
 
 

 

 

2018 Who’s Hungry Report Key Findings 

What  

Who’s Hungry is an annual report that provides a profile of food insecurity in Toronto and 

the inner suburbs. The data is collected over the course of a year by Daily Bread and North 

York Harvest, through client visit numbers and an in-person survey of 1400 food bank 

clients.  

Who’s Hungry is provided to the public, the policy community and government leaders to 

keep them informed as they shape and form new social policy around hunger and poverty.  

 

 2018 Findings 

 The number of client visits between April 2017 and March 2018 was 914,000; it is a 

14%  increase from a decade ago 

 2.7 millions clients served through meal programs over the course of a year 

 Food bank visits have remained near the 1 million mark for the past five years 

 A majority of food bank clients (37%) are working age adults/seniors (45+); the 
majority a decade ago were 19 – 44 year olds 

 Over two-thirds of food bank clients rely on provincial social assistance as their 

primary source of income 

o The most significant reason that people on social assistance depend on food 

banks is the amount of assistance they receive is inadequate 

 Demand is moving to areas with fewer food banks – particularly, Scarborough and 

the inner suburbs 

 The area of the city experiencing the highest increase since 2008 is Etobicoke 

(219%) 

 Since 2008, there has been a 13% increase in food bank use by people who have 
lived in Canada for 10+ years  

 Overall, 62% of food bank clients report to having a disability or a serious illness 

 Single parents families experience poverty at nearly three times the rate of the 

average Canadian 

 Top three reasons respondents missed a meal were to pay for rent (29%), phone 

bills (20%) and transportation (17%) 

 Roughly 19% of adult survey respondents say they go hungry at least one day a 

week 

 

Concerns  

 Certain regions are more likely to be impacted then others – i.e Toronto’s inner 

suburbs, such as Scarborugh and the northern reaches of this city –  are 

disproportionately impacted by food insecurity then those living in the core.  



 

 

 These areas have few food banks, making it harder to respond to growth in demand  

 As food insecurity begins to grow, as does the need to address it by policy makers. 

Yet recent changes to income supplements – such as OW and ODSP – have the 

potential to aggravate the concerns 

 

According to our research, food insecurity disproportionately impacts: 

 Newcomers 

 Working age adults (45-64)  

 Seniors 

 People with disabilities 

 Single parents 

 Indigenous peoples 

 

Where Do We Go From Here  

To end hunger we need long-standing, sustained efforts by the community and government. 

What’s clear is that Toronto’s social geography has changed. Hunger lives in new places, 

and in new numbers, but our services haven’t been able to keep pace with these new 

pressures. 

Visit www.dailybread.ca/whoshungry for the full report.  

http://www.dailybread.ca/whoshungry
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2018
A Profile of
          Hunger in Toronto

    Who’s
Hungry

WHAT CAN YOU DO?

Stay informed about your city. Start with the 
Who’s Hungry Report to learn the extent of hunger 
in Toronto, and the driving forces behind it.

Make your voice heard. Governments must take 
action to help fight hunger in our communities, and 
they need to hear that ending poverty is a priority 
for you. Connect with your city councillor, MPP, and 
MP, and make sure they know you want action on 
poverty in your community.

Donate. Many vulnerable people still need Daily 
Bread’s services. With your help, we can provide 
food and other resources to those in need, and 
continue our research and advocacy to have an 
impact at all levels of government.

Volunteer. There are many opportunities to get 
involved at Daily Bread and other organizations 
feeding those in need. 

HUNGER BY THE NUMBERS
In the wake of the 2008 recession, we saw a surge in food bank 
use. What we hoped was a temporary spike has not gone away.

Over the last year, there were 914,470 visits to food banks run by 
Daily Bread Food Bank and North York Harvest Food Bank member 
agencies. While these numbers are down nearly 5% since last year, 
they remain 14% higher than they were in 2008, and more than 
double what they were in 1995. Before the recession, we had never 
seen a year with more than 800,000 visits. Since then, we have never 
seen a year with fewer than 870,000 visits.

Daily Bread is a registered charitable organization. 
Registered Charity Number: 11888 1549 RR0001

dailybread.ca/whoshungry



FOOD BANK VISITS

NORTH YORK
185,585
VISITS

ETOBICOKE
144,716 
VISITS

SCARBOROUGH
263,029
VISITS

 170% 
SINCE 2008

 86% 
SINCE 2008

 8% 
SINCE 2008

AVERAGE MONTHLY INCOME

RECEIVE SOCIAL ASSISTANCE AS 
MAIN SOURCE OF INCOME

AVERAGE SHARE OF INCOME
SPENT ON RENT AND UTILITIES

AVAILABLE PER PERSON PER DAY 
AFTER RENT IS PAID

$808.29

68%

68%

$8.04

“My rent is 
$1,136.

My income is 
$1,050.

I essentially
buy nothing.”

~ Survey Respondent

GO AN ENTIRE DAY WITHOUT 
EATING EACH MONTH

OF CHILDREN WENT HUNGRY AT 
LEAST ONCE A MONTH

TURNED TO CREDIT CARD DEBT OR 
PAY DAY LOANS TO PAY FOR FOOD

MISSED MEALS TO PAY FOR RENT

Our research shows that the safety net is failing. For the majority of our clients 
who rely on social assistance, there is not nearly enough to cover food, rent 
and other necessities. The current rate for a single person receiving OW is up 
to $733 per month, and for a single person receiving ODSP it is up to $1,169 
per month. This year’s cost-of-living increase was below inflation.

People can’t afford enough to eat because of low incomes and 
increasing costs, especially rent.

THE CHANGING GEOGRAPHY OF 
HUNGER IN TORONTO

FOOD INSECURITY IN TORONTO

WHY ARE PEOPLE HUNGRY?

CHANGING FACE OF HUNGER IN TORONTO

SENIORS 
(UP FROM
3% IN 2008)

PERSONS 
WITH A 
DISABILITY 
(UP FROM
48% IN 2008)

SINGLE
PEOPLE 
(DOWN FROM
53% IN 2008)

COLLEGE 
DIPLOMA OR 
HIGHER 
(UP FROM
25% IN 2008)





Source:   https://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health-and-fitness/health/food-insecurity-
ontario/article35510687/ 
 

FOOD INSECURITY 

Public health experts blame Ontario 
government for gap in food insecurity data 
The province's decision to halt collection for a survey for 2015 and 2016 will impact 
program planning for the region's most vulnerable families, critics say 

RICHA SYAL 
PUBLISHED JUNE 30, 2017UPDATED NOVEMBER 12, 2017 

Public health experts in Ontario are alarmed by the provincial government's decision to 
opt out of an annual survey that measures the number of households struggling to get 
enough to eat. 

The province chose not to monitor food insecurity as part of the Canadian Community 
Health Survey for 2015 and 2016. As a result, food security experts say there are no 
indications of how many families have inadequate access to food for those years – and 
this will impact planning for programs that address a problem that affects close to 
600,000 households. 

The CCHS, issued by Statistics Canada, is the only government-mandated method of 
tracking food insecurity numbers provincially. Ontario has been compliant in 
submitting data since 2005, when the topic was added to the survey. 

The decision comes as a disappointment to public health workers in the province, who 
found out about it in May. 

"From what we can figure out, people in public health were absolutely blindsided by 
this. People didn't know they had opted out. We didn't know until we gained access to 
the data and then realized that Ontario wasn't there," said Dr. Valerie Tarasuk, a 
nutritional sciences professor at the University of Toronto and lead researcher at 
PROOF, a research team investigating household food insecurity in Canada. 

"It's very odd that they would decide to do it now given that their own provincially paid 
public health staffers are routinely using that information for planning and 
programming at local levels," she said. 

A household is considered food insecure when its members do not have adequate access 
to food because of financial constraints. Food insecurity within adults puts them at risk 
of a number of poor health outcomes, from depression to heart disease. Children are 
especially vulnerable to chronic conditions, including asthma. 

As the most populous jurisdiction, Ontario is home to the largest number of food 
insecure households in the country. 



Source:   https://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health-and-fitness/health/food-insecurity-
ontario/article35510687/ 
 

Household food insecurity in Canada 

The map below indicates the rate of household food insecurity by province and territory 
in 2012, which was the last year it was mandatory to submit data. 

 

Data source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Community Health Survey, 2012. 



Source:   https://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health-and-fitness/health/food-insecurity-
ontario/article35510687/ 
 

"One of the things that is problematic about Ontario not being part of that data-set is 
that Ontario comprises 38.5 per cent of the population, and so when we want to release 
national statistics on food insecurity, for us to be missing more than a third of the 
population really messes things up," Prof. Tarasuk said. 

But public health units across Ontario worry that this gap in data will mean lost 
credibility when it comes to analyzing policies such as the basic income pilot, a three-
year study providing a minimum level of income to people living on low incomes, and 
the food security strategy, an initiative proposed as part of the poverty reduction 
strategy to create access to food for families impacted. 

 
× 

Household income group Marginal moderate or severe food insecurity 

< $10 48.80 

$10 - 20 28.40 



Source:   https://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health-and-fitness/health/food-insecurity-
ontario/article35510687/ 
 

$20 - 30 14.90 

$30 - 40 11.00 

$40 - 50 6.30 

$50 - 60 4.40 

$60 - 70 4.10 

$70 - 80 2.20 

FOOD INSECURITY BY HOUSEHOLD INCOME 
DOWNLOAD CSV 

× 

Earlier this year, the Ontario government announced the basic income pilot project to 
measure outcomes in certain key areas, including food security. In May, the provincial 
government also sought public input for Ontario's first food security strategy.  

"In our consultations to develop our poverty reduction strategy, we heard a large 
number of people express support for our ongoing participation in the CCHS food 
security module going forward," said Myriam Denis, press secretary for Housing 
Minister Chris Ballard in an e-mail. Ballard is responsible for the poverty reduction 
strategy. "We will be working with the Ministry of Health to revisit the possibility of 
more frequent data collection under our food security strategy." 

The CCHS operates on two-year cycles. The household food security survey module 
alternates between mandatory and optional, with the 2015-16 cycle being optional. The 
next cycle for 2017-18 will require require mandatory responses on food insecurity from 
all provinces and territories. 

A spokesperson for the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care said in an e-mail that 
Ontario has continued to follow the same consultation process for "optional" topic 
selection for the CCHS. The process involves discussions with public health units, local 
health integration networks, various researchers and ministry staff to decide which 
optional topics to answer. As a result, food insecurity was not a topic chosen for the 
2015-16 cycle. 

"As with the selection process for CCHS cycles, choosing optional topics is a balancing 
act. Factors considered included emerging population health issues, data gaps, data 
needs and data availability," wrote Ministry spokesperson David Jensen. 

Yukon and Newfoundland and Labrador also chose not to monitor food insecurity for 
those years. Both regions have opted out before. 



Source:   https://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health-and-fitness/health/food-insecurity-
ontario/article35510687/ 
 

Number of provinces and territories reporting food insecurity statistics, by year 

 

Year Reporting 

2005 8 

2007 13 

2008 13 

2009 11 

2010 11 

2011 13 

2012 13 

2013 9 

2014 9 

2015 10 



Source:   https://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health-and-fitness/health/food-insecurity-
ontario/article35510687/ 
 

2016 10 

NUMBER OF PROVINCES AND TERRITORIES REPORTING FOOD INSECURITY STATISTICS, 
BY YEAR 
DOWNLOAD CSV 

Since 2005, Ontario's rate of household food insecurity has hovered around 12 per cent. 
Nationally, Nova Scotia has the highest rate of food insecurity at 15.4 per cent among 
the provinces and Nunavut had the highest rate overall at 46.8 per cent. In Ontario, 
Peterborough has the highest rate at 17.6 per cent in 2013-14, affecting over 1 in 
6 households. 

