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Feedback Submission on 

“Income Security: A Roadmap for Change” 
 

 

Niagara Poverty Reduction Network (NPRN) was very pleased to hear that the provincial government has acknowledged 

the need to reform the income security system. Their commitment to moving towards a system that is based on respect 

and dignity while inspiring individuals to reach their full potential is one we appreciate and fully endorse. We would also 

like to recognize the provincial government for undertaking a comprehensive consultation process to ensure Ontarians 

can share their valuable insight on this transformation. 

  

We represent a collective of over 30 organizations and individuals with the shared vision of all Niagara residents living 

above the poverty line. We do this by educating residents, businesses and organizations on the root causes of poverty 

and engaging them to take action. 

  

Overall thoughts 

NPRN supports the urgent need to reform the income security system and other related systems. NPRN endorses the 

overall position and perspective of the report, and specifically appreciate that the recommendations: 

● Focus on both the human toll and financial cost of poverty, and the need to take actions that address both of 

these consequences; 

●  Frame poverty as a societal issue that impacts all Ontarians; and 

● Use comprehensive approaches that incorporate policy and program modifications that not only aim to increase 

income support, but also reduce the cost of basic necessities such as housing and health care. 

  

Most important recommendation 

Although all recommendations included in the report are very valuable and play an intricate role in addressing this 

complex issue, NPRN believes the recommendation that requires immediate action is the one that addresses Achieving 

Income Adequacy. It is very evident that the current social assistance rates do not provide enough funds for individuals 

to cover their basic needs to live with dignity. This has a devastating effect on both the individuals and society as a 

whole. This can be easily resolved by setting a Minimum Income Standard across all provincial programs that is based on 

the actual financial needs of the community rather than arbitrary values such as the Low Income Measure (LIM) or Low 

Income Cut-off (LICO) values. Once this income floor is set, all other recommendations can be followed through with 

more effectively. Specifically, individuals will be in a better financial standing while other more complicated, long term 

action plans are carried out.    

  

Feedback on specific recommendations 

Recommendation 1: Achieving income adequacy 

As previously mentioned, NPRN feels that this is the most crucial recommendation, which will act as the foundation for 

all other recommendations to expand upon. Not only do we support the need to set a Minimum Income Standard across 

all provincial programs, but we also agree that this standard must reflect the unique needs of different populations. 

These unique needs are based on the additional costs related to living with a disability, family size and cost of living. The 
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way that this can be most appropriately addressed is through the use of a Market Basket Measure approach to set this 

standard value. Current measures of poverty, such as LIM or LICO, are arbitrary and do not actually reflect the financial 

needs of individuals and families, however the recommended approach does. This will ensure the financial costs of basic 

necessities of living are covered for all individuals. 

  

Furthermore, an essential aspect of maintaining adequacy is to implement an ongoing review of the Market Basket 

Measure in order to make adjustments to social assistance rates overtime. This must be mandated on an annual basis to 

ensure that social assistance rates grow with inflation. 

  

Recommendation 2: Engaging the whole income security system 

As previously mentioned, NPRN believes an essential aspect of achieving income security is to reduce the out-of-pocket 

spending for basic needs. This can help to stabilize and reduce monetary strain for individuals and families in times of 

financial fluctuation. We believe expanding access to publicly funded supports that help to lower essential costs such as 

housing, childcare, health and justice services are an important next step in creating a more resilient province. 

  

With regards to housing, we support the need to leverage the use of income-tested portable housing benefits to address 

the current lack of affordable housing options.  Not only does this approach deal with the issue of limited subsidized 

housing units across the province, but it also provides support to a broader group of individuals and does so in a less 

stigmatizing manner by allowing individuals and families to stay in their existing housing if applicable. The monies 

available through this program should not reduce funding already in place through local housing authorities. The 

amount of the benefit must be equal to, or greater than, housing allowances available through provincial housing 

subsidy programs. It is our opinion that the timing of the portable housing benefit should be expedited as it will have 

immediate impact on the current housing crisis.  In order to maximize the outcome of this type of program, efforts must 

be well aligned with the recently released National Housing Strategy.  

  

With regards to core health benefits, we fully support the idea of expanding access to publicly funded programs for 

dental, vision and hearing services, prescription drug coverage and assistive device products. We agree with immediate 

action to expand mandatory core health benefits for social assistance recipients, so that OW and ODSP recipients are 

entitled to the same benefits. We also support the need to expand access to similar supports to all low-income 

individuals, not simply social assistance recipients. The only discrepancies we have with this recommendation are 

related to the age restrictions and income threshold associated with accessing the Healthy Smiles Ontario (HSO) 

program. The report recommends that HSO be expanded to all individuals 18-64 years of age, however additional 

supports are not available for those who are 65 years of age or older. We highly recommend this age restriction be lifted 

and the program be expanded to all individuals 18 years of age or older. Additionally, we believe the income cut-off for 

this program should be raised so that the individuals and families that desperately need to access this type of 

programming will be eligible to receive support. 

