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Nurses work on the front lines, in our hospitals and community clinics, in our homes and 
with those who have no homes. They see the thousands of laid off women and men for 
whom a pink slip represents the loss of drug and other benefits in addition to their 
livelihoods. They witness firsthand those whose retirement savings are evaporating and 
house values dropping, and those who find themselves relying on local food banks. 
 
Nurses know it’s time for bold action. 
 
The global economy has entered a period of economic instability unlike any other since 
the Great Depression.  With banks lending less, companies producing less, and 
consumers spending less, government spending can offset economic decline.1 In fact, 
there is a growing consensus among international bodies such as the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), the United Nations, the G20, and the Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) that a coordinated stimulus of two percent of 
gross domestic product is needed to counter the effects of the global recession.2 This 
would mean a stimulus of about $12 billion in Ontario.  
 
This period of economic uncertainty is exactly the time when bold leadership is needed 
to stimulate the economy by investing in Ontario’s people and Ontario’s future. Investing 
in infrastructure will create good jobs with decent wages, prime spending in local 
economies, and build capacity that will sustain communities. This includes addressing 
long-neglected infrastructure such as roads, bridges, and housing as well as 
strengthening the infrastructure of health care, education, early learning and child care. 
Increasing the minimum wage and substantially increasing social assistance will lift 
people out of poverty and allow people to spend more money locally. Repairing 
substandard public housing, retrofitting homes for energy efficiency, and building new 
affordable housing will create direct and spin-off jobs while providing a basic human right 
to shelter.  
 
Taking decisive leadership now is essential for all Ontarians but especially for those with 
the lowest incomes as “recessions hit poor the hardest.”3 People whose health and 
dignity is already being compromised by dangerously low assistance rates and 
subsistence wages during our recent prosperous economic times do not have savings 
tucked away for a rainy day. Ontarians who live in poverty and are socially excluded 
experience a greater burden of disease and die prematurely compared with those who 
have better access to economic, social, and political resources.  
 
There is a very real danger that the income gap between rich and poor that was at a 30-
year high in prosperous times4 will widen as “income polarization always gets worse 
during recessions.”5 As the health gradient is intimately linked to the social gradient, a 
widening gap between rich and poor has the potential to increase health disparities. 
As a recent report from the Community Social Planning Council of Toronto and the 
Wellesley Institute notes, although high income does not guarantee good health, “low 
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income almost inevitably ensures poor health and significant health inequity in Canada.”6 
Those at the bottom quintile of household income have significantly higher incidences of 
endocrine and metabolic conditions, circulatory conditions, eye diseases, diseases of the 
nervous system and developmental disorders, respiratory diseases, musculoskeletal 
conditions, and mental and behavioural disorders.7 An annual increase of $1,000 in 
income for the poorest twenty per cent of Canadians would lead to almost 10,000 fewer 
chronic conditions and 6,600 fewer disability days every two weeks.8 
 
In addition to the human costs of poverty, there are compelling economic reasons why 
we cannot afford not to act on poverty. Poverty in Ontario costs the federal and 
provincial governments between 10 and 13 billion dollars each year. Private and public 
(or social) costs combined are $32.2 to $38.3 billion (equivalent to 5.5 to 6.6 per cent of 
Ontario’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP)).9 
 
RNAO applauds the McGuinty government for making poverty reduction a central focus 
of its work in its second mandate. The release of Ontario’s Poverty Reduction Strategy 
on December 4, 2008 lays the foundation for a stronger, healthier, more inclusive 
society.  While we fully support the need to reduce child and family poverty by 25 
percent in five years, we also urge the government to expand this target to all Ontarians, 
including single adults.  
 
Valuable momentum must not be lost. Far from being a time to slow down, an economic 
downturn is when action to reduce poverty is most needed, and strongly justified. We 
urge a substantial multi-year funding commitment to support aggressive implementation 
of Ontario’s poverty reduction program.  
 
 
RNAO calls for: 
 

• Aggressive implementation of Ontario’s poverty reduction program with a 
substantial multi-year funding commitment, including substantial investment in 
the 2009 budget. 

