for comment and suggestions not only from those within the

Ministry or government of the day but from others independent of government.

The language in the Bill, therefore, should first, commit the government and
successive governments to continue the work of poverty reduction by being
mindful and guided by the principles described in the proposed legislation;
second, provide for modalities of participation by groups directly affected by the
legislation, in terms of people from impoverished communities and social
service groups working with them; and, third allow the public and independent
counsel to review and measure whether the goals of the poverty reduction plan
are being met.

With regard to the second point, we feel there is a real need to ensure the
involvement of charitable organizations, non-profit organizations and faith-
based organizations involved in social services and outreach and especially
people and communities in poverty.

We would suggest that “the right to live free from poverty”, part of the United
Nation’s Declaration of Human Rights, might serve as a guiding document
informing the spirit of Ontario’s poverty reduction strategy, since access to
adequate food, shelter, education and healthcare are fundamental human

rights.

II. RECOMMENDATIONS [BY SECTION, PARAGRAPH, SENTENCE]
YELLOW DENOTES SUGGESTED ADDITION

Catholic Charities makes the following eleven (11) recommendations
toward amendment of the language in of Bill 152:

1. =Preamble / Section 1 (Paragraph 1/ Second Sentence)

“The Government’s poverty reduction strategy is guided by the vision of a province free from poverty
where every person has the opportunity to achieve his or her full potential, and contribute to and
participate in a prosperous and healthy Ontario and builds on the foundations of Ontario’s education
system and the Ontario Child Benefit Program.”

We believe that there should be an emphasis on a province that is free
from poverty. The goal should be that no one in the province will live
below the low-income cut-off and low-income measure.

2. = Principles / Section 2
(2) Every new or modified long-term poverty reduction strategy and related policies and practices is to be
based on the following principles:
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The definition here is too narrow. The language here should be
modified to include not only a poverty reduction strategy but also
related policies and practices. From the start of the enunciation of
principles, Bill 152 should reflect the need to eliminate poverty to the
fullest extent not only through long-term poverty reduction strategies
in all policies and practices dealing with the economy.

3. = Principles / Section 2 (4. Importance of support and involvement of
families)

Importance of support and involvement of families

4. That families and individuals be supported so that they can play a meaningful role in the reduction of

poverty and in promoting opportunity.

The definition does not allow for single persons or those not directly
connected to a family.

4. =Principles / Section 2 (2) [7. Commitment and co-operation]
7. That a sustained commitment to work together to develop strong and healthy children, adults, families
and communities is required to effectively reduce poverty.

It is important not to exclude and specifically mention adults in this
section. It should be added to the sentence; we have suggested one
place it might be included.

5. =Contents of poverty reduction strategy / Section 2 (3) [1]
Contents of poverty reduction strategy

(3) Every long-term poverty reduction strategy must continue to include the following:
A specific poverty reduction target with a specific timeline

We would suggest that the phrase “with a specific timeline” be added
here to emphasize the timeframe to achieve each target.

6. =Contents of poverty reduction strategy / Section 2 (3) [3]
Contents of poverty reduction strategy
Indicators that are linked to the determinants of poverty to measure the success of the strategy.

We would recommend the addition of other determinants here that are
related to poverty, viz., income, health, housing, education and the
like. We have not indicated here specific wording, but we would include
them as examples of those determinants related to sustaining poverty.

7. =Poverty reduction target / (3)

Contents of poverty reduction strategy
(3) Every long-term poverty reduction strategy must continue to include the following:
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A specific poverty reduction target geared toward substantive reductions in poverty within five (5) years.
At least every five years, either as a result of a review under section 6

or otherwise, the Government of Ontario shall establish a specific
target for poverty reduction.

PAGE 5 OF 7



Bill 152: The Poverty Reduction Act, 2009

8. =Annual report / (4)

Annual report

The Minister shall, commencing at the end of 2009,prepare an annual report on the Government’s long-
term poverty reduction strategy, including the Government’s activities to support the strategy and
available information relating to the indicators set out in the strategy and table it in the Legislature.

Without the scrutiny of the Legislature itself, this section allows too
much latitude to the government in annual reporting.

9. =Regular consultation / (5)

Regular consultation

The Minister shall regularly consult at such times as the Minister considers appropriate with such key
stake-holders, other levels of government, members of the private, public and non-profit sectors and
individuals, including those living in poverty, as the Minister considers advisable with respect to the long-
term poverty reduction strategy. A special Poverty Reduction Review Panel comprised of stakeholders
and independent counsel should be established to assist the government in the consultation.

There is also a need to recognize the importance of the perspective and
recommendations coming from charitable, non-profit and faith-based
organizations and agencies as well as those people and community
groups in poverty. We would also suggest that an independent PovErTY
REDUCTION REVIEW PANEL be established.

10. Regular review of poverty reduction strategy / (Section 6 / 1)

Regular review of long-term poverty reduction strategy

(1) At least every five years, the Government of Ontario shall review the long-term poverty reduction
strategy then in effect.

The timeline is too broad with few specifics. We would suggest that the
language be amended to ensure that the review take place within four
years of tabling a poverty reduction strategy in the Legislature, that a
review take place within 90 days and that the report be tabled in the
Legislature within 60 days of completion. These timeframes are open to
adjustment. The thrust of this recommendation is to ensure that a
review does not become onerous for any stakeholder.

11. =Contents of poverty reduction strategy / Section 6 (2) [b]

Regular review of long-term poverty reduction strategy

(1) Atleast every five years, the Government of Ontario shall review the long-term poverty reduction
strategy then in effect.

Consultation
(b) shall arrange for consultation to be carried out by such means as the Minister believes will facilitate
participation by interested persons.

The “interested persons” should be described. We would recommend

that the same persons as identified earlier be among those invited to
respond {cf., 5. Regular consultation: all key stakeholders, other levels
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of government, members of the private, public and non-profit sectors
and individuals, including those living in poverty}.

lll. CONCLUSION
Catholic Charities believes that the concerns we have raised and the
recommendations we have put forward will help make Bill 152, if adopted by
the legislature, more effective. We believe that Bill 152 is a small first step, but
an important one, on the road toward eliminating the unacceptably high levels
of poverty and homelessness that now confront us in Ontario.

The elevated levels of poverty and homelessness will not be eliminated by
dealing almost exclusively with the poverty that affects children but rather by
coming to terms with the poverty and homelessness that now grips our
communities: adults, families and marginalized groups. In this way, we will
begin effectively to deal with the reduction of poverty over the long-term in
Ontario, the one goal we all desire.
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