
 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  
significantly increase social assistance 
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. The question isn’t the 
availability of money; it’s the willingness 
of politicians to do the necessary  
budgeting. Things 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 officials 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 horrified and  
disgusted and left after 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 find a copy of 
the strategy itself. There 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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What is the 
government’s 
track record on 
poverty reduction?

Calculating changes to 
social assistance
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Ontario’s 2013 budget featured changes to 
Ontario Works (OW) and the Ontario  
Disability Support Program (ODSP), most of 
which came info effect as of September 1. Changes include a 1% increase 
for adult OW recipients and ODSP recipients, an additional $14 per month 
for single OW adult recipients without children, asset limit increases, and 
earnings exemptions. For fact sheets and more information, visit the 
Income Security Advocacy Centre website: www.incomesecurity.org. 

Given the Ontario 
government’s record 
to date, the Put Food 
in the Budget campaign 
believes that the current 
poverty reduction strategy 
consultation process is 
a charade. The Liberal 

government has: 

 NOT adequately raised social 
assistance rates, letting them fall 
behind inflation. 

 NOT raised the minimum wage, 
leaving it frozen for years at $10.25. 

 CUT the Community Start-Up and 
Maintenance Benefit, a lifeline for 
thousands of Ontarians. 

 MADE CUTS to the life-saving 
Special Diet Allowance. 

 POSTPONED increases to the 
much-needed Ontario Child Tax 
Benefit. 

  On August 22, I attended one of the 
provincial “Path to Jobs & Growth” 
consultations in Belleville, hosted by the 
Honourable Charles Sousa, Minister of 
Finance. In his opening message, Sousa 
stated, “It is so important that we get input 
and advice from every part of the province 
to help build a prosperous and fair Ontario 
for everyone.” 
 My first thought was that if this were true 
– if our government truly wanted to create 
an environment that is fair for everyone 
– no one in our province would be living 
below the poverty line; our society would 
be inclusive and fair. If this were true, I 
knew that what I had to say would be met 
with wholehearted agreement. 
 My confidence in the consultation rose 
higher when I saw Sousa moving from 
table to table, talking individually with 
each person. This seemed to validate the 
statement that the government wanted 
input and advice from everyone, so 
perhaps it truly also desired a province 
that exemplifies social justice. Perhaps this 
government was finally going to listen to 
the cries of the poor. 
 I started my discussion with Sousa by 
talking about how PFIB representatives had 
attended consultations with Deb Matthews 
and Ted McMeekin, in which both stated 
that they couldn’t “afford” to raise social 
assistance rates. Sousa’s response was, “I 
know. I’ve heard this from Ted. I’m getting 
the bad rap on this.” 
 This wasn’t the response I had hoped 
for, so I moved to the recommendation by 
the Commission for the Review of Social 
Assistance in Ontario to raise rates by 
$100 a month. To that Sousa stated, “We 
did listen to the Report, and added $14 a 
month. We also eliminated some of the 
rules to make it better for people on social 
assistance.” I agreed that they did both 
those things, but emphatically stated, “It’s 
not enough!” 
 I then told him about the new roof our 
home needed several years ago. It wasn’t 
something our household budget could 

afford, but we knew it had to be done to 
prevent further problems down the road – 
so we found the money. I told the finance 
minister that the government could find 
the money for the increase if it 
really was a priority to create 
a prosperous and fair Ontario 
for everyone. I then stated that 
a lot can be revealed about a 
society by the way it treats its 
most vulnerable, that this budget 
revealed where the government’s 
priorities were ... and that they 
weren’t with the most vulnerable. 
 One might think he would react to 
what I had said, but my words were met 
with complete silence for several seconds. 
The table was quiet -- and the truth was 
hanging there for Sousa to digest. 
 I left the consultation encouraged. Just 
knowing that Minister McMeekin has 
talked to Minister Sousa about PFIB’s 
demands, and that the finance minister is 
feeling he’s “getting the bad rap on this” is 
a good sign that our cries are being heard. 
Maybe not listened to yet – but they are 
being heard, and pressure is being felt. 
 And his silence? That really says it all. 
For if there is no argument, then at some 
point the government will be forced to 
listen – and to act on the demands, so 
they can honestly say they are creating a 
prosperous and fair society for everyone. 
 We are making a difference. Let’s not 
give up the fight! 

Charles in charge?
By Ruth Ingersoll, Executive Director, Community Development Council of Quinte
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Ted talks – who decides? 
 Ted McMeekin, Ontario’s Minister of Community 
and Social Services, is responsible for improving 
social assistance. At a community consultation in 
Peterborough on July 3, he stated: “If it were up to 
me, I would raise social assistance rates by a lot more 
than $100 a month. But it’s not up to me.” 
 While we are encouraged that Minister McMeekin 
recognizes the inadequacy of current social assistance 
rates and supports a significant increase, why does he 
not have the power to raise the rates? 
 If the Minister of Community and Social Services 
lacks authority to significantly increase social 
assistance rates, important questions arise. Who can 
make that decision? Why is Ted holding consultations if he is just a 
messenger to someone who has yet to be convinced that poverty in 
Ontario is a crisis? Why should we talk to Ted McMeekin instead of 

Deb can’t afford to rest on her laurels
 On August 14, four representatives from EPIC (Empowering 
People in the Community, the social justice club affiliated with The 
Local Community Food Centre in Stratford) attended an early 
morning community consultation in London with Deputy Premier 
Deb Matthews. Such consultations 
are mandated by legislation to take 
place every five years as part of the 
provincial government’s poverty 
reduction strategy. 
 But when the answers are 
obvious, it is insulting to ask the 
same questions again and again. 
People need to be able to find food 
and shelter while maintaining their 
health and dignity. In order to do 
so, social assistance rates must be 
raised. EPIC’s three demands were 
based on a statement from the 
Poverty-Free Ontario coalition:

1. Immediately add $100 to all 
social assistance cheques without 
cutting other benefits.
2. Increase the minimum wage to $14.
3. Then index social assistance and the minimum wage to the 
cost of living. 