"The CCHS data is showing that we are higher than the provincial average. Without this 
overall Ontario data, we can't drill down to what this means in our local areas," said 
Caroline Doris, a Peterborough member of the Food Security Workgroup for the Ontario 
Society of Nutrition Professionals in Public Health (OSNPPH). "It's like telling an old 
story without knowing how things are changing." 

"This is a serious, serious problem that a lot of people think is being taken care of. But 
it's not, and we're just trying to expose it. Having all of this data is key to that," said 
Mary Ellen Prange, co-chair of the food security working group for the OSNPPH. 

The OSNPPH have sent recommendations to Health Canada and Statistics Canada to 
make the household food security survey module mandatory for the CCHS 
going forward. 

 



 

Monitoring Food Insecurity in Canada

PROOF
FOOD INSECURITY
POLICY RESEARCH

 

PROOF is a CIHR-funded, 
interdisciplinary research program 
working to identify effective policy 
interventions to reduce household 
food insecurity in Canada.
      @proofcanada
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46.8%
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Household food insecurity 
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CCHS

Household food insecurity in Canada

MARGINAL FOOD 
INSECURITY
Worry about running 
out of food and/or 
limit food selection 
because of lack of 
money for food.

MODERATE FOOD 
INSECURITY
Compromise in quality 
and/or quantity of 
food due to a lack of 
money 

 

for food.

Miss meals, reduce 
food intake and at 
the most extreme go 
day(s) without food.

Data Source: Statistics 
Canada, CCHS, 2007, 
2008, 2011 and 2012.2007 2012
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CCHS
Data on food insecurity are collected through the 
Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS), a cross 
sectional survey administered by Statistics Canada that 
collects health-related information from about 60,000 
domiciled Canadians per year.

In 2013 and 2014, Yukon, British 
Columbia, Manitoba, and 
Newfoundland and Labrador, 
chose not to monitor food insecurity. 
As a result, there are no national 
estimates for those years.

Among the provinces and territories surveyed in 
2014, there were no significant drops in food 
insecurity prevalence, and even indications of an 
upward trend in the already vulnerable North.

The inclusion of the HFSSM on the CCHS enables 
monitoring of food insecurity. As a serious public 
health problem, it is crucial that provinces and 
territories participate in all cycles of measurement.

However, the CCHS excludes individuals living on First Nations 
reserves or Crown Lands, full time members of the Canadian Forces, 
persons in prisons or care facilities, and the homeless.

Household Food Security Survey Module (HFSSM) on the CCHS 
consists of 18 questions regarding the presence of food insecure 
situations in the household over the last 12 months. These situations 
range from worrying about running out of food to going for whole 
days without eating, due to inadequate finances. 

Depending on the number of positive responses, households are 
classified as food secure or marginally, moderately, or severely 
food insecure.

Although the CCHS is conducted every year, some provinces and 
territories opt out of monitoring food insecurity on the survey cycles 
(2 years) when the food security survey module is not mandatory. 

National estimates are available for the 2007-2008 and 2011-2012 
cycles. They will not be available again until the 2017-2018 cycle 
because Ontario, Newfoundland and Labrador, and Yukon opted 
out in 2015 and 2016.

For more information, see 
our series of annual reports, 
Household Food Insecurity 
in Canada, available at: 
proof.utoronto.ca

Food insecurity - the inadequate or insecure access to food due to financial constraints - is a serious public health 
problem in Canada. It negatively impacts physical, mental, and social health, and costs our healthcare system 
considerably.

Statistics Canada began monitoring food insecurity in 2005 through the Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS). 
Since then, food insecurity has persisted across Canada, with over 4 million Canadians living in food insecure households.

http://proof.utoronto.ca/
https://twitter.com/proofcanada
http://proof.utoronto.ca/
http://proof.utoronto.ca/resources/proof-annual-reports/annual-report/
http://proof.utoronto.ca/resources/proof-annual-reports/annual-report-2012/
http://proof.utoronto.ca/resources/proof-annual-reports/annual-report-2013/
http://proof.utoronto.ca/resources/proof-annual-reports/annual-report-2014/


Food Insecurity and Social Assistance

Data Source: Canadian Community Health Survey, 2011/2012 and 2013/2014. NL, MB, BC and YT did not participate in the food security module of the 
2013 and 2014 CCHS. PE and the NT were excluded due to small sample size.

Proportion of households reliant on social assistance who were food insecure1, 2

The notably lower rate of food insecurity among social assistance 
recipients in Newfoundland and Labrador is linked to the impact of 
policy reforms introduced as part of their poverty reduction strategy in 
2006.3 

Further evidence of the sensitivity of food insecurity among social 
assistance recipients to policy changes is the temporary  drop in rates 
in British Columbia, following a one-time increase in income support 
in 2006.4

Given the extreme vulnerability of social assistance recipients and the 
evidence that policy interventions can reduce their food insecurity, 
provincial and territorial governments need to reform current 
programs to ensure that recipients can meet their basic needs, 
tracking food insecurity rates to assess the success of program 
changes.

PROOF
FOOD INSECURITY
POLICY RESEARCH

PROOF is a CIHR-funded, interdisciplinary 
research program working to identify 
effective policy interventions to reduce 
household food insecurity in Canada.
For more information, visit proof.utoronto.ca
      @proofcanada

Food insecurity - the inadequate or insecure access to food due to financial constraints - is a serious public health problem in 
Canada. It negatively impacts physical, mental, and social health, and costs our healthcare system considerably.

Statistics Canada began monitoring food insecurity in 2005 through the Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS). Since then, 
food insecurity has persisted across Canada, with over 4 million Canadians living in food insecure households.
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Prevalence of food insecurity among households in 
Newfoundland and Labrador reporting any income from 
social assistance3

 

Key interventions in NL poverty reduction strategy:

1 Tarasuk, V, Mitchell, A, Dachner, N. (2014). Household food insecurity in Canada, 2012. Toronto: Research to 
identify policy options to reduce food insecurity (PROOF). Retrieved from http://proof.utoronto.ca

2 Tarasuk, V, Mitchell, A, Dachner, N. (2016). Household food insecurity in Canada, 2014. Toronto: Research to 
identify policy options to reduce food insecurity (PROOF). Retrieved from http://proof.utoronto.ca

3 Loopstra, R., Dachner, N., & Tarasuk, V. (2015). An exploration of the unprecendented decline in the prevalence of 
household food insecurity in Newfoundland and Labrador, 2007-2012. Canadian Public Policy, 41(3), 191-206

4 Li, N., Dachner, N., & Tarasuk, V. (2016). The impact of changes in social policies on household food insecurity in 
British Columbia, 2005–2012. Preventive Medicine, 93, 151-158.

Social assistance programs* vary among provinces and territories, 
and food insecurity rates among recipients fluctuate from year to 
year within jurisdictions. However, being on social assistance 
anywhere in Canada poses an extremely high risk to food insecurity.1 

Nearly one third of households reliant on social assistance as their 
main source of income are severely food insecure, indicating 
serious levels of food deprivation.  The rate of severe food insecurity 
among social assistance recipients is 11 times higher than the rate 
nationally.1 

The high rates of food insecurity among households reliant on social 
assistance suggest that these support programs are failing to enable 
recipients to meet their basic needs. 
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Food secure 

Marginally food insecure 
Moderately food insecure

Severely food insecure
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Households reliant on social 
assistance as main income

All households

30.5%

8.3%

31.8%

29.4%

87.4%

4.0%

6.0%

2.6%

*The data available from CCHS do not allow us to differentiate people on disability support programs from those receiving general welfare assistance

http://proof.utoronto.ca/
https://twitter.com/proofcanada
http://proof.utoronto.ca/
http://proof.utoronto.ca/resources/proof-annual-reports/annual-report-2012/
http://proof.utoronto.ca/resources/proof-annual-reports/annual-report-2014/
http://www.utpjournals.press/doi/abs/10.3138/cpp.2014-080
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0091743516303048


The Spending Patterns of Food Insecure Households

Household food insecurity - the inadequate or insecure access to food due to financial constraints - is a serious public health 
problem in Canada. It negatively impacts physical, mental, and social health, and costs our health care system considerably.

Statistics Canada began monitoring household food insecurity in 2005 through the Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS).1 
The most recent national prevalence estimate from 2012 showed that 1 in 8 households in Canada are food insecure. This amounts 
to over 4 million Canadians, including 1.15 million children, living in homes that struggle to put food on the table.

1 Tarasuk, V., Mitchell, A., Dachner, N. (2014). Household food insecurity in Canada, 2012. Toronto: Research to identify policy options to reduce food insecurity (PROOF). Retrieved from http://proof.utoronto.ca.
2 Fafard St-Germain,  A.A., & Tarasuk, V. (2018). Prioritization of the essentials in the spending patterns of Canadian households experiencing food insecurity. Public Health Nutrition, published online ahead of print.
3 Jones, L.E., Milligan, K.S., & Stabile, M. (2015). Child cash benefits and family expenditures: evidence from the national child benefit. NBER Working Paper no. 21101. Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research.
4 Loopstra, R. & Tarasuk, V. (2013). Severity of household food insecurity is sensitive to change in household income and employment status among low-income families. Journal of Nutrition, 143, 1316-1323.
5 McIntyre, L., Pow, J., & Emery, J.C. (2015). A path analysis of recurrently food-insecure Canadians discerns employment, income, and negative health effects. Journal of Poverty, 19(1), 71-87.
6 Loopstra, R., Dachner, N., & Tarasuk, V. (2015). An exploration of the unprecedented decline in the prevalence of household food insecurity in Newfoundland and Labrador, 2007–2012. Canadian Public Policy, 41(3), 191-206.
7 Li, N., Dachner, N., & Tarasuk, V. (2016). The impact of changes in social policies on household food insecurity in British Columbia, 2005–2012. Preventive Medicine, 93, 151-158.
8 McIntyre, L., Dutton, D.J., Kwok, C. et al. (2016). Reduction of food insecurity among low-income Canadian seniors as a likely impact of a guaranteed annual income. Canadian Public Policy, 42(3), 274-286.
9 Ionescu-Ittu, R., Glymour, M.M., & Kaufman, J.S. (2014). A difference-in-differences approach to estimate the effect of income-supplementation on food insecurity. Preventive Medicine, 70, 108-116.
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PROOF is a CIHR-funded, interdisciplinary 
research program working to identify 
effective policy interventions to reduce 
household food insecurity in Canada. For 
more information, visit proof.utoronto.ca
      @proofcanada

In 2010, food insecurity was measured in the 
Survey of Household Spending, which collected 
detailed information on the expenditures of more 
than 9000 households living in the ten provinces. 
Analyses of these data show that the spending 
patterns of food insecure households differ 
markedly from those of food secure households.2

As the severity of household food insecurity 
increases, spending decreases because 
households have fewer economic resources.

Food insecure households prioritize spending 
on basic needs above all else.

Compared to food secure households, food 
insecure households spend a larger proportion 
of their budget on basic needs (food, clothing, 
and housing). This is achieved by allocating 
fewer resources to discretionary expenses, 
investments, and assets.

