
 

 

By Mike Balkwill, Provincial Organizer, Put Food in the Budget  
 
The stories of personal hardship and community impoverishment 
told to me in northwestern Ontario are typical of many 
communities across the province. However, poverty is more acute 
in the north because of the distance between communities and 
from major centres; the high cost of hydro; the extreme winter 
cold; and the inadequate number of jobs in many communities. 
Systemic racism towards Aboriginal people is also a major cause of 
poverty in northwestern Ontario, as in other parts of Canada. 
 
The vital conclusion of the steering committee of the Put Food in the 
Budget campaign upon hearing my report is that poverty in Ontario is 
much more broad, deep, and prolonged in its duration than many 
people know – and more than Premier Wynne’s government will admit. 
 
Hundreds of thousands of men, women, and children across Ontario 
are struggling just to get enough to eat every day, to have a safe and 
secure home, to stay warm, or to get to their health care provider.  
When this many people are poor, it is not as a result of their ‘character’ 
– it is a result of how we organize our society. As was clearly said to me in Kenora: for there to be rich people, there 
must be poor people. Ontario is a wealthy society in a prosperous country. Poverty is not an accident – it’s the plan. 
 
Premier Wynne’s poverty reduction strategy is completely inadequate. The $14/month increase in Ontario Works 
for singles that was passed in the Wynne government’s first budget was an insult. The $30/month increase proposed 
in the most recent budget is a pittance. (Social assistance increases under Dalton McGuinty were less than inflation.) 
Premier Wynne’s real poverty reduction strategy is to rely on food bank volunteers to keep people from starving – 
but just barely! – by collecting and distributing nearly-expired food that corporations consider leftovers. 
 
We must demand more of Premier Wynne and her government. We must make it an urgent public priority to 
ensure everyone in Ontario has enough money, housing, public services, and supports to live with health and dignity.  
 
The first step – in Red Lake, as in Toronto – is to immediately raise social assistance rates and the minimum wage to 
levels that ensure everyone in Ontario can pay the rent and put food in the budget. 

 During her successful Liberal  
leadership campaign last January, 
Premier Kathleen Wynne told 
the Toronto Star that she wanted to 
be “[t]he social justice premier. Social 
justice is what drives me; it’s why I’m 
here.” 
 On August 6, members of the Put 
Food in the Budget campaign went 
to Perth for a public meet-and-greet 
with the new premier. When Melissa 
Addison-Webster of the PFIB  
Steering Committee asked Wynne 
about the need to immediately 
increase social assistance rates (as 
recommended by the government’s 
own Commission for the Review 
of Social Assistance), the premier 
agreed rates were too low but said 
the government could not afford to 
implement such an increase. 
 Premier Wynne’s refusal to  
WMKRM½GERXP]�MRGVIEWI�WSGMEP�EWWMWXERGI�
rates in Ontario forces us to  
question her commitment to her 
“social justice” ideal.
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something. Unfortunately, most of the 
people assembled, many from various  
social agencies, seemed to go along with 
this charade. Presumably they were 
looking for whatever crumbs they could 
obtain from a reluctant government. 
 I’m rather impatient with the constant 
plea by the government that there is no 
money when it comes to doing the right 
thing for people on lower incomes or for 
the disabled, and goodness knows for 
how many others. !e question isn’t the 
availability of money; it’s the willingness 
of politicians to do the necessary  
budgeting. !ings can always be juggled 
into position if the will is there.

“...I would raise social 
assistance rates by  

a lot more than  
$100 a month.” 

-Ted McMeekin,  
Minister of Community and Social Services

INSIDE: what other high-
ranking o!cials in the 
Liberal government say 
about social assistance 
reforms in Ontario.

