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TOWARD A POVERTY ELIMINATION STRATEGY FOR THE CITY OF TORONTO

EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY
Since July 2010, the Alliance for a Poverty-Free
Toronto, (formerly the Toronto Working Group
on Poverty) has served as a community table for
planning and community organizing around poverty
issues affecting the city of Toronto. As one of its
priorities for 2012/13, the group has been working in
partnership with Social Planning Toronto to develop
the framework for an actionable poverty elimination
strategy for the city as a whole. This document is the
product of these efforts. It is laid out in two parts.
Part 1 provides an overview of poverty in Toronto,
drawing on related research to outline the scope and
depth of the problem and the threats it presents for
growing numbers of residents, and for the future
prospects of the city. Part 2 explores possible
solutions. It identifies a number of actions that can
be taken to reverse current trends and set the city
on a different path – toward “eliminating” poverty
altogether. Within the range of strategic actions
identified, government – the City of Toronto in
particular – plays a lead role. But the report also
notes the importance of including other sectors in
the effort and outlines specific ways in which they
can make a significant difference.
Toronto, without question, is a vibrant city, with a
diverse and well-educated population, a wide array
of amenities and “world class” institutions, and a
cultural life that easily compares with the best in
North America. However, beneath the surface there
is much cause for concern. The picture painted by
the research data is stark and very troubling.

Poverty in the city is both deep and pervasive in its
impacts.
Eight important signposts are discussed in the
report. Each is cause for concern, but taken together,
the situation is alarming. Trends identified in reports
prior to the most recent recession have persisted (or
even worsened) since then. Note, for example: the
growth in low-wage, precarious work; large numbers
of children living in poverty and, increasingly
racialized poverty, embedded in the inner suburbs.
At the same time, residents are struggling with
unemployment and under-employment, the high
cost of living and a fraying and insecure social safety
net. Further inaction, the report suggests, is not an
option.
Recognizing the multi-faceted nature of the
issue and the distinctive roles different orders of
government play, corrective actions are outlined
separately for the City of Toronto, the provincial
and federal governments. Some strategic steps
are identified for other sectors as well – including
business, labour, education and the community
services sector. Together, these strategies
represent real movement towards addressing two
fundamental issues lying at the root of the problem
– income inadequacy and, inequities in both
employment opportunity and access to supports
needed to rise out of poverty.
The report shows how focusing on five key areas in
particular – employment, income support, housing/
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shelter, community services and support programs,
and public transit - would go a long way in turning
the corner on poverty in Toronto. Among key action
priorities identified are a comprehensive job creation
strategy that integrates federal, provincial and City of
Toronto initiatives and includes a commitment by all
orders of government to employment that provides
a living wage for workers. The strategy similarly
highlights the importance of providing adequate
income supports - indexed to inflation - for people
unable to work, including persons with disabilities.
It calls for sustained, results-focused action, with
investments in infrastructure – including housing
and transportation – and concrete measures to
promote equitable and fair employment practices
and appropriate enforcement of employment
standards. All orders of government are challenged
to demonstrate their commitment to addressing
poverty by ensuring that a poverty impact
assessment is routinely applied before final decisions
are made on budget allocations, new legislation and
regulations.
As the report indicates, the City of Toronto has a real
opportunity to lead in taking action on this pivotal
issue that has left too many children, individual
residents and families behind and held back the
economic growth of the city. Taking action now
would bring huge benefits to the entire city. The
good news is we have the capacity to do so – we
now only need to add commitment.
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INTRODUCTION
PURPOSE OF THE STRATEGY
The purpose of this strategy document is to provide
a clear roadmap that the City of Toronto can use - in
partnership with other governments, community,
business, labour, education and other sectors – to
end present high levels of poverty in the city and
create a path toward solid growth and prosperity.
The strategy fully embraces an approach which
calls for, as a first priority, ending deep poverty,
and removing conditions that swell the ranks of
the working poor and keep them entrapped in
poverty.1 It aims to galvanize action to change
present conditions and achieve a better future for
all people of this city. In so doing, it sets out to
identify practical solutions that take into account
Toronto’s considerable assets (including its diverse,
multi-skilled population and enormous economic
potential), building not just for the short term but
for many years beyond.
This strategy framework will serve as a good
reference point for residents, city leaders, managers
and planners at all levels, as they deal with a wide
array of issues and decisions with serious impacts
for all Torontonians, especially those struggling with
poverty.

“Being poor means… not having a dollar to put under
your daughter’s pillow when she lost a tooth and having
to tell her that the tooth fairy must be very busy.”
Mother receiving social assistance - from “Poverty Reduction in an Age of Uncertainty and Change”, Ontario
Campaign 2000
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OUTLINE OF THE PAPER
Toronto, without question, is a vibrant city, with
a diverse and well-educated population, a wide
array of amenities and “world class” institutions, and
a cultural life that easily compares with the best
in North America. However, beneath the surface
is a disturbing trend that threatens to pull all of
this apart, if left ignored. Poverty and its close
companion, income inequality, are an ever-growing
presence in the city, despite efforts over many years
to draw attention to the problem and offer potential
solutions.
Part 1 of this paper peers below the surface to
look at different facets of the issue, highlighting
findings or insights from several studies and reports,
especially noting trends emerging over the past
10-15 years. Part 2 considers what actions could
be taken to arrest these trends and turn things
in a different direction – towards ending poverty
altogether. It draws on previously proposed as well
as new ideas.

DATA SOURCES
This paper uses low income statistics from a variety
of research reports. Statistics differ in terms of data
source, year the data was collected, and differences
in how “low income” is measured by each researcher.
The important thing to know is that regardless of
data source, year collected or measure used, all
figures point to the troubling problem of poverty in
our city, and the need for action. No matter how you
slice it, the city of Toronto is home to far too many
people caught in the grind of persistent poverty.

Local Anti-Poverty Strategies:
Cities are Doing It for Themselves!

It’s not a new idea. Calgary, Halifax, Hamilton, Kawartha
Lakes and Haliburton, Niagara Region, Ottawa, Peel
Region, and Waterloo Region are all doing it. Several
cities and regions across Canada are recognizing the
widespread and harmful effects of poverty in their
communities, developing plans and embarking on
initiatives to address it. Strategies are a starting point
to organize, coordinate and mobilize action to reduce
poverty in our communities, with the ultimate goal
of poverty elimination. We think it’s time to invest in a
strategy for a poverty-free Toronto.
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PART 1
LOOKING BENEATH THE SURFACE : THE CONTEXT FOR ACTION

A) WHAT IS “POVERTY”?
Simply put, living in poverty means living without
the means to secure the basic necessities of life –
e.g. food, secure shelter, clothing, access to
community recreation, transportation and adequate
medical care. It often means daily struggles with
hunger, crowded and unsafe living conditions
(including homelessness), poor health, and severely
limited opportunities for employment, training and
education. People living in deep poverty typically
experience “chronic cycles of hunger and hardship
each month when money runs out to meet basic
necessities”.2
For those able to work, earnings never keep pace
with living expenses: work is frequently unavailable,
or if available, is low-paid and precarious. Persons
with disabilities have few opportunities to earn
income and are faced with a maze of rules and
restrictions. With income supports pegged at
rates often well below the poverty line, many are
effectively locked into a life of unrelieved poverty
that soon impacts family health and well-being.
Children are directly affected – with considerable
implications for their success in school and their life
opportunities.
Even when taking into account the many factors
that contribute to our health and well-being,
poverty remains a strong predictor of whether we
experience chronic physical illness, disease, mental
health issues and even premature death.3,4 Further,
for those living with chronic health problems, it can
be very difficult to follow our ‘doctor’s orders’ to get
the healthy nutritious food we need, take time off
work when we need it, and get the support we need.
The stress of living in poverty makes ill health more
likely, and recovery more difficult.
Poverty has far-reaching effects beyond the
hardships faced day-to-day by people living
with it. As various studies have shown5, poverty
affects the quality of life of the whole community.
Corrective action is urgently needed - poverty is
neither inevitable nor a necessary condition of life
anywhere, least of all in a relatively wealthy city like
Toronto.