Food insecure households spend substantially 
less than food secure households on everything.
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Differences in 
Expenditures 
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Food 

Clothing

Housing
including utilities

Other Necessities
   - Transportation
   - Household operations and supplies 
   - Personal care
   - Out-of-pocket health expenses
   - Education

Discretionary Expenses
   - Recreation and leisure activities
   - Child camp and toys
   - Legal and financial services
   - Support payments
   - Charitable donations
  
Investments and Assets
   - Personal insurance
   - Pension plans 
   - Employment Insurance premiums
   - Durables
  

Basic Needs

These findings, together with previous research,3 

indicate that given more money, food insecure 
households will spend more on basic needs. This 
adds to the growing body of evidence that 
improving the economic resources of vulnerable 
households will reduce food insecurity.4-9
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Gardening

Food Preparation Skills

Cooking Ability

$

Food Purchasing

The vast majority (84%) of adults in food 
insecure households report shopping with 
a budget on how much they can spend on 
food, but only 43% of adults in food secure 
households say they do this.

Adults in food insecure households do 
not report having lower food 
preparation skills than those in food 
secure households. 

In fact, most Canadian adults, regardless 
of food insecurity status, considered 
themselves highly skilled at various 
aspects of food preparation.

Although Canadian adults in food 

insecure households are less 

likely to garden for food than 

those in food secure households, 

there is no indication that 

gardening for food protects 

households from food insecurity.

Recipe Adjustment

Almost two-thirds of Canadian 
adults report adjusting recipes 
to make them healthier by 
reducing fat, salt, or sugar, 
and those in food insecure 
households are not any less 
likely to do so.

Canadian adults in food insecure households do not have poorer food skills than those in food secure households.  
There is no indication that food insecurity is rooted in a lack of food skills or that gardening for food protects 
households from food insecurity.   

While interventions designed to increase food skills and promote gardening for food are important in reaching other 
public health goals like increasing fruit and vegetable consumption, the findings here suggest that such interventions 
are unlikely to impact food insecurity rates in Canada. 

Reducing Food Insecurity

1 For more information about this research, see: 
Huisken, A., Orr, S. K., & Tarasuk, V. (2017). Adults' food skills and use of 
gardens are not associated with household food insecurity in Canada. 
Canadian Journal of Public Health, 107(6), e526-e532

Food Procurement, Food Skills & Food Insecurity

The cooking abilities of adults in food insecure 

households are similar to those in food secure 

households. In fact, very few Canadian adults, 

regardless of food insecurity status, report not 

knowing where to start when it comes to cooking.

Food Secure Food Insecure

Don’t know where to start when it comes to cooking 

Can do things such as boil an egg or cook a grilled cheese sandwich

Can prepare simple meals but nothing too complicated 

Can cook more dishes if I have a recipe

Can prepare most dishes 

Frequently prepare sophisticated dishes 

Self-rated cooking ability by household food insecurity status

Food insecurity - the inadequate or insecure access to food due to financial constraints - is a serious public health problem, with 
over 4 million Canadians living in food insecure households. It negatively impacts physical, mental, and social health, and costs 
our healthcare system considerably.

Statistics Canada began monitoring food insecurity in 2005 through the Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS). In 2012 and 
2013, questions were included on the CCHS to assess the food skills and practices of adults with sample of 10,000 Canadians for 
each year. This factsheet summarizes the findings from a recent study using that data.1

The two groups do not differ when it comes to other 
shopping behaviours, like planning meals before shopping, 
using a written grocery list, or using Canada's Food Guide.

https://twitter.com/proofcanada
http://proof.utoronto.ca/
http://proof.utoronto.ca/
http://journal.cpha.ca/index.php/cjph/article/view/5692


Among the provinces and territories that 
monitored food insecurity in 2013-2014:

•  17.2% of children lived in households affected 
by food insecurity. 

•  Two-thirds of these children were in moderately 
or severely food insecure households. 

•  Over half the children living in Nunavut lived in 
food insecure households, the highest rate in 
Canada.

•  The Northwest Territories had the second 
highest prevalence of children living in food 
insecure households at 29%. 

•  The Maritime provinces, Prince Edward Island, 
Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick had rates 
above 20%, meaning more than 1 in 5 children 
were affected in these provinces. 

•  The lowest prevalence of children in 
food-insecure families was found in Quebec and 
Alberta, both at 16%, but even in these cases, 
almost 1 in 6 children were affected.

Children in Food Insecure Households

17%

19%

N/A

22%

22%

21%

N/A

N/A

60%

N/A

16%

16%

29%

Proportion of  
children who lived in  
food insecure households1

Data Source: Statistics 

Canada, Canadian 

Community Health Survey 

(CCHS), 2013 and 2014.

84.4%  
Food secure

   5.3% Marginal
food insecurity

7.6%
 Moderate

food insecurity 2.7%  Severe
food insecurity

Households with children by household food security status1

Data Source: Statistics 
Canada, Canadian 
Community Health Survey 
(CCHS), 2013 and 2014.

Food insecurity is more prevalent among 
households with children under the age of 18, 
particularly those headed by single mothers.1

Exposure to severe food insecurity leaves an 
indelible mark on children’s wellbeing, 
manifesting in greater risks for conditions like 
asthma, depression, and suicidal ideation in 
adolescence and early adulthood.2,3

Food insecurity - the inadequate or insecure access to food due to financial constraints - is a serious public health 
problem in Canada. It negatively impacts physical, mental, and social health, and costs our healthcare system 
considerably.

Statistics Canada began monitoring food insecurity in 2005 through the Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS). 
Since then, food insecurity has persisted across Canada, with over 4 million Canadians living in food insecure households.

Household food insecurity 
affects 1 in 6 Canadian children 
under the age of 18. 

 PROOF
FOOD INSECURITY
POLICY RESEARCH

PROOF is a CIHR-funded, interdisciplinary 
research program working to identify 
effective policy interventions to reduce 
household food insecurity in Canada.
For more information, visit proof.utoronto.ca
      @proofcanada

1 Tarasuk, V, Mitchell, A, Dachner, N. (2016). Household food insecurity in Canada, 2014. Toronto: 
Research to identify policy options to reduce food insecurity (PROOF). Retrieved from 
http://proof.utoronto.ca

2 Kirkpatrick, S. I., McIntyre, L., & Potestio, M. L. (2010). Child hunger and long-term adverse 
consequences for health. Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent medicine, 164(8), 754-762.

3 McIntyre, L., Williams, J. V., Lavorato, D. H., & Patten, S. (2013). Depression and suicide ideation in late 
adolescence and early adulthood are an outcome of child hunger. Journal of Affective Disorders, 
150(1), 123-129.

* In 2013 and 2014, Yukon, 
 British Columbia, Manitoba, and 
Newfoundland and Labrador, 
chose not to monitor food insecurity.

http://proof.utoronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Household-Food-Insecurity-in-Canada-2014.pdf
http://archpedi.jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?articleid=383613
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0165032712007823
http://proof.utoronto.ca/
http://proof.utoronto.ca/
https://twitter.com/proofcanada
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Food-insecure individuals, both adults and children, 
are likely to have poorer health.
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Diabetes mellitus

Heart disease
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Migraines
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Moderately food insecure

Marginally food insecure

Food secure

Prevalence of chronic conditions among Canadian adults, (18-64 
years) of age, by household food security status6

Household food insecurity takes a tremendous toll 
on the health care system.7 

After adjusting for other well-established social 
determinants of health, such as education and 
income levels, total annual health care costs in 
Ontario were: 

23% higher for adults living in marginally food 
insecure households than in food secure households

49% higher for adults living in moderately food 
insecure households than in food secure households

121% higher for adults living in severely food 
insecure households than in food secure households

These findings imply that addressing food insecurity 
through targeted policy interventions would reduce 
the associated health care costs and improve overall 
health.

Food insecurity also makes it difficult for individuals to 
manage existing chronic health problems, such as 
diabetes and HIV.4,5 

The Impact of Food Insecurity on Health

Exposure to severe food insecurity leaves an indelible 
mark on children’s wellbeing, manifesting in greater 
risks for conditions like asthma, depression, and 
suicidal ideation in adolescence and early adulthood.2,3
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Average health care costs incurred over 12 months by 
Ontario adults (18-64 years of age), by household food 
insecurity status7

PROOF is a CIHR-funded, interdisciplinary 
research program working to identify effective 
policy interventions to reduce household food 
insecurity in Canada.
For more information, visit proof.utoronto.ca
      @proofcanada
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Food-insecure adults are more vulnerable to    
chronic conditions, with the risk increasing with the 
severity of food insecurity.1    

1 Vozoris, N. T., & Tarasuk, V. S. (2003). Household food insufficiency is associated with poorer health. J Nutr, 133(1), 120-126.
2 Kirkpatrick, S. I., McIntyre, L., & Potestio, M. L. (2010). Child hunger and long-term adverse consequences for health. Arch 

Pediat Adol Med. 164(8), 754-762.
3 McIntyre, L., Williams, J. V., Lavorato, D. H., & Patten, S. (2013). Depression and suicide ideation in late adolescence and early 

adulthood are an outcome of child hunger. J Affect Disorders. 150(1), 123-129.
4 Chan J, DeMelo M, Gingras J, Gucciardi E. Challenges of Diabetes Self-Management in Adults Affected by Food Insecurity in a 

Large Urban Centre of Ontario, Canada. Int J Endocrinol. 2009; 32(12), 2218-2224
5 Anema, A., Vogenthaler, N., Frongillo, E. A., Kadiyala, S., & Weiser, S. D. (2009). Food insecurity and HIV/AIDS: current 

knowledge, gaps, and research priorities. Current HIV/AIDS Reports, 6(4), 224-231..
6 Tarasuk V, Mitchell A, McLaren L & McIntyre L. (2013) Chronic physical and mental health conditions among adults may 

increase vulnerability to household food insecurity. J Nutr. 143(11), 1785-93
7 Tarasuk, V., Cheng, J., de Oliveira, C., Dachner, N., Gundersen, C., & Kurdyak, P. (2015). Association between household food 

insecurity and annual health care costs. Can Med Assoc J. 187(14), E429-E436.

Due to scarce resources, food insecure 
individuals may forego critical expenses 
like medication.

Food insecurity - the inadequate or insecure access to food due to financial constraints - is a serious public health 
problem in Canada. It negatively impacts physical, mental, and social health, and costs our healthcare system 
considerably.

Statistics Canada began monitoring food insecurity in 2005 through the Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS). 
Since then, food insecurity has persisted across Canada, with over 4 million Canadians living in food insecure households.

http://proof.utoronto.ca/
http://proof.utoronto.ca/
https://twitter.com/proofcanada
http://jn.nutrition.org/content/133/1/120
http://archpedi.jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?articleid=383613&
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0165032712007823
http://www.hindawi.com/journals/ije/2015/903468/abs/
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11904-009-0030-z
http://jn.nutrition.org/content/early/2013/08/26/jn.113.178483
http://www.cmaj.ca/content/early/2015/08/10/cmaj.150234


Food Insecurity and Mental Health

Household food insecurity - the inadequate or insecure access to food due to financial constraints - is a serious public health 
problem in Canada. It negatively impacts physical, mental, and social health, and costs our health care system considerably.

