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Daily Bread Food Bank’s vision is to end hunger in our 
communities. In order to achieve this, it is crucial to  
raise awareness of the issues that contribute to hunger  
and poverty. Daily Bread’s research and advocacy are  
essential components of mobilizing support and  
creating social change. 

The Who’s Hungry report helps Daily Bread Food Bank 
gain a stronger understanding of the issues and barriers 
that result in people relying on food banks. The report is 
based on research collected through Daily Bread’s Annual 
Survey of People Accessing Emergency Food Banks 
which is conducted from February to April. This enhanced 
understanding of root causes helps present the hunger 
crisis to the media, increase public awareness, and put 
forward a case to government for realistic social policies 
that will improve the lives of people struggling with hunger. 

Engaging Community
It is not only the results of research that enables Daily Bread 
to drive the fight against hunger. The process of gathering 
the statistics, in and of itself, is one that generates public 
awareness and dialogue around issues of poverty. This is 
accomplished by engaging the community through the 
mobilization of member agencies, recruiting members of the 
public who are passionate about the cause, and developing 
partnerships with educational institutions that incorporate 
the survey as a structured component of their curricula. 

Additionally, engaging the community is accomplished 
through conducting face to face interviews with food bank 
clients. As a front line agency providing an essential need, 
Daily Bread is able to obtain feedback and gather knowledge 
from a wide range of people who have direct experience 
with poverty. This position allows a representation of diverse 
voices that are often not heard in public policy debates 
around poverty. 

Agency Mobilization and  
Volunteer Recruitment
The support and participation of the food banks who 
accommodate the volunteers is essential. These food banks 
are member agencies of Daily Bread Food Bank and its 
regional partners: York Region Food Network, North York 
Harvest Food Bank, and Foodpath Mississauga. They are 
strong supporters of Daily Bread’s vision and understand the 
importance of the survey in achieving it. This year, 55 food 
banks participated in the survey research for Who’s Hungry. 

A total of 247 volunteers also supported this year’s survey 
by visiting various food banks across the GTA to conduct 
one-on-one interviews. A significant portion of survey 
volunteers return year after year, demonstrating continual 
commitment to the project and to ending hunger. Another 
large portion of survey volunteers come from university 
programs that have incorporated volunteering for the Annual 
Survey as a structured component of their curricula. These 
include the Equity Studies program at the University of 
Toronto, the Organizational Behaviour & Human Resources 
School of Business Management at Ryerson, the Ontario 
Institute for Studies in Education of the University of Toronto 
(OISE), and the Sociological Research Methods course 
at York University. By conducting the survey, students 
participate in a real world research project that puts into 
practice what they have learned in the classroom. 

Volunteers attend a two hour training session and learn how 
best to approach clients in the food bank. The survey training 
session is a chance for volunteers to learn more about Daily 
Bread, the circumstances that food bank clients face, and 
how Daily Bread is working to improve those circumstances. 



daily bread food bank

Face to face interviews
The format of the Annual Survey requires that it be 
conducted in an interview format, face to face, with the 
respondent. Many of the questions are personal in nature, 
so the skill and sensitivity of the survey volunteer is crucial 
to building trust with the respondent, and to the overall 
success of the survey. After the survey volunteer explains 
the purpose of the survey and that the answers are 
confidential, many clients are willing to respond to  
the questions and share their stories.

 As there is a large sample of respondents, the questions  
on the survey are closed-ended. However, many 
respondents often share a great deal of their lives with 
survey volunteers, and this information adds a layer of 
context and understanding surrounding the questions.  
As a whole, the client stories correspond to and guide  
the direction and analysis of the statistics generated  
from the questions in the survey. 

Structure of the report 
The 2008 Who’s Hungry report has four main goals: to 
provide a statistical overview of food bank clients in the 
GTA; to understand why people need to use food banks; 
to challenge some persistent myths and stereotypes of 
food bank clients; and finally, as the provincial government 
begins to put a poverty reduction strategy into place, to 
inform the process.

The first section of the report presents an overview of  
who is accessing food banks, including an analysis of  
what has happened in the last five years. Based on these 
trends, a forecast of what will happen in the years to  
come is also included. 

A statistical overview of subgroups of food bank clients 
follows. These subgroups are: people with disabilities, 
people experiencing persistent poverty, single parents, 
immigrants, and the working poor. While each subgroup  
has distinct characteristics, these groups are in no 
way mutually exclusive. Moreover, the interrelatedness 
demonstrates the need for a comprehensive poverty 
reduction strategy, as opposed to isolated initiatives.

Finally, five first-hand accounts of individuals present a 
personal face to the overall statistics. These stories will 
shatter stereotypes of people who need food banks by 
showing what it actually means to live on $560 per month 
as a single person on welfare, what it is like to live with a 
disability with little outside support, and what it is like to  
go hungry. They also show the knowledge, resourcefulness, 
and skills that would be better served with a better system.
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Overview of Food Bank  
use in the GTA 
From April 2007 to March 2008, the total number of people 
accessing food banks in the GTA is 952,883, a 5% increase 
from the previous year. This is the eighth straight year 
of increased use. The total food bank use in the City of 
Toronto is up from 744,232 to 799,315, a 7% increase from 
the previous year. Conversely, the 905 region has seen a 
decrease of 5%, from 161,311 in 2007 to 153,568 in 2008. 
The majority of the decrease occurred in York Region,  
which saw a 17% decline in food bank use. Peel and 
Durham region saw very slight changes, with Peel showing 
an increase of less than 1% and Durham region a decrease  
of less than 1%. 

For the GTA overall, this is a 90% increase in food bank use 
from 1995. It was in 1995 that welfare rates were reduced by 
21.6%, and have not been increased in any substantive way 
since then, especially when inflation is taken into account. 

The large increase in food bank use in Toronto can be 
primarily explained by two new food banks that became 
Daily Bread member agencies within the last year –  
St. James United in Etobicoke and Teesdale in southwest 
Scarborough. Other changes that took place in member 
agencies include allowing more frequent visits for those 
in need. These changes have a profound effect in raising 
total food bank client numbers. Therefore, the increase in 
total client numbers in Toronto is a result of Daily Bread’s 
increased capacity to meet an already existing need as 
opposed to the need having increased. 

This year, Toronto has seen a sudden surge in new arrivals 
due to recent deportations from the United States. Many 
of these people are originally from Haiti and Mexico, 
and although they had established lives and secured 
employment in the U.S., they have now arrived in Canada 
with very little. These newcomers have encountered 
many barriers, including prolonged periods to obtain work 
permits, challenges accessing social assistance, and family 
separation and reunification issues. They require a food 
bank to help them get started in a new country. Food banks 
are sensitive to sudden demographic and social changes. 
Toronto is a central attraction for many newcomers because 
of its multicultural base and the existence of essential 
services, networks, and opportunities for employment. 
Therefore, when events occur internationally that result in 

the displacement of many people, food banks often see an 
increase in the need for their services in the neighbourhoods 
where people settle. 

The large decrease in York Region is mostly attributed to 
a drop in the number of food banks who participate in 
data collection for the region. Additionally, for many food 
bank clients, using a food bank is a temporary, transitional 
occurrence. The data this year and in previous years 
repeatedly shows that the majority of food bank clients have 
been using food banks for a year or less. Therefore, the 
marginal changes that emerged in Peel and Durham regions 
for this year are typical in regions where the number of food 
banks and the demographic base are relatively constant.

