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ABOUT VIBRANT COMMUNITIES – CITIES REDUCING POVERTY

Vibrant Communities – Cities Reducing Poverty (VC–CRP) began in 2002 as a pilot experiment, in 
which 13 “Trail Builder” cities explored whether poverty could be significantly reduced by non-profits, 
for-profits, governments and citizen sectors collaborating in a new way. Its first phase yielded out-
standing results. Under the leadership of the McConnell Foundation, Caledon Institute and Tamarack 
Institute, from 2002-2012, 200,000+ Canadians benefitted from poverty reducing impacts. 

VC–CRP continues to share the models and lessons learned from these first 10 years as we support 
cities to develop new poverty reduction initiatives and facilitate space for important peer-to-peer 
learning. VC–CRP is now a national movement comprised of 80 locally-based collaboratives repre-
senting more than 300 cities across Canada and the USA.  

As part of their membership package, VC–CRP communities are supported to explore the unique 
profile of poverty in their community, engage residents from all walks of life in identifying a shared 
vision, and determine local strategies for connecting and coordinating differently to achieve popula-
tion-level poverty reduction.

ABOUT THIS REPORT 

The Vibrant Communities – Cities Reducing Poverty 2020 Impact Report is our first attempt at 
capturing and communicating national trends in poverty reduction and the important ways in 
which member Cities Reducing Poverty collaboratives are contributing to those changes. 

This impact report is meant for poverty reduction organizers and advocates, and public 
decision-makers to get a sense for how collaborative, multi-sectoral local roundtables with 
comprehensive plans contribute to poverty reduction in their communities and beyond; and 
spotlights high-impact initiatives that are demonstrating promising results.

This impact report is also meant to inspire more organizations, groups and associations 
to track, identify and communicate their impact. That is, to describe the linkages between 
their activities and population-level outcomes, analyzing whether, in what ways, and how 
much things are changing for people living in poverty. This approach to evaluation also helps 
collaboratives gain a fuller understanding of how their contributions have an important role in 
creating healthy, vibrant communities. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Connecting local community efforts 
through national support  

since 2002

https://maytree.com/wp-content/uploads/992ENG.pdf
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

BACKGROUND

Vibrant Communities and our Cities Reducing Poverty members recognize poverty 
as complex and multi-dimensional. As of 2018, we have aligned our working defini- 
tion of poverty with Opportunity for All: Canada’s First Poverty Reduction Strategy:

“Poverty is the condition of a person who is deprived of the resources, 
means, choices and power necessary to acquire and maintain a basic 
level of living standards and to facilitate integration and participation in 
society.”

Opportunity for All also denotes Canada’s new official poverty line – the Market 
Basket Measure (MBM). The Government of Canada tracks progress towards 
poverty reduction goals by tracking the MBM as well as on 12 additional indica-
tors which better reflect the complex and multi-dimensional nature of poverty. 
While MBM reflects absolute material deprivation, these additional indicators 
serve to monitor the ability of Canadians to better meet their basic needs and 
move closer to the poverty line. 

The Dimensions of Poverty Hub complements VC-CRP’s own Game Changer 
approach to poverty reduction strategy and evaluation (Mark Holmgren, 2016). The 
Game Changer approach highlights eight domains of poverty reduction work, that 
while not exhaustive, are high-leverage and can have positive cascading effects 
on the multiple dimensions of poverty. Cities Reducing Poverty members have 
reported finding it helpful in organizing their thinking about poverty reduction 
impact. We have therefore organized this report by its eight domains.

Poverty Reduction Game Changers:
•	 Income and Employment	
•	 Housing 
•	 Transportation 
•	 Education 
•	 Health 
•	 Early Childhood Development 
•	 Food Security 
•	 Financial Empowerment
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RESULTS

Particularly noteworthy, in this report we celebrate Canada being well 
on its way to ending financial poverty. According to Statistics Canada 
(2020), the national poverty rate (MBM), declined by 24% from 2015 
to 2018 – or more than one million Canadians. In addition, the number 
of Canadians living in relative low income (Low Income Measure – After 
Tax) has also declined from 14.2% to 12.3% from 2014-2018. This is 
the lowest rate of poverty in Canadian history (Employment and Social 
Development Canada, 2019). Child poverty rates have been following a 
similar downward trend, with 367,000 fewer children living in poverty in 
2018 than were in 2012 (Statistics Canada, 2020), with much thanks to 
the new Canada Child Benefit; and poverty rates amongst seniors are 
the lowest of three age brackets, in large part due to benefits such as the 
Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) that top up Canada Pension Plan 
(CPP) earnings for low-income seniors.
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This prosperity is also being shared geo-
graphically amongst cities and communities 
across Canada. In a scan of 14 large and 
medium-sized CRP cities, poverty declined 
from 2015-2018 in 10 cities (with the exception 
of Saskatoon, Cape Breton, St. Johns, and 
Vancouver).

MBM Region 2015 2018 Reduction 
(MBM)

Calgary 12.4% 12.3% -0.8%

Cape Breton 12.4% 14.2% 15.3%

Edmonton 7.8% 7.5% -3.9%

Fredericton 12.2% 10.7% -12.3%

Halifax 18.3% 15.2% -16.9%

Hamilton/
Burlington 10.0% 9.8% -2.0%

Moncton 14.8% 11.6% -21.6%

Ottawa 14.9% 12.2% -18.1%

Saint John 19.5% 14.0% -28.2%

Saskatoon 15.1% 16.0% 6.0%

St. John’s 10.5% 12.9% 22.9%

Toronto 19.2% 13.9% -38.1%

Vancouver 12.4% 14.9% 20.2%

Winnipeg 15.5% 12.0% -22.6%
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In addition to income, other root causes of poverty trending positively are: 

•	 A declining national unemployment rate
•	 An increase in affordable transportation programs in municipalities 

across Canada
•	 Rising levels of high school graduation amongst young Canadians
•	 Fewer Canadians reporting having unmet health needs
•	 Greater access to quality affordable childcare spaces for parents
•	 Decreasing rates of food bank usage
•	 More Canadians becoming asset-resilient; and
•	 Significant investments in housing and homelessness at all levels of 

government

The VC-CRP Team has compiled a number of short stories from the Cities 
Reducing Poverty network, exemplifying innovative practices members 
are employing or supporting locally. These exciting results cumulatively 
contribute to the national trends we are seeing by providing immediate 
benefits to individuals and families, demonstrating new best practices 
and influencing policy changes, initiating systems changes, and building 
the critical mass of support amongst the public and decision-makers to 
address poverty. Examples include:

-	 Awareness raising amongst policy makers and the general public 
(ex. the local costs of living, insufficiency of Social Assistance rates, 
affordable housing options, RESPs)

-	 Bridging communication between sectors and addressing gaps (ex. 
employers and unemployed youth, the food bank and health profes-
sionals doing home visits; food donors and non-profits)

-	 Delivering programs, projects and services to individuals and 
families (ex. literacy or financial literacy training for adults, funding 
eye glasses and prescription drugs, eviction intervention, enrich-
ment classes for young children and parents, a mobile food market, 
Community Volunteer Income Tax Programs)

