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The Case for Adequacy in a Time of Austerity

In 2008, the global economic meltdown hit Ontario hard. Hundreds of thousands of Ontarians became unemployed, and many have been unable to find new good paying jobs. Since then, economic uncertainty has continued – especially here in Ontario, where unemployment continues to be high. 

For other Ontarians, however, the pain of economic instability is nothing new. Poverty for people on Ontario Works (OW) and the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) has persisted over the past 15 years, despite small rate increases since 2005 and new programs like the Ontario Child Benefit. The huge income gap created when OW rates were slashed and ODSP rates were frozen in 1996 has yet to be filled. And since social assistance rate increases haven’t kept pace with inflation, real incomes continue to fall. 

On December 1, 2011, OW and ODSP rates increased by 1%. This means that the income a single person receives each month from OW went from $592 to $599. A single person on ODSP receives $1,064 each month. A single mom trying to raise two kids only gets $1,165 from OW
.
And while there are other income sources that people on OW and ODSP can get – like tax credits and child benefits – the total incomes of the majority of people on OW and ODSP are still well below accepted poverty lines. 
THE ODSP ACTION COALITION CALLS ON THE ONTARIO GOVERNMENT TO:

Immediately cancel planned corporate tax cuts. Raise social assistance rates to reflect average rents, utility costs, food, transportation and other basic needs, including the additional costs of having a disability. Index OW and ODSP rates to inflation so people don’t slide deeper into poverty over time. 
It’s not getting any easier. Housing costs continue to rise, especially in major urban centres like Toronto where most OW and ODSP recipients live. No level of government is adequately investing in building more affordable housing, despite waitlists that stretch for years and years. And the province’s own 2012 rent increase guideline has been set at 3.1%, meaning that even more of a person’s OW or ODSP income will have to be spent on housing – rather than food, clothes or other expenses. Energy costs also continue to skyrocket.
The cost of food is rising too. Statistics Canada recently reported that food costs have risen 4.8% since last November – the largest increase since July 2009. Staple foods saw some of the highest increases – meat went up by 6.2%, fresh vegetables by 13.2%, and bread by 11.9%.  It’s no wonder that people receiving a 1% increase in their incomes can’t afford to eat healthy food. And it’s also no wonder that the majority of people using food banks continue to be people who rely on OW or ODSP.

Transportation costs have gone up by 5.7%. And while these are Canada-wide numbers, the Ontario picture isn’t any better. Prices overall went up by 2.5% since 2010. Ontario’s 6.7% increase in food prices was the highest of all provinces. 
Clearly, the incomes that 868,000 Ontarians currently count on from social assistance are not enough.

Lately we’re hearing the provincial government wants Ontarians to “share the pain”. They have been talking about the need to tackle the provincial deficit, with cuts to program spending deeper than anything we have ever seen before. Sometime soon, Commissioner Don Drummond will issue his report on public services – but he has already said that while health and education will mostly be spared the knife, spending in other provincial government ministries will have to be cut by as much as 30%. 

That means social assistance is once again on the chopping block. 

But is austerity the only option? Is cutting back on the programs and services that the poorest Ontarians desperately need the only way forward?

This is an important time to talk about inequality. To talk about who is hurting from economic turmoil in Ontario – the declining middle class – and who is hurting most – those already living in poverty, including people on OW and ODSP. 

And who is not hurting at all. While the declining middle class and the poorest among us contend with rising costs, job losses, reduced benefits and increasing insecurity, corporations and the wealthy continue to enjoy government handouts. In an effort to create growth, governments have delivered tax cuts to the most well-off, including corporations, in the belief that the money saved will be invested in creating jobs – and jobs will be the answer to ending poverty.

That strategy simply isn’t working. As the Secretary-General of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (the OECD) said of its recent study on income inequality, “this study dispels the assumptions that the benefits of economic growth will automatically trickle down to the disadvantaged and that greater inequality fosters greater social mobility.” 

In Canada, corporations are sitting on half a trillion dollars – much of which came from tax cuts – instead of investing in their businesses and creating new jobs. 
In other words, trickle-down economic policies – like giving tax breaks to the most well-off in hopes it will benefit the least well-off – just don’t work. The funds given away in corporate tax breaks could have been used to tackle inequality, boost incomes, and increase quality of life through social spending that benefits us all. 
As a society, we cannot continue to ignore inequality, including the poverty that people on OW and ODSP live with every day, while the most well-off benefit.  
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� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.incomesecurity.org/documents/1percentincrease-NovDec2011.doc" ��www.incomesecurity.org/documents/1percentincrease-NovDec2011.doc� for more detail on the 1% increase 
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