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In light of perilous economic times, what has become increasingly clear is that poverty 

alleviation is central to any economic recovery plan for Ontario. Addressing the needs of 

the rising number of people who now face even more economic hardship must be a 

central element of the 2009 Budget. 

The economic costs of poverty, especially homelessness, are always greater than the costs to 

eradicate poverty or to put into place measures that will prevent the number of people who are 

experiencing poverty from increasing. That’s because, as we know, poverty and the lack of 

adequate shelter affects society at many levels whether it be health, education or wages. 

Families living in poverty are too easily forgotten during economic hard times. We need to 

deal effectively with the rising levels of poverty in the province. Otherwise we will all be directly 

affected by it. Welfare costs alone, for example, already have the potential to overwhelm the 

budgets of Ontario municipalities, compelling them to cut essential social services to avoid going 

into deficit at a time when people most need these services the most. 

We now live in precarious times. Canada's economy is expected to contract by 0.5 per cent in 

2009 while at the same time the unemployment rate will rise, government deficits will increase, 

and the country's balance sheet will weaken significantly.1 

A commitment to poverty reduction could not come at a more opportune time. We agree that 

poverty reduction is “smart economics” since current economic thinking dictates that investments 

in poverty reduction are essential if we are to stimulate hard-pressed local economies. 

The province’s poverty reduction plan is a welcome first step toward the reduction of 

poverty; it is a hopeful sign. We expect to see funding for poverty reduction included in these 

initial steps and later to see further funding included as a fundamental feature in the next five 

provincial budgets. 

The poverty reduction plan, however, must be fully reflected in the 2009 Budget. Otherwise 

the plan will not play the central role necessary to bolster the province’s economic recovery. The 

plan’s goal is to significantly lower the level of child poverty – it affects some 90,000 children in 

Ontario – by 25% over the next five years. It’s estimated that more than one million Ontarians 

now live in poverty, including one in nine children. To that end, the enhancement of the Ontario 

Child Benefit by $230 annually over five years, for instance, should make a positive difference. 

We are also pleased that the government has established clear objectives and timelines, and 

has asked to be held accountable to them. Without a serious budgetary commitment and set 

timelines, we will not be able to gauge how well we are progressing in alleviating the pressure 

these tough economic times have added to low-income Ontarians. 
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We do have concerns over the extent of the poverty reduction proposal, but are satisfied for 

now that it is to be seen as a first important step. We are very much concerned that the poverty 

reduction strategy is so dependent on $1.5 billion in federal dollars.2 

Affordable housing is fundamental to stabilising levels of poverty and is central to any 

economic recovery. We must caution against further restraints on the development of more 

affordable housing – the affordable housing objectives of the government fell short of its goal –

leaving people already living in precarious situations to face an even grimmer future. 

We are encouraged, however, that some of the $60 billion infrastructure program to be 

implemented over the next ten years, beginning in 2009, will fund social housing. The plan 

properly recognizes that not only will the investment in housing assist people now gripped by 

poverty but it will also provide a major stimulus to the economy. In that regard, we particularly 

welcome the $5 million annual commitment for the RENT BANK that in the past four years has 

prevented 15,500 evictions. 

Without an investment in affordable housing, we can only expect to see more homelessness 

compounding the effects of poverty. Simply put, housing insecurity is bad for everyone and not 

just the people who are directly affected.3 In our view, a commitment to develop more affordable 

social housing would be the single most important element in any poverty reduction strategy. 

This is especially true for families with children. 

Without affordable housing, children will not have a stable community environment within 

which to grow. Given the emphasis this poverty reduction plan places on children, the need for 

adequate social housing which in turn leads to a more stabile community environment is essential 

if we are to break the vicious cycle of poverty. 

Catholic Charities also believes that we need to create new and more expedient ways to 

provide funding for social service agencies to administer programs more effectively.  These 

agencies are pivotal to the well-being of communities throughout the province. 