Statistics Canada began monitoring household food insecurity in 2005 through the Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS). 
Since then, it has persisted across Canada. From the most recent national estimate, 1 in 8 households in Canada is food insecure, 
amounting to over 4 million Canadians, including 1.15 million children, living in homes that struggle to put food on the table.
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Adverse mental health outcomes reported by Canadian adults 
(18-64 years of age), by household food insecurity status2   

Data Source: 
Statistics Canada, 
Canadian Community 
Health Survey (CCHS), 
2005-2012
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For children, living in a food insecure household is 
associated with childhood mental health problems 
like hyperactivity and inattention.5

Household food insecurity is strongly related to mental health. Canadians living in food insecure households are at greater risk of 
poor mental health than those living in food secure households and this risk increases with the severity of food insecurity.1,2 The 
health consequences of food insecurity take a large toll on our health care system.3,4

While 1 in 8 households in Ontario is food 
insecure, adults living in food insecure households 
account for more than 1 in 3 hospitalizations due 
to mental health problems.

 

 

1 Tarasuk V, Mitchell A, McLaren L, McIntyre L. Chronic physical and mental health conditions among adults may 
increase vulnerability to household food insecurity. J Nutr. 2013;143(11):1785-93.2 

2 Jessiman-Perreault G, McIntyre L. The household food insecurity gradient and potential reductions in adverse 
population mental health outcomes in Canadian adults. SSM -Population Health. 2017;3:464-72. 

3 Tarasuk, V., Cheng, J., de Oliveira, C., Dachner, N., Gundersen, C., & Kurdyak, P. (2015). Association between 
household food insecurity and annual health care costs. Can Med Assoc J. 187(14), E429-E436.

4 Tarasuk V, Cheng J, Gundersen C,de Oliveira C, Kurdyak P.The relation between food insecurity and mental health 
care service utilization in Ontario. Can J Psychiatry. 2018. DOI: 10.1177/0706743717752879

5 Melchior M, Chastang J, Falissard B, Galera C, Tremblay R, Cote S, et al. Food insecurity and children’s mental 
health: a prospective birth cohort study. PLoS One. 2012;7(12):e52615. 

6 McIntyre L, Williams J, Lavorato D, Patten S. Depression and suicide ideation in late adolescence and early 
adulthood are an outcome of child hunger. J Affect Disord. 2012;150(1):123-9.

7 McIntyre L, Wu X, Kwok C, Patten S. The pervasive effect of youth self-report of hunger on depression over 6 years 
of follow up. Soc Psychiatry Psychiatr Epidemiol. 2017;52:537-47

8 Lent M, Petrovic L, Swanson J, Olson C. Maternal mental health and the persistence of food insecurity in poor rural 
families. J Health Care Poor Underserved. 2009;20(3):645–661.

9 Loopstra, R., Dachner, N., & Tarasuk, V. (2015). An exploration of the unprecendented decline in the prevalence of 
household food insecurity in Newfoundland and Labrador, 2007-2012. Canadian Public Policy, 41(3), 191-206

10 McIntyre L, Dutton D, Kwok C, Emery J. Reduction of food insecurity in low-income Canadian seniors as a likely 
impact of a Guaranteed Annual Income. Can Pub Pol. 2016;42(3)

11McIntyre L, Kwok C, Emery JC, Dutton DJ. Impact of a guaranteed annual income program on Canadian seniors' 
physical, mental and functional health. Can J Public Health. 2016;107(2):e176.

12Forget E. The town with no poverty: the health effects of a Canadian guaranteed annual income field experiment. 
Can Pub Po. 2011;37(3):283–305

The co-existence of food insecurity and mental health 
problems is highly detrimental. Food insecurity makes it 
difficult for individuals to manage chronic mental health 
problems, while mental illness can impede their ability to 
become food secure.8 

Food insecurity can be reduced through public policies that 
improve the financial circumstances of low-income households, 
such as increased social assistance benefits or guaranteed 
annual income like the public pensions afforded to seniors.9,10 

Research has shown that receiving a guaranteed annual income 
can alleviate mental health problems and the burden on our 
healthcare system.11,12 An evaluation of Mincome, the 
guaranteed annual income project in Manitoba during the 
1970s, found decreased mental health care utilization following 
its implementation.12 

PROOF
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POLICY RESEARCH

 For more information, visit: proof.utoronto.ca                               @proofcanada

PROOF is a CIHR-funded, interdisciplinary research program 
working to identify effective policy interventions to reduce 
household food insecurity in Canada.

Evidence from Ontario shows that adults living in food insecure 
households put a large burden on mental health care services.4

Experiences of hunger during childhood have a serious and 
lasting impact on mental health, manifesting in greater risks of  
depression and suicidal ideation in adolescence and early 
adulthood.6,7

Adults living in food insecure households are more likely to 
experience a wide range of adverse mental health outcomes, 
compared to those living in food secure households.2 
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Moderately 
food insecure

Marginally 
food insecure

Food secure  

Data Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS), 2005-2012

Mental health care service use over 12 months by Ontario adults 
(18-64 years of age), by household food insecurity status4
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Household food insecurity among Ontario adults (18-64 years of age)4

More severe food insecurity is associated with higher odds of 
mental health care service utilization and this relationship 
remains even after accounting for prior care for mental health 
reasons.
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Public Policy and Food Insecurity
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Food insecurity by household income1 

 

 

Despite discussions and initiatives 
in some jurisdictions, the reduction 
of food insecurity rates has not 
been an explicit goal of public 
policies in Canada.

While many provinces have enacted poverty reduction 
strategies, Newfoundland and Labrador stands out as a 
key example of how policy interventions can reduce food 
insecurity in low income households by improving their 
material circumstances.

Food insecurity among social assistance recipients in that 
province dropped by almost half between 2007 and 
2012, following the rollout of a new poverty reduction 
strategy in 2006 that tackled the depth of poverty 
through interventions like increasing income support 
rates and indexing rates to inflation.
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The low rate of food insecurity among Canadian seniors 
reflects the protection afforded by the guaranteed annual 
income they receive. Extending a guaranteed income to all 
Canadians through a policy like Basic Income could be an 
effective way to reduce food insecurity across the country.2 

Being on social assistance in Canada poses an extremely 
high risk to food insecurity. Social assistance recipients are 
more likely than not to be food insecure, suggesting that 
these programs are not designed in ways that enable 
recipients to meet their basic needs.1 
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Food insecurity - the inadequate or insecure access to food due to financial constraints - is a serious public health 
problem in Canada. It negatively impacts physical, mental, and social health, and costs our healthcare system 
considerably.

Statistics Canada began monitoring food insecurity in 2005 through the Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS). 
Since then, food insecurity has persisted across Canada, with over 4 million Canadians living in food insecure households

Food insecurity is rooted in material deprivation, with low 
income being the strongest predictor.  

Research has demonstrated reductions in food insecurity 
where social policies have improved the material 
circumstances of vulnerable households. 

The impact of social policy on food insecurity

Key interventions in NL poverty reduction strategy:

Data Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS), 2014. 

1 Tarasuk, V, Mitchell, A, Dachner, N. (2016). Household food insecurity in Canada, 2014. Toronto: Research to 
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business. SPP Research Paper, (6-37).
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A Looming Crisis: 
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Through emergency food support, 
innovative programming, and 
a commitment to investigating 
long-term solutions to poverty, 
the provincial food bank network 
works tirelessly to improve the 
health and well-being of the adults 
and families it serves, while making 
recommendations to provincial 
leaders to invest in programs that 
help achieve its vision of a hunger-
free Ontario. 

Every year, the Ontario Association 
of Food Banks secures and 
distributes more than 5 million 
pounds of fresh and non-perishable 
food for the network, including 
1 million litres of fresh milk and 
over 2 million servings of protein. 
On the frontline, Ontario’s food 
banks provide direct support and 
programming to more than half a 
million adults, children, and families 
facing hunger. While our network 
works hard to meet the increasing 
daily demand for our services, we 
believe that these efforts cannot 
replace an adequate social safety 

net or ongoing investments into 
poverty reduction by the province. 

The 2018 Hunger Report details the 
data gathered through the Ontario 
food bank network’s client intake 
system, Link2Feed, between April 
1st, 2017 – March 31st, 2018. This 
report also includes a special feature 
on Ontario’s senior population 
and the challenges that they face 
when trying to balance living on a 
fixed income with the rising cost of 
housing and basic living expenses. 

The Ontario Association of Food 
Banks would like to thank the 
countless staff and volunteers of 
its member agencies for all of their 
hard work in surveying those they 
serve, and for their tireless efforts 
in addressing hunger and poverty 
across the province every single 
day. 
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he Ontario Association of Food Banks is a 
province-wide network of 130 direct member 
food banks and over 1,100 affiliate hunger-
relief agencies that are united in their work 
to address and prevent hunger and poverty. T



Who Uses

Food Banks?
5

In 2012, when the survey last 
collected national data on 
household food insecurity, the 
CCHS found that 8.3 percent, 
or almost 1.1 million, Canadian 
households experienced food 
insecurity. Of these households, 
almost 70 percent were considered 
moderately food insecure, and 
30 percent were considered 
severely food  insecure.3  When 
comparing the Ontario CCHS data 
on Household Food Insecurity to 
the data being collected by the 
provincial food bank network, 
there are a number of strong 
alignments that both help illustrate 
food insecurity’s broad spectrum, 
and the role that food banks play in 
assisting families in need.

n individual or family is considered food 
secure when they have access to sufficient, 
safe, nutritious and culturally appropriate 
food that meets their dietary needs. In 
a province like Ontario, this should be a 

In Canada, household food 
insecurity has been measured 
by Statistics Canada using the 
Household Food Security Survey 
Module (HFSSM) on the Canadian 
Community Health Survey (CCHS). 
This survey consists of 18 questions 
about the food security status of 
the household over the previous 
year, and focuses on the self-
reports of uncertain, insufficient, 
or inadequate food access due 
to limited financial resources, 
and the impact that this had on 
the household’s eating patterns.1 
The experiences reported by the 
households are then categorized 
under three categories:2 

A
standard that is experienced by every household – and 
yet, living with hunger is a reality for far too many. 

•	 Food Secure: Household 
experienced either ‘no 
indication’ or ‘one indication’ 
of difficulty in accessing their 
preferred quantity and quality 
of food, due to income.  

•	 Moderate Food Insecurity: 
Household had to compromise 
the quality or quantity of 
their food choices, due to 
insufficient income. 

•	 Severe Food Insecurity: 
Household had disrupted 
eating patterns, due to 
insufficient income.  This may 
have included eating less 
than needed, skipping meals, 
or going one or more days 
without food.  
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6

Between April 2017 and March 2018, 
Ontario’s food banks provided 
support to 227,321 households, 
inclusive of 501,590 adults, children, 
and seniors. This is a staggering 
number, and equivalent to over 100 
percent of households categorized 
as severely food insecure, and 
57 percent of the total number 
of households categorized as 
experiencing either moderate or 
severe food insecurity in Ontario.4  

It is commonly assumed that all 
households experiencing any 
degree of food insecurity would 
visit a food bank, but in actuality 
food banks are most-often visited 
on an emergency basis and after 
all other coping mechanisms have 
been exhausted. This may include, 
for example, downsizing a home, 
extending a credit limit, or using 
savings to pay for basic expenses. 

Once these options run out, adults 
and families often have no other 
choice but to access a local food 
bank for support. 