“When I went on social assistance people started looking
down on me, avoiding me. I wasn’t included in a lot of
things, mostly because I couldn’t afford them.”
Project participant - from “Helping Us Move Forward:
Submission to the Social Assistance Review Commission from the People’s Blueprint, People’s Blueprint:
Real Voices for Real Change”

B) WHAT DOES POVERTY
LOOK LIKE IN TORONTO?
It’s more serious than we think
Almost one in four (24.5%) of Toronto’s 2.8 million
residents lives in poverty. 6,7 The numbers are
even higher for children and youth. One in three
children (under 15)8 and 31% of youth (15 to 24)9
live in poverty. Aboriginal people (37%), female
lone parent families (37%), members of racialized
groups (33%), people with disabilities (30%), and
immigrants (28%) have higher rates of poverty than
the general population.10,11 Recent immigrants fare
the worst - close to half (46%) live in poverty.
Poverty is significantly greater in Toronto than
in other regions. United Way Toronto’s Losing
Ground study (2007) noted that 1 in 5 two-parent
families in Toronto lived in poverty.12 In contrast,
the proportion dropped to 1 in 10 among similar
families outside Toronto – i.e. in surrounding
municipalities, Ontario or Canada as a whole. The
same study found over 50% of lone-parent families
in Toronto were low-income families. Between
2000 and 2005, median incomes of Toronto families
stagnated compared to median family incomes
in other areas of Canada – the latter increased
substantially.
Food bank use has increased dramatically since
1995, when the provincial government reduced
social assistance rates by 21.6%.13 In 2012, there
were 946,000 visits to Toronto food banks from
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Figure 1
Source: Daily Bread Food Bank, 2013

A growing income gap
residents who couldn’t make ends meet. Imagine if
a third of the city dropped by a food bank today!
Since 2008, food bank use in the Greater Toronto
Area increased by 18%. Almost a third of food
bank clients are children, 45% have a disability, and
one-quarter of food bank clients live in a household
where someone is employed. We might think food
banks end the problem of hunger for people in
poverty. But we’d be wrong. Almost one-quarter
of food bank clients report going hungry at least a
couple of days per week because they can’t afford
food. It is entirely unacceptable, and there is much
we can do about it.

Income disparities in Toronto have increased
considerably over the past three decades. The “Three
Cities within Toronto” study paints a stark picture
of income disparities in the city. “Over the 35 years
of this study, the gap in incomes between rich and
poor grew, real incomes for most people did not
increase, more jobs became precarious (insecure,
temporary, without benefits), and families living
in poverty became more numerous”.14 In essence,
there are far fewer middle-income areas in the city,
while low-income areas have increased dramatically
(see Figures 2 and 3). As well, the inner suburbs
in Toronto are now home to increasing numbers
of low-income households, where racialized and
immigrant communities are disproportionately
represented.
People at the top of the income scale are seeing
increases in their incomes, while those in the middle
and the bottom are not faring well. The Canadian
Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA) has been
tracking income inequality for many years. CCPA
observed that in the Toronto region (i.e. Toronto
Census Metropolitan Area (CMA)), the top 1% of
income earners had 18.1% of all income in 2010, up
from 11.7% in 1982.15 Total income of the wealthiest
1% increased by $297,000 between 1982 and 2010.
In contrast, the total income of the bottom 90% was
$1,900 less than it was in 1982.16
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Figure 2 : Average Individual Income, City of Toronto, Relative to the Toronto CMA, 1970

Figure 3 : Average Individual Income, City of Toronto, Relative to the Toronto CMA, 2005
Source: Hulchanski, D. (2007). The Three Cities Within Toronto: Income Polarization Among Toronto’s Neighbourhoods, 19702005.
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Racialization of poverty

Unemployment remains high

Several studies indicate that poverty is
disproportionately experienced by members of
racialized groups.17,18,19 Some point to discrimination
in employment and systemic barriers that result in
lower work force participation, under-employment,
precarious work and ultimately, lower incomes
below the poverty line. In essence, members of
racialized groups are at higher risk for long periods
of persistent poverty and the collateral damage from
it – poor health, family stress/breakdowns, child
poverty and blighted futures. The racialization of
poverty compounds poverty’s impact on children,
as increasingly more children in Toronto come from
diverse backgrounds.

Despite a recent announcement of substantial job
growth in the city of Toronto over the past year23,
unemployment and under-employment remain a
persistent problem. According to the most recent
Labour Force Survey, employment in the city of
Toronto increased by 24,500 jobs between October
2013 and October 2012.24 However more than
four out of five of those jobs were part-time. The
same survey found median wages down slightly
from $20.39 per hour in October 2012 to $20.08
in October 2013. Unemployment, while down
substantially from 9.8% in October 2012, remained
high at 8.6% in October 2013. The city of Toronto’s
unemployment rate remains higher than that of the
Toronto CMA, Ontario and Canada.

Members of racialized groups in the workforce fared
worse in earnings, even during the pre-recession
period when the economy experienced significant
growth. The Wellesley Institute and Canadian Centre
for Policy Alternatives found that “even in the best
of economic times, the pay gap between racialized
and non-racialized Canadians is large: Racialized
Canadians earn only 81.4 cents for every dollar paid
to non-racialized Canadians”.20 Even when education
levels are taken into account, stark differences in
earnings remain. Between 2000 and 2005 with a
strong economy, the earnings of racialized people in
Canada fell by 0.2%, while the earnings of their nonracialized counterparts increased by 2.7%.
Findings from the recent Poverty and Employment
Precarity in Southern Ontario (PEPSO) study indicate
the persistence of the issue.

There is a racial dimension to the problem of insecure
employment. As we have seen, people from nonwhite or racialized groups are less likely to find secure
employment. When they do, they seem to make fewer
gains than do white individuals. This intensifies the
need to look for options that will enhance human capital
development for all members of the workforce.
United Way Toronto, McMaster University and PEPSO
(2013). It’s More than Poverty: Employment Precarity
and Household Well-Being, pp. 10221

In a diverse community like Toronto, where people
from racialized groups make up nearly half of the
population,22 this situation is cause for grave concern
and calls for the prompt application of focused
strategies to effectively address the problem.