 
• Building on the announced strategy to reduce family and adult poverty in Ontario 

by 25 percent within five years by quickly addressing the needs of all adults living 
in poverty. 

 
• Immediately increasing, in a substantive way, social assistance rates so that all 

Ontarians can live in health and dignity. 
 

• Increasing the minimum wage in Ontario to $10.25 an hour effective immediately 
and adjusting it to inflation annually. 

 
• Ensuring that data is disaggregated so that population specific targets and 

interventions will be able to address disproportionately higher levels of poverty 
among racialized communities, Aboriginal people, lone mothers and people with 
disabilities.  
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• Differences in social and economic privilege are directly linked with health 
inequities.  

• There is clear evidence that insufficient income support compromises health. An 
analysis of the 1996/1997 National Population Health Survey found that as 
income adequacy deteriorates the risk of reporting food insufficiency increases.10 
Household food insufficiency is clearly linked with poorer reported and functional 
health, including higher odds of restricted activity, multiple chronic conditions, 
major depression, heart disease, diabetes, high blood pressure, and food 
allergies.11 Infants and toddlers who experience food insecurity are at a greater 
risk for poor health, growth problems, and hospitalization.12   

• Food insecurity erodes health and well-being. Even hypothetically, average 
monthly incomes for households in Toronto supported by social assistance 
cannot afford a nutritious diet.13 Food intakes for women in deprived 
circumstances decreased significantly as the time since they received income 
increased.14  Low-income lone mothers compromise their own nutritional intake 
in order to feed their children.15  

• People who are homeless are sicker and have higher death rates than the 
general population. A study of men using homeless shelters in Toronto found 
mortality rates 8.3 times and 3.7 times higher than rates among men in the 
general population aged 18-24 and 24-44 respectively.16  Homeless women aged 
18-44 years were 10 times more likely to die than women in the general 
population of Toronto.17 A Street Health Nursing Foundation 2007 survey found 
that the daily lives of homeless people were stressful, isolating, and dangerous 
where people were often hungry, chronically ill, and unable to access the health 
care that they urgently required.18  

 
 
 
 
 

• Poverty remains a distressingly large and persistent problem in Ontario. Statistics 
Canada data for 2004 reveal that 1.3 million Ontarians face the challenge of 
living below the poverty line.19   

• Recently released data for 2006 show that almost 1 in 9 or 324,000 children and 
youth under 18 years of age live in poverty in Ontario.20 This puts the after-tax 
child poverty rate at 11.8%, which is well above the 9.3% rate in 1989,21 which 
marked an all-party resolution in the House of Commons to end child poverty in 
Canada.22  

• A visible sign of Ontario’s inadequate policy response to the most vulnerable 
members of our community is the existence of hunger and food insecurity. One 
measure of the severity of this growing problem is the 14.3 percent rise in the 
number of Ontarians served by food banks from 2001 to 2007, with a staggering 
318,540 Ontarians relying on this assistance every month.23  

 
 
 

Background: Health Impacts of Poverty and Social Exclusion 

Background: Poverty and Social Exclusion in Ontario 
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Poverty is Not Random 
• Those found to be more vulnerable to persistent low income include: lone 

parents (most frequently mothers); individuals aged 45-64 years who are living 
alone; recent immigrants; persons with a work-limiting disability; Aboriginal 
people; high school drop-outs;24 25 women;26 and racialized group members.27 

• The racialization of poverty merits particular concern as the poverty rate for the 
racialized family population in Toronto increased steadily from 20.4 percent in 
1981, to 25.5 per cent in 1991, to 29.5 percent in 2001. This is significantly 
higher than the 11.6 percent poverty rate in 2001 for the non-racialized family 
population.28   

• The racialization of child poverty is most evident in the Greater Toronto Area 
(GTA) which is home to 80 percent of Ontario’s immigrants and visible minorities 
and was recently described as “the child poverty capital of Ontario.”29 The 
Children’s Aid Society of Toronto reports that 50 percent of Ontario’s children in 
poverty now live in the GTA, compared with 44 percent in 1997.30 