-	 Raising collaborative funds (ex. Community Development Corpora-
tions or collaborative funding proposals)

-	 Running innovation labs and pilot projects to create the case to for 
new policies (ex. affordable housing and transportation models, and 
increasing teacher to student ratios)

-	 Introducing subsidies that ease the cost of living burden (ex. afford-
able transit passes, affordable child care, affordable recreation) 

-	 Changing infrastructure (ex. increased night bus service, introducing 
dial-a-ride, creating neighbourhood-based health care, securing 
space for community food storage and distribution, launching a bus 
to the food bank)

Living SJ’s Collective Impact strategy to help every child 
‘succeed from cradle to career’ requires helping every child 
achieve early learning success. This included launching a 
3-year demonstration project that raised $4.5M to equip seven 
elementary schools serving low income neighbourhoods 
with additional teachers. The schools reduced the teacher 
to student ratio in K-2 classrooms from 1:21 to 1:12 to close 
the education achievement gap for 1,000 students. Year One 
results showed that children are making accelerated progress 
in multiple dimensions. Families are more confident sup-
porting their child’s education journey, and teachers are more 
confident in their abilities to help every child succeed. From 
2013-2018, early literacy scores for children in low-income 
neighbourhoods approached the school district average. For 
example, in Saint John’s low-income neighbourhoods, 74% of 
the Grade 2 students achieved the literacy standard, com-
pared to 75% in the school district and 71% in New Brunswick.

SAINT JOHN, NB
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Calgary’s Enough for All’s  financial empowerment initiative 
has led to increased savings and assets for its clients, as 
well as and millions of dollars in tax refunds and govern-
ment benefits. Since 2015, $3,304,379 in tax refunds were 
put directly into the pockets of low-income Calgarians and, 
through tax clinics, more than $45M accessed in govern-
ment benefits. 3,000 RESP’s were created to encourage 
children to pursue post-secondary education, and more than 
1,300 people accessed almost $800,000 through matched 
savings programs.

•	 Stagnating welfare rates
•	 Income not keeping pace with the rising costs of housing and food
•	 An increase in the prevalence of mental health
•	 The quality of the education system

This impact report was prepared from March to September 2020 in the 
midst of the COVID-19 pandemic using data up to 2019. While the only 
certainty at the moment is that poverty will be exacerbated amongst 
many domains, this report reminds readers that we already have many 
good strategies for reducing poverty and we should be emboldened by 
knowing that when we work together, we can make big change.

End Poverty Edmonton  (EPE) is empowering individuals 
to increase their wealth by arming low-income residents 
with the right knowledge and tools. They teach financial 
literacy skills and provide incentives to save money through 
Empower U – a program that matches participant savings 
at a rate of 2:1. In 2018, $74,730 was paid out to 108 
participants that collectively saved $40,800. The top five 
uses of savings, as reported by participants, were emer-
gency savings, investments for education or employment, 
and the purchase of tools for school or work. For example, 
one participant used their savings to pay for driving lessons, 
which then helped them to find a better job.

EDMONTON, ABCALGARY, AB

Much momentum has been gained in the last decade – the CRP network 
has grown from 13 Trail Builders to 80 Cities Reducing Poverty, all prov-
inces and territories have or are developing a poverty reduction strategy, 
and in 2018 Canada’s First Poverty Reduction Strategy was launched with 
significant early investments in families with children. Governments are 
picking up the community’s lead and implementing innovative programs 
and policies originating from communities, with wide reaching effects for 
individuals and families.

Of course, while poverty is trending in the right direction, we have not 
ended poverty. There is still work to be done, and we suggest categories 
for further intervention where we are seeing concerning trends:
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Detailed in Appendix 1 (page 38), Vibrant Communities – Cities Reducing 
Poverty’s (VC-CRP’s) domains of work, or “Game Changers”, undertaken 
by Cities Reducing Poverty (CRP) members include: 

•	 Income and Employment
•	 Housing 
•	 Transportation
•	 Education
•	 Health
•	 Early Childhood Development
•	 Food Security
•	 Financial Empowerment

As poverty reduction Game Changers reflect key root causes of poverty, 
tracking their short- and medium-term success (“outcomes”) comple-
ments measures of income poverty (such as the Market Basket Measure 
and Low Income Measure). These domains provide a more holistic per-
spective and additional vantage points to better understand longer-term 
progress (“impact”) towards ending poverty. As the Game Changer 
thinking continues to evolve, these domains have proven useful for CRP 
members to organize their thinking and evaluation of poverty reduction, 
but are not exclusive of all the ways in which members are working to end 
poverty.

Each chapter of this report highlights a different Game Changer, popu-
lation-level trends, and animates ways in which big and small actions by 
CRP members across Canada have been contributing to these changes.

POVERTY REDUCTION STRATEGIES

POVERTY REDUCTION STRATEGIES
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Between 2015 and 2018, three of Canada’s traditional 
income measures of poverty trended downward. The 
number of people living below Canada's Official Poverty Line 
(MBM) decreased by 24%, the rate of people living in deep 
poverty (below 75% of MBM) fell by 27%, and the relative 
poverty rate declined by 13% (Dimensions of Poverty Hub 
2020).

Greater income security is being achieved through a mixture 
of government subsidies and tax transfers and Canadians 
finding and sustaining work. Between 2015 and 2018, 
Canada’s unemployment rate dropped from 7% to a record 
low of 5.5% (Statistics Canada, 2020), while the employ-
ment-to-population ratio rose (Statistics Canada, 2020) 
and labour inactivity declined (OECD, 2020). This suggests 
people are not transitioning from job searching onto govern-
ment assistance. The labour participation rate also declined 
slightly (Statistics Canada, 2020), suggesting the same pool 
of unemployed people are finding jobs, rather than new 
workers sweeping up jobs quickly.

Workers are also earning somewhat more: median hourly 
wages increased from $23.53 in 2018 to $24.04 in 2019 
(Statistics Canada, 2020). This is the wage in which half of 
all Canadians are above and half are below the wage. This 
wage is higher than all currently calculated Living Wages in 
Canada (ranging from $13.15 - $23.95/hour) with the excep-
tion of Inuvik, Nunavut ($24.75). Further, The United Steel 
Workers report that while most workers saw their wages 
stagnate from 2016-2018, the bottom 20% of Canadian 

Economic security remains the primary factor 
in ensuring that individuals and families are 
able to meet basic needs, afford necessities, 
and build assets.

INCOME AND EMPLOYMENT
Deep Income Poverty 
(MBM)

Key Takeaways: 5.4 
percent of Canadians 
were living in deep income 
poverty in 2018, down from 
7.4 percent in 2015. 

This indicator measures 
the number of individuals 
whose family disposable 
income is below 75 percent 
of Canada’s Official Poverty 
Line (Market Basket 
Measure)

Source: Dimensions of Poverty Hub | Canadian Income Survey | Statistics Canada | Custom tabulation

Relative Low Income 
(LIM-AT)

Key Takeaways: 12.3 per-
cent of Canadians had less 
than half as much income 
as the median after-tax 
income in 2018, down from 
14.2 percent in 2015. 