Despite our entry into a post-recession period,
young people, in particular, continue to suffer from
high rates of joblessness. In The Young and the
Jobless: Youth Unemployment in Ontario, Canadian
Centre for Policy Alternatives’ Sean Geobey found
troubling trends in youth unemployment in
Ontario.25 Ontario’s youth unemployment rate
ranged from 16%-17.1% in the first three-quarters
of 2013, with an even higher rate in the Toronto
region at 18.1%. Unfortunately, the un/employment
situation for youth in the Toronto region was
exceptional in several ways: Toronto had the worst
employment rate for youth in Ontario at just 43.5%;
Toronto had the worst gap in employment rates
between youth and adults in the province; and
youth unemployment in the Toronto region is so bad
it has driven up our overall rates of unemployment.
The author also found that youth unemployment in
Ontario was actually worse than that found in the
U.S. rust belt in 2012. We must take pause to reflect
on the implications of such bleak prospects for our
young people.
For people without work, unemployment not
only affects their economic situation but also their
psychological well-being.26 Losing your job is a
stressful experience. Unemployed workers often
feel helpless in the face of job loss, particularly in
tough economic times when any job can be hard
to find. We often define ourselves in terms of our
job, and when it is taken away, this can result in real
personal crisis that extends well beyond the hit to
the pocketbook.
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Growth in low-wage,
precarious work
Low wages have a significant impact on family
incomes – in today’s unstable job market, a job no
longer provides an assured route out of poverty.
Many workers are in low-wage jobs, earning too
little to cover even basic living expenses. A recent
study of the working poor in the Toronto Region
highlights the problem.27

Although work can provide a ladder out of poverty, this is
not always the case. In the Toronto region, an increasing
number of people are both employed and living in
poverty. The highest concentration is found in the city of
Toronto. We call them the working poor.

From 1997 to 2006, the percentage of workers in
temporary, casual or seasonal employment rose
from 9.7% of the Toronto workforce to 13.4%29 higher than the Toronto CMA (12.2%).
According to a recent study by United Way Toronto,
McMaster University and the PEPSO project,
less than 50% of Toronto workers are in stable,
permanent full-time employment with regular
benefits.30 The rest are in a range of employment
situations (including self-employment) with varying
degrees of instability. Figure 4 compares rates of
precarious and vulnerable employment among
Toronto workers with similar rates in other parts of
the GTA. Toronto is clearly not a leader in secure and
stable jobs.

They live in a region with the highest cost of living in
Canada…….In this high-cost environment, earnings
from a job – even full-time - may not be sufficient to
escape poverty.
Stapleton J., Murphy B., and Xing Y. (2012).
The “Working Poor” in the Toronto Region: Who they
are, where they live, and how trends are changing, pp. 9

At $10.25 an hour, minimum wage is a poverty
wage. Many people think of minimum wage work
as the exclusive domain of the young, looking for a
bit of disposable income and working their way up
to bigger and better things. Not quite. In A Closer
Look at Who is Making Minimum Wage in Ontario,
senior economist Sheila Block reported that nearly
60% of minimum wage workers are young between
the ages of 15 and 24, but another 40% are 25 years
of age and older.28 For young people, some may be
working at minimum wage jobs for some disposable
income but others are working to pay the bills and
save for school.
According to the study, racialized and newcomer
women aged 25 and over face increased likelihood
of earning the minimum wage. More than one in
ten racialized women, 25 and over, are minimum
wage earners – 2.5 times the rate for the total
population aged 25 and over. Almost one in five
recent immigrant women aged 25 and over are in
minimum wage jobs.
Precarious employment presents an added problem.
A shift from full-time, permanent jobs to more
temporary work has been building for some time.

Figure 4 : Regional pattern of precarity (% of each region)
Source: United Way Toronto, McMaster University and PEPSO
(2013). It’s More than Poverty: Employment Precarity and
Household Well-Being.

Precarious work outside of the formal economy
is also common for many in Toronto’s immigrant
communities. In Shadow Economies, a recent study
of 453 Toronto east end newcomers, researchers
found newcomers engaged in many forms of
informal work as a survival strategy.31 Newcomers
faced poor, substandard and dangerous working
conditions with little recourse to exercise their rights
as workers, and clear adverse impacts on their health
and well-being. In the end, only small amounts of
income were usually generated through these cashbased activities.
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“Before I knew, I had a job, I went and did it, I came home
and I had a life. Now it’s like, okay what are we going
to sacrifice so we can all go to the dentist, what are we
going to do? Okay we aren’t going to go out for dinner
this month or the next couple of months. We are saving
now to go to the dentist. [My son] has two appointments
lined up and they already said that it is going to be $800
because we have no dental insurance … There has to be
sacrifices made, do you know what I mean? And it’s like
this precarious work crap … it changes you as a person.”
Study Participant - from “It’s More than Poverty:
Employment Precarity and Household Well-Being”,
PEPSO (Poverty and Employment Precarity in Southern
Ontario), McMaster University and United Way Toronto

A fraying social safety net
Weak income supports
In a climate of persistently high unemployment and
shifting, temporary jobs, a strong social safety net
is essential. Income supports are a key part of this.
However, changes to the Employment Insurance
program in recent years have significantly reduced
benefits and further restricted eligibility.32 Typically,
workers in temporary and part-time jobs (a growing
portion of today’s job market) do not accumulate
enough hours to be eligible for EI. If they measure
up, their benefits fall well short of what they need in
both dollars and duration of benefits. Today, only a
relatively small proportion of unemployed workers
actually receive EI benefits. In 2012, for example, just
over 19% of Toronto’s unemployed were receiving EI
benefits.33
Social assistance payments are so low they bear
no relationship to the actual cost of living. Current
social assistance rates under Ontario Works (OW)
leave single adult recipients at only 43% of the lowincome measure – well below the poverty line.34 A
lone parent with one child fares slightly better at
69% of the low-income measure, but still below the
poverty line. Social assistance rates for those with
disabilities are better, overall, than those for OW
recipients. However, rates for a single adult with a
disability (72% of the low income measure) are still
below the poverty line.35 Added costs of living with a
disability must also be taken into account.
One of the biggest challenges is the process for
accessing the Ontario Disability Support Program
(ODSP). For people needing this support, the

process is unduly complex and demanding – and
appeals are similarly lengthy and complicated.36
As a result, many individuals living with serious
physical and mental disabilities do not receive the
crucial income assistance they need. Applicants for
OW face similar problems in their quest for income
support.
Once on social assistance, guidelines for OW and
ODSP keep recipients virtually trapped in poverty.
Recipients are left struggling with the impossible
choice of food or rent, as current levels of assistance
afford no room to adequately cover both. From
several indications, Toronto’s poorest are worse off
today than they were 20 years ago.37

“Until I met food bank clients, I had no idea how little
people on Ontario Works receive. And if you’re not in
subsidized housing, it’s absolutely astonishing how much
income people spend on rent. For some people I spoke
with, there was sometimes not even $50 left to cover all
other expenses after paying for housing. Doing surveys
has made me far more aware of income inequality in
Toronto and the lack of subsidized housing in the city.”
Daily Bread Food Bank survey volunteer - from “Who’s
Hungry: 2012 Profile of Hunger in the GTA”, Daily Bread
Food Bank
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Inadequate child care
In addition to income security, Toronto residents
are also desperately in need of an expanded
child care system that provides high quality
and affordable care for families. Even if a parent
lands a good job, s/he cannot take advantage
of the opportunity without adequate child care.
Mothers (the primary caregiver in most cases) are
particularly affected by the lack of progress on
child care services.
In Toronto, we have 24,000 subsidized child care
spaces.38 But the waiting list is almost as large
with nearly 21,000 children requiring subsidized
care. The system, as it stands, can support only
28% of Toronto’s low income children. In the 2013
City budget, Toronto City Council voted to expand
the number of subsidized child care spaces by
264 using provincial child care dollars.39 While
this is an important effort, it is not nearly enough
to address the needs of working families. Federal
and provincial governments have not made the
adequate and sustained investment families
require.

