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Ontario Budget 2009: 

Progress on poverty reduction, more work to do
About 25 in 5

The 25 in 5 Network for Poverty Reduction is a multi-sectoral coalition of more than 350 provincial and Toronto-based organizations and individuals working to eliminate poverty.

The Network came together because poverty reduction makes social and economic sense and because making progress on poverty reduction is possible. It all starts with a plan, backed by investments and action.

Why Budget 2009 is important

On December 4, 2008 the Ontario government committed to a Poverty Reduction Strategy. It promised to:

· Reduce child and family poverty by 25% in the next five years;

· Commit to a clear way to measure progress;

· Pass legislation requiring every provincial government to introduce a poverty reduction plan;

· Take action on a number of immediate measures, such as the Ontario Child Benefit and making work pay;

· Renewing programs such as social assistance, affordable housing and early learning and child care so that they work for the people who need and use them.

In order to meet its own target, critical investments must be made in Ontario, starting now. 

Budget 2009 is a measure of how committed this government is to poverty reduction. 

How does the 2009 Budget measure up?

Today’s budget took crucial steps to bringing Ontario closer to the goal of reducing poverty by 25% in the next five years. But considering Ontario is in the eye of the global economic storm, the budget needed to go further to help families get by in tough times.

“This budget has moved the bar forward on housing, tax credits, and child benefits in ways that will make a tangible difference in the lives on many Ontarians. But there are still significant gaps that will continue to leave many behind. These gaps must continue to be addressed in the year ahead,” said Pat Capponi, Facilitator of Voices From the Street, following the introduction of the budget.

Budget Assessment:

The 25 in 5 Network for Poverty Reduction identified 5 critical areas for action:
1. The Ontario Child Benefit
The budget speeds up the increase in the Ontario Child Benefit, which goes to families in need. As a result, low income families will receive a maximum of $92 starting in July 2009 – an increase of $42 per month compared to today.

“Increasing the Ontario Child Benefit to $92 a month as of this July will help protect low income families during an economic downturn and is crucial to the goal of reducing child and family poverty by 25% by 2013,” said Sarah Blackstock, of the Income Security Advocacy Centre. “We are eager, however, to ensure government meets its commitment that each child on social assistance will be better off by at least $50 a month at full OCB implementation.”
2. Affordable Housing

The budget matches federal infrastructure dollars to the tune of $600 million, for a total investment of $1.2 billion beginning in 2009. These funds are being allocated with a target of retrofitting 50,000 existing social housing units, building 4,500 new affordable housing units, and new homes for various groups. A good start, though there is more to do, including action on a new Ontario Housing Benefit to help low-income renters meet the rising cost of housing.
“Matching federal infrastructure dollars to build more affordable housing and to repair existing social housing units is a smart economic stimulus and an investment that will keep tens of thousands of poor Ontarians out of the cold during this recession,” said Michael Shapcott of the Wellesley Institute.

3. Social Assistance

The budget re-introduces inflationary adjustments as in previous budgets – a positive step that should be entrenched annually. However, it is silent on a $100 Healthy Food Supplement to help adults who are struggling.

“A two percent increase on social assistance falls far short of what’s needed. This budget needed to introduce a $100 Healthy Food Supplement to help adults who are struggling. Expect more households to experience hardship and food bank lines and homelessness to grow. That’s the price of shortchanging social assistance in this budget,” said Peter Clutterbuck, of the Social Planning Network of Ontario.

4. Early Learning and Child Care

The budget completely missed the mark on early learning and child care by not allocating one extra dollar to this key component of an economic stimulus package. The province is hoping that the federal government will step up to the table to renew its child care agreement, but municipalities need to know that child care will not be lost no matter what happens in Ottawa.

“With no new funding for early learning and child care in this Budget, thousands of families could have their subsidies cut starting in September. Many parents who rely on child care to stay employed, get retrained and keep their head above water could face an economic crisis. The situation is urgent and we cannot afford to wait for action,” said Jacquie Maund, Ontario Coordinator of Campaign 2000.

5. A New Housing Benefit

The 25 in 5 Network for Poverty Reduction was also looking for a commitment to kickstart work on a new Ontario Housing Benefit with a view to introduction in 2010, but no details were forthcoming in the budget. We remain hopeful that progress on this front can take place between now and the next Budget.