This indicator uses 
Statistics Canada’s Low 
Income Measure (LIM-AT) 
to measure the proportion 
of Canadians living in low 
income.

Source: Dimensions of Poverty Hub | Canadian Income Survey | Statistics Canada | Table 11-10-0135-01 Low income statistics 
by age, sex and economic family type

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1110013501
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1110013501
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workers saw real wage increases of 3.54%, primarily due to provincial/
territorial minimum wage increases (United Steel Workers, 2019).

Finally, from 2015-2016, there was a significant rise in median income 
from government transfers, which rose from $5,800 in 2014 to $7,400 in 
2016. Approximately half of this increase was due to expanded child ben-
efits and has helped thousands of families with children escape poverty 
(Statistics Canada, 2018).

CRP members are contributing to these trends by tackling the spectrum 
of income and employment supports. Their efforts include raising aware-
ness amongst policy makers and the general public about issues such 
as: the local cost of living; the gap between social assistance rates and 
minimum and living wages; and how many families in the community are 
struggling to get by. Many coordinate advocacy campaigns to increase 
employment and non-employment income floors, so that everyone can 
live with dignity. Members also encourage income independence by 
building and bridging supply and demand in the market. They work with 
employers to create safe and decent work, such as through Living Wage 
campaigns that lift workers’ wages. They also support individuals to 
prepare for employment (e.g. life skills training) and reduce barriers to 
employment (e.g. transportation and childcare).

Examples of Cities Reducing Poverty Impacts
The following stories highlight poverty reduction gains which were led by 
or contributed to by CRP collaboratives in 2019. They highlight:

•	 Province-wide disability assistance income increases (Alberta)
•	 Province-wide increases in government cash transfers to low and 

moderate-income families (Alberta)
•	 Pay increases for low-wage workers to earn a living wage
•	 Positive behaviour changes in employers towards creating culturally 

safe workspaces
•	 Connections to work for youth struggling to gain employment 

Calgary – Calgary’s Enough for All (2013) was the first poverty reduction 
strategy in both Calgary and Alberta. Over the next 5 years, it played a piv-
otal role in Alberta’s shifting policy landscape, providing key foundations for 
the development of the Alberta Poverty Reduction Network (APRN) and the 
Calgary Social Policy Collaborative (CSPC). Two reports produced by Vibrant 
Communities Calgary and Action to End Poverty in Alberta – Poverty Costs 
2.0 (2013) and Poverty Costs 2.5 (2015) presented 71 recommendations for 
policies that could support poverty reduction in Alberta, 22 of which have 
to-date been implemented. Two recent wide-reaching policy wins that had 
been advocated for by the APRN and CSPC include:

A)	Increasing social assistance rates and indexing them to the cost of 
living. In 2019, Bill 26: An Act to Combat Poverty and Fight for Albertans 
with Disabilities increased disability assistance in Alberta for the first 
time since 2012 – by 6%-30% depending on family type – and expanded 
eligibility. In 2019, the Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped 
(AISH) program supported more than 63,000 low-income individuals 
with disabilities to keep up with the rising cost of living and to keep more 
of their additional earned income (e.g. from employment, interest and 
investments). Despite these initial wins, in January 2020, the new Alberta 
budget de-indexed AISH rates from inflation. Vibrant Communities 
Calgary continues to call on the province to raise the rates.

B)	A provincial child benefit for low- and modest- income families. In 
2016, the Alberta Child Benefit (ACB) and the Alberta Family Employ-
ment Tax Credit (AFETC) were introduced to complement the Canada 
Child Benefit (CCB), providing direct financial assistance to lower-income 
families with children. As refundable tax credits, households receive the 
full sum they are eligible for regardless of how much they may owe on 
income taxes. The introduction of these benefits was timely, as they pro-
vided financial consistency and support to low-income families during 
a provincial economic downturn. From 2018-2019, the ACB provided 
$175M in benefits to 127,345 families living on a low-income ($328M 
when combined with the AFETC). Combined with the federal CCB, the 
ABC and the AFETC were key contributors to Alberta’s 50% reduction in 
child poverty between 2015 and 2017. 

http://enoughforall.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Albertas-progress-in-poverty-reduction-2019.pdf
http://enoughforall.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Albertas-progress-in-poverty-reduction-2019.pdf
https://maytree.com/wp-content/uploads/Social_Assistance_Summaries_All_Canada.pdf
https://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/4.-Alberta-Child-Benefit.pdf
http://enoughforall.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Albertas-progress-in-poverty-reduction-2019.pdf
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behaviour change, calling the program “impactful” and “life changing”. For 
example, by 2019 they reported:

•	 Six companies reached out to community organizations, seven 
reached out to an Indigenous employment company

•	 Three reached out to individual Indigenous job seekers 
•	 Three added or changed an Human Resource practice or policy to 

support Indigenous engagement
•	 One reported an increase in Indigenous candidates applying for 

jobs, and 
•	 Four engaged nine Indigenous job seekers for a job, internship, 

job-shadowing or term position.

Williams Lake – Williams Lake is creating pathways out of poverty by 
helping people to get good jobs. They support education and skills devel-
opment for youth and adult job seekers that are trying to enter or advance 
in the job market, as well as for businesses struggling with labour short-
ages. To date, the Williams Lake Hiring Initiative has supported over 50 
businesses to understand good practices to recruit and retain talent. Part-
ners have also introduced skills training and work placement connections 

for 97 youth struggling 
to find employment. 
Through role model-
ling the importance of 
providing good jobs, in 
2019, 26 businesses 
were celebrated for 
being great employers 
as voted for by their 
employees. 

Revelstoke – The Revelstoke Poverty Reduction Working Group’s annual 
Living Wage re-calculation and awareness campaign is regularly featured 
in community news and discussion. The right timing and mix between 
Revelstoke’s 2019 Living Wage Release, the Revelstoke Child Care Society 
exploring ways to better recruit and retain employees, and its progressive 
Executive Director and Board of Directors, contributed to each of Child 
Care Society’s 24 employees receiving a pay bump of $1.50/hour. This 
pay increase followed a unanimous vote on the part of the Child Care 
Society Board of Directors to match Revelstoke’s Living Wage. Those in 
more advanced positions within in the organization also received a wage 
top-up. 

Winnipeg – In 2015, the Winnipeg Poverty Reduction Council (WPRC) 
reflected on how their collective skills and networks could have the 
greatest impact on poverty in Winnipeg. Guided by the Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission’s 92nd Call to Action, they decided to focus on 
bridging relationships between non-profit community job-trainers and 
businesses, to increase employment opportunities for Indigenous job-
seekers within Winnipeg’s corporate sector. 