Addison-Webster confronts the Minister at the  
consultation in Toronto. Watch the exchange 
here: http://youtu.be/_q1J9azG-9I (video  
courtesy of Serenity) 

 I attended the province’s poverty 
reduction “consultation” in Toronto on 
September 12. I was horri"ed and  
disgusted and le# a#er an hour – it was 
clear that the government representatives 
were not interested in conducting an  
unbiased “facilitated” session, or in  
seeking genuine input from the 100 or so 
people who had gathered. 
 When Melissa Addison-Webster from 
the Put Food in the Budget campaign 
tried to protest the lack of real movement 
by the province to help people, she was 
brusquely dismissed. Minister of  
Children & Youth Services Teresa Priuzza 
haughtily declared that she had been a 
social worker in Windsor and knew all 
about the issues. 
 Each table in the room had a glossy 
brochure proclaiming the wonders of 
Ontario’s poverty reduction “strategy,” 
with lovely photos and graphs.  
Nowhere, however, could I "nd a copy of 
the strategy itself. !ere was no apparent 
vision; no mission statement; no goals; no 
objectives with clear achievement dates; 
no implementation plan. 
 In my view, the entire enterprise was 
an exercise to make it look as though the 
government were actually doing  

What is the real poverty reduction 
agenda in Ontario? 
Robyn Peterson witnesses the lack of political 
will for real change in Ontario.

Outside the poverty reduction consultation in Toronto; photo courtesy of Serenity.
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REPORT FROM NORTHWESTERN ONTARIO, SUMMER 2014 

INSIDE: Throughout this tour of northwestern Ontario, Mike met with people with low 
incomes and people who are service providers in these communities. The following pages 
highlight their voices. To read the complete daily dispatches from this tour, or to share your 
own story, please visit our website at putfoodinthebudget.ca. 

Kathy Campbell and Mike Balkwill in Red Lake. 

http://www.putfoodinthebudget.ca


 

Community meeting in Atikokan. 

“The power rates are exorbitant.” 

In Red Lake, one couple received a hydro bill for 
$1,700; they had to take out a loan to pay it. A 
typical household in northern Ontario can pay 
between $700 and $1,400 a month for hydro, every 
month of the year. Households can also be expected 
to pay an additional $1,000 a month in the winter for 
oil to heat the house, or an additional $1,000 a 
month for hydro if they have electric heating. 

The delivery cost is high due to the distances from 
where the hydro is generated. Houses are also 
poorly built and poorly insulated, so they are 
expensive to heat. There are only 12 weeks a year 
when people don’t turn on the heat!  

A person who receives Ontario Works or ODSP 
can be reimbursed, but first they have to pay the bill. 
This means having to borrow money; if a person 
does not have family or friends who can loan them 
this money, the power can be shut off – but not until 
they have incurred such high costs that it will be 
challenging for them to connect to hydro in the 
future. The path to homelessness for many people 
starts with an unpaid hydro bill.  

“Food is really 
expensive.” 
“People face terrible choices,” explained one resident. “Do 
they pay the rent, pay the hydro and heating bills, or do 
they buy food? They can’t easily do all three.” 

Red Lake is not on the route for food that is distributed to 
food banks. Donations must come from within the 
community and they are meagre. Hundreds of people are 
forced to access food banks in northwestern Ontario, and 
there are very few community meal programs. 

The items available at the food bank in Ignace include 
canned food, bags of breadcrumbs, and candy. This food 
is not bought by the people who run the food bank; it is 
provided by the regional food distribution agency, which 
is reliant on corporate donations – items approaching 
expiry dates or not popular in grocery stores.  

The community health centre received a grant last year 
from a regional source to provide coupons for people to 
buy fruit and vegetables from the local grocery stores. This 
grant was not renewed. The centre is able to distribute 
coupons for free milk from the grocery store, but people 
must travel to the centre – 3kms from the trailer park in 
Ignace – to obtain the coupons. For those without a car 
who are unable to walk, this amounts to a $17.50 taxi ride. 

Health professionals warn about the rising rates of 
diabetes in these communities, and the options available 
in food banks serve to make diabetes worse.  

Tourism compounds 
challenges 
The communities across northwestern Ontario to 
which Mike travelled are the same communities that 
see an influx of visitors every summer. Cottage-goers 
and tourists may not realize the impact they have on 
local residents, who experience significant increases in 
the cost of living during the summer months, 
particularly in the cost of food and gas. Increased costs 
compound the ongoing challenges faced by local 
residents, including the lack of employment, public 
transit, and affordable housing. Jennifer from Bancroft 
articulated this phenomenon to us, describing her 
community, like many in northwestern Ontario, as one 
“of abject poverty and conspicuous summer wealth.”  

