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Budget good first step, but much work remains to be done: anti-poverty activists

TORONTO, March 22/07 – Today’s budget is a positive first step in the fight against poverty. However, anti-poverty activists are disappointed that the clawback of the National Child Benefit Supplement was not ended in real terms and other anti-poverty measures announced do not go further.
“Ontario needed an anti-poverty budget. This is a beginning – but it has to be built upon in order to ensure everyone in Ontario has a decent standard of living,” said Sarah Blackstock, research and policy analyst at the Income Security Advocacy Centre. “The right pieces are there, but the budget doesn’t move as quickly or as significantly as needed to address the scope and depth of poverty in Ontario.”
“Anti-poverty advocates called for an Ontario Child Benefit that would increase a family’s income by the amount of the clawback, roughly $122/month per child. The child benefit that was announced today is a good start, but it doesn’t go far enough. When the Ontario Child Benefit is fully implemented in 2011, a single mother with one child will be better off by $50/month – not $122. It’s a start but many parents are still going to be struggling to make ends meet, especially those who aren’t able to work,” Blackstock said.

When fully implemented, the new Ontario Child Benefit will provide a maximum of $92/month per child to families in low-wage work. Social assistance rates will be restructured so that families on assistance will only receive a net benefit of $50/month per child. In July 2007, all eligible families will receive an Ontario Child Benefit of $250. Social assistance restructuring will begin in 2008.

“The Ontario Child Benefit not only provides much needed money in the pockets of all low-income families, it’s also marks an important change to welfare,” said Blackstock. “Most families are on social assistance for less than two years. Previously when they left assistance, usually for a low-wage job, they lost all of their benefits. Now, with the new Ontario Child Benefit, families will be able to move from social assistance to work and keep their child benefits. This will make a very positive difference in the lives of thousands of low-income children in Ontario.”
In addition to the new Ontario Child Benefit, today’s budget announced: i) the minimum wage will reach $10.25/hour by 2010, ii) social assistance rates will be increased by 2%, iii) the release of $392 million federal dollars for new affordable housing and housing allowances, iv) $25 million for childcare, increased to $50 million in ongoing support starting in 2008-09 and v) an investment of $3.6 million annually to investigate complaints of employment standards violations.
As a result of the 2% increase to social assistance rates, a single person on Ontario Works will be struggling to get by on only $559/month. The average cost for a bachelor apartment in Toronto is $740/month. The Ontario average is $665/month.

“We’re encouraged that poverty is finally getting political attention – talking about minimum wages, child benefits, childcare, housing and employment standards is heading in the right direction. We’re hopeful that the government’s next step will be to work with anti-poverty activists and social policy advocates to develop a comprehensive anti-poverty strategy,” said Blackstock.
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For more information contact Sarah Blackstock at 416-912-5809 (cell) or  416-597-5820, ext. 5150.