In their role as convener, the WPRC has prioritized:

1.	 Educating corporate management about Indigenous history and its 
legacy

2.	 Supporting corporate management to educate their workforces 
about Indigenous history and its legacy, and to develop anti-racism 
and cultural safety practices

3.	 Facilitating new connections between employers and Indigenous 
job seekers 

Initially, WPRC engaged nine companies in a business-to-business 
learning consortium. Convened by WPRC, consortium members partici-
pated in learning opportunities, met with community groups and reflected 
together about how to incorporate these new learnings into their work-
places. Gradually, participants moved beyond learning and awareness to 
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Modest gains are being made, in response to the growing 
housing and homelessness crisis, through new and enhanced 
policies, plans, practices, and investments at all levels of 
government. Drawing on best practice and recommendations 
that align with local housing plans, Canada’s First National 
Housing Strategy is introducing significant long-term invest-
ments ($55B over 10 years) and systems changes (such as 
a portable housing supplement). As well, through community 
collaboration, a better understanding of the scope of and 
progress towards ending homelessness is being gained with 
Canada’s first two coordinated Point in Time Homelessness 
Counts. These are helping communities to better understand 
who and how many people are homeless. The first found 
4,579 homeless in 32 communities across Canada, and the 
second found 25,216 homeless in 61 communities.

CRP members are contributing to the growing number of 
systems, policy and practice innovations that will sustainably 
house residents by expanding local stocks of affordable 
housing and by preventing more people from becoming 
homeless. They are engaging people from all sectors to 
learn about and tackle the root causes of homelessness, and 
to use this information to run programs and services that 
prevent eviction. They are raising awareness of the positive 
benefits that housing has for an individual’s overall health and 
employment outcomes, as well as for the whole community. 

Access to safe, secure, adequate, affordable and suitable housing is fundamental to living a decent life

HOUSING

https://www.placetocallhome.ca/
https://www.placetocallhome.ca/
https://www.homelesshub.ca/solutions/monitoring-progress/point-time-counts
https://www.homelesshub.ca/solutions/monitoring-progress/point-time-counts
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Edmonton – End Poverty Edmonton’s (EPE’s) strategies to address 
housing and end homelessness include increasing the affordable housing 
stock, preventing people from entering into homelessness, and raising 
the profile of housing issues in the community – including the right to 
housing. Major successes include:

•	 Investing in Community Bridge, a rapid response intervention team 
which has supported 138 families, prevented 87% of evictions – 
through tenant referrals to financial support, mental health and 
family wellbeing  – and provided  loans to families totaling $92,491. 

•	 The City’s exploration of different affordable housing models with 
the University of Alberta

•	 EPE’s recently established 
Edmonton Community 
Development Corporation 
(ECDC) supporting low-in-
come and poorly resourced 
neighbourhoods gain 
the resources needed 
for renewal. The ECDC 
co-founded the McCauley 
Development Cooperative 
with several community 
partners to purchase a 
commercial strip mall in 
the heart of the McCauley 
neighbourhood. The ECDC provided backbone support, financial 
investment, and support in operations for the mall which raised 
$1.1M amongst 91 investors to put a down payment on the $2.9M 
Piazza. This is creating wealth in the neighbourhood which may be 
re-invested into initiatives such as new affordable housing.

Examples of Cities Reducing Poverty Impacts
The following stories highlight housing and homeless prevention efforts 
which were led by or contributed to by CRP collaboratives in 2019. They 
include:

•	 Increasing the community’s capacity to raise collaborative funding 
to address homelessness 

•	 More awareness of local housing challenges and potential solutions 
•	 The generation of new affordable housing models
•	 The prevention of evictions which may have led to homelessness
•	 The pooling of resources to collectively generate more community 

wealth 

Dufferin County – In their first year of the amalgamation of several 
poverty-focused tables, the Dufferin County Equity Collaborative (DCEC) 
has done significant community capacity building by pooling expertise 
across agencies into an established working group that now tackles 
housing and homelessness together. For the first time, they have brought 
together multiple County offices to co-generate a collective understanding 
of housing issues, and in turn, have been able to drum up more support 
for their proposed solutions. A collaborative submission recommending 
emergency and transitional supportive housing was accomplished with 
increased ease. In addition, they have adopted the RentSmart program. 
Their seven housing working group members received a presentation, 
two working group members have been certified to deliver the program, 
and one workshop has been conducted to help renters prevent home-
lessness through eviction.  The working group has also developed a new 
partnership with Golden Girls Canada, helping them to build awareness of 
affordable housing alternatives, such as Home Sharing, to over 100 adult 
and senior residents.

https://www.endpovertyedmonton.ca/posts/y2-progress-i-community-bridge
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Canada’s first national report on transportation (Allen & Farber, Sizing up 
transport poverty: A national scale accounting of low-income households 
suffering from inaccessibility in Canada, and what to do about it, 2019) 
found that residents with low socioeconomic status are typically centrally 
located in cities, and therefore have relatively higher levels of geographic 
accessibility to transit. As such, in these regions, affordability becomes 
one of the top barriers to accessibility. 

Over the last few years, more and more Canadian cities have tackled this 
issue by adopting low-income transit programs. According to a Winnipeg 
staff report (2019), 19 Canadian cities now run low-income transit 
passes, programs or pilots. All 9 that they explored in-depth reported 
that the passes increased ridership amongst low-income residents, and 
some even doubled their uptake. The same year, Toronto, three years into 
their low-income transit program, commissioned an evaluation which 
reinforced these findings by showing a significant increase in ridership, 
and users reported using transit for work/volunteering, school/training, 
job seeking, shopping, recreational activities, visiting friends and families, 
medical appointments, and taking children to activities throughout the 
city. 

CRP members are contributing to this policy trend by bringing together 
municipal staff, elected officials, and community service providers to 
make the case for affordable, available and sustainable transportation 
and are identifying gaps in service (such as high costs, lack of coverage, 
and safety). Municipal and provincial governments – and in some cases 
non-profits and businesses – are reallocating funds to offer subsidized 
transit fares for people on low-incomes, and are creating, expanding and 
changing transit routes to improve access.

Affordable and accessible transportation supports 
improved physical health and well-being and is a 
key facilitator for community members to access 
employment and health care. 

TRANSPORTATION

https://osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/ua2gj/
https://spcw.mb.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/AffordableTransitReport-SPCW-2016.pdf
https://spcw.mb.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/AffordableTransitReport-SPCW-2016.pdf
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families who depend on public transportation, for example were 
the full $25.60 round trip fare for two parents and two school-aged 
children to do a family outing would be cost-prohibitive. 

3.	 Free transit passes to homeless or at-risk youth through partner 
service agencies. In 2018, the City provided a 6-fold increase to 600 
passes available each month. This has helped youth to access med-
ical appointments, food, employment, and more. For every $1 invested 
in this program, these passes have demonstrated $1.92 return in 
societal value.

The City is also reviewing OWL late night services in an effort to expand 
and improve transit quality for late night and shift workers, to make 
transportation safer, and to better meet their needs. Network redesign 
recommendations went to council in 2019 and are expected to be imple-
mented in 2020. 