 
Social Exclusion 

• The government of the United Kingdom uses social exclusion as “a short-hand 
term for what can happen when people or areas suffer from a combination of 
linked problems such as unemployment, discrimination, poor skills, low incomes, 
poor housing, high crime, bad health and family breakdown.”31 Various forms of 
exclusion are often combined and mutually reinforcing thereby creating webs of 
vulnerability.32  

• The racialization of poverty in Canada, for example, has increasingly been made 
visible by segregated neighbourhoods where racialized groups are relegated to 
substandard housing, limited access to employment, and inadequate social 
services.33 Evidence for this alarming trend is that the poor racialized family 
population went from making up slightly more than one-third of the total poor 
family population in Toronto’s higher poverty neighborhoods in 1981 to more than 
three-quarters by 2001.34  

 
Social Assistance 

• A core problem is social assistance rates, which for many years have been far 
below any livable or acceptable level.  

• A comparative study of minimum income protection in 18 industrialized countries 
saw Canada plummet from 10th place in 1990 ($8,512)35 for a single-person 
household to 17th place ($5,469) in 2005.36   

• Moving from one of the leading Canadian provinces in the provision of minimum 
income protection, Ontario was specifically mentioned in a discussion of social 
assistance “laggards” due to the more than 20 percent cut to social assistance in 
1995.37  The years from 2000 to 2005 in Ontario are on record with the lowest 
levels of welfare income since 1986, with recipients receiving only 34 per cent to 
58 per cent of the poverty line in 2005.38  

• Social assistance rates did increase by nine percent between 2004 and 2008.39 
However, even with the latest two percent increase, a single person receiving 
Ontario Works only has a monthly benefit rate of $572 and a single person 
receiving Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) has only a monthly benefit 
rate of $1,020.40  

• The Auditor General of Ontario,41 the Ombudsman of Ontario,42 and the Street 
Health Community Nursing Foundation43 have all documented deficiencies in the 
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administration and service delivery of the Ontario Disability Support Program 
(ODSP) that adversely affect clients.  Increasing access to ODSP by addressing 
barriers within the disability support system would provide significant benefit to 
Ontario’s most vulnerable people, including those who are homeless. 

• As in their current form both programs deepen poverty and increase social 
exclusion of recipients, we look forward to the government’s promised “person-
centred” reviews of these programs in 2009. 

  
Living Wages and Protection of Vulnerable Workers 

• Approximately 200,000 people in Ontario earn the minimum wage, and 
approximately 1.2 million workers earn less than $10 per hour.44  

• The minimum wage did increase to $8/hour in February 2007, with an increase to 
$8.75/hour in March 2008. However, working people earning the minimum wage 
are still far below the poverty line.45 The proposed increase in the minimum wage 
to $10.25 by 2010 in Ontario’s 2007 Budget46 is too gradual for people struggling 
in poverty today.  

• With 37 per cent of all jobs now being “non-standard” as part-time, temporary, 
contract, or self-employed work, many low-income families juggle multiple jobs 
with little security.47 48   

• The Provincial Auditor of Ontario found in 200449 and 200650 that the Ministry of 
Labour fails to protect vulnerable workers by not adequately enforcing the 
Employment Standards Act. The Employment Standards Act must be 
strengthened to better protect vulnerable workers,51 and the government of 
Ontario must better enforce these employment standards. 

 
 
 
 
 

• Although much in the news, tax cuts have not demonstrated good value. A study 
of tax rebates given in May 2008 found that a dollar of tax cuts in the United 
States led to only 10 cents in economic stimulus as mostly it went to debt 
repayment, savings, or purchase of imports.52 

• “Informetrica Limited has calculated $1 billion of personal tax cuts increases GDP 
by $720 million and creates 7,000 jobs. The same $1 billion spent on 
infrastructure creates more than twice the number of jobs—16,000, about half in 
construction—and increases GDP by $1.78 billion. Investing in health-related 
services boosts GDP by roughly the same amount and creates 18,000 jobs.”53 

• Income transfers to low-income Canadians would have a bigger multiplier effect 
than tax cuts as the IMF has calculated that “investing $1 billion to boost the 
incomes of the poor—who spend everything they earn—would boost GDP by 
almost $900 million and create 7,000 jobs.” 

Background: How the Money is Spent for Economic Stimulus Matters 
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