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REPORT TO: Co-Chairs and Members 
 Public Health and Social Services Committee 
 
 
SUBJECT: Poverty and Healthy Eating  
 
 

 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
 
That this Committee recommend to Regional Council: 
 
That the Regional Chairman write a letter to the Premier of Ontario supporting the North Bay 
Parry Sound District Health Unit Resolutions (Appendix A) relating to healthy eating and 
poverty, specific to the following actions:  
 

i) Introduce a $100 healthy food supplement for all Ontarians living on social assistance 
and funded solely by the Province of Ontario. 
 

ii) Implement Ontario Works (OW) and Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) rates 
that reflect the real cost of living and are indexed annually to reflect inflation, including 
the findings of yearly Nutritious Food Basket (NFB) surveys conducted by local Boards 
of Health based on protocols established by the Ontario Ministry of Health and Long-
Term Care, and funded solely by the Province of Ontario. 
 

iii) Establish an independent committee including people with low income, policy experts, 
and advocates to develop rational and just criteria for determining Ontario Works and 
Ontario Disability Support Program rates. 

 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The ability to afford sufficient nutritious food is a key determinant of health. In recognition of 
the importance of this, North Bay Parry Sound District Health Unit (NBPSHU) has passed a 
Resolution (BOH/2009/10/02), that addresses poverty and healthy eating. This resolution 
points to food security as an effective disease prevention strategy, in addition to addressing 
poverty issues, and positions the annual Nutritious Food Basket (NFB) results as a marker in 
the cost of living. 
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This report provides information on the cost of the NFB in the Niagara region for 2009, and 
recommends actions to advocate for improved health for individuals and families with low 
income, including the working poor, through increased means to access nutritious foods.  
 
Proposed actions in this report include the following: 1) the addition of a $100 monthly healthy 
food supplement to the basic needs allowance of all OW and ODSP recipients to allow for 
families to meet their needs of health with dignity and to reduce the gap between the cost of 
monthly necessities and the amount of income they currently receive; 2) adjust social 
assistance rates to reflect rates of inflation and the yearly findings of the NFB; and 3) the 
formation of an independent committee to address social assistance rates.   
 
The Public Health and Social Services Committee is asked to support the resolutions outlined 
in NBPSDHU report and to recommend that the Regional Chairman write a letter to the 
Premier supporting the resolution.   
 
 
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
There are no financial implications directly associated with the report: however, the 
recommended OW and ODSP policy changes will have a cost impact to the Ontario Works 
program if implemented.  Should the Region choose to support the recommendations, Council 
should recommend that any associated costs be paid for by the Province as part of their 
commitment to upload the Ontario Works program commencing in 2010 through 2018.  
 
Both Public Health and Community Services have committed staff to address the related 
issues of poverty and healthy eating.  They are dedicated to reducing the risks associated 
with these issues, in an effort to increase the health and prosperity of Niagara residents. 
 
 
PURPOSE 
 
The purpose of this report is the following: 
 

 To update Committee and Council on the cost of healthy eating based on the 2009 NFB 
data, and to highlight changes to the costing NFB tool;  
 

 To demonstrate the implications of the NFB on the working poor and those on social 
assistance; 
 

 To relate the basic costs of living to ODSP and OW rates; and 
 

 To highlight the resolutions related to healthy eating and poverty put forth by NBPDSHU 
Board of Health and to recommend further action.  
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BACKGROUND 
 
In late 2009, North Bay Parry Sound District Health Unit (NBPSDHU) Board of Health 
approved a resolution to improve the disparity between healthy eating and poverty. In 
addition, NBPSDHU has requested further support of the resolution at the local public 
health level. These issues are of great concern and the resolution has stimulated further 
collaboration between Niagara Region’s two departments.   
 
Healthy eating is an important factor to health, growth development, and prevention of chronic 
diseases, and having sufficient means to purchase healthy foods is a key determinant of 
health. Accordingly, Boards of Health in Ontario are required to “monitor food affordability in 
accordance with the Nutritious Food Basket Protocol,”i The Nutritious Food Basket (NFB) is a 
tool that measures the cost of basic healthy eating for both individuals and families. It consists 
of a listing of foods that represent nutrition recommendations and average food purchasing 
patterns. It can be used to estimate and monitor the costs of basic healthy eating, such as for 
a reference family of four but also for other household configurations. This can then be related 
to various levels of incomes, such as for social assistance rates, and then be factored into a 
budget representing basic needs such as housing costs.   
 