Demographic Characteristics
There have been significant changes in the composition  
of the client demographic over the last five years. The most 
significant of these changes is that there are proportionately 
less children who are food bank clients. Children consisted of 
37% of the clientele in 2003, and now represent 34% of food 
bank clients for the second year in a row. Additionally, children 
are going hungry less frequently in 2008 compared to 2003. 
The number of children going hungry at least once per week, 
which was 27% in 2003, has dropped to 13% in 2008. 

Proportionately more single adults are using food banks, up 
from 37% in 2003 to 47% in 2008. Governments have made 
public commitments to reducing child poverty, however little 
attention is being paid to single adults. Additionally, there has 
been an increase in food bank clients within the 45 to 64 age 
cohort. This age group is one that is particularly vulnerable 
to poverty, as they are not yet entitled to receive retirement 
benefits, but are less likely to be employable due to ageism 
in the workforce, inaccessible retraining and education, and 
various health issues that arise later in life. Vulnerability to 
illness is evident in the overall increase that has occurred 
among those with a disability who are food bank clients: 
from 40% in 2003 to 47% in 2008. As in previous years, this 
reflects the difficulty in accessing disability support programs 
and the benefit support rates, which have declined by 24% 
in real dollars since 1993. It is also important to note that all 
three aforementioned groups, namely single adults, those 
aged 45 to 64, and those with a disability, are not mutually 
exclusive, but interrelated categories.
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952,883 905,543

799,315 744,232

153,568 161,311

2008

The high cost of housing has been an enormous issue 
contributing to reliance on food banks for all populations. 
The average rent for food bank clients has gone down 5%  
in real terms since 2003. One reason for the apparent  
slight decrease in the cost of rent is that there is a greater 
portion of singles in the present sample, many of whom  
rent rooms in single-room occupancy units or rooming 
houses. These units tend to be cheaper than typical market 
rental units, as they consist of a single room, and are often 
poorly maintained. As such, these units have brought down 
the average rent slightly. However, a better measure is that 
clients are spending a greater percentage of their monthly 
income on rent: 77% for 2008 versus 72% in 2003. Fifty per 
cent is commonly considered the amount that puts one at  
a great risk for homelessness.

Forecast
Given the current increasing provincial support for families 
with children, particularly with implementation of the 
Ontario Child Benefit, further reduction in families with 
children relying food banks is expected. However, the 
possibility of an economic recession – in particular the 
decline of the industrial base outside of Toronto – combined 
with rising food prices, could easily reverse this trend. 
Additionally, it is expected that food bank use among single 
adults and people with disabilities will continue to increase.

+5.2

+7.4

-5.0

2007 % Change

79,407 on average per month

66,610 on average per month

12,797 on average per month

905

Toronto

Overall

Food Bank Use by Region
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Immigration status

Aboriginal status

Household Composition

Education

Disability

Age Groups

Demographics

Frequency of hunger (Children)

Ever not eaten for a whole  
day in the past 12 months?

If Yes, how often did this happen?

Frequency of hunger (adults)

2008 2003

0 to 18 34% 37%
19 to 44 39% 43%
45 to 64 23% 17% 
65 and up 3% 3%

Canadian Citizen 77% 74%
Landed Immigrant 15% —
Convention Refugee 5% —
Temporary Status 3% —
Other 1% —

Yes 8% —

Single 47% 37%
Single Parent 19% 23%
Couple without Children 8% —
Couple with Children 17% —
Extended Family without Children 6% —
Extended Family with Children 4% —

Grade School or Less 5% 8%
Some High School 24% 26%
Graduated High School 25% 23%
Some College or University 20% 17%
Graduated College or University 22% 21%
Post Graduate Degree 4% —
Trade Certification — 4%

Yes 47% 40%

2008 2003

At Least a Couple of Days Per Week 18% 30%
At Least One Day Per Week 15% 18%
At Least One Day Per Month 15% 12% 
Rarely 18% 15%
Never 34% 25%

At Least a Couple of Days Per Week 7% 15%
At Least One Day Per Week 6% 12%
At Least One Day Per Month 8% 7%
Rarely 16% 13%
Never 64% 53%

Yes 42%
No 58%

Almost Every Month 51%
Some Months but Not Every Month 31%
Only 1 or 2 Months 18%



Use of food banks
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Percentage of income spent 
on rent/mortgage

Primary source of household income

Quality of housing

Housing tenure

Debt (arrears of 2 months or more)

Average monthly rent

Median Monthly household income

Housing

Income and debt

Length of food bank use

Over the past 3 months are trips 
to the food bank

Average length of use

2008 2003

12 months 12 months

1 year or less 57%
1-2 years 15%
2-5 years 13%
5-10 years 9%
10 or more years 7%

Emergencies 18%
Occasional Use 23%
Planned in Advanced/Budget Plan 59%

2008 2003

$765 $808*

77% 72%

Major Repairs 21%
Minor Repairs 24%
None 56%

Subsidized Housing 28%
Market Housing 72%

*Dollars adjusted for inflation.

*Dollars adjusted for inflation.

2008 2003

$967 $998*

Ontario Works 43%
Ontario Disability Support Program 22%
Employment 14%
Employment/OW 7%
Pension 3%
Child Tax Benefit 3%
No Income 1%
Other 7%

Bills and Loans 62%
Rent or Mortgage 20%
Other 4%
None 36%



“It’s the homeless 

who are using  

food banks.” 

“If people just 

got a job they 

wouldn’t be living 

in poverty.”

“Living in poverty 

is a choice  

people make.” 

Reality is more complex.

Poverty is a multi-faceted issue. When people think about 
poverty, they usually envision a homeless person on the 
street. It is not difficult to understand, then, why the most 
common misconception about food bank clients is that 
they are homeless. However, food banks provide food that 
has to be cooked. Cooking requires a kitchen, which in turn 
requires a home. This is why there are very few homeless 
people accessing food banks. The homeless in fact, are the 
smallest minority of people experiencing poverty in the GTA. 

The first section of this report provided a broad overview  
of food bank use in the GTA. The section that follows delves 
into the population of people accessing food banks in detail. 
The section is divided into two parts. The first provides a 
detailed statistical picture of different subpopulations of 
people using food banks. This is followed by five stories 
presented by contributing authors that provide a personal 
face to the statistics. 

Subpopulations of People 
Accessing Food Banks 
In analyzing the data from Daily Bread’s Annual Survey, 
certain patterns become apparent. Although the experiences 
of people accessing food banks are diverse, they tend to 
fall in five primary subpopulations: people with disabilities, 
people experiencing persistent poverty, single parents, 
immigrants, and the working poor.  

Each group is profiled using a set of common statistics: 
household composition, income, gender, education, health, 
stress, and hunger. The statistics for each subpopulation 
were then compared to the rest of the sample. For example, 
all of the statistics for the working poor were compared 
to those who were not working. Through this comparative 
process, a number of unique characteristics for each group 
were identified. 

It is important to note that none of the subpopulations 
identified are mutually exclusive. For example, people 
experiencing persistent poverty are quite likely to have a 
disability; immigrants are also quite likely to be working poor.
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Faces Behind the Statistics
The stories that follow were recounted by individuals 
experiencing poverty who belong to at least one of 
the demographic groups presented in the first part of 
the section. They help illustrate what the numbers and 
percentages actually mean to a person who experiences 
hunger in Toronto. Their stories show that living in poverty 
is not a “choice,” but the result of complex events and 
circumstances often exacerbated by government policies 
intended to help. The purpose is to challenge persistent 
myths and stereotypes of food bank clients such as those 
on the previous page.  