When considering the broad 
spectrum that the Household Food 
Insecurity categories span, the 
statistics make sense. Households 
that are on the marginal to 
moderate end of the food 
insecurity spectrum can generally 
manage using coping strategies 
such as budgeting more strictly, 
choosing less expensive options, 
or occasionally going without. 
However, when adults and families 
experience moderate to severe 
food insecurity, those options are 
no longer sufficient, leaving them 
with no other choice but to turn 
to a food bank to help bridge the 
gap. This is clearly illustrated in the 
graph below, which shows that the 

FIGURE 1.1: HoUSEHold Food InSEcURIty RatES vS HoUSEHoldS USInG 
Food BankS5

The number of times that an 
individual or family might visit a 
food bank throughout the year 
varies, depending on their personal 
circumstance and need. In the last 
year, Ontario’s food banks were 
visited 2,935,376 times by just 
over half a million people. Of these 
individuals, 26 percent visited only 
once, 49 percent visited three times 
or less, and 14 percent visited 12 or 
more times per year. 

number of households accessing 
food banks in Ontario falls between 
the number of households 
experiencing severe food insecurity 
and the total number of households 
experiencing moderate to severe 
food insecurity. Food banks were 
never intended to be a complete 
solution to food insecurity. Rather, 
their role is to provide emergency 
food and support services to those 
who are experiencing the most 
severe levels of hunger and poverty.

0 100,000 200,000 300,000 400,000 500,000

Food Insecure - Moderate and Severe

Served by Food Banks

Food Insecure - Severe

“Food banks were 
never intended to be 
a complete solution to 
food insecurity. Rather, 
their role is to provide 
emergency food and 
support services 
to those who are 
experiencing the most 
severe levels of hunger 
and poverty.”

What this shows is that the majority 
of individuals that are accessing 
food banks are not doing so on a 
regular basis, but rather because 
they are facing an immediate crisis 
that has left little or no money to 
put food on the table. This is further 
illustrated by the most common 
reasons that clients give for 
visiting a food bank, which include: 
changes to their income level, not 
enough hours of work, unexpected 
expenses, or a lost job. 

For families and individuals that 
are trying to balance already tight 
budgets, an unexpected expense 
or change in income can be 
devastating to their stability and 
dramatically impact their ability to 
afford all of their basic needs in a 
given month. 



Disability-Related Benefits 30.1%

Social Assistance 29.4%
No Income 12.8%
Other 10.4%
Employment Income 8.5%
Old-Age Pension 6.3%
Employment Insurance 1.8%
Student Loans or Scholarships 0.8%

FIGURE 1.8: PRIMaRy SoURcE oF 
IncoME

Benefit/Social Assistance 
Changes

35.0%

Low Wages/Delayed Wages/
Not Enough Hours

16.8%

Relocation (Immigration/
Moving)

11.4%

Unexpected Expense 11.0%
Unemployed/Recently Lost 
Job

7.5%

Sickness/Medical Expense 7.3%
Homeless 4.7%
Debt 3.7%
Unexpected Housing 
Expense/Natural Disaster

3.3%

Benefit/Social Assistance 
Delays

2.4%

Family Breakup 1.4%

FIGURE 1.7: REaSon FoR vISItInG

Private Rental 73.0%

Social Housing 16.1%
Own Home 4.6%
With Family / Friends 3.8%
Emergency Shelter 1.4%
Band Owned 0.6%
On The Street 0.4%
Youth Home 0.2%

FIGURE 1.6: HoUSInG tyPE

Figures calculated excluding clients who indicated “unknown” or “undisclosed” in 
client profiles. 

Single Person 52.8%
Single Parent Families 19.0%
Two Parent Families 14.1%
Couples, No Children 6.9%
Other 7.3% 

FIGURE 1.5: HoUSEHold 
coMPoSItIon

Some Elementary or High 
School 32.7%

High School Diploma 32.5%
College Diploma 12.9%
Some Post Secondary 9.8%
University Degree 8.6%
Trade Certificate/Professional 
Accreditation 2.0%

Master’s Degree/PhD 1.7%

FIGURE 1.4: HIGHESt lEvEl oF 
EdUcatIon coMPlEtEd
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IndIvIdUalS accESSEd a Food 
Bank In ontaRIo

501,590

By the Numbers

vISItS wERE MadE to a Food 
Bank In ontaRIo

2,935,476 33%
wERE cHIldREn

April 2017 - March 2018 



FIGURE 1.10: SInGlE PERSon HoUSEHold EXPEnSES

FIGURE 1.9: PotEntIal FIndInGS aSSocIatEd wItH Food InSEcURIty and 
HUnGER8
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federal governments in reducing 
child poverty in Canada, children 
continue to be one of the largest 
groups of food bank users in the 
province. Between April 2017 and 
March 2018, Ontario’s food banks 
were visited by more than 167,000 
children, representing 33 percent – 
or 1 in 3 – of all individuals accessing 
hunger-relief services. 

This statistic is deeply troubling, as 
studies have shown that childhood 
hunger is linked to negative 
academic and health outcomes, 
including impaired learning and 
decreased productivity, a higher 
risk of depression and mental health 

hile a number of 
investments have 
been made by both 
the provincial and 

Children

W
challenges, and chronic conditions 
such as asthma.6  

Beyond the impact that hunger has 
through childhood, studies have 
shown that the impact of childhood 
hunger can create a ripple effect that 
ultimately makes it more difficult 
for children who grew up in poverty 
to escape poverty as adults.7  For 
example, a child that does not have 
access to sufficient nutrition is less 
likely to do well in school, which 
can impact their ability to obtain 
post-secondary education, secure 
quality employment, afford all of 
their basic expenses as an adult, 
and consequently save adequate 
income for retirement. In addition 
to addressing income security for 
adults, the continued investment 
into preventing childhood hunger 
today is essential to decreasing 
adult and senior poverty in the 
future.

Single-Person 
Households

ontario works ontario disability 
Support Program

Full-time  
Minimum wage

Monthly Income $733.009 $1,169.00 $1,598.0010,11

B
as

ic
 E

xp
en

se
s12

Rent13

Bachelor Apartment
$897.00 $897.00 $897.00

Bills/Utilities
Electricity, Phone, Internet

$179.08 $179.08 $179.08

Personal Care Items
Clothing, Cleaning Supplies, 
Toiletries

$191.17 $191.17 $191.17

Health Care
Medication, Health Care 
Supplies and Equipment

$113.58 $113.58 $113.58

Transportation $150.00 $150.00 $150.00

total $1,530.83 $1,530.83 $1,530.83

Income left For Food and 
all other Expenses

($797.83) ($361.83) $67.17

or single-person households, 
the impact of an  
unexpected expense or 
loss in income can often 

be felt even more severely. Single 
person households, or unattached 
adults, represent 52 percent of all 
households served by Ontario food 
banks, with over 89 percent being 
rental or social housing tenants, and 
65 percent citing social assistance 
as their primary source of income. 

Part of the challenge faced by 
single-person households is that 
there is only one income to cover 
all monthly expenses. Without the 

F

flexibility provided by an additional 
income source, it is increasingly 
difficult for a single person to 
adjust to unexpected changes to a 
tight budget. 

The chart below illustrates how 
challenging, or even impossible, it 
can be for a single person receiving 
social assistance or a minimum 
wage income to balance their 
monthly budget when compared 
to the average cost of a few basic 
necessities, such as housing, 
utilities, personal and health care 
items, and transportation. 

With this in mind, it is no surprise 
that single person households are 
disproportionately represented 
amongst food insecure households 
and those accessing food banks.

Infant Increased risk of weakened attachment to parents

child

Poor performance on language comprehension tests
Inability to follow directions over the first five years of age
Delays in socioemotional, cognitive and motor development
Higher level of hyperactivity/inattention and poor memory
Higher frequency of chronic illnesses
Increased risk of childhood obesity

youth Depression and suicidal ideation
Mood, behaviour and substance abuse disorders

Maternal

Increased risk for maternal depressive disorders
Mothers of severely hungry school-age children are more likely 
to have a lifetime diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder or 
substance abuse 
Higher likelihood of unresponsive caregiving practices
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Senior Citizens

FIGURE 2.1: SEnIoRS FallInG UndER tHE low IncoME MEaSURE19
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Canada introduced a number of 
key initiatives, like Old Age Security 
(OAS) in 1952 and the Guaranteed 
Income Supplement (GIS) in 1967, to 
ensure the country’s elderly would 
not fall into poverty.  At the same 
time, many Canadian employers 
were providing strong private 
pensions to their workers to reward 
them for their years of service.  

However, significant trends have 
started to emerge that signify a 
looming crisis for those entering 
retirement, and that could 
ultimately result in a dramatic 
increase in the number of seniors 
falling into poverty.15 Since the 
mid-1990s, the senior poverty rate 
has been increasing, with over 12 
percent of Canadians over the age 

or decades, the future for Canadian seniors 
seemed bright. From the 1970s until the mid-
1990s, senior poverty rates declined rapidly, 
and Canada had one of the lowest poverty 
rates amongst industrialized countries.14  F

of 65 now falling below the low-
income measure (LIM).16 With baby-
boomers entering or approaching 
their retirement years, this trend 
is extremely concerning, as senior 
citizens are expected to comprise 
24 percent of the population by 
2041,17 and no longer have the 
same access to income support 
that ensures they will not fall into 
poverty as they age. 

This increase in senior poverty is 
already being reflected in Ontario’s 
food bank data, with the number 
of seniors accessing hunger-relief 
services increasing more than 10 
percent over the previous year, a 
rate nearly three times faster than 
the growth of Ontario’s senior 
population.18  



FIGURE 2.2: SEnIoR PoPUlatIon 
GRowtH: ontaRIo’S Food BankS 
vERSUS GEnERal PoPUlatIon,  
2017-2018

FIGURE 2.4: canadIan woRkERS covEREd By a REGIStEREd PEnSIon Plan, 
1976-201624,25

FIGURE 2.3: PEnSIon Plan tyPES, 1996 vS 2016, PERcEnt oF total23 
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he comfortable retirement 
that so many Canadians 
thought they could look 
forward to is typically 

funded by multiple sources, which 
is often referred to as the “3-legged 
stool”: employer pensions, personal 
savings, and government benefits.  
Unfortunately, for Ontario’s seniors 
this stool is becoming increasingly 
more unstable.

For many decades, the social 
contract between workers and 
companies dictated that if an 
employee worked hard, contributed 
to the success of the organization, 
and demonstrated many years of 
loyalty, they would be repaid with 
a generous company pension upon 
retirement. Yet for many Canadian 
workers, this is no longer the case.  
As of 2017, only 34 percent of 
Canadian workers were covered 
by an employer pension plan, a 21 
percent decrease from 1982.20,21 

Moreover, those who are fortunate 
enough to have an employer 
pension are finding that its value is 
decreasing.  In 1996, the vast majority 
of employer pensions were ‘defined 
benefit’ plans, which guarantees 
a regular monthly income for life 
and has the employer assume the 
risks instead of the individual. Only 

I. The Decline 
in Pensions 

T

What is even more troubling is that 
Ontario’s seniors are twice as likely 
to need help from their food bank on 
an ongoing basis, with 25 percent 
of seniors visiting a food bank more 
than 12 times in a year, compared 
to only 13 percent of those under 
65 years of age.  On the frontline, 
food banks have expressed 
concern that these staggering 
statistics actually underestimate 
the number of elderly people who 
are going hungry, due to the stigma 
around asking for help or barriers 
that might prevent seniors from 
accessing a food bank.  

The question then becomes, what 
has changed and what can be done 
to ensure Ontario’s seniors have 
sufficient income to support their 
retirement years and do not run the 
risk of falling into poverty?

a small percentage were ‘defined 
contribution’ plans, which do not 
guarantee income and are more 
vulnerable to downturns in the 
market, especially if the downturn 
happens close to the recipient’s 
retirement age.  In the last 20 years, 
employer pension plans have shifted 
significantly from defined benefit 

plans to defined contribution plans, 
with the proportion of workers 
covered by defined benefit plans 
decreasing by 24 percent.22 While 
providing any pension plan is better 
than none at all, employer pension 
plans are following a growing trend 
of reduced income security. 