Building solidarity between people who are poor and 
people who are not poor will be essential to raising 
social assistance rates across Ontario. 

 



 

$908 taxi ride  
Only towns with more than 5,000 residents have 
big discount stores like Sobeys. There is only one 
choice of store in many small towns, and some 
smaller towns do not have a grocery store at all. 
People without access to a car who live in towns 
without a grocery store may be forced to hire a 
taxi to get their groceries. 

Gull Bay First Nation, a community on Lake 
Nipigon, is a three-hour drive north of Thunder Bay. Gull 
Bay has no grocery stores and there is no longer any bus 
service. Volcker Kromm, Executive Director of the 
Regional Food Distribution Association, explained how 
some people hire a taxi to take them to Thunder Bay once 
a month to go grocery shopping (that’s like someone in 
Toronto having to take a taxi to London to buy their 
groceries!). The taxi fare is $454 one-way, paid in advance. 

In the summer, people living on the Pikangikum reserve 
north of Red Lake must first take a boat ride to the 
landing before a taxi will pick them up and drive them 
into Red Lake. This taxi ride is $225 each way.  

Unable to access resources to invest in a better long-term 
solution (such as a car or truck that could be shared 
among residents), people have just enough money for a 
far too expensive short-term solution. 

Thunder Bay’s Regional Food Distribution Association is 
currently working with a local health clinic to start a 
monthly market that would offer produce to community 
members in Gull Bay and at cost.  

 

“Mom, why are we 
so poor?” 
This is the question Sasha’s son asked her in the 
grocery store in Atikokan, when she couldn’t buy 
the $3 toy he wanted. Sasha has three children. 
More than 50% of her income goes to rent, utilities, 
and heat. She eats only one meal a day to ensure 
there is enough food for her children. Sasha is 
raising her children alone, having left their father 
to create a “safe” home. 

Kathy Campbell, the former Executive Director of 
New Starts for Women in Red Lake, explained that 
“poverty is the biggest form of violence against 
women;” when women separate or divorce, they 
are “instantly in poverty” due to the expense of 
living in northern communities.   

When Sasha was asked what she thought would get 
politicians to raise social assistance rates, she 
quickly answered, “Make them walk in my shoes 
for a month. Make them live on my budget for a 
month.” We heard similar recommendations from 
people across southern Ontario when we held our 
community hearings as part of the Poor People’s 
Inquiry in November and December of last year. 

When hundreds of thousands of people are poor in 
Ontario, poverty is not an ‘individual’ problem. 
When it is happening to so many people, it is a 
symptom of something more ‘collective’ or 
‘systemic’ than an individual’s character.   

Sasha’s son is asking a profound question. We need 
to hear his question as, “Why are so many people 
in Ontario so poor?”  

To organize a hearing in your community, visit our 

Community meeting in Red Lake. 

Community meeting in Kenora. 

http://www.foodbanksnorthwest.ca
http://www.foodbanksnorthwest.ca
http://www.newstartsforwomen.com


 

Climate change & poverty 
The effects of climate change – extreme rain, heat, 
cold, and wind – have a disproportionate impact on 
people who are poor. In Thunder Bay, people with  
low incomes are less likely to be able to afford home 
insurance, so possessions lost to residents in a flood  
cannot be replaced. Some housing with low rent – like 
basement apartments – can be permanently lost due to 
flooding. In Fort Frances, raised water levels at Rainy 
Lake threaten homes, cottages, and resorts along the 
shoreline, where families may be forced to canoe into 
their home from the main highway along their flooded 
driveway. 

Our campaign is growing –  
join us! 
 
