
The stinking goat tactic
A new batch of prisoners is put in an already 
overcrowded prison cell. There’s no space to 
sit, and while some sleep, most have to stand. 
The smell of human excrement is unbearable, 
and the food brought to the prisoners smells 
rotten. Fights break out regularly, because 
every time somebody has to move, all the 
prisoners must shuffle around. With the new 
prisoners’ arrival their distress finally reaches a 
limit, and there’s a lot of shouting, breaking of 
things, and banging on cell bars. 

The prison guards can’t sleep with all that 
noise and get upset. They have to stop the riot. 
So they send a goat into the cell. In the swelter-
ing heat, the goat stinks even more than the 
human smell. It bleats, takes space and cannot 
stand still in the crowded cell. 

That cell is now worse than the hell the prison-
ers thought they lived in. Their crying is louder, 
the banging is deafening. The prisoners are in 
a destructive frenzy; they are about to start 
killing one another. Then the guards take the 
goat away. And conditions in the cell – still 
overcrowded, stinky and offering only rotten 
food – suddenly seem much better.

The social exclusion that poverty creates is 
like a prison with invisible walls. The stigma 
burdening poor people is like a prison uni-
form. The Social Assistance Review’s recom-
mended cuts to the Special Diet Allowance 
and the ODSP Work-Related Benefit are like 
the goat in the prison cell. We hear that those 
cuts will not happen in the 2013 Ontario bud-
get, and we are supposed to feel relieved, 
maybe even grateful that the ‘goat’ has been 
removed. These cuts 
may be postponed, 
but that doesn’t 
make Ontario a 
better place for 
poor people.

It’s 2013 and Ontario has a new premier, one 
who wishes to be known as “the social justice 
premier.” But without the right to food and 
proper housing—for everyone – social justice 
can only be an illusion. For Ontario’s poor, so-
cial justice is the difference between life and 
death. 
 I include myself among Ontario’s poor, 
even if I never thought that way in my past 
life, in my home country. I did not come here 
as a refugee, or as a poor immigrant seek-
ing fortune. To my surprise, in Canada I was 
quickly defined as a second-class citizen and 
never got a job where I could fully use my 
education and skills. I have learned much 
in the years since I arrived, including about 
poverty, both by personal 
experience and as an anti-
poverty advocate.
 I learned, for instance, 
that for poor people in 
our province, having food 
and housing is far from a 
given. The poor are un-
able to buy food because 
all their money goes for 
the rent. If you are a poor 
person in Ontario, you 
live in a dark place. You starve alone, or you 
watch your children starve, not only for lack 
of food but also for the dignity needed to grow 
up and thrive. You are invisible to the wealthy. 
Even middle-class people prefer not to look at 
you, as you are a suggestion of what may be 
their future as corporate interests increasingly 
govern our country. 
 The poor of Ontario know that food is a 
need, not a want, and that lack of proper food 
is not due to laziness but is the systemic result 
of a non-inclusive society, in which the greed 
of the rich leaves only crumbs for the poor. As 
a poor person in Ontario, you are “the other,” 
the exception, the sad casualty of a system that 
does not provide for all. You are expected to 
eat food bank food, which is leftovers: the re-
fuse from food stores, corporations and other 
people’s cupboards. 

 Premier McGuinty’s budgets increased 
social assistance rates by less than the cost of 
living. Last year was long and difficult for the 
poor, who had to fight not to increase their 
meager income, but just to keep some of it. 
 Years ago I heard a story that illustrates how 
the government threatens the poor with cuts 
—for example, to the Special Diet Allowance 
and the ODSP Work-Related Benefit—and 
then expects praise when the cuts are post-
poned, even if only for another year.  It con-
cerns a stinky goat, like the one we’re smelling 
as budget day comes near. (See box).
 There is obscene poverty in Ontario. It is 
caused by obscene wealth and by a govern-
ment that serves only the wealthy, while the 

poor are branded as “los-
ers” and shamed into feel-
ing inadequate.
 If Premier Wynne wants 
to deliver social justice, as 
she says, she must approve 
a substantial raise to social 
assistance benefits. If she is 
a social justice premier, she 
must end the freeze on the 
provincial minimum wage. 
If she is a social justice pre-

mier, she must fix the horrible housing situa-
tion for the poor in Ontario. And if she really 
believes in social justice, she must increase 
taxes on the rich and reverse tax breaks to 
corporations.
 I am a member of the Put Food in the Bud-
get campaign, and I will not be shamed into 
inaction by the fraction of society that op-
presses us. I am, with other poor people, here 
to resist and to show the flaws of a govern-
ment that does not want to hear us. I invite 
you to join with me and many others. 
 Bring your voice—we want to hear it. Bring 
your energy, and your spirit. All of us together 
can win adequate social assistance rates, our 
dignity and more!

Lily Baumgarten is a member of the steering committee of 
the Put Food in the Budget campaign
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The poor of Ontario 
know that food is a need, 
not a want, and that lack of 
proper food is not due to 
laziness but is the systemic 
result of a non-inclusive 
society, in which the greed 
of the rich leaves only 
crumbs for the poor.
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www.putfoodinthebudget.ca