1996 2016 % change

Defined Benefit Plans 88.0% 67.1% -23.8%

Defined Contribution Plans 10.5% 18.0% +71.0%



FIGURE 2.5: PRIvatE PEnSIon Plan aSSEtS By nEt woRtH qUIntIlE, 201631
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FIGURE 2.6: avERaGE annUal 
PEnSIon IncoME, By GEndER36 
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utside of employer-
provided pensions, many 
retirees depend on their 
personal savings for 

income, yet 1 in 3 Canadians are not 
financially prepared for retirement.26 
According to a recent poll by CIBC, 
32 percent of Canadians between 
45 and 65 years of age have nothing 
saved for retirement.27 What makes 
this especially troubling is that it is 
estimated that the average amount 
of personal savings a Canadian 
needs to retire comfortably is 
$756,000. This is an insurmountable 
amount for many people, as 
the average amount saved for 
retirement is only $184,000, and  

II. The Decline 
in Personal 
Savings

O

19 percent of respondents 
have saved less than $50,000, 
representing a savings gap of 94 
percent.28 

While Canadians understand the 
importance of putting money 
away for the future, a changing job 
market and a rising cost of living 
has made saving for retirement 
a challenge. Precarious work, 
contract employment, and stagnant 
income mean more Canadians 
are spending their savings during 
rough patches.29 When coupled 
with the rising cost of housing and 
basic living expenses, it becomes 
difficult to afford even day-to-day 
basic needs, much less contribute to 
retirement savings, with the lowest 
net worth quintile of Canadians 
having saved only $5,248 for 
retirement.30  Similar to the impact 
of childhood poverty, living with 
a low income as an adult creates 
a ripple effect that negatively 
impacts one’s retirement future. 

he last leg of the  
retirement stool is the 
variety of benefits provided 
by the government to 

seniors.  The Government of Canada 
provides three core benefits to 
seniors:32  

III. The 
Decline in 
Government 
Benefits

T

When all of the criteria for each 
benefit is met by the recipient, 
these programs work fairly well.  
The average CPP payment, for 
example, is $673.10 per month.33  
For those that meet all of the 
criteria of GIS and OAS, this amount 
is then eligible for an additional 
combined, maximum payment of 
$1,470.27 per month.34 Together, 
this provides a benefit of $2,143 
per month, or just below the 2016 
before-tax low-income measure of 
$2,150 per month.35  

The real concern is for the  
individuals that do not meet the 
criteria that ensures the maximum 
amount of each benefit. For 
example, total benefits through 
CPP are determined based on 
the income acquired during an 
individual’s working years. If a 
recipient had a primarily low income 
as an adult, or stayed home to raise 
children, they will not receive as 
significant an income from CPP in 
their retirement years. 

•	 canada Pension Plan (cPP): 
A contributory benefit that is 
managed by the government. 
The amount received is 
dependent on the recipient’s 
contributions to the plan, and 
is adjusted for age and other 
benefits being received.  

•	 old age Security (oaS): 
A public pension that was 
created as a safety net for 
seniors, and is earned based 
on the number of years that 
the recipient has resided in 
Canada. 

•	 Guaranteed Income 
Supplement (GIS): An 
income support that was 
created as a means-tested 
complement to OAS for low-
income seniors. 
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n addition to the challenges 
with meeting the criteria 
for each benefit’s maximum 
payment, the fixed income 

provided by the government has 
not kept pace with the rising cost 
of living.  Since 2002, the value of 
government transfers to seniors has 
remained stagnant, while the cost 
of living has continued to climb. As 
a result, more seniors have started 
to fall below the poverty line. The 
insufficiencies of these benefits 
are echoed in Ontario’s food bank 
data, which shows that over 46 
percent of the seniors that require 
the support of a food bank also cite 
old age pension as their primary 
source of income. 

IV. Balancing 
Income vs 
Expenses

I

With this new reality of an uncertain 
financial future, more and more 
seniors are returning to, or staying 
in, the workforce longer to help 
fill the gaps. As of 2015, one in 
five seniors, or 20 percent, report 
working part or full time, the highest 
proportion since 1981.40 While some 
seniors remain in the workforce by 
choice, there are many others that 
do so only out of necessity. This is 
particularly true for seniors without 
private retirement income who 
are both more likely to continue 
working after the age of 65 and to 
be doing so on a full-time basis.41  
Without an adequate social safety 
net or the ability to save sufficient 
income, many seniors simply 
cannot afford to retire. 

One of the most challenging 
expenses for low-income adults and 
seniors is the rising cost of housing. 
Although it is commonly believed 
that older adults are more likely to 
own their home and consequently 
not have to worry about rent or 
mortgage payments, the proportion 
of senior-led households who are 
spending more than 30 percent of 
their income on housing costs is in 
fact higher than that of non-senior 
led households.42  

What’s more, for low income 
seniors, particularly those that 
struggled throughout adulthood, 
home ownership is even less likely. 
Not only do low-income seniors 

Finally, accessing GIS can be an 
additional hurdle for Ontario’s 
seniors. While the federal 
government did make enrolment 
into GIS automatic earlier this year, 
the supplement is based on the 
household income indicated on an 
individual’s tax filings. This can be 
a challenge for many seniors who 
experience significant barriers to 
filing their taxes, such as insufficient 
access to clinics or services, not 
being able to afford tax help, or 
mental health barriers.39  In the 
same way that childhood hunger 
can create a ripple effect that 
extends into adulthood, those that 
struggle financially as adults are 
more likely to continue to struggle 
as seniors. 

This can be further compacted 
by looking at OAS, where the 
benefits are calculated based on 
the recipient’s years of residence 
in Canada. This means seniors that 
may have immigrated to Canada 
as adults or spent time working 
abroad, for example, are only 
eligible for partial OAS payments.37   
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tend to have lower rates of home 
ownership compared to their 
higher-income counterparts, the 
security and equity of ownership 
for this demographic has been 
on a decline since 1971.46 This is 
illustrated in Ontario’s food bank 
data, which shows that only 10 
percent of seniors that access 
hunger-relief services own their 
home, compared to 77 percent of 
seniors in the general population.47 

Further, it shows that 74 percent 
of food bank clients over the age 
of 65 are rental or social housing 
tenants, making them particularly 
vulnerable to skyrocketing rental 
rates, as they try to afford monthly 
housing expenses on a fixed 
income.  

While many seniors eventually hope 
to reside in a seniors’ residence that 
helps provide meals and medical 
care on an ongoing basis, the cost 
is often far out of reach. As of June 
2018, the average monthly rent 
for a standard space in an Ontario 
seniors’ residence had reached over 
$3,600,48 a rate that is 167 percent 
higher than the maximum payment 
provided by CPP, OAS, and GIS 
combined. 

It is, therefore, not surprising that 
more seniors are turning to social 
housing to make ends meet. This 
is illustrated in Ontario data that 
shows the population of seniors 
living in social housing is nearly 
equal to those living in the entire 
long-term care system.49 In terms 

of those accessing food banks, 
the proportion of seniors living in 
social housing is 37 percent higher 
than food bank clients under 65 
years of age.  Yet despite the large 
population of older adults in social 
housing, this system is ill-equipped 

to meet their needs, simply because 
it was not designed for this purpose.  
While supportive housing and 
retirement homes were created 
to provide support services to 
their tenants, social housing was 
designed for those that are capable 
of living independently.50 Further, 
despite being home to a growing 
number of aging adults and seniors, 
social housing providers do not 
receive any core funding to assist 
these tenants.51 Food banks have 
expressed significant concern about 
some of the unique challenges that 
their senior clients are facing, such 
as decreased mobility and a reduced 
ability to prepare meals. This has 
led to many food banks developing 
specific programs, such as delivery 
services, prepared meals, and 
assistance with government forms, 
to help low-income seniors access 
the support they need. 

FIGURE 2.9: PRoPoRtIon oF Food 
Bank clIEntS lIvInG In SocIal 
HoUSInG, By dEMoGRaPHIc

With a 10 percent increase in the 
number of senior citizens accessing 
food banks over the previous year, 
and in understanding the current 
trends affecting the lives and 
incomes of seniors, it is clear that 
Ontario is on the verge of a crisis. 
As the baby boomer generation 
continues to move into retirement 
age, it will become imperative 
that the provincial and federal 
governments begin to implement 
basic income guarantees that 
ensure senior citizens have 
sufficient income to afford 
monthly necessities, like safe and 
clean housing, medical care, and 
nutritious food. 

“...the population of 
seniors living in social 
housing is nearly equal 
to those living in the 
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Ann’s Story

hen I was 28, my 
husband and I moved 
to Canada from the 
United Kingdom. It 

space for the kids to run. It was a 
good place to raise children, but it 
was not a good place for me. 

My husband was gone all day, the 
kids were in school, and while I 
worked part time in a flower shop, 
the isolation was too much for me. 
I started to suffer from depression 
that ultimately sent me to hospital. 
My husband, frustrated by my 
illness, was not very empathetic.  

W
was 1981 and he was offered a job 
that we thought would help us 
build a foundation for a great life 
together. 

However, after only a few months 
in our new home, the recession of 
the 1980s hit and my husband lost 
his job, after only a few months of 
work. It was during this time that we 
found out I was pregnant with our 
first child. This put significant stress 
on our marriage until he eventually 
found a new job working the night-
shift. 

My first son was born later that year, 
and we decided I would stay home 
to raise our child. As often happens 
with children, number one became 
number two, who we lost in the 
hospital, and number two became 
number three – another little boy 
in 1985. I guess God wasn’t finished 
with us, because although we were 
not planning to have any more 
children, I got pregnant again. 

In 1987, we welcomed our third son 
and decided that the little semi-
detached home we lived in just 
wasn’t big enough, so we found a 
place in a small rural community 
that had an acre of land and lots of 

I decided that because I had come 
from a dysfunctional family, that I 
was not going to walk out on my 
kids. I was going to stick it out – 
and that’s what happened for the 
next 15 years. There were a series of 
hospitalizations, and my husband 
became more emotionally abusive.

At times, I thought about getting 
away, but the finances just weren’t 
there. I didn’t have enough income. 
I couldn’t go anywhere. 

After struggling for almost two 
decades, I started to receive 
counselling and was put on the 
community list for a subsidised 
apartment. I still lived with my 

husband, but he wanted nothing to 
do with me, and would not support 
me in anyway. By this time, my kids 
were young adults and one was 
married. 

I continued to see the counsellor 
every week, but things continued 
to go from bad to worse, in terms 
of my mental health. The counsellor 
got in touch with my local council to 
see if I could be put on the priority 
list, because my mental health was 
not good. 

“At times, I thought 
about getting away, 
but the finances just 
weren’t there. I didn’t 
have enough income. I 
couldn’t go anywhere.”

Within a week, I got a notice that I 
had been approved for the priority 
list, and a week after they offered 
me a rent-geared-to-income 
apartment in Orangeville. My 
husband was out of the country, 
and I moved while he was gone. 

The rent-geared-to-income (RGI) 
apartment was a godsend. I was on 
ODSP, which doesn’t provide very 
much, but because it was RGI, my 
rent was only a third of my income. 