Public transit is vital ... but expensive and
inadequate in the inner suburbs
Whether travelling to the workplace, home, school,
a child care provider, volunteer work, medical
appointments, family, friends and community
events, the Toronto Transit Commission (TTC) is a
critical service. The TTC gets us from A to B … but
not necessarily quickly and efficiently and not at
affordable rates for many.
Public transit is vital for Toronto residents,
particularly those with low incomes. Figure 5 shows
the percentage of the workforce in Toronto that
uses public transit to get to work by employment
income.40 As shown, people with lower incomes
are especially reliant on the TTC. But transit
doesn’t come cheap in Toronto. An adult monthly
metropass runs for $128.50. According to Toronto
Public Health, Toronto has one of the least affordable
transit passes in Canada and many low income
residents simply can’t afford the cost. After rent and
food, there just isn’t enough left over for a transit
pass. At $3 a ride for adults, the cash fare quickly
adds up, especially for families living in poverty.
If you can cover the cost of transit, your trouble may
still not be over. For many residents, transit service

Figure 5 : Percent of Labour Force Using Public Transit to Commute to
Work by Emploiyment Income, Aged 15+, Toronto, 2006
Source: Toronto Public Health (2013). Next Stop Health:
Transit Access and Health Inequities in Toronto.

is inadequate, making for long and sometimes
unreliable commutes. For residents living in or
travelling to and from the inner suburbs, where
poverty is concentrated, long waits and slow service
are too often the experience of transit riders.41 For
people with disabilities – a group that has higher
rates of poverty than the general population42 –
access to public transit can be hampered by cost,
service levels and lack of physically accessible
transit. Accessible, reliable and affordable transit is
key, not only to addressing the needs of low income
residents, but the entire city, its economy and the
health of its residents.

Under-resourced community services
The not-for-profit community sector plays an
important role in providing vital services and
support to people living in poverty. Community
agencies provide many services to residents that
lessen the impact of poverty and help individuals
improve their economic circumstances. Some good
examples of this are employment and training
programs, housing help, homeless prevention and
support, and settlement services.
But the sector cannot function with full effectiveness
without consistent, predictable and appropriate
levels of investment. Not-for-profits have struggled
- particularly through the most recent recession - to
maintain funding and deliver community services.
Many organizations have faced significant cuts from
government funders. For example, Citizenship and
Immigration Canada cut funding to 10 immigrant
serving organizations in Greater Toronto, resulting in
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drastic reductions in services to newcomers.43
A snapshot survey of over 100 nonprofit community
organizations taken in 2010 showed the impact of
the recession remained strong.44 With a faltering
economy, organizations found more people at their
door in need of services. At the same time, funding
cuts mounted, as foundations hit hard by the
recession saw a drop in their revenues from donors
and investments, leaving many unable to continue
funding at previous levels.
One significant development in 2013 was a decision
by Toronto City Council which increased funding
to community organizations by almost $1.4 million
– the single largest increase in the history of the
program.45 After two years of funding freezes, this
increase has helped organizations address some
inflationary costs of providing programs and
services. However, City funding to the sector is
uncertain from year to year, depending on decisions
made by Council in each year’s budget. During
the 2012 budget, for example, a motion to cut
funding to community organizations by 10% was
only narrowly defeated.46 Predictable, appropriate,
long-term funding is essential to enable the sector
to achieve its full potential as a partner in addressing
poverty.

Children in poverty
Poverty is directly impacting a large proportion of
children in our city. Findings from a 2008 report,
“Greater Trouble in Greater Toronto” by the Children’s
Aid Society of Toronto (CAST), indicate that Toronto
had the highest child poverty rate in the GTA (31%),
10 percentage points above the next highest –
Peel.47 In fact, Toronto had 55% of all children living
in poverty in the GTA. Toronto’s inner suburbs had
the highest concentrations of children living in
poverty. As we all know, the 2008-10 recession put
the squeeze on already stretched family incomes
and the recovery process has been slow and fragile.
No evidence has emerged as yet to indicate that
the situation described in the CAST report has
significantly improved.
As previously noted, poverty affects some groups
more than others - much the same is true for
Toronto’s population of children. Children with
disabilities, children from racialized groups,
Aboriginal children, immigrant children (particularly
those arriving within the past five years), experience
disproportionately higher rates of poverty.48

Figure 6
Source: Statistics Canada (2006). Census of Population. Ottawa, Ontario. Table UPP06_Table-01_CSD. Data accessed through
Community Data Program.
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Figure 6 shows poverty rates for Toronto children as
a group, in comparison with particular sub-groups of
that population. The differences are quite significant.
Investments in public education are vital to
addressing some of the inequities that flow from
child poverty. Yet the community currently faces
serious problems with the funding of public
education. In effect, children from low income
families are getting short-changed at school.49 This
is an unwelcome reality for many children attending
schools in the Toronto District School Board.
What’s the problem? The provincial government
provides school boards with funds under the
Learning Opportunities Grant (LOG) to help
disadvantaged children. But in response to
provincial underfunding of school boards, the
Toronto District School Board has been spending
much of the LOG money (that should be directed
to the needs of disadvantaged students) to close
its funding gap. Instead of paying for breakfast
programs, remedial reading and other programs to
support children in need, these funds are spread
across the board to cover other shortfalls. This
needs to change – not only for fairness, but also to
enable schools to play an effective role in addressing
poverty. With proper funding, schools can help to
reduce disadvantage and respond to some of the
inequities that children living in poverty face every
day.

High cost of living
Living in Toronto is expensive. The Toronto CMA
has some of the highest rents in Canada, second
only to Vancouver CMA.50 Toronto’s rents are the
highest in the Toronto CMA. In 2012, the average
one-bedroom went for $1,010 a month in rental
buildings, and $1,456 for rentals in condos.51 The
cost of a healthy diet can be out of reach for many.
Toronto Public Health puts the cost of a nutritious
diet for a family of four at $762.04 per month.52
The cost of a monthly transit pass is $128.50 and
annual increases are common.53 It all adds up. Yet
incomes have fallen. Income per person declined
from $36,842 before the recession to $34,500 in mid
2010.54
Low income families fully understand what it means
to live in one of the most expensive cities in Canada.
With meagre incomes below the poverty line, there’s
no room to cover even basic necessities: rising costs
of essentials like rent and food force gut-wrenching,
impossible choices. So, what gets paid this month
– the food or the rent? What about the heating

bill, child care expenses, transportation, children’s
clothing and school supplies - or recreation fees?
For people receiving social assistance, it is a great
struggle to make ends meet. A single individual
on Ontario Works now gets a maximum of $606
a month; a single parent with one child gets a
maximum of $1,032 a month, including the Ontario
Child Benefit.55 Neither amount is anywhere close
to what it costs to live in the city and cover just
basic necessities – a point amply demonstrated
by responses to the Put Food In the Budget (PFIB)
Campaign’s ‘Do The Math’ Survey.56 Respondents’
estimated costs for just basic household needs were
roughly double the actual amount provided for a
single person on social assistance.

“It’s very expensive in [so] we walk all the winter. Because
it’s very cold, I used to pay only for my two girls, so they
used to take the bus and me and my son we used to walk.
Because it’s very expensive. I cannot pay $10 daily just to
go to the school. So this is affecting us a lot.”
Mother on Expense of Public Transit - from “Communities in Which Women Count: The Women’s Equality Report Card Project”, Toronto Women’s City Alliance

A housing crisis
Far too many people in Toronto lack affordable
housing, are poorly housed or have no housing at
all. In Toronto, tenant households make up nearly
half of all households.57 Almost half of all tenant
households lack affordable housing, spending
30% or more of their income on shelter. That’s
over 200,000 households. Still more are living in
overcrowded conditions to cover the high cost of
rent, and thousands are homeless. Over 27,000
different individuals use the shelter system over the
course of a year.58 This does not include neighbours
‘sleeping rough’, homeless and not using the shelter
system.
Housing is easily the single most costly item for
low-income individuals and families. Toronto’s
affordable housing problem has reached crisis levels.
The average rent in the city of Toronto is $1,010 for
a one-bedroom unit, $1,194 for a two-bedroom,
and $1,443 for units of three bedrooms and more.59
These rents are out of reach for many residents.