While these short stories provide context to the numbers 
listed in the report, they also provide insight and knowledge 
that survey research alone cannot provide. For instance: 

Thomas’s story shows that humiliation caused by poverty 
can be as bad, if not worse, than the hunger it causes;

Mary’s story illustrates how someone can be stuck outside 
the “system”, and the extent to which stigma presents itself 
when having to get food from a food bank;

Gayle’s story shows how a work accident can require many 
years of recovery that limit employment prospects;

Charles’s story illustrates how low welfare rates and the 
resultant struggles can permeate one’s social, physical, 
and emotional self. These struggles undermine economic 
independence, particularly when one cannot afford basic 
items such as a telephone;

Lastly, Lucy’s story explains how rules that accompany 
receiving social assistance can thwart, rather than enable, 
self-sufficiency, even in a person who has extensive and 
varied work experience.

While presenting discouraging aspects of the current 
system, these individuals also provide an example of  
the breadth of knowledge, experience and capacity that 
should not be held back by low-income. 

Ontario has made an important commitment to a poverty 
reduction strategy. Central to any effort to reduce poverty 
is to understand the people impacted by it. It is hoped 
that identifying these five key groups will provide valuable 
information to the Ontario government in order to develop 
effective, targeted programs that meet the needs of people. 
The interconnection of all these groups supports the goal 
of a broad, on-going poverty reduction strategy as opposed 
to isolated initiatives. Furthermore it is hoped that the five 
poignant stories will provide an example of how a poverty 
reduction strategy must begin: by listening to people who 
struggle with poverty and making changes that work for them.
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Those who identify as having a disability or illness represent 
47% of food bank clients. During the past 5 years, there 
has been an overall increase in this segment of the food 
bank population. Food deprivation is greater amongst 
those with a disability than those without. Fifty per cent of 
respondents report that they have not eaten for a whole day 
because they did not have enough money for food. This also 
occurs with the greatest frequency with those who have a 
disability: 59% state that they have not eaten for one whole 
day almost every month in the past 12 months. 

The onset of a disability or illness is a trigger for poverty. 
Sixty-four per cent of those with a disability did not use  
a food bank prior to the onset of their disability or illness.  
Not only can having a disability or illness trigger poverty,  
it can also lead to experiencing poverty over a longer term. 
The median length of time that those with a disability use 
food banks, 24 months, is triple to that of the rest of the 
sample using food banks.

A lack of adequate income supports for people with 
disabilities is a driving force behind higher levels of poverty 
and hunger. This subpopulation also has the lowest median 
monthly income compared to other subgroups: $923.50.

Lower levels of income are reflected in the fact that this 
subgroup has the highest proportion of single adults: 60%. 
A significant portion of this group derives their main source 
of income from Ontario Works (33%). Ontario Works (OW) 
for a single person is $560 per month. 

The Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) provides  
a higher level of income when compared to that of OW: 
$999 per month for a single person on ODSP, compared  
to $560 for OW. However, access to the ODSP remains  
a barrier for many. Forty-eight per cent who have a disability 
are not receiving either ODSP or Canada Pension Plan 
Disability (CPP-D). The majority of those not receiving  
ODSP have never applied (51%).

Even for clients who manage to access ODSP, levels of 
income remain so low that continued reliance on a food 
bank is necessary. Forty-five per cent of clients who have 
disabilities or illnesses count ODSP as their main source  
of income. This reflects that ODSP rates, while significantly 
higher than OW rates, are not adequate after housing costs, 
medical and dietary needs are taken into account.

People with Disabilities
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Stress

Ever not eaten for a whole  
day in the past 12 months

If yes, how often did this happen?

Employment

Income

Primary Source of 
household income

Use of food banks

% who did not use a food bank 
prior to becoming disabled

Length of time using food bank

Gender

Education

Household composition

Percentage of clients  
with a disability 

Receipt of disability benefits

Reason for not receiving ODSP

Type of disability

Receipt of odsp 
or cpp-d by 
disability type

Health

Disability Rest of 
Sample

Excellent 5% 20%
Very Good 8% 26%
Good 27% 37%
Fair 32% 15%
Poor 28% 3%

Not at all Stressful 6% 8%
Not Very Stressful 7% 13%
A Bit Stressful 28% 34%
Quite a Bit Stressful 31% 26%
Extremely Stressful 29% 20%

Yes 50% 36%
No 50% 64%

Almost Every Month 59% 42%
Some Months but Not Every Month 27% 35%
Only 1 or 2 Months 14% 23%

Households With at Least 1 Person Working 20% 35%

% Receiving Neither ODSP or CPP-D 48%

Never Applied 51%
Currently Waiting to Hear if Application 
Was Successful

27%

Applied, But Was Turned Down 15%
Appealing a Rejection 7%

Physical 63%
Mental 34%
Addiction 7%
Serious Illness 15%
Other 9%

Receiving ODSP  
or CPP-D

Not Receiving 
ODSP or CPP-D

Physical 47% 53%
Mental 63% 37%
Addiction 51% 49%
Serious Illness 51% 49%
Other 46% 54%

2008 2003

47% 40%

Disability Rest of 
Sample

Single 60% 36%
Single Parent 14% 23%
Couple without Children 10% 7% 
Couple with Children 8% 24%
Extended Family without Children 5% 6%
Extended Family with Children 2% 5%
% Households with Children 24% 52%

Median Monthly Household Income $923.50 $1000

Ontario Works 33% 52%
Ontario Disability Support Program 45% 3%
Employment 6% 22%
Employment/Ontario Works 4% 9%
Other 6% 7%
Pension 5% 2%
Child Tax Benefit 1% 4%
No Income 1% 1%

Average Length of Use (months) 24 8

Up to 1 Year 43% —
1-2 Years 16% —
2-5 Years 17% —
5-10 Years 12% —
More than 10 Years 12% —

64% —

Female 45% 54%
Male 55% 46%
Transgendered 0.4% 0.1%

Grade School or Less 7% 4%
Some High School 28% 21%
Graduated High School 24% 26%
Some College or University 22% 18%
Graduated College or University 16% 26%
Post Graduate Degree 3% 5%
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If yes, how often did this happen?