“The rent-geared-
to-income (RGI) 
apartment was a 
godsend. I was on 
ODSP, which doesn’t 
provide very much, but 
because it was RGI my 
rent was only a third of 
my income.”

While I still had to be careful, I had a 
roof over my head and could afford 
a bowl of cereal every day. 

Over the last year, I started going 
to the Orangeville Food Bank, who 
have been very helpful in filling in 
government forms – particularly 
after I turned 65 and transitioned 
from receiving ODSP to OAS and 
GIS. Because I have only been 
in Canada for 38 years, I cannot 
access the full OAS benefit. Having 
the food bank’s support has saved 
me a lot of heartache. 

I have had a very good experience 
with the Orangeville Food Bank, 
who has just started a pilot program 
in my building, because the number 
of seniors were increasing at the 
food bank. The response has been 
phenomenal. People line up, and are 
excited to see fresh pears, grapes, 
and frozen dinners that were 
prepared by the local high school. 
They work hard to accommodate 
the seniors and their special diets.

I consider myself lucky. I got away 
from an abusive relationship. I’m 
working on myself. Sometimes it’s 
easier said than done, but it’s ok. 



Ontario’s
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This project provided 4,000  
low-income individuals in the test 
communities with an annual income 
of $16,989 for unattached adults and 
up to $24,027 for couples,53  so that 
researchers could study the impact 
that a steady and increased income 
would have on the health and 
livelihoods of these participants. 
The initial reports from the project 
were extremely positive, with many 
of the participants indicating that 
they had used the additional support 
to take advantage of opportunities 
that were not available before, such 
as: going back to school to upgrade 
skills, enrolling their children in 
activities, obtaining apartments 
in safer neighbourhoods, or even 
starting a new business.54

While the Basic Income Pilot was 
intended to be a three-year study, 
expected to conclude in 2020, 
it was announced in July 2018 
that the Government of Ontario 
had decided to terminate the 
project, and would be winding 
down payments to participants by  
March 2019.55 For those  

n April 2017, the Government of Ontario 
launched a Basic Income Pilot program in four 
communities across the province: Thunder Bay, 
Lindsay, Hamilton, and Brantford.52 The purpose 
of this project was to investigate the provision of I

a basic income as a viable and long-term solution to 
poverty and trends related to a significantly changing 
job market. 

•	 Decline in 
hospitalizations, 
specifically for 
accidents, injuries and 
mental health diagnoses 
(Dauphin, Manitoba)56

•	 Lowered instances 
of behavioural and 
emotional disorders 
among children, 
reduced alcohol 
consumption (Great 
Smoky Mountains, North 
Carolina)57

•	 Improvements in school 
performance and 
nutrition, increases in 
new business openings 
and personal savings 
(Madyha Pradesh, 
India)58

Results From Past 
Basic Income Pilots: 
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participating in the program, this 
announcement was devastating, 
as many reported that the income 
issued through the pilot had already 
been allocated to long-term costs, 
such as tuition or the lease of a safer 
home, that will extend far beyond 
the program’s final payment. This 
has led to potentially harmful 
implications for these participants, 
as they struggle to rebalance 
budgets and terminate contracts 
or plans that they had made under 
the belief that the funding available 
through the program would be 
available for its intended three 
years. 

In response to the cancellation of 
the Basic Income Pilot, the Ontario 
Association of Food Banks issued 
the following statement on August 
1st, 2018:

Dear Minister Duclos,

As you are aware, on July 31, 2018 the 
Government of Ontario announced 
that it was ending the Basic Income 
Pilot Program just three months 
after it was fully subscribed. Neither 
local participants nor our municipal 
governments were consulted prior 
to this decision.

When the program was initially 
announced by the previous 
provincial government in April, 
2017, we were gratified that our 
communities were chosen as the 
pilot test sites. Ontario’s pilot is very 
much at the centre of a growing 
international interest in the concept 
of basic income. Jurisdictions from 
around the world were observing 
the Ontario pilot with great 

interest: our communities received 
delegations from the United 
Kingdom, Japan, South Korea and 
the United States interested in 
learning from our experience.

The Ontario government’s 
cancellation of the pilot is 
distressing to participants and 
discouraging to all seeking a better 
way to assist vulnerable citizens. 
The Minister of Community Social 
Services indicated that the pilot 
was a disincentive to work, and yet 
ignored the reality that two-thirds 
of pilot participants are currently 
working (some perhaps at part-time 
jobs) but seemingly very interested 
in contributing to the community 
and enhancing their skills.

While the pilot was well into its 
first of three years, surveys had 
not been completed to determine 
its level of success. However, the 
pilot participants had themselves 
identified important changes in 
their lives as a result of the Basic 
Income Pilot Project. Many used 
their participation in the project to 
stabilize their housing, improve their 
diets, and look for opportunities 
to improve skills and go back to 
school. 

Many participants reported feeling 
better and regained self-esteem, 
dignity, and confidence. Their stress 
levels reduced because they were 
able to afford their rent; their health 
improved because they have been 
able to afford healthy food and 

Letter from 
the Mayors

n September 2018, the mayors of 
the Basic Income Pilot test cities 
(Brantford, Hamilton, Kawartha 
Lakes, Thunder Bay) wrote a 

This sentiment was echoed by food 
banks across the province, as well as 
by many community partners and 
agencies. It is the recommendation 
of the Ontario Association of Food 
Banks that the Government of 
Ontario reconsider its decision to 
terminate the program, or that the 
Government of Canada assume 
oversight of the Basic Income Pilot 
for its intended three year term 
before it officially ends in March 
2019.

Yesterday afternoon, the 
Government of Ontario 
announced its plans to 
terminate the Basic Income 
Pilot, as well as reduce the 
planned increase to Ontario’s 
social assistance programs 
by 50 percent. The Ontario 
Association of Food Banks is 
disappointed and alarmed by 
these unexpected changes 
and is concerned about the 
impact that it will have on low-
income Ontarians.

Food banks across the 
province have long advocated 
for increases to Ontario’s social 

assistance programs and 
the continuation of the Basic 
Income Pilot as an evidence-
based solution to poverty in 
our province. The enactment 
of these cuts would be a step 
backwards in our collective 
effort to create a healthier and 
hunger-free Ontario. I

joint letter to The Honourable Jean-
Yves Duclos, Minister of Famillies, 
Children and Social Development, to 
request that the federal government 
assume oversight of the cancelled 
Basic Income Pilot. 

The full text is reproduced below:
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they have become active members 
of our communities because they 
could afford to participate in modest 
civic activities and volunteer. We 
believe the results of the Ontario 
Basic Income Pilot would have 
provided crucial information that 
could enable not just the Ontario 
Government, but other jurisdictions 
around the country to determine 
the efficacy of such a program on 
a larger scale.

The sudden provincial decision to 
cancel the pilot is distressing for local 
pilot participants, many of whom 

are some of the most vulnerable 
residents of our communities. Many 
pilot participants had planned 
ahead for the three-year time 
period to which the provincial 
government had committed. 
Many had moved to safer, more 
accessible rental accommodations 
and are now locked into tenancy 
agreements they cannot afford; 
other participants pre-paid to 
upgrade skills or go back to school 
and now have no means to cover 
these additional costs. 

The provincial government’s 
decision has very much resulted 
in a financial crisis for our 4,000 
residents who in good faith agreed 
to participate in the pilot. We fear 
that as a result of this ill-conceived 
provincial decision, many of the 
pilot participants will inevitably fall 
into situations of homelessness and 
significant financial distress through 
no fault of their own. Others who 
had had challenges with mental 
health will need additional supports 
as a result of the decision to cancel 
the program.

It is for these reasons that we, the 
Mayors of Brantford, Hamilton, 
Kawartha Lakes and Thunder 
Bay, would request consideration 
that the Federal Government 
assume oversight of the Ontario 
Basic Income Pilot project in our 
communities for years two and 
three of the planned project.

There are several reasons why we 

“The provincial 
government’s decision 
has very much resulted 
in a financial crisis for 
our 4,000 residents 
who in good faith 
agreed to participate 
in the pilot. We fear 
that as a result of this 
ill-conceived provincial 
decision, many of 
the pilot participants 
will inevitably fall 
into situations of 
homelessness and 
significant financial 
distress through no 
fault of their own.”

believe our request is practical and 
beneficial:

•	 The pilot’s infrastructure 
and many of the up-front 
costs are already in place 
with participants chosen, an 
evaluation team working, and 
timelines and project staff in 
place

•	 The Federal Government 
would benefit greatly from 
the information that would 
be generated by this pilot – 
the largest such test in the 
world currently underway 
and the first in Canada 
since MINCOME in the 
1970s – a partnership of the 
Government of Manitoba 
under Edward Schreyer and 
the Government of Canada 
under Prime Minister Pierre 
Trudeau

•	 The provincial cost of the 
project was slated at $150 
million over three years, 
at least one third of that 
allocation has already been 
invested in the pilot and will 
otherwise be lost

Minister, when the program was 
launched, you said that you would 
be watching it closely and looked 
forward to seeing the results - as did 
we. Federal oversight of the Ontario 
Basic Income Pilot project would be 
the best option to revive the critical 
information that will be generated, 

protect pilot participants from 
crisis who entered into the program 
in good faith and ensure the funds 
that have already been spent on 
this program are not wasted.

We look forward to discussing this 
exciting possibility with you. The 
previous provincial government in 
Ontario showed great leadership 
in initiating the project and we are 
hopeful that your government will 
consider seeing through the Basic 
Income Pilot.

Sincerely,

Chris Friel 
Mayor, City of Brantford

Fred Eisenberger 
Mayor, City of Hamilton

Andy Letham 
Mayor, City of Kawartha Lakes

Keith Hobbs 
Mayor, City of Thunder Bay
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Humans of Basic Income is 
putting a human face on a 
political issue, by amplifying 
the stories of the people 
who were recipients of the 
prematurely cancelled Basic 
Income Pilot Project in 
Ontario. These stories expose 
very deep flaws in Ontario’s 
social welfare system that 
keep people in poverty, but 
also showcase the resilience 
of the recipients, who are 
determined to survive 
despite the cancellation. 
Photographer Jessie Golem 
is a recipient of the Basic 
Income Pilot, and used her 
knowledge of the power of 
visual storytelling to affect 
change as the inspiration for 
this portrait series.  

To see more photos in 
the series, please visit  
twitter.com/humansbasic

Humans of Basic Income
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long with many Ontarians, 
I was disappointed to 
hear that the Government 
of Ontario made the 

unfortunate announcement that 
it will be terminating the Basic 
Income Pilot, as well as reducing 
the planned increase to Ontario’s 
social assistance programs from 
3 percent to 1.5 percent, meaning 
it will no longer coincide with 
inflation.

As the Coordinator of the Golden 
Town Outreach, I work with people 
living in poverty, and have a glimpse 
into the world they face. Each 
individual is unique, and unique 
in the challenges they face and 
why they are faced with poverty. I 
believe that everyone deserves the 
right to live a dignified life, and that 
communities have the ability to 
ensure this. Part of living a dignified 
life is ensuring that everyone has 
enough to meet their basic needs. 
In today’s world, this means that 
people need to have enough 
monetary income. There are many 
factors that impact mental and 
physical health, and these are 
called the social determinants of 

health. Having enough income 
is a social determinant of health, 
and is linked with other social 
determinants, such as housing, 
food, transportation, and access to 
education and health-care services.

