
 

Last year, Ontario Premier Kathleen Wynne told the media that social justice is her top priority. This public 
commitment to social justice must mean ensuring that people who receive social assistance in Ontario have enough 
money for housing, rent, food, and the other necessities that ensure a life of health and dignity. 

However, more than 375,000 people go to food banks every month in Ontario because they do not have enough 
money to buy food, and more than 1.7 million people in Ontario live below the poverty line. 

In the first phase of A Poor People’s Inquiry, the Put Food in the Budget campaign gathered evidence from people 
who receive social assistance, and from people who volunteer and work in organizations that serve, support or 
advocate with people who are poor. As one participant testified, “Premier, you are failing us.” 

Participants in the community hearings testified overwhelmingly that Premier Wynne’s changes to social assistance 
have NOT put food in the budget of people who are poor in Ontario. Accordingly, people at community hearings 
voted to demand that Premier Wynne be committed to trial in the Court of Public Opinion. On Wednesday, 
February 19, Premier Wynne will face the following charge: “As Premier of Ontario, you knowingly misled the public 
about social justice being your top priority, and chose instead to serve the interests that benefit from continued 
poverty in Ontario.” 

 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  
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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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A SUMMARY OF A POOR PEOPLE’S INQUIRY COMMUNITY HEARINGS, FEBRUARY 2014 

 

INSIDE: Read what we learned from 
participants across Ontario who testified at 
public community hearings. 

Key Findings    2-3 
Why Would Premier Wynne  
Not Act on her “Top Priority”?  4 
Top Tweets    4 
 

COMMUNITY  
HEARINGS:  

BY THE NUMBERS 

Total Number of 
Community Hearings: 23 

 
Participants at community hearings  

were asked to answer the  
following question:  

Do the changes to social assistance that 
Premier Wynne has introduced put  

food in the budget of people  
who are poor in Ontario? 

Total Number of Votes: 313 

 ‘No’ Votes: 251 
‘Yes’ Votes: 15 

‘Insufficient Evidence’: 47 

Photo of illustration by Tanya Gerber, http://tanyagerber.com. 



 

Key Findings 
At our community hearings across the province, the message was loud and clear: the changes to social assistance 
introduced by Premier Wynne do NOT put food in the budget. In fact, as rates fail to increase with the cost of living, 
a life of health and dignity is now even further out of reach for those living on social assistance.  

The major finding that emerged from our hearings was that social assistance rates are inadequate. Other key findings 
include that Premier Wynne and her government are failing people living in poverty; politicians should be forced to 
live the life of a person on social assistance; and we need a multi-pronged approach to poverty in Ontario. The 
following two pages give voice to those who testified at our hearings, whether in person, in writing, or online. 

Social Assistance Rates are 
Inadequate: “$14 Does Not Put 
Food in a Person’s Budget” 
The Liberal government has failed to reverse the cuts to social 
assistance implemented by Premier Harris in the 1990s. With annual 
increases of around 1%, rates have fallen behind the cost of living in 
Ontario. A participant at a hearing in Hamilton remarked, “10 years 
of Liberal government and we are poorer than before.” Several 
participants testified that rates must lift people out of poverty, and 
that annual increases must be indexed to inflation. A participant at a 
hearing in Toronto described, “There has been no change at all; in 
fact, food costs are up; everywhere I turn, things cost more.” 

Those who rely on welfare are still unable to afford even the most 
basic necessities for themselves and their families. A child in 
Hamilton testified that her parent “can’t afford healthy food.” People 
are forced to access food banks when they don’t have enough money 
for food after paying rent.  

Participants also testified that social assistance rates are “punitive and 
degrading,” and that low rates “ultimately affect a person’s right to 
living a life that is dignified.” The rules governing access to support 
were also scrutinized in testimonies from those whose amounts are 
regularly scaled back due to money earned through part-time work. 
“We should not be penalized for working if we want to try and get 
ahead,” testified a participant in Toronto. 