Over the years since its initiation, the NFB tool has become increasingly outdated. In 2009, 
the tool was improved to reflect a more relevant and realistic estimate of the cost of basic 
healthy eating, using newer resources such as the updated version of Canada’s Food Guide 
(2007), the Dietary Reference Intakes (2001) and information gathered from the Canadian 
Community Health Survey (2004) as a reference base. This resulted in changed quantities 
and categories of some foods; in particular, there are more servings of vegetables and fruit 
included than were previously. Overall, the food items in the Basket have increased nutritional 
density, with a resultant expectation of somewhat greater cost. As such, the substantive 
changes to the NFB mean that the practice of comparing yearly results and trends over time 
cannot be applied with the 2009 year. Instead, findings of 2009 can contribute to a “snap shot” 
of the present situation, and to form a new baseline going forward.  
 
Since initiation of the mandated annual NFB survey in 1998, the affordability data has been 
used to highlight the gap experienced, especially by social assistance recipients, between 
household income and the financial resources required to purchase healthy food. 
 
As reported in COM 04-2008, the introduction of the Ontario Child Benefit (OCB) drastically 
reformed the manner in which social assistance payments were provided to families with 
children. Cost savings derived from the restructuring of social assistance were reinvested into 
Niagara in an effort to increase prosperity for Niagara families living in poverty (COM 53-2008). As 

of July 2009, a total of $2,038,358 has been reinvested into communities in need throughout 
Niagara. Several of the strategies implemented in 2008 and 2009 directly respond to the 
importance of having access to nutritious foods.  
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REPORT 

 

The 2009 NFB results cannot be directly compared to those of previous years (PHD 51-2008/ 
COM 54-2008) as explained above in “Background”; however, it is worthwhile to note that the 
amount for the reference family of four on a monthly basis in 2009 was $727, in contrast to 
$583 for 2008. For reasons discussed above, the updated  NFB tool applied in 2009 is an 
improved measure, and therefore the difference contrasted to the previous year reveals that 
basic healthy eating costs are appreciably higher than has been estimated in past. 

 

The cost of basic healthy eating  according to NFB findings for 2009 for the reference family of 
four (a man and woman each aged 31- 50 years, a boy aged 14-18, and a girl aged 4-8) was 
$167.74 weekly ($727 monthly). This data, as well as results for single males by age group, 
are presented below. 
 
 
2009 Niagara Nutritious Food Basket Summary Results 

 

 
Subject 

 
Age (years) 

 
Cost Per 
Week ($) * 

Reference Family of Four Man & Woman (31-50), 
Boy (14-18), Girl (4-8) 

 
167.74 

Single Male 

19-30 
31-50 
51-70 
> 70 

51.79 
46.73 
45.19 
44.74 

 

The weekly NFB estimates are most meaningful when put into context with income levels. If a 
Niagara family of four (same composition as the NFB reference family) with a minimum wage 
earner, spent $167.74 weekly on food, this would have used up about 31% of their 2009 
income, and furthermore the same family on OW would need to spend 36% of their income on 
food. Put another way, average households spend only 9.7%ii of their income on food; the 
minimum wage family (working poor) spending this percentage would only have spent $51.80 
on food, and those on OW would only have $45.77 to spend – alarmingly less than the 
$167.74 estimated by NFB findings for basic healthy eating for these households. When 
consideration is given to the fact that 55%iii of food-insecure households in Ontario are reliant 
on wages, it is apparent how important the problem is for many households with insufficient 
incomes, or even worse for those that are unemployed, to afford basic healthy eating. 
 
The cost of healthy eating becomes increasingly out of reach for many individuals, children, 
and families in Niagara, as the gap widens between income and the cost of necessities, 
particularly housing. Individuals and families with low income, notably those in receipt of social 
assistance, are spending an exceptionally high proportion of their income on shelter 
(approximately 50-90%) compared to the 30% of income that is generally recommended. 
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The following chart illustrates the impact on families in receipt of social assistance when the 
NFB rate is utilized as the cost of healthy eating and the Average Rents in Ontario for 
Apartments is used as actual shelter costs. iv  
  
  ODSP 2009 OW 2009  MIN. WAGE 
  

Single 

Family of four 
(Man & 
Woman;31-50, 
Boy; 14-18, 
Girl;4-8) 

Single 

Family of four 
(Man & 
Woman;31-50, 
Boy; 14-18, 
Girl;4-8) 

Family of four, 
Minimum 
Wage Earner, 
full-time/full 
year – 
(Man & 
Woman;31-50, 
Boy; 14-18, 
Girl;4-8) 