Although there was no final report 
on the ‘Mincome’ experiment 
in Manitoba during the 1970s, 
University of Manitoba economist 
Evelyn Forget conducted an 
experimental analysis that 
compared health outcomes of 
Dauphin residents with other 
Manitoba residents. From 1974 
through 1978, about 30 per cent 
of the population of Dauphin 
was provided with a ‘Mincome’, 
which the guaranteed level of 
income came to be called. Evelyn 
Forget found that hospital visits 
dropped 8.5 percent, with fewer 
incidents of work-related injuries, 
and fewer emergency room visits 
from accidents and injuries, that 
hospitalizations for mental health 
issues were down significantly, and 
that teenagers stayed in school 
longer as a result of the initiative. 
Evelyn said that her research 
suggests that people appear to live 
healthier when they don’t have to 
worry about poverty - makes sense, 
right?

How can someone succeed, and 
pursue their goals and dreams, if 
they are constantly worried about 
bills, food, and the costs of living? 
Having enough consistent income 
to meet your basic needs means 

A

Letter to the 
Editor
Jaden Calvert
Golden Town Outreach, 
Meaford

that one is living a life with a greater 
sense of abundance, and has more 
control over their life with a more 
predictable platform on which to 
make life choices. It can help to 
pull one out of poverty, and give 
one more time to better their lives 
and contribute positively with their 
gifts to the economic landscape.

The Government of Ontario’s 
decision to scrap Ontario’s Basic 
Income Pilot project was made 
before any results could be 
gleaned from the program, making 
it impossible to determine whether 

it was a success. It was said that 
the government decided to end 
the program after being informed 
by ministry officials that it was 
failing to help people become 
“independent contributors to the 
economy.” I think that it is short-
sighted to think that the Basic 
Income Pilot should be cancelled, 
after not yet a year of running, 
because it is thought that it was 
failing to help people become 

“What I have found is 
that most clients of 
the Food Bank want 
to share their gifts 
and be ‘independent 
contributors to the 
economy’ - everyone 
has a purpose, and a 
gift to share.”

“independent contributors to the 
economy”. The Basic Income Pilot 
has the potential to do so much 
more than that, such as decreasing 
mental health issues, as was found 
in Dauphin. Over the course of 
the past year, approximately 22% 
of the clients of the Golden Town 
Outreach Food Bank who are over 
the age of 18, who chose to report 
their employment status, were 
either employed part- or full-time. If 
the number of individuals who were 
unable to work due to disabilities 
were not included, the percentage 
of those working part- or full-
time would be much higher. What 
I have found is that most clients 
of the Food Bank want to share 
their gifts and be “independent 
contributors to the economy” - 
everyone has a purpose, and a gift 
to share. Some people can use 
help and guidance, and the Golden 
Town Outreach helps to lift people 
up towards meeting their goals, 
including finding employment, and 
to contribute their gifts and talents 
to the world.

I call on the Ontario Government to 
provide support for their decision 
to scrap Ontario’s Basic Income 
Pilot, and to reconsider their 
decision to scrap the Basic Income 
Pilot altogether and to reduce the 
planned increase to Ontario’s social 
assistance programs from 3 percent 
to 1.5 percent.

This letter was originally published 
in The Meaford Independent on 
August 10, 2018.
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While it is understood that 
the provincial government has 
prioritized increasing efficiencies 
and cost savings in the provincial 
budget, it is perhaps not widely 
known that investments in poverty 
reduction are actually essential to 
achieving this objective. 

In 2008, the Ontario Association 
of Food Banks released ‘The 
Cost of Poverty: An Analysis of 
the Economic Cost of Poverty in 
Ontario.” This report found that 
poverty ‘costs’ the provincial and 
federal governments up to $13 
billion per year ($15.1 billion when 
indexed to inflation) due to poverty-
induced medical costs, the criminal 
justice system, and lost productivity. 
It also found that investments 
made into poverty reduction have 
the potential to save the provincial 
and federal government billions of 
dollars per year. 

By investing in solutions that not 
only help Ontarians afford their 
most basic necessities, but help 

to move them out of poverty, the 
Government of Ontario will be 
investing in the overall health and 
wellbeing of both the province and 
its citizens. The Ontario Association 
of Food Banks would like to 
put forward the following three 
recommendations for change:

1. Invest in affordable 
housing through 
construction, repairs, and 
a portable housing benefit

Over 89 percent of food bank  
clients are rental or social housing 
tenants who spend more than 70 
percent of their income on rent. As 
a fixed expense and non-negotiable 
cost, paying for housing often leaves 
little left for other necessities, like 
hydro, transportation, and food. 

In April 2018, the Government of 
Ontario signed the National Housing 
Strategy bilateral agreement, 

here are over half a million adults, children, 
and seniors in Ontario that do not have 
sufficient income to afford all of their basic 
necessities, like rent, hydro, transportation 
and food. It is for this reason that the Ontario T

Association of Food Banks is calling on the Government 
of Ontario to make significant investments in good 
public policy that addresses the root causes of hunger 
and poverty in our province. 
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which included matched funding 
for social and affordable housing, 
modern flexible housing supports, 
and the creation of new affordable 
housing options. This partnership 
will be supported by long-term and 
predictable funding starting on 
April 1st, 2019.

As details of the strategy and its 
implementation are being finalized, 
the Ontario Association of Food 
Banks would like to echo the 
recommendations made in Income 
Security: A Roadmap for Change 
and Canada’s National Housing 
Strategy: A Place to Call Home:

•	 Introduce a housing benefit 
to assist all low-income 
people with the high cost of 
housing

•	 Invest in the construction and 
repair of affordable housing, 
including the preservation 
of at least 130,000 
community housing units, 
the development of 100,000 
new housing units, and the 
repair of more than 300,000 
housing units over the next 
10 years

•	 Develop a provincial, three-
year action plan, beginning 
in 2019-2020, setting targets 
and outlining how the 
Government of Ontario will 
use federal and cost-matched 
funding to achieve the 
desired outcomes 

2. Improve the support 
programs and benefits 
available to senior citizens 

While the Government of Canada 
has made significant investments 
into the health and wellbeing of its 
senior population, senior poverty 
and food bank use is still on the 
rise. This is an indication that the 
programs and benefits being 
offered to seniors are insufficient 
or inaccessible to those that need 
them most. 

The Ontario Association of Food 
Banks recommends removing 
barriers to accessing the full funds 
available through the Canada 
Pension Plan (CPP), Old Age  
Security (OAS), and the Guaranteed 
Income Supplement (GIS).  
Solutions to the challenges that 
these programs possess may 
include: increasing the survivors 
benefit from 60 percent to 100 
percent for those that are not 
receiving other CPP benefits; 
decreasing the number of years 
in Canada needed to access the 
full OAS benefit from 40 years; 
and increasing access to GIS by 
removing barriers that seniors 
encounter when trying to file their 
taxes. 

With the number of seniors 
accessing food banks growing 
three times faster than the senior 
population itself, it has become 
imperative that the provincial and 

3. Reinstate Ontario’s 
Basic Income Pilot for its 
intended duration

In April 2017, the Government of 
Ontario launched a Basic Income 
Pilot in four communities across 
the province. With considerable 
evidence demonstrating its 
potential to decrease healthcare 
costs, remove barriers that keep 
individuals trapped in poverty, 
and enabling recipients to source 
improved employment through 
training or skill development, it was 
believed that the pilot could help 
form a foundation for a long-term 
solution to poverty. What’s more, 
it was predicted that this solution 
would cost less than what is 
currently being spent on Ontario’s 
social assistance programs, 
housing, poverty related healthcare 
costs, and the justice system. 

In September 2018, the Mayors of 
the four test pilot cities – Thunder 
Bay, Lindsay, Hamilton, and 
Brantford – issued a letter to the 
Government of Canada stating that 
the termination of the pilot has led  

federal governments investigate 
and implement basic income 
guarantees that ensure Ontario’s 
vulnerable senior population has 
sufficient income to afford all of 
their basic necessities, like rent, 
heat, hydro, medical care, and 
nutritious food. 

to a financial crisis for the 
4,000 low-income residents 
who agreed, in good faith, to 
participate in the program.  
Further, the Mayors stated,  
“We fear that as a result of this 
ill-conceived provincial decision, 
many of the pilot participants 
will inevitably fall into situations 
of homelessness and significant 
financial distress through no fault of 
their own.” The Mayors requested 
that the federal government 
assume oversight of the Ontario 
Basic Income Pilot project in their 
community for years two and three 
of the planned project. 

The Ontario Association of Food 
Banks would like to echo this 
request and is calling on both the 
Government of Ontario and the 
Government of Canada to reinstate 
Ontario’s Basic Income Pilot for 
its intended duration. Ensuring 
the complete investigation of 
this program is an invaluable 
opportunity and one that could 
serve as a foundation for building 
a more equitable society where all 
citizens have access to sufficient 
income for their basic needs and 
where no one goes hungry.  
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This includes rent and hydro 
subsidies, housing and shelter 
programs, income tax help, 
assistance with social assistance 
forms, financial literacy workshops, 
accredited training programs, and 
much more. 

Food banks strive to provide their 
community with the best support 
possible, and often develop 
specific programs for those they 
serve. With the increasing number 
of senior citizens accessing food 
banks, for example, many have 
started offering delivery services 
to seniors that cannot leave their 
homes, community cafés to help 
address isolation and loneliness, 
assistance with income tax filing 
so that seniors do not miss out 
on benefits, and specialized food 
hampers that provide nutritious 
options for seniors with diabetes or 
similar health challenges. 

On the provincial level, the Ontario 
Association of Food Banks is 
working hard to ensure that food 
banks have a variety of fresh and 
non-perishable food to support the 
adults, children, and seniors relying 
on their help. Last year alone, the 
OAFB provided the equivalent of 

ood banks recognize that hunger is a symptom 
of a much larger problem: poverty. It is for this 
reason that over 96 percent of food banks 
in the provincial food bank network provide 
services beyond emergency food support. F

5,000,000 meals to food banks 
and the families they serve, as well 
as over $195,000 to specialized 
local food programs and capacity 
building initiatives. 

$195,000

community 
gardens

capacity 
building

healthy 
snacks for 
rural kids

laSt yEaR, tHE ontaRIo 
aSSocIatIon oF Food BankS 
PRovIdEd ovER

to local oRGanIzatIonS 
to IncREaSE HEaltHy 
Food accESS, SUPPoRtInG 
InItatIvES SUcH aS:
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This included the growth of 
the ‘Rural Kids Program’, which 
provides increased programming 
for low-income children in rural 
communities, as well as the 
‘Community Garden Program’, 
which helps food banks implement 
and sustain community gardens, 
including seed, soil, and raised 
garden beds for senior citizens who 
want to participate. 

While the provincial food bank 
network is working hard to address 
an immediate need, this effort should 
not replace an adequate social 
safety net or ongoing investments 
by the municipal, provincial, and 
federal governments into poverty 
reduction and strong public policy 
that ensures long-term change.

68%

39%

48%

Food-Focused

Skill-Building

Social Service

PRoGRaM

PRoGRaM

PRoGRaM

Food BankS In ontaRIo 
tHat oFFER at lEaSt onE:

ontario’s food banks work 
tirelessly to serve half a million 
adults, children, and seniors 
every year, but they cannot do it 
alone. we believe that our vision 
of ending hunger and poverty in 
ontario is shared by all levels of 
government, and that this problem 
can be solved by working together. 

through immediate investments 
in income security and the 
commitment to long-term change, 
we believe that we can start to 
move the needle on poverty 
towards a future where no one 
goes hungry. Feed the

Change
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