Examples of Cities Reducing Poverty Impacts
The following stories highlight several transportation gains which were 
led by or contributed to by CRP collaboratives in 2019. They include:

•	 Introduction of subsidized low-income transit passes which have 
increased use of the transit system by low-income residents and 
improved affordability of other essential expenses 

•	 Introduction of subsidized low-income transit passes that have 
provided better access to jobs, employment, schools, and training 
programs for low-income adults

•	 Introduction of subsidized low-income transit passes for homeless 
or at-risk youth that have provided better access to medical appoint-
ments, prescription pick-ups, food, and employment 

•	 Expansion of the transit system reach for residents in un- or under-
served regions  

 

Edmonton – The City of Edmonton, a lead partner of the End Poverty 
Edmonton (EPE) strategy, has introduced several complementary sup-
ports that benefit low-income residents. These are:

1.	 A Ride Transit low-income transit pass that, through a partnership 
with the Government of Alberta, benefits 66,000 Edmontonians. The 
pass increases the access of adults and youth to the transit system, 
to employment opportunities, and to recreational activities. It reduces 
isolation and stress, for example, as respondents from a 2018 eval-
uation study said that they no longer had to choose between food, 
rent and the bus. In June 2020, to further eliminate financial barriers, 
the City revised the program to a sliding scale income model that 
expanded eligibility from 10% to 25% above Statistics Canada’s low 
income cut off (LICO).

2.	 Free rides for children aged 12 years and under when accompanied 
by a fare-paying adult. This reduces financial barriers for low-income 

https://www.endpovertyedmonton.ca/rma19
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d02aedc004fc3000119590a/t/5da5090abb64500a63b63fd8/1571096888055/I-PATH-SROI-Executive-Summary.pdf
https://www.endpovertyedmonton.ca/rma21


19

TRANSPORTATION

on-demand point-to-point service to jobs, and that contracted all 10 
CBRM taxi companies. In the first, a Common Good Solutions project 
coordinator provided direct route management and reimbursements to 
taxi companies, and in the second, one of several social service partners 
subsidized full/partial rides to clients and taxi companies, planned routes 
and managed changes. The project’s 2018-2019 phase affirmed that the 
social service partner-led model yielded more than twice as many fixed 
routes (24 vs 10), supported more individuals (4.6 people per ride vs. 2.2 
per ride), and that its collaborative approach more readily navigated user 
changes. 

An important learning from this phase was the need for a local organiza-
tional partner lead. As a result, the next phase will be led by United Way. 
It will explore how the program could best combine the free bus pass 
program with taxi on-demand service, so that users can access the bus 
as their main form of transportation, but are also able to affordably take a 
taxi to or from work when taking the bus is not feasible.

Cape Breton – Community partners in Cape Breton are working together 
and with local and provincial governments to pilot changes to Cape 
Breton Transit (CBT). Their aim is to permanently introduce programs 
that increase affordability and accessibility for residents to get to jobs, 
employment programs and school/volunteer opportunities. Two main 
poverty reduction collaborations are opening up work opportunities:

First, the United Way advocated to municipal government for, introduced, 
and has been administering a free 6-month transit pass for low-income 
residents since in 2017. They secured more sustainable funding from 
the province, first through the Nova Scotia Poverty Reduction Strategy in 
2018, then through CBT in 2019. Passes support individuals looking for 
employment, and that are currently employed, in a community program, 
or attending school. Priority for passes is given to different individuals 
each round, so that no one becomes reliant on the service. Passes serve 
as a means for individuals to work towards a more secure financial 
situation. To date, 168 free bus passes have been distributed. Pre-survey 
results indicate people intend to use the pass for:

•	 Social connections – 60%
•	 To get to/from work – 53%
•	 Food access – 53% 
•	 Searching for employment - 46% 
•	 School access – 46%
•	 Volunteer opportunities access – 46%
•	 Gym or exercise access – 26%

Second, the United Way, as a key partner in Transportation Innovation 
Labs (TIL), complemented their job bus program by finding solutions to 
coverage barriers (geographic and frequency) of the current CBT bus 
system for workers to get to work. For example, low-income workers 
in particular tend to end up personally paying unaffordable rates for 
taxis to get to work, training or school. In 2018-2019, TIL explored the 
most effective and sustainable method for providing CBRM residents 
with transportation to work. The pilot partners experimented with 
two methods that mobilized existing transportation providers to do 
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More students are completing high school. 
Between 2004 and 2014 there was a growth 
from 81% to 89.3% of young Canadians (20-24 
years of age) in the labour force having com-
pleted high school. As well, there was a steady 
increase between 1994-2014 from 3.8 to 5% 
of adults 25 years and older participating in 
education-related activities (Canadian Index 
of Wellbeing, 2020). While social program and 
policy efforts have been important, the Confer-
ence Board of Canada suggests these trends 
have likely been more influenced by labour 
force entry-level requirements, social expecta-
tions, and overall prosperity than by policy. 

Canada’s public school system is successful 
in helping the majority of students meet their 
educational goals, therefore CRP members 
target their efforts more towards under-re-
sourced communities with a high prevalence 
of low-income families and vulnerable popu-
lations that are at-risk of falling through the 
cracks. They use an equity lens to develop 
supplementary educational programs and 
pursue policy and systems changes that help 
disadvantaged children and youth achieve 
education results comparable to the general 
student population. They are also supporting 
adults to complete or upgrade their education 
and skills in subjects relevant to the local job 
market. The goal is to prepare all individuals 
for post-secondary school or employment in 
higher-wage industries.

High quality early childhood education puts children on a path to development and success. 

EDUCATION
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Saint John – Another strategy in helping every child succeed, from cradle 
to career, is helping every high school student graduate equipped for 
post-secondary pursuits and employment. To do this, six high-quality 
“best practice” enrichment programs – delivered both in- and out-of-
school– were developed to help students in Grades 9-12. These programs 

supported students living in low-income neighbour-
hoods and at-risk of dropping out to stay in school 
and graduate. All six programs are demonstrating a 
high rate of student success. 400 students benefit 
from one or more programs annually, and 94% of 
participants move forward to the next grade or 
graduate. Over the past 5 years, the high school 
completion rate for Saint John students in low-in-
come neighbourhoods has risen from 60% to 70%, 
compared to 84% to 86% for students living in all 
other neighbourhoods. This indicates that the gap 
is gradually closing, and that they are approaching 
the provincial target of 90%.  

Sault Ste. Marie – The Sault Ste. Marie Poverty Roundtable and partners 
are helping adults attain higher levels of education to build the founda-
tions for securing higher-wage jobs. Eight literacy providers in Sault Ste. 
Marie are creating more literacy programs for adults so that lower-wage 
earners and people living on social assistance are able to upgrade their 
skills to levels required, for example to finish post-secondary school or 
to enter higher wage industries. In 2018, 390 residents were enrolled in 
literacy programs, almost all participants (92%) were on Social Assistance 
or had no income, and 30% were unemployed. Upon completion of the 
courses, an additional 9% of participants were employed or in post-sec-
ondary education. 