We need to ensure that sufficient supports are in place to prevent even more families with 

children from sliding further into poverty. Catholic Charities has already taken steps to provide 

additional funds to assist families left jobless by the cutbacks in the auto industry in Durham 

Region as the entire auto industry has been hard hit and auto workers experience significant 

layoffs throughout the province.4 

Catholic Charities believes that all these areas must be addressed, not only because of the 

moral imperative to do something to assist people now hurting across the province, but also 

because it makes sound fiscal sense. 
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Catholic Charities offers these proposals at this time, drawing on the depth of 

experience of our 27 member agencies whose programs contribute to the economic and 

social well-being of thousands in Toronto, Dufferin, Durham, Peel, York and Simcoe 

County. We also draw strength from the steadfast support of the Archdiocese of Toronto, 

the largest Roman Catholic diocese in Canada with over 1.7 million Catholics in 225 

parishes and four missions. 

We believe that the role of the Standing Committee (SCFEA) has never been more important. 

We encourage the committee to take all necessary steps to bring about genuine poverty reduction 

in Ontario and to hold the government accountable at every stage, as it has proposed in its own 

strategy, in order to ensure help for all those people who find themselves in even more acute 

economic straits at this time. 

While nationally there is no short-term economic strategy to respond quickly to the current 

economic problems that have arisen, all parties must push for both a national and a province-wide 

housing plan to lower the number of people who are now on waiting lists for affordable housing. 

With an estimated 1.3 million Ontarians living in poverty, nothing less than urgent and decisive 

action will do. We are concerned that this waiting list will surge as workers are laid off and lose 

their ability to service their mortgage debt or pay their rent. 

If the financial system seems to have found some stability, it has not translated into action in 

other areas: bank lending is tight, home prices keep falling, consumer spending is plummeting, 

and the economy continues to decline, especially in the manufacturing and auto sectors. Until 

those situations change, no program is going to restore economic health quickly. Recession is 

already here and will not be gone this year; a worst case scenario is not until 2012. 

That’s not a recipe for doing nothing. The economy is begging for stimulus. We hope that 

this committee will encourage the government in the strongest possible terms to take action now; 

combating poverty, especially through more affordable housing, will serve as a stimulus to the 

economy. 

It is time to invest, not to cut. The current recession has now made it clear that the usual tools 

of economic policy have lost their effectiveness; they are no longer as relevant as they once were. 

The tendency may be to cut programs, or delay even further the implementation of others. We 

will eventually (and in many ways already have) reached a point where there is essentially 

nothing left to cut. It is a time to invest, not to cut. 

As we have now begun to see, unemployment is continuing to rise, which will beget a decline 

in consumer spending, leading to an erosion of investment and even more cuts to the heart of the 

economy, namely jobs. 
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Governments and economists agree and the lessons of history underscore the need to provide 

economic stimulus as the best way to lift us out of this downward vortex. This should come in the 

form of greater spending on infrastructure coupled with investment in and greater assistance to 

those in distress. We need the active assistance of our social service agencies, and especially the 

development of affordable housing, as part of that stimulus. 

Catholic Charities believes that in Ontario this means an increase, not a decline, in the 

creation of affordable housing; a poverty reduction plan that addresses the rising numbers of 

those living in poverty, especially children, and increased support to social service agencies 

which constitute an essential social safety net that is needed now more than ever. 

Economic policies must be geared toward provision of funds for training and support to 

families of those recently unemployed, support of social entrepreneurship and investment in local 

communities, and sustaining programs already in place. 

We believe the proposal to set as a goal the reduction of poverty by 25% in 5 years is a sound 

one. One can draw on successful examples from other countries such as the United Kingdom; 

provinces such as Newfoundland and Labrador and Quebec; and cities such as New York. 

The Committee must ensure that the Legislature is provided with ways to measure its 

progress. One way that has been suggested is to use the annual Statistics Canada figures related to 

the Low Income Measure (the major international standard for poverty measurement), the Low 

Income Cut-off (the measure most frequently used in Canada), and the Market Basket Measure (a 

relatively new measure of poverty). 

