SOCIAL ASSISTANCE AND POVERTY
Historically, social assistance benefit rates have provided emergency
incomes far below the poverty line. The primary social assistance
program in Ontario, Ontario Works (OW), was implemented in 1995, with
an immediate 22% cut to the already low benefit rates. In November
2007, rates were increased by the provincial government for the first time,
but only by 2%. This did not recover all the purchasing power lost due to
inflation over the last decade. Regular small increases to social
assistance payments are now scheduled to be implemented annually.
This may help social assistance recipients from falling even further behind
assuming inflation does not increase dramatically.
Table 2. Monthly income from social assistance
and tax benefits versus cost of food and rent in Hamilton, 2008
Total
Income

Nutritious
Food Basket

Rent

Remainder

Single male

$624

$204

$496

-$76

Female
lone parent

$1,330

$302

$761

$267

(25 to 49 years old)

(25 to 49 years old);
boy 12 years old

Family of four:

man + woman
25 to 49 years old;
girl 7 years old;
boy 13 years old

monthly income security benefit rates and tax credits provided these
households. For a single male, the remainder after these basic expenses
is actually negative (- $76). A female lone-parent with one child has a
positive remainder of $267, while a couple with two children has $288
remaining. For a family of four, this represents only $2.37 per day per
family member. This is clearly not enough to cover even a handful of the
other basic necessities not covered in this table such as heat and hydro,
clothing, bus tickets, school supplies, telephone, laundry, personal
hygiene items, etc.

$587

$907

Prepared by: Sara Mayo
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Mark Fraser, MSW
Senior Social Planner
April 2009

Given the inadequacy of current benefit rates, most households on OW
are dependent on local food banks to survive. In addition, given that the
average rental unit in Hamilton is beyond their means, these households
are often forced into unsuitable or unsafe housing.
Children are the largest group of Ontario Works beneficiaries, as
illustrated in Chart 5. In 2007, there were 8,255 children receiving
Ontario Works benefits, representing 37% of all recipients. This means
that about 7% of all children in Hamilton are OW beneficiaries.

Chart 5. Ontario Works Beneficiaries, City of Hamilton, 2007

$1,782

Incomes and
Poverty in Hamilton

$288

Data sources: Social assistance incomes and tax benefits: Rates tables for social
assistance recipients in Ontario, John Stapleton, 2008; Nutritious Food Basket: How
much does healthy eating cost? Public Health Services, City of Hamilton, 2008; Rent:
Rental Market Report Hamilton and Brantford CMAs, Canada Mortgage and Housing
Corporation, 2008 – Rent amounts are based on a bachelor apartment for the single
person, a 1 bedroom apartment for the lone parent family, and a 2 bedroom apartment
for the family of four.

Table 2 compares the monthly cost of a nutritious food basket and the
average rents in Hamilton for selected household types, to the maximum

With the ever worsening economic news in 2009, now more than ever,
incomes and the risk of poverty are personal concerns for hundreds of
thousands of Hamiltonians.

WHAT ARE THE IMPACTS OF THE CURRENT RECESSION?
The most recent Employment Insurance and Ontario Works caseload data show that the economic recession stat has started in the last few months
is already having effects in Hamilton. (This data does not yet include the effects that will be seen from the recently announced shut down of the local
US Steel plant). From previous recessions, we know that it is the poorest people in a community who suffer the biggest brunt of economic downturns.
The working poor have little or no savings to help them bridge their income between jobs. Their jobs are among the most precarious, suffering the
first layoffs with little notice and no severance pay. For those on Ontario Works, the hope of leaving social assistance gets dimmer as the competition
for low-wage jobs increases during a recession.
Chart 6. Ontario Works Caseload, City of Hamilton, 2006-2009

Nearly 90,000 Hamiltonians
were living in poverty in 2005
– enough people to stand
and link arms on the Skyway
Bridge’s entire span across
Hamilton Harbour more
than ten times.

Chart 7. Employment Insurance Beneficiaries,
City of Hamilton, 2006-2009

This report considers the distribution of incomes in the City of Hamilton,
and the level of poverty based on the most commonly reported measure,
Statistics Canada’s Low Income Cut-Off (LICO). As a second measure of
poverty, the report considers the benefit rates provided to individuals and
families on Ontario Works (OW), Ontario’s primary income security
program. As this report will show, households on social assistance are not
even able to access the basic necessities of life. Those among the lowest
income groups understand the daily trade-offs and compromises
required to live within their means, involving decisions like paying the rent
or hydro, instead of buying food.
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INCOMES IN HAMILTON
Chart 1 shows very different economic circumstances for unattached
individuals (living alone or with roommates) versus families. Almost 40%
of unattached individuals (25,315 persons) earned less than $20,000 in
2005. At the other end of the income ladder, only 12% (or 3,076) of
singles had incomes $60,000 or over. In contrast, only 14% of families (or
19,460) were living on less than $30,000 in 2005. It should be noted that
many of the families in the lowest income groups are lone-parent families.
Chart 1. Income groups by household types:
Families vs. Unattached Individuals

One of the goals of the Social Planning and Research Council (SPRC) is to
improve the quality of life for the citizens of Hamilton through strengthening the community's understanding of social problems. We hope that this
report will help to educate the public and stimulate discussion about
what it means to be “poor”, and what impacts this might have in the
future. We also hope that this report will help to inform local decision
makers on developing strategies aimed at poverty reduction and elimination in our community.
Data source: City of Hamilton, Community Services Department
Prepared by: Social OPlanning and Research COuncil of Hamilton, February 2009
Note: A case can be a single individual or a family

A full version of this report, including more detailed data and maps, is
available at: www.sprc.hamilton.on.ca/Poverty/Poverty.php