Employment

Income

Primary Source of 
household income

Gender

Education

Health

Stress

Household composition

Percentage of people  
in persistent poverty* 

Citizenship status

Place of birth

Type of disability

Receipt of disability benefits

Reason for not receiving odsp

Age categories

Ever not eaten for a whole  
day in the past 12 months

*55% have been on OW for 2 years or more

2008

29%

Persistent 
Poverty

Rest of 
Sample

Single 51% 45%
Single Parent 18% 19%
Couple without Children 12% 19% 
Couple with Children 9% 8%
Extended Family without Children 7% 5%
Extended Family with Children 3% 4%
% Households with Children 33% 42%

Median Monthly Household Income $968 $970

Ontario Works* 34% 47%
Ontario Disability Support Program 37% 16% 
Employment 12% 15%
Employment/Ontario Works 6% 7%
Other 5% 7%
Pension 4% 3%
Child Tax Benefit 2% 4%
No Income 1% 1%

Female 51% 50%
Male 49% 50%

Grade School or Less 7% 5%
Some High School 29% 21%
Graduated High School 25% 25%
Some College or University 20% 20%
Graduated College or University 17% 25%
Post Graduate Degree 3% 5%

Excellent 7% 15%
Very Good 13% 20%
Good 30% 33%
Fair 29% 21%
Poor 21% 12%

Not at all Stressful 6% 6%
Not Very Stressful 7% 11%
A Bit Stressful 30% 32%
Quite a Bit Stressful 32% 27%
Extremely Stressful 25% 24%

*Defined as using a food bank for more  
than two years 

Persistent 
Poverty

Rest of 
Sample

Yes 47% 41%
No 53% 59%

Almost Every Month 54% 51%
Some Months but Not Every Month 30% 30%
Only 1 or 2 Months 16% 19%

Households With at Least 1 Person Working 29% 29%

65% 38%

Canadian Citizen 90%
Landed Immigrant 7%
Convention Refugee, Temporary Status, Other 3%

Canada 70%
Abroad 30%

Physical 62%
Mental Illness 33%
Addiction 9%
Serious Illness 19%
Other 11%

% Receiving Neither ODSP or CPP-D 37%

Never Applied 52%
Currently Waiting to Hear if Application 
Was Successful

21%

Applied, But Was Turned Down 16%
Appealing Rejection 11%

19 to 44 45%
45 to 64 50%
65 and up 5%
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People experiencing persistent poverty are a minority of 
the population accessing food banks, but are a significant 
sized group at 29% of all clients. Persistent poverty, for the 
purpose of this report, is defined as more than two years  
of food bank use.

The majority of people experiencing persistent poverty  
are a long way from any realistic labour force participation. 
There are two primary reasons for this: firstly, people 
experience multiple barriers to employment that include  
lack of education and skills, life skills issues (including 
anger/stress management), and lacking adequate social  
and family supports. This is borne out statistically with  
61% of people experiencing persistent poverty having a  
high school education or less compared to 51% for the 
rest of the sample. This group also tends to be older, which 
makes job retraining problematic. Many people feel they  
do not have the capacity to learn new and different skills  
in an increasingly knowledge-based economy. 

Second, there is a clear intersection of disability issues 
with persistent poverty. More than one third of people in 
persistent poverty cite disability supports as their primary 
source of income compared to just 16% of all other people. 
Similarly, 65% of people in this group have a self-identified 
disability compared to 38% for the rest of the sample. 

Many of the same issues that arise with disability are also 
significant with people in persistent poverty. In particular, 
issues identified with accessing disability support programs 
and the benefit support rates, which have declined by 24% 
in real dollars since 1993. 

These two groups are not mutually exclusive. Many 
people who do not have a medically diagnosed disability 
nonetheless suffer from short-term health issues that make 
their ability to participate in a structured job environment 
very difficult. The circumstance of persistent poverty, lacking 
a healthy diet and dealing with heightened stress levels also 
tends to exacerbate a number of health issues, including 
mental and physical health.   

It has been noted in the report that there has been a steady 
increase of single adults using food banks. From the data, 
singles are overrepresented in the persistent poverty 
category at 51% compared to 45% for the rest of the 
sample. Welfare rates for single adults are $560 per month, 
by far the lowest income benefit for any family structure. 
Some of the increase in food bank use overall is due to the 
persistent poverty of single adults. This is consistent with 
the fact that governments have prioritized child poverty over 
adult poverty. As such, single adults are the one group least 
likely to receive concerted government support. 

People Experiencing 
Persistent Poverty
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If yes, how often did this happen?

Employment

Income

Primary Source of 
household income

Gender

Education

Health

Stress

Percentage of single parents 

Type of employment*

Average cost of child care 
per month

Has either the cost or access 
to daycare ever prevented you 
or anyone in the family from 
taking a job?

Ever not eaten for a whole  
day in the past 12 months

*Numbers do not add up to 100% because some 
respondents have more than one type of employment.

Single 
Parents

Rest of 
Sample

Yes 39% 43%
No 61% 57%

Almost Every Month 51% 51%
Some Months but Not Every Month 32% 30%
Only 1 or 2 Months 17% 18%

Households With at Least 1 Person Working 25% 29%

Full Time 32%
Part Time 55%
Casual/Seasonal 25%

$255

Yes, cost 12%
Yes, access 5%
Yes, both 27%
No 57%

2008

19%

Single 
Parents

Rest of 
Sample

Median Monthly Household Income $1100.50 $900

Ontario Works 51% 41%
Ontario Disability Support Program 12% 25% 
Employment 10% 15%
Employment/Ontario Works 7% 7%
Other 9% 6%
Pension 1% 4%
Child Tax Benefit 9% 1%
No Income 0.3% 1%

Female 89% 41%
Male 11% 59%

Grade School or Less 4% 6%
Some High School 27% 24%
Graduated High School 24% 25%
Some College or University 21% 20%
Graduated College or University 22% 22%
Post Graduate Degree 2% 4%

Excellent 13% 13%
Very Good 18% 18%
Good 33% 32%
Fair 22% 24%
Poor 14% 14%

Not at all Stressful 2% 8%
Not Very Stressful 5% 11%
A Bit Stressful 30% 32%
Quite a Bit Stressful 29% 28%
Extremely Stressful 33% 22%
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Single Parents
Nineteen per cent of food bank clients live in single parent 
families. Among the households with children, single 
parent households are the most vulnerable to food bank 
use. Eighty-nine per cent of this population is female 
compared to the rest of the sample, which is 41% female. 
The correlation between single motherhood and food 
bank use supports other research showing poverty has 
become increasingly feminized, particularly as child-rearing 
responsibilities fall primarily on the shoulders of women.

The majority (51%) of single parent households rely on 
Ontario Works as their primary source of income. Compared 
to other subpopulations in the report, lone parents are 
most likely to be welfare recipients, even though almost 
45% of this group has completed at least some college 
or university-level education. While a quarter of the single 
parent population is employed in mostly part-time, casual, 
or seasonal jobs, 44% of respondents report that they could 
not enter the paid workforce because either the cost and/or 
access to affordable daycare has prevented them from 
doing so. 
	
The need for more affordable daycare remains. On average, 
single parents report that they are paying $255 per month 
for daycare. According to the “Toronto Report on Children” 
released in 2003, the average public fee for an infant space 
has climbed by 13.3% since 2000 to $54.08 per day, or over 
$1000 per month1. Therefore, considering there are more 
than 10,000 children on a waiting list for subsidized daycare 

in Toronto alone2, it is likely that many parents are paying 
less due to sporadic use, rather than being able to access 
a subsidy. Other households may benefit somewhat from 
an extended family structure by pooling resources such as 
money, child care and information, but single parent families 
often do not benefit from this type of support.  

The mixture of single parenthood and poverty manifests 
itself when comparing self-reported stress among the 
various subpopulations. Single parents report the highest 
level of stress. Sixty-two per cent rate most of their days 
to be at least ‘quite a bit stressful’ to ‘extremely stressful’, 
compared to 50% of food bank clients in general. This 
higher level of stress is not surprising, given that the 
financial, psychological, and emotional strain of being  
a single mother living in poverty is enormous. Parents do 
their utmost to shield their children from the effects of 
poverty, and they often sacrifice their meals when necessary 
so their children do not have to go hungry. However, parents 
can only stretch their budgets so far, and the threat of their 
child being excluded from various activities is a constant 
one. Past Annual Surveys have shown that parents often 
cannot afford their child’s class trips, school supplies, and 
other activity fees.