The Legislature should also be able to measure progress by gauging progress in sustaining 

employment, through a delineation of any specific policy commitments in each of the three 

priority areas as outlined in the “25 in 5 Declaration”.5 

 

To Live With Dignity 

There is another more compelling reason for the Province to move quickly to stimulate the 

economy: we need to ensure a quality of life that sustains basic human dignity. We must not allow 

conditions to so deteriorate that a sense of hopelessness and inertia become commonplace. 

One way to do that is to ensure that all people working in Ontario receive a decent wage. 

Catholic Charities agrees with those who say that we need to look beyond a “minimum wage” and 

think in terms of a living wage.6 Recent estimates show that right now about a million Ontario 

workers earn less than $10 an hour. 

A couple raising two young children in the GTA will each need to earn at least $16.60 an hour 

–Ontario's minimum wage is $8.25, rising to $10.25 in 2010 – to achieve a decent quality of life; a 
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single parent with one child would need to earn $16.15 an hour. (We also have to factor the cost of 

social housing into the equation.) 

People living today on social assistance (Ontario Works), for instance, have lost about 43% 

of their purchasing power compared with 1995. A single person, for example, must survive on 

just $560 per month. In the process, they become further marginalized. For those living with 

developmental disabilities, the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) recipients7 have lost 

18% of their purchasing over the past ten years.8  

We are pleased that in its poverty reduction strategy the government is committed to 

uploading fully by 2018 the costs for the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) and 

Ontario Works (OW).9 The Standing Committee members must work to ensure that this 

commitment fully benefits persons living with developmental disabilities. 

There is a need today to infuse new life into the development of affordable and supportive 

housing; make considerable inroads in lowering the level of poverty, especially child poverty; 

and, provide sufficient support to social service agencies whose role is crucial to maintaining 

viable communities.10 

If we still need incentive for undertaking initiatives in this area, if the current economic slide is 

not enough, we need only look at the figures that put the number of Ontario children living in 

poverty at about 324,000 with an average low-income family living $7,100 below Statistics Canada 

economic indicators for living in poverty.11 

What is shocking is that of the children cited by this report, close to half (45%) were part of  a 

family where at least one parent worked full-time all year…yet still lived in poverty. Even if the 

numbers vary when compared with other surveys, they likely would not diverge by much. If these 

figures say nothing else, they declare that a living wage in these times is imperative.  If this was 

the state of the situation before the economic downturn, what can we expect, if we do not do 

something to improve the current economic situation? 

The current circumstances in the province demand nothing less than a rescue operation. 

Given the reluctance of the banks and undue caution by the federal government, the credit system 

has placed the provincial economy at a precarious point. The tendency will be to try to reform the 

system to fix the weaknesses. 

We would urge the Committee to ensure that action takes place, and to press for more 

immediate measures to deal with the present danger. One thing that must be done is to support 

vigorously social spending. 

When Ontarians were asked in a recent poll if the Province should abandon support of social 

service programs, given the current dismal economic environment, almost 89 per cent12 said what 
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the Province needed to do was take the lead and do more, not less, to reduce poverty and 

homelessness.  

While it is only one poll, we think it reflects the attitude of most in Ontario: we need to deal 

directly with significantly lowering the levels of poverty and homelessness if we are to see our 

economy rebound and end the pervasive sense of decline now all about us. A sound economy 

requires it. The public expects it. Justice demands it. 

Catholic Charities believes that implementation of the recommendations we put forward here 

will not only benefit the families and individuals reached by Catholic Charities but also support 

the excellent work of other social service agencies throughout Ontario.  

 

We would like to make the following three recommendations: 
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A comprehensive Poverty Reduction Strategy 
 

RECOMMENDATION 1 
 

Using the proposed Poverty Reduction Strategy, the Province must ensure that if 
adequate child care and support is to be maintained, it must also make certain 
that low income families are strengthened through ensuring a living wage, 
affordable housing and social benefits that lift them out of poverty. 