Data source: 2006 Census of Canada, Statistics Canada

SOCIAL ASSISTANCE AND POVERTY
Historically, social assistance benefit rates have provided emergency
incomes far below the poverty line. The primary social assistance
program in Ontario, Ontario Works (OW), was implemented in 1995, with
an immediate 22% cut to the already low benefit rates. In November
2007, rates were increased by the provincial government for the first time,
but only by 2%. This did not recover all the purchasing power lost due to
inflation over the last decade. Regular small increases to social
assistance payments are now scheduled to be implemented annually.
This may help social assistance recipients from falling even further behind
assuming inflation does not increase dramatically.
Table 2. Monthly income from social assistance
and tax benefits versus cost of food and rent in Hamilton, 2008
Total
Income

Nutritious
Food Basket

Rent

Remainder

Single male

$624

$204

$496

-$76

Female
lone parent

$1,330

$302

$761

$267

(25 to 49 years old)

(25 to 49 years old);
boy 12 years old

Family of four:

man + woman
25 to 49 years old;
girl 7 years old;
boy 13 years old

monthly income security benefit rates and tax credits provided these
households. For a single male, the remainder after these basic expenses
is actually negative (- $76). A female lone-parent with one child has a
positive remainder of $267, while a couple with two children has $288
remaining. For a family of four, this represents only $2.37 per day per
family member. This is clearly not enough to cover even a handful of the
other basic necessities not covered in this table such as heat and hydro,
clothing, bus tickets, school supplies, telephone, laundry, personal
hygiene items, etc.
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Given the inadequacy of current benefit rates, most households on OW
are dependent on local food banks to survive. In addition, given that the
average rental unit in Hamilton is beyond their means, these households
are often forced into unsuitable or unsafe housing.
Children are the largest group of Ontario Works beneficiaries, as
illustrated in Chart 5. In 2007, there were 8,255 children receiving
Ontario Works benefits, representing 37% of all recipients. This means
that about 7% of all children in Hamilton are OW beneficiaries.

Chart 5. Ontario Works Beneficiaries, City of Hamilton, 2007
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Data sources: Social assistance incomes and tax benefits: Rates tables for social
assistance recipients in Ontario, John Stapleton, 2008; Nutritious Food Basket: How
much does healthy eating cost? Public Health Services, City of Hamilton, 2008; Rent:
Rental Market Report Hamilton and Brantford CMAs, Canada Mortgage and Housing
Corporation, 2008 – Rent amounts are based on a bachelor apartment for the single
person, a 1 bedroom apartment for the lone parent family, and a 2 bedroom apartment
for the family of four.

Table 2 compares the monthly cost of a nutritious food basket and the
average rents in Hamilton for selected household types, to the maximum

With the ever worsening economic news in 2009, now more than ever,
incomes and the risk of poverty are personal concerns for hundreds of
thousands of Hamiltonians.

WHAT ARE THE IMPACTS OF THE CURRENT RECESSION?
The most recent Employment Insurance and Ontario Works caseload data show that the economic recession stat has started in the last few months
is already having effects in Hamilton. (This data does not yet include the effects that will be seen from the recently announced shut down of the local
US Steel plant). From previous recessions, we know that it is the poorest people in a community who suffer the biggest brunt of economic downturns.
The working poor have little or no savings to help them bridge their income between jobs. Their jobs are among the most precarious, suffering the
first layoffs with little notice and no severance pay. For those on Ontario Works, the hope of leaving social assistance gets dimmer as the competition
for low-wage jobs increases during a recession.
Chart 6. Ontario Works Caseload, City of Hamilton, 2006-2009

Nearly 90,000 Hamiltonians
were living in poverty in 2005
– enough people to stand
and link arms on the Skyway
Bridge’s entire span across
Hamilton Harbour more
than ten times.

Chart 7. Employment Insurance Beneficiaries,
City of Hamilton, 2006-2009

This report considers the distribution of incomes in the City of Hamilton,
and the level of poverty based on the most commonly reported measure,
Statistics Canada’s Low Income Cut-Off (LICO). As a second measure of
poverty, the report considers the benefit rates provided to individuals and
families on Ontario Works (OW), Ontario’s primary income security
program. As this report will show, households on social assistance are not
even able to access the basic necessities of life. Those among the lowest
income groups understand the daily trade-offs and compromises
required to live within their means, involving decisions like paying the rent
or hydro, instead of buying food.
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INCOMES IN HAMILTON
Chart 1 shows very different economic circumstances for unattached
individuals (living alone or with roommates) versus families. Almost 40%
of unattached individuals (25,315 persons) earned less than $20,000 in
2005. At the other end of the income ladder, only 12% (or 3,076) of
singles had incomes $60,000 or over. In contrast, only 14% of families (or
19,460) were living on less than $30,000 in 2005. It should be noted that
many of the families in the lowest income groups are lone-parent families.
Chart 1. Income groups by household types:
Families vs. Unattached Individuals

One of the goals of the Social Planning and Research Council (SPRC) is to
improve the quality of life for the citizens of Hamilton through strengthening the community's understanding of social problems. We hope that this
report will help to educate the public and stimulate discussion about
what it means to be “poor”, and what impacts this might have in the
future. We also hope that this report will help to inform local decision
makers on developing strategies aimed at poverty reduction and elimination in our community.
Data source: City of Hamilton, Community Services Department
Prepared by: Social OPlanning and Research COuncil of Hamilton, February 2009
Note: A case can be a single individual or a family

A full version of this report, including more detailed data and maps, is
available at: www.sprc.hamilton.on.ca/Poverty/Poverty.php

Data source: 2006 Census of Canada, Statistics Canada