 1 City of Toronto, Toronto Report Card on Children, 2003
 2 Toronto Community Foundation, Vital Signs report, 2007
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The advantage of having a higher level of education 
does not translate to higher levels of employment. The 
percentage of immigrant households who have at least 
one person employed (28%) is roughly equal to that of the 
non-immigrant population (29%). However, the percentage 
of immigrant respondents who have either graduated 
college or university or have a post-graduate degree (37%) 
is significantly higher than the Canadian born population 
(16%). This results from the Government of Canada’s active 
recruitment of highly educated and skilled immigrants. 
Officially welcoming newcomers is not enough to ensure 
them adequate employment, and an escape from poverty 
once they arrive. 

In addition, considering a large majority of survey 
respondents who were not born in Canada have been 
here for more than 5 years, it is important to address other 
barriers that exist for immigrants in Canadian society, 
including systemic discrimination and racism. Reducing 
poverty among immigrants requires not only recognizing 
foreign credentials, but also providing greater support to 
those who have been in the country for longer periods  
and have already gained entry to the workforce.

Immigrants
People who are not born in Canada represent 46% of all 
food bank clients. This number is likely an underestimation 
due to language barriers, even though every effort is made 
to recruit survey volunteers who speak a language in 
addition to English. 

Of those who were not born in Canada, the largest 
percentage has been in the country for more than 10 
years (47%). While this percentage illustrates that living 
in Canada for a longer period of time does not necessarily 
lead to greater economic stability, it also reflects that many 
newcomers may not be aware that food banks are available 
in their community. In previous years, the vast majority of 
food bank clients said that they have discovered their food 
bank from word of mouth, and many newcomers have 
not yet built the social networks that would enable this 
information to be shared.

Survey respondents who were not born in Canada are 
more likely to be in families with children. Households with 
children which include single parents, couples with children 
and extended families represent 52% of all clients who are 
not born in Canada. This is much larger than the 30% of 
households with children where the respondent was born  
in Canada. Respondents who were not born in Canada are 
also much more likely to be in a couple with children (25%) 
while couples with children represent 10% of the rest of the 
food bank population. 
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If yes, how often did this happen?

Employment

Income

Primary Source of 
household income

Gender

Education

Health

Household composition

Percentage not born 
In Canada 

Type of employment*

Length of time in Canada

Top five languages

Ever not eaten for a whole  
day in the past 12 months

Immigrants Rest of 
Sample

Not at all Stressful 7% 6%
Not Very Stressful 12% 8%
A Bit Stressful 30% 32%
Quite a Bit Stressful 27% 29%
Extremely Stressful 23% 25%

Yes 33% 50%
No 67% 50%

Almost Every Month 45% 55%
Some Months but Not Every Month 36% 28%
Only 1 or 2 Months 19% 17%

Households With at Least 1 Person Working 28% 29%

Full Time 34%
Part Time 53%
Casual/Seasonal 23%

Less Than 1 Year 16%
1-4 Years 23%
5-9 Years 14%
10+ Years 47%

Arabic
French
Russian
Spanish
Tamil

*Numbers do not add up to 100% because some 
respondents have more than one type of employment.

2008

46%

Immigrants Rest of 
Sample

Single 35% 57%
Single Parent 22% 17%
Couple without Children 7% 9% 
Couple with Children 25% 10%
Extended Family without Children 7% 5%
Extended Family with Children 5% 3%
% Households with Children 52% 30%

Median Monthly Household Income $1000 $900

Ontario Works 47% 39%
Ontario Disability Support Program 15% 29% 
Employment 17% 12%
Employment/Ontario Works 7% 7%
Other 7% 7%
Pension 4% 3%
Child Tax Benefit 3% 3%
No Income 1% 1%

Female 58% 43%
Male 42% 57%
Transgendered 0.3% 0.4%

Grade School or Less 6% 5%
Some High School 15% 32%
Graduated High School 22% 27%
Some College or University 20% 20%
Graduated College or University 31% 14%
Post Graduate Degree 6% 2%

Excellent 15% 11%
Very Good 19% 17%
Good 32% 32%
Fair 20% 26%
Poor 14% 15%
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If yes, how often did this happen?

Employment

Income

Primary Source of 
household income

Gender

Education

Health

StressHousehold composition

Type of employment*

Average hourly wage

Wages

Average hours per week

Benefits

Ever not eaten for a whole  
day in the past 12 months

Working 
Poor

Rest of 
Sample

Not at all Stressful 7% 7%
Not Very Stressful 9% 10%
A Bit Stressful 33% 30%
Quite a Bit Stressful 27% 28%
Extremely Stressful 23% 25%

Yes 36% 45%
No 64% 55%

Almost Every Month 44% 54%
Some Months but Not Every Month 34% 30%
Only 1 or 2 Months 22% 17%

Households With at Least 1 Person Working 28%

Full Time 37%
Part Time 45%
Casual/Seasonal 28%

$10.36

Less than $8.25 14%
$8.25 to $10.00 36%
More than $10.00 51%

25

Dental 0.3%
Drug 2%
Both 18%
Neither 80%

*Numbers do not add up to 100% because some 
respondents have more than one type of employment.

Working 
Poor

Rest of 
Sample

Single 33% 52%
Single Parent 17% 20%
Couple without Children 10% 8% 
Couple with Children 24% 14%
Extended Family without Children 8% 5%
Extended Family with Children 7% 2%
% Households with Children 48% 36%

Median Monthly Household Income $1110 $900

Ontario Works 12% 55%
Ontario Disability Support Program 10% 28% 
Employment 47% —
Employment/Ontario Works 22% —
Other 4% 9%
Pension 2% 4%
Child Tax Benefit 2% 3%
No Income — 1%

Female 54% 48%
Male 46% 51%
Transgendered — 1%

Grade School or Less 2% 7%
Some High School 19% 26%
Graduated High School 28% 24%
Some College or University 22% 19%
Graduated College or University 25% 21%
Post Graduate Degree 4% 4%

Excellent 14% 13%
Very Good 22% 16%
Good 34% 31%
Fair 20% 24%
Poor 10% 16%
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Working poor
Households are considered working poor if at least one 
person in the household is working, regardless of either the 
number of hours worked or the total income derived from 
employment. Based on this criterion, 28% of all households 
using food banks can be characterized as working poor. 
Because of this definition, contrary to what one would 
expect, the Primary Source of Household Income for the 
working poor is not entirely employment. A minority derives 
its primary source of income from sources other than 
employment, usually OW or ODSP, and receives only small 
amounts of income from employment. However, they are 
still counted as a working poor household. 

There is a substantial amount of research showing that 
employment has increasingly become temporary and  
part-time, particularly at the lower end of the labour market. 
The experience of people using food banks confirms those 
broader trends. Thirty-seven per cent of those interviewed 
work in full-time jobs, while the vast majority work in  
part-time or casual/seasonal work. On average, people who 
access food banks and work get 25 hours per week in their 
job. Although there are many barriers for people that prevent 
them from working full-time, most notably care-giving, past 
Daily Bread research has consistently shown that people 
would take full-time hours versus part-time hours if they 
could get them. 