 

 

Catholic Charities believes there is great promise in the proposal to reduce poverty by 25 per cent in 

five years, the 25-in-5 strategy. Taking that course, it is estimated that this would lift some 80,000 

children out of poverty by 2012. A push in this direction is laudable, since the most recent statistics 

show Ontario’s child poverty rate remained at a stubbornly high 11.8 per cent.13 

Yet the government has been quick to add that its primary focus is children. No one argues that 

children are central to any push to lower the appalling poverty rates in the province. A poverty 

reduction strategy, however, must be more wide-ranging, if it is to be effective. It must do so at 

several levels such as creating more affordable housing to break the cycle of poverty. 

When the government announced its plan, the economy of the province did not find itself in the 

grips of global recession and a significant downturn in its manufacturing sector, especially the auto 

industry. Times have changed and there is a need to fast-track its poverty reduction strategy. We 

would hope that the government will remain open to supporting other measures in addition to its 

focus on children. 

Poverty has a price tag for all Ontarians. The Province as well as the federal government loses 

some $10.4 billion to $13.1 billion a year due to poverty, a loss equal to somewhere between 10.8 

per cent to 16.6 per cent of the provincial budget. Poverty costs every provincial household from 

$2,299 to $2,895 every year and the total cost of poverty in Ontario (both private and public) is 

equal to 5.5 to 6.6 per cent of Ontario’s GDP. 

It is imperative that a poverty reduction strategy be activated as an integral part of the larger 

economic plan that provides stimulus and includes help to low-income families and the working 

poor. Commitments made in the government’s poverty reduction strategy must be reflected in new 

monies in the Budget to be presented this year. These initiatives must then be adequately funded in 

successive Budgets over the next five years.  

 
Ç 
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Fast-track construction of Affordable Housing for Low-Income Families 
and supportive housing for people with developmental disabilities. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 2 
 

Through the proposed Poverty Reduction Strategy, the Province 
must increase the level of affordable housing, and see it as a key 
stimulus to strengthen the economy and break the cycle of poverty 
that now affects low income families and their children including 
women and children who are victims of domestic violence. It needs 
to ensure supportive housing for people living with HIV/AIDS and 
developmental disabilities. 

 

 
 
The ability of low-income families and singles to find decent, affordable housing remains critical. 

Lack of adequate housing especially affects children because it erodes their sense of stability and 

can contribute to levels of crime and violence later as youth. 

Affordable housing is the difference between families and communities participating as full, 

active partners in society or being cast into permanent states of dependence and poverty, 

requiring more, and subsequently costlier, social assistance. 

Homelessness is bad for government. In the current economy, it is vital to eliminate 

homelessness and provide affordable and supportive housing. The estimated annual cost of 

homelessness is $30,000 to $40,000 per person annually.14 This includes social services, health 

care and policing costs.  Based on an estimated 300,000 homeless in Canada, the public cost of 

homelessness is some $12 billion a year. 

According to the World Health Organization, the Canadian Institute for Health Information 

and the Public Health Agency of Canada, there is a link between poor housing, increased illness 

and early death. 

The government’s long-term strategy for affordable housing must be a critical element of its 

poverty reduction strategy.  We need the Legislature to press the government to respond quickly 

to provide more affordable housing. Housing remains crucial to positive change for low-income 

families as well as those with developmental disabilities. 

In these tough economic times, the government should be encouraged to adopt new ways to 

approach the development of affordable housing. One way which has gained credence and has 

been used successfully in U.S. cities has been “ inclusionary zoning”. It is a policy wherein 
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private developers are required to include affordable housing in all major projects as a condition 

of obtaining a building permit, and then selling between 10% and 15% of what they build at 

below-market rates. In return, they are offered lower development fees, increased density 

allowances and other regulatory benefits. 

Providing a housing benefit based on income is another practical solution toward bridging the 

gap between the actual rental costs of housing and the amount that low-income families can 

afford to pay. With almost half the renter households in Ontario (about 1.4 million) spending 30% 

or more of their annual income on housing, a housing benefit could assist people making the 

transition from homelessness to a home.15 

 

Supportive Housing 

The long-term strategy for affordable housing must also include ample provision for housing 

for those persons living with a developmental disability. In the push for more affordable housing, 

the housing needs of this group are easily overlooked.  