Long waiting lists
Meanwhile, the social housing waiting list continues
to grow. In 1999, one year after the City of Toronto
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declared homelessness a national disaster, 55,351
households were on the waiting list for social
housing.60,61 Today, 90,157 households are on the
wait list62 – an increase of 34,806 households. The
estimated waiting period for a one-bedroom unit is
7-10 years, 5-10 years for a two-bedroom, and 10-12
years for a 3-bedroom.63
Despite this long waiting list, little affordable rental
housing has been created. In the city of Toronto,
5,400 units of new ‘affordable’ rental housing have
been created over the past 10 years, including only
740 rent-geared-to-income (RGI) units.64
Important to note, the City of Toronto defines an
affordable unit as one with a rental charge at or
below the going market rate. For example, presently
the average rent for a one-bedroom apartment
is $1,010. Market rates are hardly affordable for
residents living in poverty. Unfortunately, the
number of truly affordable units created has been a
drop in the bucket compared to the real need in our
communities.

Termination of a special needs program
The provincial government’s decision to end the
Community Start-Up and Maintenance Benefit
(CSUMB) program – a program designed to prevent
people from becoming homeless and help homeless
people regain housing – has made an already
bad situation even worse. The full impact of this
program’s termination (effective January 1, 2013)
may be temporarily eased by a one-time transfer
of $42 million to municipalities65, but on a longerterm basis, municipalities will receive from the
Province only 50% of the original program’s funding
to maintain some form of assistance, leaving a
substantial funding gap to provide this critical
program.66

Multiple impacts
The effects of poor housing and homelessness are
significant and well-documented.67 They include
reduced opportunities for employment, serious
safety issues daily stress and anxiety, and poor
physical and mental health, sometimes lasting for
years. Groups particularly at risk are persons with
disabilities, women experiencing domestic violence,
children, new immigrants and Aboriginal people
– the most vulnerable among those who need
assistance.

Federal and provincial governments have largely
withdrawn from a leadership role in providing longterm, sustainable funding to address the affordable
housing crisis. Private developers have no incentive
to invest in affordable housing for low-income
residents as these housing units are considered
money losers - profit margins are significantly higher
on market rental units, condos and other home
owner buildings. Neither order of government can
boast a comprehensive housing strategy. Unless
bold action is taken and new investments made, the
existing crisis can only get worse.

C) THE NEED FOR
ACTION - NOW
As the preceding overview shows, poverty is having
a profound impact on quality of life in Toronto. We
are witnessing worsening conditions for growing
numbers of families and individuals – particularly
among people of colour, Aboriginal people, persons
with disabilities, single mothers and newcomers to
the country. They struggle each day to make ends
meet but find themselves slipping back further as
living costs keep rising, while incomes stagnate or
get squeezed by inflation and government austerity
agendas.
Reversing this trend is vital to Toronto’s future – a
thriving city needs a solid base of middle income
earners who can fuel economic growth through
their spending power. Furthermore, with huge
numbers of residents reaching retirement age
within the next decade, all projections point to
increased demand for a range of support programs
and services. These supports cannot be provided
without a strong, stable and productive workforce
earning a living wage that capably sustains
families and services in the community. We must
act with urgency to raise the minimum wage and
employment standards, ensure fair and equitable
access to employment, and curtail the growth of
precarious employment.
At the same time, our social safety net must be
repaired and strengthened, providing the supports
residents need to maintain their health and human
dignity, and their capacity to contribute to their
communities. This is an imperative for our city’s
future - and especially for people facing prolonged
unemployment or unable to support themselves
fully because of a disability.
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PART 2
TAKING ACTION

A) WHAT DOES “ELIMINATING POVERTY” MEAN?
We can begin answering this question by noting that
poverty elimination does not mean guaranteeing
that no one is ever poor. It is well understood that
at any given time - and for a variety of complex
reasons - there will be some individuals and families
who live in poverty. However, at what point does
that number become a matter of civic concern and
entirely unacceptable?
In Toronto, there is general agreement that poverty
in the city is cause for concern. Our view, however,
is that it has gone well beyond a “concern” – we feel
it has reached crisis proportions and needs urgent
attention now.
So, what is our ultimate goal? What should we aim
to achieve? What would “eliminating poverty” really
look like? In its presentation, “Human Dignity for
All: Working for a Poverty Free Ontario”,68 Poverty
Free Ontario suggests that rooting out poverty
means a commitment to pursue “the lowest possible
levels of poverty in the industrialized world, both
in incidence and depth”. As they see it, such a goal
implies bringing poverty down to a level of “no
more than 4%”. Pursuing a similar goal in Toronto
would mean working to reduce poverty to at least
one-sixth of its current level (25%). A daunting task,
some might argue, but on the other hand, can we
afford to maintain the status quo? Aren’t there even
more serious repercussions involved in staying on
our current path?
And if we embrace this challenge, we must
immediately ask ourselves, how can we pull it off?
Within what kind of timeframe? While answers to
these questions will be the subject of continuing
discussions as a Toronto strategy is mapped out in
detail, a broad framework is presented here, within
which concrete actions can be taken and specific
results achieved within a reasonable timeframe.
Eliminating poverty means, as a first step, working to
create conditions that ensure full-time employment

provides a real gateway out of poverty. It implies
a commitment to the principle that a full-time job
should provide a living wage – i.e. the worker’s
earnings should be enough to raise that individual
above the poverty line. Eliminating poverty also
means working to end “deep poverty” – ensuring
that people are no longer left behind, weighed
down with the virtually impossible task of surviving
on incomes well below the poverty line.
Poverty elimination reflects an approach that makes
income adequacy the central focus, recognizing that
income inadequacy and pernicious inequities lie
at the root of the problem. And since the biggest
contributors to poverty can be found in economic
and social policies that shape our economy and
much of our way of life, we know that significant
headway will only be made through substantive
changes at a system-wide level.
In this regard, the City of Toronto can play a
pivotal role, directly addressing areas within its
own jurisdiction and serving as the city’s chief
advocate with other orders of government. The city
government also has the capacity to bring together
sector partners – e.g. business, labour, community
agencies and institutions - to coordinate action on
poverty, recognizing the important contribution
each can make to the success of the overall strategy.
It will be essential to ensure at such tables a voice for
people living in poverty, not merely as providers of
input but as equal participants in decision-making.
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B) REFLECTIONS WHERE ARE WE NOW?

C) GUIDING PRINCIPLES
FOR ACTION

As the overview in Part 1 shows, there are many
aspects to poverty, and poverty has serious
and widespread impact - across many groups
and neighbourhoods in the city. However, it’s
especially noteworthy that poverty has increased
exponentially in the inner suburbs. The issues
associated with poverty are huge, some quite
complex – unemployment, precarious work, weak
income support programs, scarcity of affordable
housing, inadequate child care and transportation
services and spiraling costs of rent, food and other
basics. People of colour and Aboriginal people are
disproportionately impacted - to an extent that
raises serious concerns about equity and the longterm stability and health of the city community as a
whole.