The common perception is that people are working poor 
because of minimum wage rates. Certainly the minimum 
wage1 is not sufficient on its own to raise most people 
above the Low Income Cut-Offs (LICOs) or the Low Income 
Measures (LIMs), the current benchmarks for low-income. 

However, Daily Bread’s research has shown over a number 
of years that the minimum wage is not the primary issue for 
people accessing food banks in the GTA. The average wage 
is $10.36/hour, considerably higher than the minimum wage 
of $8.25. Broken down, 51% of people employed earn 
a wage of over $10/hour, the wage used by many as the 
approximate equivalent to reach the low-income thresholds. 
Thirty-six per cent earn a wage between $8.25 and $10.00. 
In the entire sample of 1,775 people, just six are paid 
exactly the minimum wage. 

Fourteen per cent of all working respondents say they  
earn less than the minimum wage. This is due mainly to  
self-employment and casual work arrangements that are 
largely outside the formal economy. 

Consistent with other research, fewer than one in five 
people working who responded to the Annual Survey have 
drug and dental benefits. Lack of drug and dental benefits 
has been consistently identified as a significant barrier to 
transitioning into paid employment from social assistance.

Finally, in terms of health and stress, 70% of people 
working report their health is good, very good, or excellent 
compared to 60% of those not working. Hence, health 
outcomes tend to be better for people who are employed. 
However, having a member of the household working does 
not alleviate levels of stress. Stress levels are virtually the 
same for those working and those not. 

1 There was a change in the minimum wage from $8.25/ hour to 
$8.75/hour on March 31, 2008, which was the final week of Daily 
Bread’s survey period. For the purposes of the report, the minimum 
wage will be referred to as $8.25/hour.
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“I’ll lie and say ‘I don’t have them in 

here because I don’t like to drink 

them’ rather than say ‘I can’t  

afford it’, because I’m embarrassed 

that I’m poor.” 

At the time when I was in school, the teachers didn’t help 
me because there wasn’t enough of them to deal with kids 
like me. I’m dyslexic; I see my “d’s” and “b’s” backward.  
So, when there were problems with my learning and 
speech, the teachers sat me in the corner from kindergarten 
to grade six. So I was never really taught nothing. 

In grade 6, they finally noticed my problem and got me a 
speech therapist. By this time, though, I was able to speak 
pretty good. When I saw the speech therapist, she was 
surprised I was able to speak as well as I could, considering 
all that had happened in school. She asked me how I was 
able to do this. I told her that the kids used to make fun of 
me because of my stuttering problem. Instead of beating 
them up and getting nowhere, I would ask them the name  
of the word they used to tease me, and how to pronounce it. 
Then they started to like me, because they got to know me, 
and they realized I was not as stupid as they thought I was.

I wish the government would come and listen to these 
stories, so they too, could understand what’s going on.

Thomas
When I wake up in the mornings, I can’t sit down and have 
breakfast. I can’t afford enough food. As you get older, 
though, after not eating breakfast for so long, your stomach 
has a hard time taking it in, because you’re so used to not 
having it. Not having food makes me feel embarrassed 
sometimes. For example, my sister comes by, and asks 
for coffee or juice. I’ll lie and say “I don’t have them in here 
because I don’t like to drink them” rather than say “I can’t 
afford it”, because I’m embarrassed that I’m poor.

I’m a single person on disability for the last eight years. 
During that time, all I’ve received are two raises of about $20 
each. Housing takes half of that, so I am only left with $10 
extra per month. I’m deaf in one ear, and I’m illiterate. When 
I was a kid, I used to have a stuttering problem. I was also 
sexually abused repeatedly.
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“I’m not on ODSP, so all my 

prescriptions are out of  

pocket. So my choice is  

‘do I pay for prescriptions,  

or do I pay for food?’”

Mary
I have fibromyalgia. This gives me pain within the muscles, 
as well as fatigue, with varying degrees of severity. I was 
working as a caseworker on contract with the government, 
which I had done for 10 years. I would often work at night 
from home on my computer. While I would type, however,  
I would need to put ice packs on my arms because they felt 
like they were on fire.

Eventually, I couldn’t take the pain and had to stop. I went to 
many doctors, but none could give me any answers. All they 
could offer was short term pain relief, and pain killers. I had 
hit a wall, and became depressed. I found some things that 
would help – including an amino acid called altryptophan. 
But when they suddenly became prescription drugs, I could 
no longer afford them. I have no income supports, just a 
rental property my mother left me. However, after you pay 
land taxes, insurance and utilities, there is not much left. 

I’m not on ODSP, so all my prescriptions are out of pocket. 
So my choice is “do I pay for prescriptions, or do I pay 
for food?” When I first ran out of money for food, I didn’t 
know where to turn. Food banks aren’t advertised – word 
of mouth is how I found out – I don’t know how others do. 
Doctors couldn’t tell me where to go. It seems that if you’re 
not part of an underground, you don’t know where the 
services are. Here I am, a former caseworker, working with 
people on ODSP and OW, and they knew a lot more than I 
did on how to access resources. 

When I first decided to go to a food bank, I had no 
expectations about what the experience would be like.  
So I figured, now’s the time to go if I’m going to go at all. 

When I first went, I actually recognized someone from my 
building. This made it easier. Most people who use food 
banks are in a similar situation but don’t want to be there. 
Once, I saw a neighbour there. I made eye contact with her, 
but she made it obvious she didn’t want to be there or be 
seen. Previously, this woman would often disclose other 
very personal things to me, but not that she was a food bank 
client. It shows how deep the shame can be.

I never thought I would become disabled. I still don’t think  
of myself that way – that would be giving up. I still intend  
on going back to work, but it’s hard to say as I can’t predict 
or plan anything due to this illness.
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Gayle
I used to work for the City of New York as a stock handler. It 
was a good paying job, and we were unionized. One day, I was 
working underneath a shelf, and a 35 pound box tipped over 
and fell about 15 feet and landed on me. It crushed my wrist. 

They couldn’t keep a space open for me at work after I got 
hurt. I had family in Ontario, so I came up here. As a Status 
Indian, it was not a problem. Here I also found an orthopedic 
micro surgeon. I have had 16 or 17 surgeries in the last 20 
years. I don’t think I have anything in my wrist left to fuse! 
After each surgery, there would be a one and a half year 
recovery period. I didn’t plan on staying here, but surgeries, 
as well as other health issues, have required it.

I am currently on ODSP. When money became tight, a  
friend had informed us about the food bank. The food  
bank is great, as it covered the basics of what we needed. 
The food is often starchy, but when you’re low on cash,  
it helps out enormously. 

I am concerned, though, that things are going to get worse 
and we’ll see more people using food banks. The economic 
situation isn’t looking good, and food prices are rising. 
People need to organize, and demand that basic needs  
get met. Ontario is not getting its fair share back from  
the Federal government.

I think political action is very important. I sense a lack  
of political participation here in Canada. People are more 
apathetic, but they don’t realize how easily they can lose 
things if they don’t fight for them. I did political work 
in 1972 when I lived in New York City. At that time, the 
welfare administration wanted to take away money from 
recipients who were getting student grants. But we fought, 
and made sure that didn’t happen. It took two years but 
they stopped the policy from being implemented. I think  
it helped that right after the Vietnam War more people 
were ready and willing to participate politically.

Even today there are a lot more people organizing and 
protesting in the States than many would think, but you 
don’t hear about them. I still enjoy political work, and 
would like to be involved more. But my lack of mobility 
prevents it.