Income $1,020 $1,716 $585 $1,248 $1,517 

Ontario Child Benefit $0 $183 $0 $183 $183 

Canada Child Tax 
Benefit  (CCTB) 

N/A $549 N/A $549 $549 

GST  $20 $63 $20 $63 $63 

Total monthly income $1,040 $2,511 $605 $2,043 $2,312 

Rent 
Bachelor  Three Bedroom   Bachelor Three Bedroom  Three Bedroom  

$527  $901  $527  $901  $901  

% of income spend on 
shelter 

50.67% 35.88% 87.11% 44.10% 38.97% 

Cost of Healthy Eating $202.34 $726.31 $202.34 $726.31 $726.31 

% of income spent on  
nutritious diet 

19.46% 28.92% 33.44% 35.55% 31.41% 

Amount remaining to 
cover other basic costs 

$310.66 $883.90 ($124.34) $415.69 $684.69 

% of income remaining  29.87% 35.20% 0 20.35% 29.61% 

% of income required 
for transportation, 
clothing & other 

38% 38% 38% 38% 38% 

% of increase to social 
assistance needed 

8.37% 4.26% 39% 30% N/A 

 
Income comprised of income generated from earnings or social assistance payments and additional government assistance as 
appropriate including the Ontario Child Benefit, Canada Child Tax Benefit, and GST refunds.   

 
As illustrated in the above chart, a single OW recipient falls short of meeting monthly food 
and shelter costs alone by an average of $124.34 per month in Niagara. This shortfall 
extends to all demographics outlined in the above chart when Market Basket Measures are 
taken into consideration. The Market Basket Measure of poverty considers not only the cost 
of food and shelter, but additional goods and services such as personal and household 
needs, furniture, telephone service, and modest levels of goods relating to reading, 
recreation, and entertainment. As indicated in the chart, substantial increases to social 
assistance are necessary for a family to meet basic needs requirements.  
 
The cumulative impact is that individuals and families will continue to experience an 
inability to meet basic needs and to make healthy nutritional choices. The implications are 
considerable in terms of perpetuating family and child poverty, and necessitate continued 
reliance on food banks and other community services by those living in poverty. Food 
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security for many residents with low income is compromised and it is becoming increasingly 
difficult to meet energy and nutrient needs, a basic requirement of health.  

 

Poverty reduction is a commitment made by all levels of government, federal, provincial 
and municipal. In December 2008, the Province of Ontario released its poverty reduction 
strategy report entitled “Breaking the Cyclev”. This report outlines the Province’s strategies 
designed to reduce the number of children living in poverty in Ontario by 25% over the next 
5 years. The 2009 Ontario Budget announcement reflected an increase to the Ontario Child 
Benefit (OCB) amount from $500 to $1,100 per child annually, two years ahead of the 
original timeline. The Ontario government has continued with its promise of 2% annual 
increases to social assistance rates, with the latest 2% increase in December 2009.  These 
increases have yet to restore the income loss associated with the 22% reduction of social 
assistance rates in 1995 and have not resulted in a level of income where families are able 
to meet their basic needs.   
 
As indicated in COM-44-2009, Niagara continues to demonstrate leadership in its 
commitment to address poverty in Niagara through the Prosperity Initiatives. The Prosperity 
Initiatives directly respond to the recommendations that were put forward in the joint 
“Legacy of Poverty? Addressing Cycles of Poverty and the Impact on Child Health in 
Niagara Region”. The introduction of a $100 food supplement is not intended as a long-
term solution, but will assist in bridging the gap for families struggling to meet basic needs 
in the short term. The establishment of an independent committee involved in setting the 
criteria for social assistance rates will go a long way in lessening the gap that currently 
exits. 
 
Submitted by: Submitted by: 
 
 
 
______________________________  ______________________________   
Brian Hutchings R. C. Williams, MD, DPH, FRCPC 
Commissioner, Community Services Medical Officer of Health 
 
 
Approved by: 
 
 
 
______________________________ 
Mike Trojan 
Chief Administration Officer 
 
Appendix A: NBPSDHU Poverty and Healthy Eating Resolution  

 
This report was prepared by Katie Macoretta, Manager, Community Services, Tami McCallum, Manager, Chronic Disease and 
Injury Prevention, and Kim Ouellette, Registered Dietitian, Niagara Region Public Health. The report was reviewed by Lori 
Watson, Director, Social Assistance and Employment Opportunities, Community Services, and Ellen Wodchis, Director, 
Chronic Disease and Injury Prevention, Niagara Region Public Health and Dr. Andrea Feller, Associate Medical Officer of 
Health. 
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