In the context of insights gained from past antipoverty work, a number of principles stand
out as guides to framing and implementing a
comprehensive strategy for bringing an end to
poverty in the city.

While there has been considerable research over the
years on various aspects of poverty in Toronto, and
the situation has been flagged in numerous reports,
the City has yet to launch a comprehensive plan
of action that brings all the various parts together.
Some would suggest that despite several earnest
efforts, we’ve only succeeded in chipping away at
the edges and have never really pulled off a major
change of direction and sustained the momentum
over time.

•
•

•

•
•

•
This strategy framework attempts to shift this
paradigm and move discussion to committed action
by the City and sector partners, to carry out systemwide changes in an integrated and comprehensive
way that could better ensure long-term success.
The task may not be as difficult as, at first glance, it
might appear to be. If we were to focus on income
adequacy, and couple this with serious attention
to housing, public transit and community support
programs and services, this would create a clear
path toward major and measurable reduction of
poverty in Toronto, leading to renewed growth and
prosperity. This is the approach behind the action
steps outlined in sections below.

•

•
•

Poverty affects us all – the community must be actively
engaged on the issue through continuous outreach and
education.
Eliminating poverty requires tackling those factors that
play a key role in maintaining income inadequacy – e.g.
unemployment, under-employment, precarious work,
discrimination in employment, ineffective income support
programs and a chronic shortage of affordable housing.
Targeted policy and program initiatives must be made an
integral part of the solution, in order to effectively address
the disproportionate impact of poverty on marginalized
groups.
Governments must play a lead role if poverty is to be
effectively addressed.
The City of Toronto must not only take responsibility for areas
within its own jurisdiction, but must also be an effective
advocate with the provincial and federal governments on
items of critical importance to poverty elimination – e.g.
social assistance (OW and ODSP), Employment Insurance,
housing.
People with lived experience of poverty must be centrally
involved in all phases of planning and implementation of the
strategy.
Effecting significant and lasting change requires the
combined efforts of all orders of government and all sectors
of the community - including business, labour, education,
the not-for-profit organizations and faith communities.
Boards of education, colleges and universities have vital roles
to play as providers of education and training - important
pathways out of poverty.
The strategy should be implemented in a manner that
maintains the dignity of people with low incomes, respects
their rights as individuals and equal members of the
community, rejects stereotyping, and holds service providers
accountable to act in accordance with these values.
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D) KEY AREAS FOR ACTION
Setting the Stage for Change
(Action by City of Toronto, Provincial, and Federal Governments)
•

•
•

Establish, as government-wide policy, the application of a
full poverty impact assessment before final decisions are
made relating to budget expenditures or other resource
allocations, and to policy, regulatory and legislative changes
impacting residents of the city or province.
Require all related government agencies and commissions to
take similar action.
Immediately establish mechanisms for facilitating
complementary poverty reduction initiatives among the
three orders of government and appropriate processes for
monitoring and reporting to the public on progress achieved.
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Employment
Employment was once commonly understood to be
a sure route out of poverty. However, nearly three
years after the declared end of our recent recession,
the recovery has been at best anemic and good
jobs are still very hard to find. Emerging, instead,
is an increase in low-paid, precarious work, with
few benefits if any. Full-time employment provides
no route out of poverty when full-time wages are
pegged below the poverty line and can’t cover even
basic necessities. The Toronto region has the highest
cost of living in Canada and its housing costs are
the second highest.69 The current minimum wage
($10.25/hour) has been frozen for three years and is
19% below the poverty line.70 Corrective action is
urgently needed - including a jobs strategy and new
investments in the city’s infrastructure.

Actions Needed

•
•

•
•

•
•
•

1. City of Toronto

•

•

•

•

Commit, as policy, to providing a living wage for all persons
employed by the City and its associated agencies and
commissions, and make this policy’s implementation a
priority.
Strengthen the City’s existing employment equity policy:
develop and implement targeted programs to double the
number of training positions and entry-level jobs in the
City organization for adults and youth from marginalized
communities (including Aboriginal communities), who
have experienced disproportionately high levels of
unemployment during and since the recent recession.
Review and enhance opportunities within City departments
to provide mentoring and paid internships for qualified
youth and for newcomer residents seeking to build their
work experience in Canada.
Advocate with other municipalities, the provincial and
federal governments to create an integrated, seamless jobs
strategy to reduce unemployment and ultimately, eliminate
poverty in Toronto.

•
•

•

3. Federal government

•

•

2. Provincial government

•
•

Create and implement a provincial jobs strategy that
will significantly address the unemployment and underemployment in the province.

Focus on creating sustainable jobs, both in terms of their
impact on the environment and their capacity to provide
stable employment with wages above the poverty line.
Give priority to investments in infrastructure building –
including public transit and affordable housing – to increase
employment opportunities, attract other investments and
set the city on a firm path of economic growth.
Increase the minimum wage to reach 10% above the poverty
line, and index it to inflation thereafter.
Develop and implement policies and programs that best
ensure fair and equitable hiring and promotion practices
across all provincially regulated workforces and workplaces
across the province.
Base the minimum wage calculation on a 35-hour week, to
ensure all year-long full time workers earn sufficient income
to rise above the poverty line.
Improve access to relevant job-related training and to postsecondary education.
Strengthen monitoring and enforcement of employment
standards, to eliminate chronic violations and recover unpaid
wages; review and improve current standards.
Improve mechanisms to recognize international credentials
of new immigrants, to quickly and efficiently facilitate their
transition to the Canadian workforce.
Establish and promote targeted employment strategies
and supports for youth, newcomers and other groups who
face labour market barriers, including increased community
agency partnerships to serve these groups.
Work with municipalities to provide affordable, accessible,
high-quality child care.

Create a national jobs strategy with a strong focus on
investment in repairing and building needed infrastructure,
particularly in Toronto and other cities (where the majority
of Canada’s population resides).
Build on past successes of the federal Employment Equity
Act by both (a) bringing back the Federal Contractors
Program, and (b) strengthening measures to promote more
equitable hiring practices across the federal government and
its agencies.
Develop a national supportive housing strategy in
partnership with the provinces, targeting groups in greatest
need of housing and opening new job opportunities in
construction and related enterprises.
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Income Support
In this post-recession period, good jobs are still
hard to find. Indications are that recent job
growth mostly reflects an increase in part-time
employment.71 Taken together, people in precarious,
part-time or some form of insecure employment
make up roughly half of Toronto’s workforce.72 When
layoffs occur (and these often happen), workers
are in most cases unable to claim Employment
Insurance (EI) as they can’t meet the tight eligibility
requirements. With personal resources exhausted,
social assistance (through Ontario Works) remains
the only alternative, but that too provides no income
security. Persons with disabilities fare little better.
As noted previously, payments through Ontario
Works and the Ontario Disability Support Program
fall well below what is needed to cover even the
most basic costs of food and shelter.
Action is urgently needed to repair the damage to
a social assistance system that is consistently failing
those it was intended to serve.

Actions Needed
1. City of Toronto

•

•

•

Advocate with the provincial government for increases to
income support programs that reflect actual living costs in
Toronto and will help raise city residents above the poverty
line.
Work in partnership with the Province to press the federal
government for improvements to the Employment Insurance
program - so that the program serves its intended purpose
and provides needed assistance to laid off workers unable to
secure employment in a tight job market.
Provide enhanced training to City staff administering OW,
ODSP and other social assistance programs to improve the
quality of service to social assistance recipients.