 Elizabeth Anderson, The Local’s community action coordinator, 
asked Matthews if she would support Ted McMeekin, Minister of 
Community and Social Services, in his earlier statement to the Put 
Food in the Budget campaign that he would back an immediate 
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$100 increase to social assistance benefits. McMeekin, however, 
insisted that it is not his decision to make, and placed the onus on 
the poor to provide him with more convincing stories of poverty 
and hardship. 
 Deb Matthews’s answer was, as expected, that her government 

did not have the money. She 
congratulated herself on her 
accomplishments with regards to 
the Child Tax Benefit, and seemed 
content to rest on her laurels for 
this single act. It is unfortunate 
that the Community Start-Up and 
Maintenance Benefit had to be cut 
to accomplish this success. 
     The Child and Youth Network 
and the United Way London 
& Middlesex are hosting their 
own community conversation, 
specifically inviting people with 
lived experience of poverty and 
social exclusion. This community 
discussion on September 25, with 

EPIC in attendance, will further inform the government of the 
needs of Ontarians. 
 In addition to the Poverty Reduction Strategy community 
consultations, EPIC’s three demands were clearly stated on 
September 5 at a public forum to discuss the Draft Housing and 
Homelessness Plan for Stratford, Perth County and St. Marys. 
Affordable housing would not be in such demand, it was stressed, if 
social assistance recipients had enough money to pay market rent.

directly with those who have the power? 
 The 14 members of the cabinet’s poverty reduction 
committee include 10 ministers, three parliamentary 
assistants, and former speaker Alvin Curling. With 
McMeekin as co-chair, how could this committee lack 
the clout to persuade the rest of the cabinet to raise the 
rates? 
 Perhaps only the Minister of Finance or Premier 
can make this decision. If so, we shouldn’t waste time 
“consulting” with Ted or other committee members. We 
should instead focus on Finance Minster Charles Sousa 
or Premier Kathleen Wynne. 
 Or does someone outside government hold the 
power? We know that CEOs on Bay Street are not 
interested in greater income equality for all. 
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Actually, we know the answer to our own question. 
Premier Wynne has the real power to raise social assistance rates. 
But if Ted McMeekin is going to talk, he must publicly support 
raising Ontario’s social assistance rates now. 

By Patti Miller, Empowering People in the Community (EPIC)



putfoodinthebudget.ca
  

  @putfoodinbudget

Put Food in the Budget!

Diabetes test strip funding reduced

The Ministry of Health has reduced its funding of diabetes test strips, limiting the allowable 
number of strips for people living with diabetes, according to the government’s definition of 
what a person living with diabetes requires. 

For information on these changes, visit the Ministry of Health’s website 
(http://tinyurl.com/mfa4f3j), or consult your pharmacist.

A poem for Kathleen Wynne, Premier of Ontario
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CONNECT WITH US!2nd Annual PFIB campaign meeting
Campaign participants from across the province will gather in Toronto on September 27 and 
28 to reflect, learn, share and plan for actions in 2013/2014. 

Two days of meetings will be punctuated by the Soulstice celebration and fundraiser in  
support of the campaign. Look for updates and photos on Facebook:  
http://tinyurl.com/kulejwg

Poverty’s not dull: it’s colourful and bright,
like the cars whizzing past in a street person’s night,
like that empty stomach neon daydream/nightmare kind of State,
where a mom has to say “there’s no supper for our plates”
and kids look up and smile and say “that’s alright”
cause they don’t want mommy cryin’ when they sleep again tonight
so they try to make her laugh but it only makes her sad
cause she thinkin’ of the things that she wishes that they had
like supplies for their school and clothes to keep them warm;
a safe way to get to a good job; a life lived far from harm-
away from the restrictions and prescriptions of here,
away from all the stigma and this constant stress and fear.
She wants a fresh new start, with a caseworker who has the time to care,
about the needs that she can’t meet, the burdens that she bares,
cause in this world she’s struggling but she feels invisible:
Cause no one makes the hardest changes; exerts the political will,
and puts the power behind the voices, that say THIS ISN’T RIGHT!,
No child should be hungry in Ontario tonight;
nobody live in fear for the people that they love;
nobody left homeless, on the couches of relatives;
no addict should lack for treatment; nobody have to beg and plead,
for the basics of this life, which we should all be guaranteed.
Will you tackle the depths in challenging the problems of poverty?

Are you the party and leader who will end this marginality?
If you are please give us concrete action as evidence
And we’ll help you get re-elected if we have reason and the chance
So that something more than leaky band-aids can finally arrive
And then all Ontarians can know a unique sense of sustainable pride-
that comes from Doing the hardest work, doing everything we can,
to remove the blight of poverty from all environments.

Poet b!WILDer presented the following to Premier Kathleen Wynne in Perth on August 2. Reuse only with permission of the author.

A placard outside the poverty reduction consultation in Toronto; photo 
courtesy of Serenity.
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