Together, we can bridge the gaps that divide us and 
advance our collective work to ensure a life of health 
and dignity for everyone in the province. 
 

putfoodinthebudget.ca | infopfib@gmail.com  
Facebook: Put Food in the Budget!  
Twitter: @putfoodinbudget 

Kakabeka Falls 

Graffiti in Thunder Bay 

Reader feedback 
The people whose stories are captured here are part of a 
growing movement for social justice. Many of you got in 
touch with us to express your outrage at the conditions for 
people living in poverty in northwestern Ontario – and 
your commitment to building the strength of this 
campaign across the province: 

“What incredible stories!! It's hard to believe that you are in 
Canada!!” -Ruth  

“I really like the idea about promoting pride for folks who live 
on the margins and continuing the emphasis on societal forces 
not individual shortcomings.” -Jannie  

“I was pleased to read this Toronto Star article about an 
organizer from your group traveling to northwestern Ontario 
to see first-hand poverty in the north: I was born and grew up 
in Thunder Bay. I do not live there at present, but I have seen 
the region be forgotten or overlooked many times by political 
forces in southern Ontario. The dynamics and challenges are 
completely different when you are dealing with a sparse 
population spread over such a large region, and easy to forget 
when people are far away and relatively few in number. The 
Aboriginal population, which percentage-wise is much higher 
than in most parts of southern Ontario, in particular deals 
with serious poverty and social issues. Thank you for the work 
you do and for taking the time to visit northwestern Ontario. 
Until everyone is taken into account, the entire province is not 
spoken for.” –Kimberly 

“Poverty hits those with medical concerns in extra challenging 
ways. There is no money for prescriptions, for ventolin, for 
breathing chambers, for glasses, for hearing aids, for casting 
broken limbs. Unless someone is receiving social assistance, 
there is no program to offset any of these costs. … Most 
medical care has to be obtained in a city about an hour and a 
half away. That's a long time away from home, a lot of money 
in gas, and a great deal of stress.” –Jennifer 

“We need a price on carbon to prevent climate change; but we 
also need to invest in poverty reduction/elimination. Perhaps 
there is a win-win there (a carbon tax that is partially or fully 
refunded to lower/middle income people?) and the potential 
for a shared agenda between environmental and social justice 
groups.” –Michael 

Share your thoughts with us at putfoodinthebudget.ca.  

http://www.putfoodinthebudget.ca
http://www.putfoodinthebudget.ca
https://www.facebook.com/putfoodinthebudget
https://twitter.com/putfoodinbudget


 

Voices from northwestern Ontario echo those of 
others living in poverty across the province 
People across northwestern Ontario shared their experience of living in poverty and the challenges they face. Although 
these are exacerbated by geography, they are similar to those of others living in poverty across the province. The 
following themes emerged, echoes of themes that came out during A Poor People’s Inquiry. Together, we must continue 
to bridge the gaps between our communities – both literal and figurative – in order to strengthen our movement. 
 
NOT ENOUGH WORK 
In northwestern Ontario, as across the province, there are not enough jobs, and too much work is precarious, with 
inadequate wages, part-time hours, and no benefits. “There is not enough work [in our community]… There are a lot 
of elderly people here who have to take in their adult children because there is no work for them.” Those who are 
able to work part-time have their social assistance scaled back. As one Toronto resident emphasized last fall, “We 
should not be penalized for working if we want to try and get ahead.”   
 
TERRIBLE CHOICES 
“People [in northwestern Ontario] face terrible choices 
– do they pay the rent, pay the hydro and heating bills, 
or do they buy food? They can’t easily do all three.” 
Similarly, in the Greater Toronto Area, the average 
food bank user is forced to spend 73% of their 
household income on housing, which leaves an average 
of $5.83 left per day after rent is paid. During our 
community hearings, a Hamilton resident shared,“I 
eat one meal a day, sometimes two, but hardly ever 
three. Sometimes never.” The reliance on food banks 
and lack of access to essential medical care can result 
in poor health, no matter where in the province one lives. 
As a resident from Kingston shared with us last fall, 
“Poverty has made me literally sick. Due to a poor diet … 
I needed blood and iron transfusions... I do not have the 
money to purchase the iron-rich foods that I require in 
order to stop the medical interventions.” 
 