  

It is essential to start by expanding access to the previously mentioned core health services among low-income 

individuals and families, however we need to continue to strive to provide these services universally across all income 

levels. 

  

Recommendation 3: Transforming social assistance 

NPRN supports the need to transform current social assistance programs in order to foster an improved, more 

productive relationship between front-line workers and recipients and to better align the goals of both parties involved. 

An essential aspect of achieving this goal is to change the role of workers from one of surveillance and discipline to one 
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of support and problem-solving. There are three necessary actions in order to bring this to fruition. The first aims to 

change the beliefs and behaviours of workers by providing ongoing training that encourages awareness and adopting 

anti-oppressive, culturally sensitive and trauma-informed approaches. These efforts may be enhanced by hiring a more 

diverse workforce that better reflects the demographic profile and life experiences of their clients.  The second action 

required is to develop a comprehensive assessment tool that assesses various aspects of one’s health and social 

wellbeing to help identify issues or areas in which workers can assist clients make improvements. This will allow workers 

to be more responsive to their client’s unique needs and aid in connecting them to the necessary services and supports 

in the community. Lastly, the most crucial aspect of this transition is to eliminate austere restrictions, conditions and 

penalties tied to receiving income support. This can be achieved by creating a Standard Flat Rate regardless of one’s 

housing situation  and reducing financial penalties related to employment. These actions will give recipients autonomy 

to spend their money as they desire and encourage individuals to seek additional sources of income. This will inevitably 

reduce the need for surveillance and reporting and will allow for workers to develop a more supportive and 

collaborative relationship in which they can focus their efforts on better addressing the needs of their clients.   

  

Recommendation 4: Self Governance and Respect for First Nations Jurisdiction 

NPRN supports the need to tailor social assistance programs and other supports to better reflect the unique needs and 

way of life of First Nations people. In order to eliminate the systemic and institutional racism embedded in the current 

system, there needs to be a complete redevelopment of the social assistance system. In order for this to be aligned with 

the goal of reconciliation, First Nations communities require complete control over development and implementation of 

these social assistance programs. 

  

Seeing as the reciprocal relationship between income and health and social wellbeing has been well established, 

additional programs and services need to be developed to address the extreme health and social inequities experienced 

by First Nation communities. There needs to be improved access to comprehensive, culturally appropriate services that 

address all social determinants of health, especially in rural communities. Similar to the point above, First Nation 

communities must have complete control over the development and implementation of such programs and services. 

  

It is essential that these programs and services are evaluated and modified on an ongoing basis in order to respond to 

any changes or other issues that may arise. There needs to be a process in place in order to determine if the system 

reflects the unique needs of the population, meets the intended outcomes and also reduces the population level health 

and social disparities, as determined by First Nations communities. 

  

Recommendation 5: Adequate Funding for First Nations 

NPRN supports the need for income supports to reflect the actual cost of living in various communities, especially 

amongst remote Northern communities where the cost of living is often greater and more variable. We believe a similar 

process should be used as explained in recommendation 1, however this Market Basket Measure must be tailored to the 

specific goods and services used by remote First Nation communities. 

  

Recommendation 6: Reporting on Progress 

NPRN believes accountability is crucial, especially for complex, multi-year strategies such as the one recommended in 

this report. We believe regular, ongoing reporting that addresses issues such as action taken to date, outcomes 

achieved, next steps and how these factors relate to the intended timeline are all essential. These reports must be 

widely available, use various forms of communication and be easily understood by a variety of audiences. 
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Missing information/recommendations  

As previously mentioned, NPRN supports the need to set an income floor through creating a Minimum Income Standard 

across all support and programs, however we felt the report did not fully explain how this would be achieved across the 

variety of programs currently in place. 

  

Additionally, we also felt the report did not touch on the fact that despite having an array of income supports and 

programs available to individuals, the strict requirements and conditions attached to these programs often leaves 

people behind, seeing them fall through cracks within the system. These eligibility restrictions need to be addressed so 

everyone can access the supports they need in order to truly achieve a “Minimum Income Standard” for all. 

  

In our opinion, the most simplistic model to address these two concerns would be to create a Basic Income program that 

employs a Negative Income Tax model based on the “Minimum Income Standard”. This would not only ensure that all 

individuals living on a low income could access adequate, unconditional income support, but it would also reduce 

complexity and redundancies in costs by creating a single program to replace the diverse range of programs currently 

available.  By creating a new program you are also better able to address the recommendation of cultivating a culture of 

trust, collaboration and problem-solving within the social assistance system. It will be more effective to develop a new 

program where these traits are naturally embedded from establishment rather than trying to change people’s 

longstanding perceptions of a system that has a reputation of being stigmatizing, scrutinizing and punitive.   

  

In Closing 

We appreciate the provincial government’s willingness to explore innovative ways to better support Ontarians and we 

value the time and effort put forward to bring this project to fruition. We look forward to hearing the next steps from 

the provincial government has planned. 

 