Examples of Cities Reducing Poverty Impacts
The following stories highlight education-related gains which were led by 
or contributed to by CRP collaboratives in 2019. They include:

•	 Closing the gap in early literacy scores between priority neighbour-
hood students and the district average

•	 Closing the gap in graduation rates between 
priority neighbourhood students and the 
district average

•	 Increasing the number of literacy programs 
being offered to adults to upgrade their 
educational attainment and skills

Saint John – Living SJ’s Collective Impact strategy 
to help every child ‘succeed from cradle to career’ 
requires helping every child achieve early learning 
success. This included launching a 3-year demon-
stration project that raised $4.5M to equip seven 
elementary schools serving low income neighbourhoods with additional 
teachers. The schools reduced the teacher to student ratio in K-2 class-
rooms from 1:21 to 1:12 to close the education achievement gap for 
1,000 students. The teachers are able to work intensely with each child 
to overcome learning barriers, build social skills and master early literacy 
and numeracy. They are also able to establish strong relationships with 
families. Year One results showed that children are making accelerated 
progress in multiple dimensions. Families are more confident supporting 
their child’s education journey, and teachers are more confident in their 
abilities to help every child succeed. From 2013-2018, early literacy scores 
for children in low-income neighbourhoods approached the school district 
average. For example, in Saint John’s low-income neighbourhoods, 74% 
of the Grade 2 students achieved the literacy standard, compared to 75% 
in the school district and 71% in New Brunswick. Still, much work needs 
to be done to meet the provincial target of 90%. 
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Canadians are experiencing gradual but positive trends under multiple 
health dimensions. As depicted in the chart to the right, from 2001-2014, 
there was an overall drop in the number of Canadians who feel they have 
not received health care when needed. Statistics Canada shows addi-
tional dimensions of health with positive indications such as an increase 
in life expectancy (from 81.8 years in 2014 to 82 years in 2018) (Statistics 
Canada, 2020) and from 2017-2018: 

•	 More people self-reporting their health being “very good” or “excellent”

•	 Fewer people experiencing stress, diabetes, arthritis, asthma, COPD 
or high blood pressure

•	 Fewer smokers – both daily and occasional – and fewer people 
drinking heavily

•	 Fewer instances of youth obesity

•	 More people reporting feeling “satisfied” or “very satisfied” in life 

•	 More people with regular access to a healthcare provider (Statistics 
Canada, 2020)

CRP members are contributing to positive health trends and preventative 
models by raising awareness about the connection of poverty with health 
outcomes using the Social Determinants of Health (SDOH) framework 
and language. They are increasing access to health and mental health 
services by bringing stakeholders of all SDOHs to the table to create a 
local and more holistic understanding of what is included in the health 
sphere. CRP members are integrating health and social supports to 
facilitate easier and less stigmatized access. They are also funding/
administrating programs and providing services that would otherwise  
be detrimental to health, such as shelter, food, dental, and recreation.

The primary factors that shape the health of Canadians are not medical treatments or lifestyle choices but rather the 
social, economic and environmental living conditions they experience. 

HEALTH

Unmet Health Needs

Key Takeaways: 11.2 percent of Canadians aged 12 years and older reported not 
receiving health care when they felt they needed it in 2014, down from 12.5 percent in 
2000-2001. Data for 2018-2019 is expected in early 2021.

Source: Statistics Canada | Dimensions of Poverty Hub | Annual Canadian Community Health Survey | 
Table 13-10-0690-01: Self-reported unmet health care needs

https://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/topics-start/poverty#info-foodsecurity
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1310069001
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sports, recreation, arts and culture programs. After receiving the Living 
Wage report from Vibrant Revelstoke and realizing that the true local 
cost of living is approximately $75K per year, the Oversight Committee 
unanimously voted to increase the eligibility cut-off to the Living Wage. 
Beyond improving affordability, this change has supported inclusiveness 
of the fund, and has reduced stigma amongst parents who previously 
had to justify their need for help. It has also helped raise awareness 
amongst Revelstoke families about the existence of the “missing middle,” 
and the organizers anticipate the application process will give the youth 
network another touch point with lower-income families with which to 
connect them to additional support services. The literature on child and 
youth development suggests that, in the longer term, these youth that are 
now able to participate in extracurriculars, may be associated with their 
greater commitment to their communities, to themselves, and to their 
peers. 

Dufferin County– One of Dufferin County Equity Committee’s (DCEC’s) 
three major goals is Health Equity, which is defined as “equitable oppor-
tunities to be healthy by having access to quality care that is fair, dignified 
and appropriate to needs”. The adoption of health equity as a priority 
under the collaborative brought together a new working group.  Recog-
nizing that one of their largest health barriers is food insecurity (at least 
14% of households in the County are food-insecure) and the inability of 
more vulnerable and less mobile clients to consistently purchase nutri-
tious food, the Dufferin Area Family Health Team, the Local Integrated 
Health Network (LIHN), and the Orangeville Food Bank (OFB) started a 
6-month pilot project. For this project, the OFB prepares packages for 
staff from the Health Team, and the LIHN distributes it to clients through 
office appointments and home visits.  The group is also promoting the 
Health Equity Impact Assessments (HEIA) tool, in order to identify barriers 
in new programs and services in Dufferin County. Members of the DCEC 
Health Equity work group have employed the tool in their work and are 
promoting it across the community making online training available for 
anyone through the DCEC Health Equity webpage. 

Examples of Cities Reducing Poverty Impacts
The following stories highlight health-related gains which were led by or 
contributed to by CRP collaboratives in 2019. They include:

•	 An increase in affordability of sports and recreational activities for 
youth of struggling middle income families, and decreased stigma 
in accessing subsidies

•	 Greater coordinated access to nutritious food for isolated low-in-
come residents

•	 Better access to essential health and dental supports not covered 
by provincial health insurance, through financial support

•	 A reduction in non-urgent Emergency Room usage by providing 
easier access to primary health care 

Revelstoke – Revelstoke’s Youth Access Fund adopted the City’s Living 
Wage threshold, replacing their use of the Low Income Measure (LIM), 
which has expanded financial eligibility criteria for youth to access their 
recreation support fund. This move helped to address the Fund’s ongoing 
challenge (since its inception in 2014) to meet the needs of parents 
representing the “missing middle” – those with incomes of $40-70K who 
did not fall below the LIM threshold, but still struggled to afford recreation 
registration fees, sports equipment, and other costs associated with 



24

HEALTH

Sault Ste. Marie - As one of four pillars of their local poverty 
reduction strategy, United Way Sault Ste. Marie supports families 
that are in crisis and that have unique health needs. In 2018, the 
Community Assistance Trust, administered by the United Way, 
supported 69 individuals to access emergency dental care, and 
advanced $5,398 for eyeglasses/emergency vision care for 27 
people.  