INCREASED COST OF LIVING  
We learned that food is incredibly expensive and difficult 
to access in northwestern Ontario. “There is only one 
grocery store in town. People like me can afford to drive to 
Thunder Bay to buy food at better prices. However this 
forces up the prices at the Atikokan grocery store even more”  
 
With annual social assistance increases of around 1%, rates have fallen behind the cost of living. “10 years of Liberal 
government and we are poorer than before,” remarked a Hamilton resident last fall. A Toronto resident described, 
“There has been no change at all; in fact, food costs are up; everywhere I turn, things cost more.” It is difficult for 
people to cover increased housing costs, and people in northwestern Ontario have the added expense of “exorbitant” 
hydro fees. More and more people are becoming reliant on food banks. In Atikokan, one resident explained, “100 
people go to the food bank every month. They count on that food in their monthly ‘budget’.”  

Snapshots of illustrations by Tanya Gerber; tanyagerber.com. 
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ONE OR TWO PAYCHEQUES AWAY 
Due to the prevalence of precarious work and the high cost of living in both rural and urban communities, many 
Ontarians find themselves one or two paycheques away from living in poverty. If something happens to take away a 
person’s ability to work – a health crisis, a death in the family, an accident at work or in the community, lay-offs or 
the closure of plants and factories, or an act of violence – they may find themselves in long-term poverty. No one 
chooses to be poor or wants to be poor. 
 
POLITICIANS DON’T CARE 
People across the province feel that politicians not only lack 
an understanding of what it means to live in poverty, but also 
any concern for people who are poor. There is not enough 
funding allocated to the services, community supports, and 
social assistance required to help people get out of poverty. 
 
Last fall, a resident from Burlington shared, “I have found 
that this government, all they care about is themselves.” At a 
community hearing in Niagara, another person declared, “I 
feel abandoned by my government.” This sentiment was 
expressed by several community members who met with 
Mike on his tour of northwestern Ontario, many of whom 
would like to see politicians ‘walk in their shoes’: “Make the 
politicians go for just one day without food at Queen’s Park. No breakfast, no coffee, no lunch or snacks or 
dinner. Have them work all day and then see what that is like. That would be a start.” 

 

In the news: 
Put Food in the Budget’s fact-finding mission to 
northwestern Ontario received media attention in 
Toronto and in northwestern Ontario. 

“Hardship north of Superior opens Torontonian's 
eyes,” by Carol Goar, Toronto Star, July 24. 

“Dispatches on poverty from northern Ontario,” by 
Mike Balkwill, NOW Magazine, July 25. 

“Northern Ontario has beautiful landscape but crushing 
poverty,” by Carol Goar, Toronto Star, July 27. 

“Activist finds poverty in northern Ontario different 
from the south,” CBC News Thunder Bay, July 30. 

Interview on CBC Radio’s Superior Morning, Thunder 
Bay, July 30. 

“Toronto-based group tries to get southern Ontario to 
notice northern poverty,” by Allan S. Hale, Kenora Daily 
Miner & News, July 30. 

THANK YOU 
 
To Kathy Campbell, for challenging us to come to 
northwestern Ontario. 
 
To all of the people who organized meetings in their  
local communities: Anita Jean, Terri Carter, Julie  
Slack, Kendall Trembath and Laurie Vance, Kathy 
Tetlock, and Barb Barden. 
 
To everyone who attended a meeting, told us their  
story, and allowed us share it with others. 
 
To the individual donors who gave more than  
$2,300 to cover our expenses. 
 
To the organizations that gave more than $1,000  
to cover our expenses: Worker’s Action Centre,  
Fairlawn United Church, and Human Rights  
Committee of OSSTF District 12. 
 
To you, for helping to continue the conversation. 
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http://www.thestar.com/opinion/commentary/2014/07/24/hardship_north_of_superior_opens_torontonians_eyes_goar.html
http://www.nowtoronto.com/news/story.cfm?content=199015
http://www.thestar.com/opinion/commentary/2014/07/27/northern_ontario_has_beautiful_landscape_but_crushing_poverty_goar.html
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/activist-finds-poverty-in-northern-ontario-different-from-the-south-1.2722572
http://www.cbc.ca/superiormorning/episodes/2014/07/30/put-food-in-the-budget/
http://www.kenoradailyminerandnews.com/2014/07/30/toronto-based-group-tries-to-get-southern-ontario-to-notice-northern-poverty