2. Provincial government

•
•

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Increase the Basic Needs Allowance by $100/month for OW
and ODSP recipients as a first step towards adequacy in
social assistance rates.
Increase social assistance rates to immediately bring all
recipients above 80% of the Ontario poverty line (i.e. out of
deep poverty), pending implementation of further needed
improvements to social assistance rates.
End the “clawback” of benefits from provincial or federal
income support programs.
Increase the allowance for earned income, to help social
assistance recipients climb out of poverty. Do not apply the
50% clawback on the first $300/month of earnings.
Restore the Community Start-Up and Maintenance Benefit
(CSUMB) program.
Improve provisions in OW and ODSP programs to give
recipients better access to special allowances for medical
necessities – e.g. diabetic supplies, surgical supplies and
dressings.
Allow OW recipients to attend post-secondary education
while maintaining their support payments.
Index OW and ODSP rates immediately to keep up with the
annual inflation rate.
Provide an enhanced child benefit for low-income families.
Do not pay for enhancements to OW and ODSP rates by
cutting other benefits – e.g. the Special Diet Allowance or
the Disability Worker’s Benefit.

3. Federal government

•
•
•
•
•

Raise Employment Insurance (EI) benefits to reflect actual
living costs in Toronto.
Remove restrictive EI eligibility rules that unfairly
discriminate against part-time employees.
Allow EI recipients to keep more of what they earn.
Improve access to EI so that more workers will be eligible for
assistance through this program and will have reasonable
time to find work (especially in a depressed job market).
Improve education and training benefits under EI to
provide better assistance to workers transitioning to new
occupations or wanting to upgrade their skills to make them
more marketable.
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Housing/Shelter
At the end of 1990s, the distress among Toronto’s
most vulnerable was showing up in growing
numbers of people living on the streets, in rising
evictions and use of emergency shelters, and in
the increase of already long waiting lists for social
housing.
Nearly fifteen years later, the city’s affordable
housing crisis appears to have become a permanent
fixture. Individuals and families on waiting lists for
affordable housing face wait times spanning several
years. Homelessness remains a persistent reality in
all its forms – street homelessness, crowded shelters,
and hidden homelessness including doubling and
tripling up in single family units and “couch-surfing”.
Rents are practically out of reach for people on low
incomes. The need for investment in affordable
housing is evident across our city. Such an
investment would greatly reduce poverty in Toronto.

Actions Needed
1. City of Toronto

•

•

•
•
•

Review and monitor current demand for assisted housing
and work in partnership with the provincial government to
address the wait list issue and improve access to housing
that is affordable and in good condition.
Conduct public consultations as part of the process to update
the City of Toronto’s current affordable housing plan, Housing
Opportunities Toronto. (The current plan, while providing an
important foundation, lacks goals that adequately address
the diverse housing needs of low and moderate-income
people, does not include accountability mechanisms to
measure progress, makes no funding commitments, and
does not advance an implementation strategy).
Take action to address the urgent repair needs of Toronto
Community Housing, and work to safeguard and increase the
stock of social housing in nonprofits and co-operatives.
Seek agreement and clear guidelines from the provincial
government on how the City can put in place effective
inclusionary housing bylaws and zoning provisions.
Provide housing supports and/or transition assistance for
families moving off Ontario Works to full participation in the
labour market.

•

•
•

Support tower renewal initiatives to regenerate rundown
residential tower buildings, create jobs and improve
neighbourhoods. This work includes improving energyefficiency of these towers to decrease operating costs and
meet environmental goals.
Review and upgrade shelter services for people who are
homeless, to both increase capacity (especially in extreme
weather conditions) and enhance safety and health security.
Continue and enhance financial support under the City’s
Housing Stabilization Fund to assist people to access and
maintain housing.

2. Provincial government

•

•
•

•
•

Develop a comprehensive housing strategy for Ontario that
includes provisions for the construction of new rental, social
housing, and affordable home ownership units, drawing
on best practices in public/private sector partnerships and
innovative partnerships with the not-for-profit sector.
Establish a clear legislative and/or regulatory framework
and provisions to guide municipalities on how to put in place
effective inclusionary housing bylaws and zoning provisions.
Negotiate with the federal government for matching
building investments with the province, focused on
alleviating the pressure in urban centres, where most of
Ontario’s population is concentrated and where housing
needs are greatest.
Phase in a full housing benefit which would limit total rental
costs to 30% of gross household budgets for low-income
adults and families.
Provide adequate transfers to municipalities to maintain
housing supports and emergency shelters.

3. Federal government

•

•

Develop a national housing strategy that adequately
accounts for the unique needs of Toronto as a Canada’s
largest population centre and the destination of successive
waves of immigrants to Canada.
Re-invest in social housing, working in partnership with the
Province to develop new ways of meeting housing needs,
including sector partnerships with business, labour and notfor-profit organizations.
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Community Services/Supports
Community-based programs and services, together
with local services provided by government
agencies, form an essential part of the community
infrastructure that sustains quality of life in
neighbourhoods across the city. They are a key
resource for low-income residents. However, with
the current pre-occupation with deficit reduction,
governments continue to impose spending cuts;
thus, some programs have been scaled back or cut
entirely, resulting in reduced access to vital services.
There is a real need for action to maintain - and
enhance – investments in community services.
In this regard, the City of Toronto made some
encouraging moves in its 2013 budget, by increasing
grants to community agencies and expanding the
number of subsidized child care spaces. However,
there’s still more to be done. The provincial and
federal governments must also get involved and
change direction to avoid the loss of community
services that play such a pivotal role in alleviating
the effects of poverty.

Actions Needed
1. City of Toronto

•

•
•

Increase funding to enhance community access to key health
programs such as mental health, addiction counselling, and
dental services – supports greatly needed in low-income
communities yet typically under-resourced.
Ensure appropriate funding levels to non-profit
organizations that cover inflationary costs and the changing
need for vital services.
Invest in providing affordable, accessible, high quality early
childhood education and child care services – child care
services, for example, are essential to enable parents to
re-enter the workforce and help their families rise out of
poverty.

2. Provincial government

•
•

•
•

In partnership with the community services sector, develop
targeted initiatives to address child poverty.
Complement initiatives to end child poverty with an
appropriate focus on issues that contribute to poverty in
the family - e.g. income insecurity, scarcity of affordable
housing. Partner with community-based organizations to
integrate the delivery of related services and supports.
Expand access to quality education and job-related training
– e.g. through partnerships with community-based agencies
working in local communities.
Increase funding for access to community health programs –
in particular, mental health, addiction and dental services.

3. Federal government

•
•
•

Restore funding for immigration and settlement programs
in the Toronto area (an area of relatively high secondary
migration).
Implement recommendations of the Local Immigration
Partnership projects to improve the quality of settlement
services and increase access to them.
Follow through on earlier commitments to support
community infrastructure building by providing funding for
community hubs.
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Public Transit
Affordable, accessible and reliable public transit
is critical to the lives of all Toronto residents. It
is essential to our economy, to our productivity
and our health. For residents with low incomes,
public transit is often the only option for getting
around. We all pay the price for a lack of investment
in public transit from increased gridlock to
compromised health. Action is needed by all orders
of government.

Actions Needed
1. City of Toronto

•
•
•
•
•

Increase City funding for the TTC to lessen the burden on TTC
riders and improve service levels.
Put a moratorium on increases to transit fares to make
transit more affordable.
Create discount transit passes for people receiving social
assistance and ODSP, and increase discounts for seniors and
youth.
Work with the community to intensify advocacy efforts to
other orders of government to pay their fair share.
Keep public transit operated through the public service to
safeguard service and maintain good jobs in Toronto.