“I am concerned, though, that things 

are going to get worse and we’ll 

see more people using food banks. 

The economic situation isn’t looking 

good, and food prices are rising.” 

22  |  Who’s Hungry 2008



daily bread food bank

Phones aren’t only for socializing. You also need a phone 
to get a job. While job search is easy with a computer, they 
need to be able to call you. If I go to a phone store, they want 
a $200 deposit. It just cannot be done. If you have less than 

perfect credit, they make you pay the deposit. Getting a cell 
phone, even a used one, is also difficult. The cost to startup 
is about $50, and maintaining it is very expensive. I basically 
use my cell phone as an answering machine. If I need to 
make phone calls, I go to this community centre where 
they have free phones, but it is only available for two hours 
a day. If they leave a message, you have to go back there 
during those hours to check. Because of this, it took me two 
months to make an appointment with my OW worker.

Charles
I haven’t bought food in a month. In order to eat, I depend 
on drop in centres and the food bank. I get $560 a month 
from Ontario Works (OW). Four-hundred fifty dollars goes 
to rent for a room in a rooming house. That leaves me 
with less than $100, which is pretty much gone in less 
than 24 hours. That money goes toward a string of small 
debts I owe people, and toiletries and laundry. Then, I wait 
for another month.

There is not enough money left over for anything. The  
cost of food is rising. Even the foods that poor people  
can afford have been rising like 30%. Without drop-ins  
and Daily Bread, I don’t know how I would eat. Having 
these supports enables you to get better quality food than 
you would if you were eating, say, macaroni and cheese 
all the time. What is also important, though, is that when 
you go to a drop-in, it breaks the isolation. When you don’t 
have money, there are a lot of things that you cannot do, 
and going there gives me social contact that otherwise  
I would not have had.

It is very important to break that isolation. Being poor  
and feeling isolated is very, very depressing. It doesn’t  
do a lot for your motivation. There are basic ridiculous 
choices you have to make all the time. You can’t meet 
expectations by OW, let alone by society. You can’t 
manage psychologically, as your mental health is 
compromised. You can’t do it financially, because you  
can’t afford to wash your clothes even if you have 
managed to afford to buy some. And you can’t manage 
socially as you’re cut off – you can’t network, you can’t 
even afford a phone. 

“It is very important to break  

that isolation. Being poor and 

feeling isolated is very, very 

depressing. It doesn’t do a lot  

for your motivation.“

daily bread food bank
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I went on the “system”, and got on ODSP. I am getting better, 
and I volunteer regularly at the food bank. I would like to 
go back to school and do things to help my education and 
build on my skills, but I’m told that under ODSP I don’t fall 
under the category to go back to school. If an opportunity 
comes and there’s a possibility that I might get a chance 
to earn money, I have to be careful because I would have 
to report everything, and then pay ODSP back retroactively. 
Sometimes it feels like ODSP would rather you stay crippled.

I’m also trying to get physically healthier. I’ve got a liver 
condition. Doctors say I need more iron, and to eat more 
salads and vegetables. I found out from advocacy at Daily 
Bread Food Bank that I could apply for a special diet from 
ODSP. So I applied but I got turned down three times.  
My worker told me if I wanted to appeal I had to go down 
to Bay Street and that means big buildings and fear. It’s 
intimidating to go into big offices especially when people 
use thirty letter words I don’t understand.  

Lucy
The week before my cheque comes, I start thinking and 
making choices in my head and budgeting. I always pay my 
rent first, that’s a must, which then leaves me $168 for the 
rest of the month. Then I think, “Okay, what sales are on? 
Do I need detergent, cleaning supplies, shampoo?” If I add 
water to the conditioner, it lasts a lot longer. Still, if I buy dish 
detergent, shampoo and laundry detergent, then I’m going 
to be short, so I don’t eat meat that month. This month, 
however, was a good month, I ate meat twice. 

“So I applied but I got turned Down 

three times. My worker told me if I 

wanted to appeal I had to go down 

to Bay Street and that means big 

buildings and fear.” 

I have lots of skills. I’ve worked as an esthetician, worked in 
retail, and as a bus driver, to name a few jobs. Then I had a 
serious automobile accident. After that, I stopped driving, and 
things went downhill from there. I developed agoraphobia 
and I stayed inside my house for eight years.  
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Research plays an important role in ending hunger in our 
communities, as it is research that informs government 
policy. This year’s Who’s Hungry report is being released 
against the backdrop of the very important commitment 
made by the Ontario government to a comprehensive 
poverty reduction strategy. A strategy to reduce poverty  
must be both broad and targeted: broad in that it must  
cover a range of issues that are common to all people 
experiencing poverty; and targeted to meet the needs  
of specific population groups. 

In addition to the poverty reduction commitment itself, 
a number of positive steps have already been taken by 
different levels of government. These include:

The federal government introduced a Working  
Income Tax Benefit (WITB) which will pay up to $500  
per year for singles and $1,000 per year for single  
parents and couples. Although modest, the program  
is an important beachhead in improving income security 
for the working poor. It will be particularly beneficial 
to food bank clients who are working, as they receive 
on average more than the minimum wage, but are 
restricted in the number of hours they get at work.  
The benefit will help them keep their tenuous hold  
in the labour market.

Ontario has committed to raising the minimum  
wage incrementally to $10.25/hour by 2010.

Ontario is currently phasing in a new Ontario Child 
Benefit that will pay up to $1,200 per child per  
year living in low-income families. 

Ontario is introducing a basic dental program  
for the working poor. 

The following outlines key issues identified through client 
interviews which may provide insight into a poverty reduction 
strategy. The primary focus is on a housing allowance, which 
combines the need to address housing affordability issues 
and income security. The cost of housing is a primary driver 
of food bank use. So, addressing housing affordability would 
help all people experiencing poverty regardless of the other 
individual issues they may be dealing with. 

HOUSING AND INCOME SECURITY
Food bank clients spend 77% of their income on rent 
leaving them with little for other necessities, particularly 
food. So, hunger is an income issue. Lack of income 
security cross-cuts all groups identified in this report, 
whether they are in receipt of social assistance benefits  
or working. Housing is a basic necessity, and the foundation 
for participation in community life. It is also the single 
largest expense for all people. 

A number of policy tools exist to address housing and 
income security issues. In terms of housing, the primary 
ones are: building affordable housing units whose rents 
are subsidized by government and providing direct income 
support to families to help pay the rent. Although money 
exists for affordable housing construction, little is being 
spent, and few new units are being built. 

Where housing related income benefits are concerned,  
the largest is the shelter allowance in social assistance.  
As with social assistance rates generally, the shelter 
allowance has declined by 45% in real terms since 1993 
and bears little relationship to the real cost of housing. 
The shelter allowance is also only paid to people on social 
assistance, although many families who are working poor 
also face prohibitive housing costs that prevent them from 
having any degree of security. 

In addition to the shelter allowance, Ontario now has a 
fledgling housing allowance for the working poor called  
the Rental Opportunities for Ontario Families (ROOF) 
program. Although modest, the ROOF program is a 
recognition of the housing issues impacting the working 
poor. The structure of income-based housing programs now 
somewhat resembles the old structure of child benefits: 
there is a shelter component of social assistance that only 
those on the system receive, and a new, modest program 
geared to the working poor. Ontario also has a property 
tax credit delivered through the tax system to low-income 
tenants and homeowners. These programs could all be part 
of a pool of funding for a new housing allowance program.