Other areas:

· Labour Standards
What 25in5 asked for:  $10 million to hire 100 new Employment Standards officers.
The budget invests $4.5 million to hire more enforcement officers to ensure more workers will have their wages and basic rights protected through this downturn.
The budget goes almost halfway to ensuring more workers will have their wages and basic rights protected through this downturn. We will be watching to ensure that the $4.5 million announced today goes into hiring new officers who will be put to work right away enforcing basic standards in the workplace.

· Community Infrastructure
What 25in5 asked for:  Increase funding for community groups and organizations engaged in poverty prevention and alleviation.
Especially during times of recession, Ontarians turn to the rich network of non-profit community and social services organizations for support. So it is positive that Ontario is investing $3 million in community hubs, which will support community capacity to respond to local needs. However, more action is needed to ensure community-based organizations have the resources that they need to deliver programs that contribute to poverty reduction.
· Tax Measures
The budget provides three major tax-based initiatives aimed at assisting low-income people:

1. A temporary measure to mitigate the impacts of the PST and GST harmonization, which amounts to $1000 for families or $300 for singles without children in each of the next two years. 

2. Enhancement of low income tax credits to $260 per person, including children. The increased tax credit will be flowed through to people on social assistance. 
3. Taking 90,000 low-income people off the tax rolls by lowering the first personal income tax rate from 6.05% to 5.05%, starting January 2010.
Next Steps
Ontario’s Poverty Reduction Strategy must identify specific, clear commitments in three priority areas, as outlined in 25 in 5’s Founding Declaration: sustaining employment, livable incomes, strong and supportive communities. 

Concrete action in 2009 must follow in the following areas:

SOCIAL ASSISTANCE REFORM

The government has committed to continuing to make progress on improving the incomes of low-income Ontarians including those on social assistance, and has committed to launching a review of social assistance in spring 2009.

We need action on this front sooner rather than later. And we expect that the government will look beyond tinkering with rules and focus instead on a transformation of the system to make it work better for people. The Social Assistance Review must account for the fact that the incomes of people on social assistance are simply inadequate. 

EARLY LEARNING AND CHILD CARE

The next few months will be critical on early learning and child care. For starters, we cannot afford to lose a single child care space in Ontario and the province must commit to stepping in if the federal government does not renews agreements on child care.

Also, the province’s Early Learning Advisor will soon recommend ways to expand early learning in Ontario that must lead to freeing up resources to expand quality child care. It will be key to act quickly on implementation of the recommendations and to expand access to quality child care to more and more families right away. 

AFFORDABLE HOUSING REVIEW

Ontario’s Poverty Reduction Strategy committed to developing a long-term affordable housing strategy, beginning with a review of existing programs. This review and consultations is expected to begin in spring 2009.

The province has injected some life into the housing consultation through substantial down payment on new housing dollars. Careful investments in energy efficient new units as well as repair and retrofitting of existing housing can also have long-term positive impacts for governments seeking a more sustainable, green economy as well as economic stimulus and quality housing.

GOOD JOBS

A successful poverty reduction strategy needs to address the inadequacies in the paid labour market. This includes increasing access to unionization, updating and improving enforcement of the Employment Standards Act, and implementing a comprehensive employment equity program.

One of the critical objectives to be pursued on this front is to “poverty-proof” the minimum wage by raising it to $11/hr in 2011 and indexing it to the cost of inflation.
ACTION ON EQUITY

The government's Poverty Reduction Strategy and its proposed legislation recognizes that poverty hits certain communities a lot harder than others: Aboriginal people, racialized communities, newcomers, women and people with disabilities all disproportionately bear the impacts of poverty. 25 in 5 is seeking equity for all Ontarians. 

It proposes a number of “person-centred approaches” that will examine existing programs and services and their impact differently to different populations. Action on these reviews should begin sooner rather than later. As well, one of the key objectives to pursue in 2009 will be the establishment of an Equity and Anti-Racism Directorate mandated to help embed equity principles, policy frameworks, programs and practices within and across all ministries as well as with respect to the broader public sector.
PUBLIC EDUCATION

Education is linked to nearly every positive social outcome. But not all students have an equitable chance for success.

In 2009 we will continue to work towards a new Equity in Education Grant to replace the Learning Opportunities Grant (LOG), which would be used solely for providing programs to mitigate social and economic factors affecting students.
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