2. Provincial government

•
•

Make a long-term commitment and investment in public
transit - ensure predictable, sustainable funding.
Keep public transit operated through the public service to
safeguard service and maintain good jobs.

3. Federal government

•

Develop and implement a national public transit plan. Make
a long-term commitment and investment in public transit ensure predictable and sustainable funding.
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E) ROLE OF SECTOR PARTNERS
As members of the community, sector partners have important roles to play in addressing poverty in the
city. While governments have clearly mandated responsibilities and a broad range of policy, legislative
and financial tools to take the lead on this critical issue, the value of broader sector participation in the task
should not be underestimated. Each sector has particular strengths, capabilities, networks and bodies of
expertise that can considerably increase the effectiveness of the overall effort – particularly with regard to
critical areas for action identified above.
What follows is a broad outline of areas in which some key sector partners can make contributions,
complementing or enlarging upon government initiatives.

Education
1. School Boards

2. Colleges and Universities

•

•

•

•
•

•

•
•

•

•

Require that prior to all final board policy and budget
decisions, an assessment be made of their impact on lowincome students and communities served by the board.
Ensure that funding provided by the provincial government
to support the education of ESL students and students living
in poverty is fully protected and allocated exclusively to
these students’ needs.
Expand nutrition programs to ensure that children from lowincome communities all have access to a healthy meal each
day in a safe and healthy environment.
Facilitate school-community partnerships, working
with agencies in low-income communities to provide
after-school programs and summer extension learning
opportunities for students from the area.
Re-establish teams of school-community outreach workers,
particularly in low-income neighbourhoods, to build bridges
into the community and strengthen relationships with
parents.
Explore innovative ways of engaging parents in “high risk”
neighbourhoods and involving them in the life of the school,
drawing on the school-as-community-hub concept.
Initiate and strengthen board-to-board contact through a
committed effort by school board trustees to meet with,
and engage the community boards of agencies within their
wards.
Promote and expand opportunities for youth from “high risk”
communities to connect with and experience the working
world – e.g. through field placements, arranged visits,
educational tours etc.
Partner with colleges to provide suitable job-readiness
training and placement programs for youth interested in
transitioning after high school into the world of work.

•

•

•

•

•

Review and expand opportunities for students from lowincome families to receive financial assistance with tuition
and other college/university expenses.
Partner with schools and local agencies in “high risk”
communities (especially those adjacent to the college/
university) to connect neighbourhood youth with the
institution and raise awareness of what the college/
university has to offer.
Promote and sponsor initiatives in the local community
that connect the college/university with residents in the
community and local community life – make the college/
university community an extension of the larger community
in which the institution operates.
Incorporate community’s issues, needs and aspirations in
the college/university’s field work, learning and research
initiatives – make the college/university’s expertise available
to help in the community’s search for solutions.
Be an advocate for the community with government,
business, foundations and other institutions with capacity
and/or resources to assist that community – facilitate
interface between community leadership and potential
outside partners.
Dedicate financial assistance – e.g. scholarships, bursaries,
book subsidies – for qualified youth from neighbouring
“high risk” communities.
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Business

Labour

•

•

•
•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

Take steps to raise awareness in the business community
about poverty in the city, and how it is affecting the city’s
quality of life and its prospects for the future. (This task
could be led by one or more sector organizations – e.g. the
Chamber of Commerce, Board of Trade)
Make a commitment to join in the city-wide effort to end
poverty in Toronto.
Partner with government, college/universities and the
not-for-profit sector to expand opportunities for student
placements, paid internships, apprenticeships etc. to better
prepare youth for the working world, focusing on youth from
low-income communities.
Ensure that corporate recruitment and retention strategies
embrace the diversity of Toronto’s labour market. Identify
and replicate existing good practices in the private sector
and elsewhere - practices that open opportunities to people
from marginalized groups.
Partner with not-for-profits to make training workshops on
starting and maintaining small business operations more
widely available.
Explore innovative financing models to support social
initiatives (while recognizing that private finance is not a
substitute for robust government funding).
Explore opportunities to partner with the City, not-forprofits and other players in building new affordable housing
units.
For financial institutions, examine ways of making lowinterest loans available to small businesses located in areas
considered “high risk” communities.
Support the campaign to raise the minimum wage in
Ontario.
Take a pro-active role in promoting ethical and fair
employment practices in the business community and
give visible support to the enforcement of employment
standards.
Support local procurement strategies where employment
opportunities arise in or close to low-income communities.
Work in collaboration with government, labour and other
sectors on the development of a jobs and investment
strategy to revitalize the economy in the Toronto area.

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

Expand initiatives to educate union members about poverty
in the city and the roles they can play in helping to address
it.
Support the campaign to raise the minimum wage in
Ontario.
Explore opportunities to expand workplace training
opportunities for youth from “high risk” communities.
In partnership with local community groups, work to
establish community benefit agreements as an integral part
of new development projects in the city.
Make EI reform a priority - invest resources in building a
coalition of cross-sector allies to create sustained action and
get results.
Support local procurement strategies where employment
opportunities arise in or close to low-income communities.
Work in collaboration with government, business,
community and other sectors on the development of a jobs
and investment strategy to revitalize the economy in the
Toronto area.
Work in collaboration with community and other sector
partners to develop a living wage strategy for Toronto.
Explore opportunities for collaborating with sector partners
on new ways to create affordable housing.

25

Community Services
•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•

•
•

Facilitate immediate discussions with city councillors to
secure City Council’s adoption of a poverty elimination
strategy for Toronto.
Develop a sector-wide strategy to educate the public about
poverty in the city and how to take action on it.
Work with the faith community and other sectors, to connect
with new audiences outside the community service sector,
and gain their support and participation in a united effort to
end poverty.
Partner with labour and other sectors to secure reform of the
EI program.
Commit to being a model employer, paying a “living wage”
to sector employees.
Pursue discussions with government and other funders to
establish an improved framework for funding community
services that better reflects the scope and diversity of
community needs and actual service delivery costs.
Support cross-sector partnerships to enhance services to
low-income and “high risk” communities and to expand
economic opportunities within those areas.
Work across sectors to establish a city-wide table of sector
partners, including government, to lead and monitor the
implementation of a poverty elimination strategy for the
city, reporting back to the public at regular intervals.
Work to expand research and community development
initiatives in low-income communities most severely
impacted by the recent recession.
Apply poverty elimination as an organizational filter in
setting priorities and assessing the impact of programs and
services delivered to the community.
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FINAL REFLECTIONS
Poverty is neither inevitable nor a necessary condition of life anywhere, least of all in a relatively
wealthy city like Toronto. Ignoring it is not an option
– the economic and social costs are too great and
ultimately unsustainable. The alternative to action
is to accept living in a society with narrowed aspirations and diminished outcomes for everyone. We
know, for example, that poverty not only reduces
public revenues, but also contributes to rising health
costs and the growth of dysfunctional families and
neighbourhoods. Taking action to eliminate it is, in
effect, a real investment in our community - it makes
good social policy and good economic sense.
Reducing poverty is also an ethical responsibility.
In the final analysis, it boils down to a fundamental
question of social justice. What kind of people are
we? What are our values? What kind of society do
we really want? How can our democracy be sustained – better yet, kept healthy and strong - if so
many are pushed to the sidelines and opportunities
and benefits are allowed to accrue only to a select
few? For, when all is said and done, the issue is not
really about “them” – it’s about us.
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