This is all the more pressing this year as the developmental services sector that serves this 

community must deal with an increasingly complex set of personal care needs that include an 

ageing community, more transitional youth and the need to integrate individuals who have highly 

complex needs from government-run institutions into the community. 

As we have noted, the intent is to move individuals with a developmental disability out of an 

institutional setting and into the community this year. That’s why the next phase of the 

government’s poverty reduction plan must include the creation of a long-term strategy for 

housing for this community that is safe, accessible, and supportive. For people living with 

developmental disabilities, supportive housing helps safeguard their dignity and self-worth as full 

participants in civil society. 

Ç 
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Ensuring Sufficient Administrative funds for essential programs 
 

 
RECOMMENDATION 3 
 

Using the proposed Poverty Reduction Strategy, the Province must 
renew its commitment to work together with social service 
agencies and the non-profit sector to strengthen the work of this 
“third sector” especially in the area of alleviating the heavy 
administrative burden placed on these agencies. 

 

 
 
Social Services Agencies are the backbone of care in the province, providing a significant number 

of programs and services. In terms of the proposed poverty reduction strategy, their services are 

all related. The vitality of these social services is paramount to the social and economic vigour of 

the province. 

Yet the services these groups provide are often taken for granted; it’s a sector that comprises 

numerous organizations and which includes the 27 member agencies of Catholic Charities. 

A recent study showed that in dollar terms, the social services (non-profit) sector contributes 

a greater share to the province’s economy than the entire automobile manufacturing sector before 

the recent downturn. Looking at the sector nationally, Statistics Canada reports that the sector 

generates $81 billion annually, or 7.1% of Canada’s Gross Domestic Product. 

That makes the non-profit social services sector a major employer – with labour 

compensation that amount to almost $70 billion annually. That compares to about $60 billion for 

the retail trade, and less than $15 billion for motor vehicle manufacturing. 

While the economic impact of the third sector is enormous, the social impact is even greater. 

Non-profit organizations deliver some of the most vital services in our communities. Without 

these agencies and organizations, the Province would be hard pressed to deliver the same level of 

service. 

Over the past decade, financial cuts and structural changes – the shift from long-term core 

funding in the early 1990s to short-term and program-specific funding – have taken their toll. 

These cuts continue to place an enormous administrative burden on social service agencies. 

Funding accountability and ever-increasing compliance practices placed upon these 

organizations have created a mounting administrative burden that is unrelenting and often 

oppressive, requiring them to respond to many levels of bureaucracy. It constitutes a negative 

constraint on the agencies’ ability to function – it is indeed surprising that most are able to deliver 

services as effectively as they do. 
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In discussions with the executive directors of our own Catholic Charities member agencies, 

they are concerned that more and more of their time is required to meet the demands of provincial 

funding requirements. We are not speaking here of people trying to shirk their responsibility or 

dispense with a tedious task, but rather a concern that so much time is required that it impinges on 

their ability to coordinate the work being done by their agency. 

The Province must make it a priority to work with these agencies to develop a plan to lessen 

the administrative burden created by the current funding process that has resulted in an overload 

of information requests, filings and grant processes, and the failure to consult with or even 

delegate some decision-making to the agencies. 

In addition to the improved response to community needs that this change would engender, 

the current social and economic situation in the Province demands that we lessen the current 

unwieldy administrative burden and keep these social service agencies vigorous and viable. 

To improve operations and lessen the administrative challenge the current system poses, we 

need to build some cost of living formulas into approved funding.  Agencies cannot continue to 

function effectively while finding “creative” ways to stretch fewer dollars further each year. 

When coupled with the continued systemic under-funding of programs, it pushes the capacity 

of agencies to the limit and undercuts the effectiveness of any program. There are other concerns, 

including program and financial restrictions, and delays in funding approval. 

As we urged last year, we believe that there is a need to initiate a review of these concerns. It 

is in everyone’s interest to reform the funding process by minimizing the administrative burden 

and maximizing the flexibility of agencies to adapt, respond and innovate, with the primary focus 

on results, not controls. 

If we are to move Ontario forward during these difficult times, then the viability of our non-

profit, social service agencies must be a priority. 

t 
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