Saint John – A second pillar of Living SJ’s Social Renewal 
Strategy is to create a model of care for every low-income neigh-
bourhood with demonstrated return on investment by 2020. In 
2016, the Horizon Health Network’s North End Wellness Centre 
(NEW-C) opened to community and is providing resident-centered 
neighbourhood-based primary health care. The North End is 
characterized by increased health care utilization, high prevalence 
of chronic health conditions and limited access to health and 
wellness services. NEW-C has an interdisciplinary team of nurse 
practitioners, Community Development Nursing, Administrative 
Support and Mental Health and Addictions Staff working with 
a Community Connector that acts as a link between residents, 
the health team, community partners of programs/services, and 
government departments. Emergency Room statistics from 
2016-2018 show that NEW-C clients have had a 44% reduction 
in Emergency Room utilization for non-urgent health care issues 
(Triage Levels 4 & 5), which demonstrates that timely access to 
neighborhood based primary health care is the driving force behind 
North End residents using the emergency room for non-urgent care. 
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In 2016, the Federal Government recognized the positive effects of 
early learning and childcare foundations for school readiness and 
lifelong learning. They invested $7.5B as part of a commitment 
to create up to 40,000 new affordable childcare spaces across 
Canada by March 2020. After the first year of investment (2017-
2018), in partnership with the provinces and territories, promising 
practices that have resulted include:

•	 B.C. prototyping childcare spaces that are capped at $200 
per month for full-time regular childcare, and no-fee spaces 
for low-income families. The province is also providing more 
funding for professional development of Early Childhood 
Educator (ECE) professionals

•	 Alberta piloting childcare spaces capped at $25 per day
•	 Ontario expanding the number of free childcare spaces 

available through the Early Years Program
•	 New Brunswick increasing the amount of childcare facilities 

designated as “New Brunswick early learning centres” with 
low-fee policies and inclusive practices. (Employment and 
Social Development Canada, 2019)

CRP members are raising awareness about the importance of 
early childhood experiences as an early intervention and prevention 
strategy for combatting poverty. They are advocating for and 
opening more affordable childcare spaces for families to access, 
which also reduces barriers for parents to go back to work or 
school. As well, CRP members and partners are educating them-
selves and are employing new best practices in Early Childhood 
Education to help children meet their developmental milestones 
and to start kindergarten well-prepared.

A child’s early years, particularly from before birth through age six, influences success in school, transition into 
adulthood, and lifelong health and well-being.  

EARLY CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT

Child care

Key Takeaways: Among all parents of children aged 0 to 5 years, 12% had difficulty finding 
childcare in their community, 11% had difficulty finding affordable childcare, and 8% had 
difficulty finding care that fit their work or study schedule. Of parents/guardians who had a 
child in care, 46% reported having difficulty in finding that arrangement. 

Source: Statistics Canada | Survey on Early Learning and Child Care Arrangements, 2019 | Tables: 42-10-0006-01 
Parent/guardian reasons for using main child care arrangement; 42-10-0008-01 Type of difficulties for parents/

guardians in finding a child care arrangement; 42-10-0009-01 Consequences of difficulties for parents/guardians as a 
result of participating in a child care arrangement | Infographic Issue Number 2019026, Early Learning and Child Care 

Arrangements for Children Aged 0 to 5 years

6 in 10 parents of children aged 0 to 5 years in child care did not 
have di�culty �nding an arrangement.

More than
half of all children
aged 0-5 in a 
child care
arrangement
participated
at a daycare
centre, preschool,
or centre de
petite enfance (CPE).

Daycare centre, 
preschool, or CPE

Care by a
relative

Family child care
home

Before or after
school program

52%

20%

26%

9%

For more information, please check out The Daily.

child care arrangements
&Early learning

for children aged 0 to 5 years

Source: Survey on Early Learning and Child Care Arrangements, 2019.
Catalogue Number: 11-627-M
ISBN: 978-0-660-30365-9

Proportion of children
aged 0 to 5 years
receiving formal and informal child care
(provinces and territories, 2019) 
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60%

higher than the rest of Canada

lower than the rest of Canada
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54%
78%
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The top challenges that parents of children aged 0-5 had in finding 
child care arrangements were:

�nding care that �t their work or study schedule

�nding the quality of care that they desire

�nding child care in their community 

�nding a�ordable child care 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/daily-quotidien/190410/dq190410a-eng.pdf?st=O_A4rM9j
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv.action?pid=4210000601
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv.action?pid=4210000801
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv.action?pid=4210000801
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv.action?pid=4210000901
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv.action?pid=4210000901
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/catalogue/11-627-M2019026
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/catalogue/11-627-M2019026
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Examples of Cities Reducing Poverty Impacts
The following stories highlight early childhood development gains which 
were led by or contributed to by CRP collaboratives in 2019. They include:

•	 Closing the gap between “priority neighbourhood children” and 
“average district children” meeting readiness for kindergarten criteria

•	 Low-income families accessing new free and sliding scale childcare 
spaces

•	 Low-income mothers transitioning back into work with the support 
of affordable childcare and employment programs

•	 Greater awareness of the importance of quality early childhood 
experiences amongst Early Childhood Educators (ECEs), policy 
makers, and parents

Saint John - Living SJ’s goal to “help every child succeed, from cradle 
to career” starts with every child being ready for kindergarten. Early 
childhood service providers in all sectors are collaborating to develop an 
integrated hub of high-quality early childhood services and programs for 
families in each low-income neighbourhood. Hubs provide educational 
experiences that children aged 0 to 5 need in order to thrive. They equip 
families with the resources and tools needed 
for them to be confident in their parenting role. 
Over the past eight years, the proportion of 
children from low-income neighbourhoods that 
are ready for kindergarten has risen by 13 per-
centage points (from 71% to 84%) compared to 
4 percentage points (from 90% to 94%) for the 
School District, and 1 percentage point (from 
87% to 88%) for New Brunswick. The gap is 
closing! Other progress markers include: the 
expansion of the hub model from one neigh-
bourhood test site to six over the last decade; 
a growth in the number of organizations 

(now 12) who are partners in developing the hubs; and more than 1,000 
families actively participating in one or more early childhood program or 
service offered at a neighbourhood hub. 

Saint John – Saint John is helping women get back to work and children 
get quality care by making the case for more affordable childcare spaces. 
The Saint John Women’s Empowerment Network (SJWEN) collaborates 
with the province and community organizations to collect information on 
barriers that low-income women experience regarding childcare. Recog-
nizing that the provincial top-up program for low income parents was not 
working, and to champion policy changes, SJWEN shared their concerns 
and findings on an ongoing basis with community leaders, the Premier, 
and provincial government staff. In March 2018, the province piloted free 
childcare for those with household incomes under $37,000 and sliding 
scale subsidies for families with incomes up to $80,000 in Saint John 
and Edmonston. Between 2018-2019, they then expanded the program 
to communities throughout New Brunswick. Overall, it has enabled 348 
Saint John families to access free childcare.  