In regard to income security, at the provincial level, Ontario 
is now in the second year of its phase-in of the Ontario 
Child Benefit (OCB). The OCB will ultimately provide up  

Conclusion: Implications For Ontario’s 
Poverty reduction strategy 
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to $1,200/year for low-income families with children 
regardless of whether their source of income is employment 
or social assistance. The benefit replaces the child portion 
of social assistance, placing all low-income children on 
the same system of income benefits and paying the same 
amount of money. The OCB, therefore, will help with the 
transition to the labour market for adults with children, 
as they will no longer lose the child benefits they had 
received in social assistance when they get a job. The OCB 
implementation faces challenges, as any restructuring of  
a benefit system would, but on the whole is a very positive 
change in architecture of income security.

Ontario has also consistently increased social assistance 
rates since 2004, essentially maintaining them against 
inflation. However, social assistance is a punitive program 
that raises barriers to achieving stable employment. It is also 
a program that is not supported by the general public, even 
though they support the goal of poverty reduction1. As a 
result, social assistance will not be the program to achieve 
basic income security for Ontarians, and it is unlikely any 
political party would increase rates beyond inflation. 

The Ontario Child Benefit was the beginning of a 
fundamental realignment of the architecture of income 
security in Ontario. This realignment is moving from the 
social assistance model toward income tested benefits 
delivered through the tax system. A possible next step 
is the shelter allowance component of social assistance, 
which could be combined with the pool of funding of 
other income-based housing programs to create a single, 
adequate housing allowance. A new housing allowance 
program would address a number of issues at the same 
time including income security, housing security, and high 
tax-back rates that make it difficult for people to move from 
social assistance to employment. This type of program 
would impact a large number of people and could be the 
centerpiece of the poverty reduction strategy.

DISABILITY BENEFITS
Data in the Who’s Hungry report confirms that the onset 
of a disability is a trigger for poverty for many people. One 
possible avenue for addressing long-term disability could be 
to create a new federal disability income support program. 
The federal government is in a better position to fund and 
deliver such a program and ensure national standards. 

ontario Disability Support Program
The data presented in this report confirms that the ODSP 
application process is an ongoing issue. Ontario should 
revamp and simplify its processes for application to the 
Ontario Disability Support Program, and provide up-front 
support to applicants. In addition, despite attempts to 
promote work alternatives for people on ODSP who are 
able, there is still a fear amongst ODSP recipients that 
working jeopardizes their disability eligibility, and issues 
around reporting of income. This was clearly articulated  
in Lucy’s story, and anecdotally exists widely. 

Drug and Dental Benefits
More than 80% of people working who were interviewed  
by Daily Bread lacked any coverage for prescription drugs  
or dental. This remains a serious issue that keeps people out 
of the labour market. Ontario has made positive strides in 
the area of dental benefits for the working poor. However, it 
is not yet clear how accessible and extensive that coverage 
will be, and there is still no plan to provide prescription drug 
coverage where employers will not.  
A comprehensive poverty reduction strategy needs to  
fully address these two issues.

Immigrants
Governments have prioritized attracting highly skilled and 
educated immigrants to Canada. However, immigrants are 
often failed by policies that contradict the spirit in which 
they were welcomed. Many are unable to find employment 
in Canada in the sectors they worked in their home country. 



daily bread food bank

Often newcomers live off of financial assets, depleting their 
life savings. Eventually they are forced to apply to social 
assistance. Immigrants and visible minority populations 
are more likely to experience poverty than other groups. 
Governments recognize the problem and have invested 
in recent years to improve supports and service offered 
to newcomers, but more needs to be done. A poverty 
reduction strategy must ensure employers are educated 
about the benefits of hiring immigrants. Universities and 
professional bodies must improve the recognition of foreign 
skills and education. Community-based agencies must be 
properly funded to provide English language training and 
other settlement supports to immigrants, refugees and 
undocumented newcomers.

Job Training and Supports
Lack of education and job training was evident in a 
number of subpopulation groups. For those able to work, 
opportunities for job training would be beneficial. Programs 
exist for those on social assistance and employment 
insurance, so particular attention should be paid to those 
already in the work force, who are still living in poverty. 

Community Participation
A small, but substantial number of people accessing food 
banks have been experiencing poverty for a number of years 
due to disabilities, education levels, and life skills issues. 
Most are not realistically able to work. Rather than imposing 
work requirements on this group, the best solution is to find 
community participation opportunities that allow people to be 
productive but in terms that meet individual needs. This can 
be accomplished through community development initiatives, 
social enterprise and partnerships with non-profit agencies. 

Early Learning and Child care
The need for child care is an important issue identified in 
the Who’s Hungry report, particularly amongst single parent 
families. Parents need a safe and trusted place for their 
children while they are at work. Both affordability and lack of 
access has been recognized as barriers to employment, and 
have contributed to the feminization of poverty. Investment 
in early learning and child care allows parents to work. In 
addition, research shows it improves outcomes and life 
chances for children, thus breaking the cycle of poverty. 

Daily Bread Food Bank’s strength is in its front-line work  
with people experiencing poverty. With its Board of 
Directors, Daily Bread will use this strength and research 
capacity to develop evidence-based policies to inform 
Ontario’s poverty reduction strategy based on the issues 
identified above.

1 A poll conducted by Ipsos-Reid for Daily Bread Food Bank in 
September 2007 found that 88% of Ontarians felt that implementing  
a comprehensive poverty reduction plan was a medium to high 
priority for the provincial government.
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Reporting Food Bank Use
Who’s Hungry 2008 reports on the total number of people 
served in participating neighbourhood food banks in the 
Greater Toronto Area (GTA). For example, a family of two 
receiving food twice in a month would be counted four times 
for that month. The total numbers reported on page 4 and 5 
are for Daily Bread Food Bank member agencies and regional 
partners only (regional partners are Mississauga Food Path, 
North York Harvest Food Bank, York Region Food Network, 
and Feed the Need in Durham). These total numbers do 
not include meal programs or non-Daily Bread affiliated 
organizations with the exception of Salvation Army Ajax.

Collecting the Data
Daily Bread Food Bank’s Annual Survey of People Accessing 
Emergency Food Banks took place from mid-Februrary 
until mid-April 2008, in neighbourhood food banks across 
the GTA. Volunteers were trained to conduct a 37 question 
survey in an open-style interview with food bank recipients. 

Interviews were held on location at participating food banks. 
Food bank clients were invited to participate in the survey 
either while waiting to collect or just after they had collected 
their food. The target number of interviews for each food 
bank was set at 3% of their average monthly client visits. 
Overall, 55 food banks participated in the survey and 247 
trained volunteers conducted interviews. The reality of 
food banks made random selection of participants difficult. 
However, volunteers were trained in ways to approach 
clients to address the issue of randomness. Any concerns 
with randomness were mitigated by the sample size, 
ensuring that the survey was largely representative of  
all households using food banks. 

For ethical purposes, food bank clients were informed 
that participation was entirely voluntary, that they could 
withdraw from the survey at any time, and that they could 
skip any question within the survey. Additionally, volunteers 
emphasized that the interview was confidential, and that 
clients could not be identified by any of their responses.

The Annual Survey has a total sample size (N)  
of 1,775 people.
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