Testimonies:  
“I eat one meal a day, sometimes two, but hardly ever three. 
Sometimes never.” – from Hamilton 

“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.” – from Kingston 

We asked people how they 
would spend an increase to 
social assistance rates. Below 
is a list of the most common 
responses: 

• fruits & vegetables 
• fresh food instead of canned 
• milk 
• bread 
• fish and meat 
• medications and medical bills 
• diapers and formula 
• hydro bill 
• telephone bill 
• bank fees 
• pet expenses 
• gas/transportation 
• laundry detergent 
• toilet paper 
• toiletries, such as shampoo 
• clothes 

Above: Jury Member Maureen; photo by Malu Baumgarten. 



 
Left: Participants at a hearing in Scarborough. 

 

Premier Wynne & Her 
Government are “Failing” 
People Living in Poverty 
People across Ontario testified about their anger, 
frustration, and disappointment. Those who testified 
at our hearings feel neglected by elected officials who 
“don’t care” or who do “not have the best interests of 
the people” in mind. Many believe that the priorities 
of the provincial government are driven by self-
interest, and cited the gas plant scandal as evidence. 
Many others lamented the ways in which 
communities have had to come together to meet 
emergency needs in lieu of government action.  

Testimonies: 
“I have found that this government, all they care about 
is themselves.” – from Burlington 

“It’s terrifying that the Liberals can waste $400 million, 
then claw it away from the disabled.” – from Toronto 

“Charity is what is left when there is neither kindness 
nor justice.” – from Kingston 

“I feel abandoned by my government. My family has 
paid into the system for over 100 years and I deserve 
better than this.” – from Niagara 

 “The amount of people that use the food bank in 
Kirkland Lake is outstanding. I feel there is no need if 
the government gave enough to pay for them. … 
[Premier Wynne] is guilty of not giving enough to the 
needy.” – from Kirkland Lake 

Politicians Should Live 
“This” Life  
Many people testified that Premier Wynne and other 
elected officials should “live like we do for a month, 
then they might realize the difficulties we face.”  

Testimonies: 
“I live in poverty created by the government. Reforms 
have done nothing. I would like to see Premier Wynne 
living on this income.” – from Hamilton 

“I challenge the Premier to walk in our shoes for a period 
of time.” – from Oshawa 

 “I feel she needs to come up from under her shell and 
really visit the matters at hand and not pretend that she 
is doing a great job.” – from Malvern 
 

We Need a Multi-Pronged 
Approach to Poverty  
Participants testified about the need to increase social 
assistance rates, but also discussed at length the 
various mechanisms that the government could also 
use to lift people out of poverty. These include 
increases to the minimum wage, a guaranteed annual 
income, and an increase in affordable housing. 

Above: Dave testifies; photo by Malu Baumgarten. 



 

 

Top Tweets 
We live tweeted (@putfoodinbudget, #pfib) 
from each of the community hearings to report 
on testimony and to inspire a conversation on 
the issues. Below is a sample of these tweets: 

Website: putfoodinthebudget.ca  

Email: infopfib@gmail.com  

Facebook: Put Food in the Budget!  

Twitter: @putfoodinbudget 

Why Would Premier 
Wynne Not Act on Her 
“Top Priority”? 
At each of the community hearings, we asked participants 
why they believed that Premier Wynne would state that 
social justice is her top priority and then not act to ensure 
that social assistance rates afford people a life of health 
and dignity. Many testified that such a statement would 
garner support among voters, but that, ultimately, Premier 
Wynne’s allegiance to other interests would prevent her 
from taking any meaningful action in support of the poor. 

Testimonies: 
“Wynne’s posturing is nothing more than political 
manoeuvring.” – from Stratford 

 “Premier Wynne`s social assistance reforms are insulting. … 
Her reforms are indicative of the real problem, which is the 
moral, spiritual, and psychological sickness of our times, a 
sickness that puts money above people.” – from Toronto 

“She will not ever be a social justice premier if she insists on 
maintaining the austerity agenda that she inherited.” – from 
Hamilton 

“Wynne’s not too concerned with people on social assistance, 
just our votes.” – from Toronto  

“As neoliberal interests (free markets, austerity, job 
precariousness) continue to dominate Ontario politics, Wynne 
has failed to address the basic concerns of those living in 
poverty.” – from Toronto 

 

Above: Jurors prepare to hear testimony. 

Above: Mike & Sharon in Stratford; photo by Serenity. 