Additionally, with more access to employment opportunities, the Saint 
John Women’s Empowerment Network, Saint John Learning Exchange, 

and UYes! are supporting transitions to work 
or school by offering financial incentives for 
participants to set and reach their personal, 
academic, and professional goals. With 
financial incentives, 564 low-income partici-
pants have set and achieved goals, including 
completing GEDs, improving attendance, 
saving money, improving health, and pursuing 
pardons for criminal records. This program 
contributes to Living SJ’s goal of 700 low-in-
come residents transitioning to school or 
work by 2020. In 2019, 570 had so far made 
the transition. 
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Revelstoke – Revelstoke is improving accessibility to quality childcare 
spaces. In 2012, their Poverty Reduction Working Group (PRWG) and 
Early Childhood Development Committee began aligning their work to 
raise awareness about high-quality, accessible and barrier-free Early 
Childhood Development (ECD) as a preventative poverty reduction 
strategy. Toward the shared goal of gaining community-wide support for 
ECD, for years, the PRWG advocated alongside provincial bodies (such as 
First Call BC, BC Poverty Reduction Coalition, and Coalition of Child Care 
Advocates) for affordable childcare. Local advocacy efforts have included 
calculating the local Living Wage rate and organizing media to highlight 
how government subsidies – such as the Canada Child Benefit – signifi-
cantly reduce the cost of living burden on families. From 2018-2019, two 
policies were implemented by the BC government as part of the prov-
ince’s first poverty reduction strategy. First, the Child Care Fee Reduction 

Initiative subsidizes $350 per month for all households that are paying 
for full-time licensed childcare for children under 3 years. Second, the 
Affordable Child Care Benefit provides an additional income-tested sliding 
scale subsidy to families making less than $111,000 per year. This has 
reduced monthly childcare fees for some families from $900 to $0. One 
family with the Child Care Society reported that they are now able to buy 
fresh vegetables instead of frozen each week, and another reported being 
able to start saving for a down payment on a house. In addition, when BC 
announced their $10/day daycare pilot in 2018, Revelstoke’s Child Care 
Society was successful in their application to become a test site, thereby 
increasing the number of affordable childcare spaces in the community.

Stony Plain – Stony Plain Family and Community Support Services 
(FCSS) has mapped the local social support system and is raising 
awareness about promising practices and programs in the community. 
The town seeks to maximize use of their existing assets and encourage 
future work to complement and build on what is already happening. One 
such promising initiative is the Alberta Family Wellness Initiative’s Brain 
Story Certification project, which aims to influence ECD policies and 
practices that promote positive brain development in the early years. In 
2019, 735 early childhood professionals were trained via a 19-module 
self-paced online program to connect the latest scientific knowledge on 
brain development in children aged 0-5 to lifelong physical and mental 
health outcomes. As well, through their involvement in the First Five 
Forever Coalition, five Brain Architecture games were facilitated for policy 
makers and parents to more broadly to learn about the impact of early 
childhood experience in brain development, the larger role community 
social supports play in those experiences, and how every member of the 
community plays an important role in creating new generations. 

https://www.facebook.com/firstfiveforever/
https://www.facebook.com/firstfiveforever/
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Along with Canada’s declining unemployment rate, national food bank 
usage gradually decreased from over 1.2M users in 2015 to 1,084,386 in 
2019. Children are a part of this trend, and have been seeing a reduction 
in the percentage food bank users who are children from 37.2% in 2010 
to 34.1% in 2019. Food bank usage stabilized from 2018-2019 and is now 
comparable to what it was a decade ago in 2010 (Food Banks Canada, 
2019). 

CRP members are supporting Canadians to be more food secure by 
raising awareness about the link between food security and income secu-
rity. They are forming new and innovative partnerships that are changing 
local food systems and are facilitating better food access for a rising 
number of food-insecure residents. Members are engaging for-profits and 
non-profits to increase food yields; rescue and redistribute food; reduce 
cost and location barriers to fresh produce for low-income families; and 
run educational programs and skills-building workshops to encourage 
people to make healthy food choices.

Examples of Cities Reducing Poverty Impacts
The following stories highlight food security gains which were led by or 
contributed to by CRP collaboratives in 2019. They include:

•	 The rescue and redistribution of thousands of pounds of food to 
hundreds of food insecure individuals 

•	 Greater accessibility to fruits and vegetables for hundreds of low-in-
come families in a dignified manner

•	 Connections for food insecure individuals to the food bank, the 
community, and other social supports

Intimately connected to health, having a nutritionally adequate, balanced diet is foundational for well-being.

FOOD SECURITY

Sault Ste. Marie – In Sault Ste. Marie, 12.4% of people (9,200 individuals) 
are food insecure, and therefore are sacrificing food quality, quantity, 
or both due to low-income. In addition, 4,800 low-income residents live 
more than a one kilometer walk away from a grocery store (including 
Walmart). Food is one of four pillars of the Sault Ste. Marie Poverty 
Reduction Strategy. Their goal is to increase access and availability of 
nutritious food for low-income people and to support people to make 
healthy choices by coordinating food literacy opportunities. The Sault Ste. 
Marie Poverty Roundtable found that individuals without a supermarket or 
grocery store nearby, and without access to transit, are likely to purchase 
most of their food at convenience stores or fast food locations, which 
typically sell highly processed foods. By establishing Harvest Algoma in 
2018, the roundtable significantly increased the city’s capacity to store 

Source: Statistics Canada. Table 14-10-0287-03 Labour force characteristics by province, monthly, 
seasonally adjusted, and food bank visit numbers from Food Banks Canada HungerCount 2019.

https://hungercount.foodbankscanada.ca/assets/docs/FoodBanks_HungerCount_EN_2019.pdf
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Cape Breton – Cape Breton’s Poverty Reduction Strategy aims to reduce 
poverty for 5,000 children in 5 years. One of their goals is to create more 
food secure households by ensuring that individuals and families are 
able to access affordable, nutritious, appropriate food, and that they 
experience less stress and fewer life disruptions that are related to food 
insecurity. Their local United Way takes a two-fold approach to increasing 
food access for families. First, they invest in innovative community food 
programs that serve targeted populations. Second, they co-convene a 
cross-sectoral initiative with local food stakeholders to address a gap in 
the community – the ability for everyone to purchase locally-grown fresh 
produce close to home. 

Depicted in the table below, from 2018 to 2019, United Way Cape Breton 
increased the number of residents benefitting from greater food security 
due to programs they fund, in all demographics.

Examples of these programs include Meals on Wheels, a program that 
supports seniors to access affordable nutritious food and live inde-
pendently at home for longer, and Stone Soup Nutrition and Active Living, 
a program for families with low-income children aged 8-12 that teaches 
life skills, particularly around purchasing and preparing food to meet basic 
nutritional needs.

Cape Breton’s Mobile Food Market began in 2018 as collaborative effort 
between Ecology Action Centre, Cape Breton Regional Municipality 
(CBRM) council, CBRM transit and recreation departments, Nova Scotia 
Health Authority, New Dawn Enterprises (a well-established food delivery 

nutritious food – whether dry, refrigerated or frozen. Harvest Algoma 
serves as an upstream storage facility for soup kitchens, food banks, 
and 23 other distribution points (including social service organizations, 
shelters, treatment homes, and educational facilities). In 2018, they 
rescued and re-distributed 144,257 kg of which would have otherwise 
gone to waste. The commercial kitchen at Harvest Algoma allows food to 
be processed and therefore made available to those in need for a longer 
period of time. Farmers have increased yields as they have recognized 
that food produced will be put to good use. The roundtable is rescuing 
food from grocery stores and saving non-local surpluses from national 
food manufacturers. They are mapping where grocery stores are located 
and what their distribution points are, in order to address food deserts 
through increased access points, delivery and/or on-demand bus service. 
Based on average consumption per person, the roundtable has rescued 
and distributed enough food to feed 220 people for every day of a year.

The Sault Ste. Marie Poverty Roundtable also addresses food literacy, 
aiming to increase the number community programs (currently 9). In 
2018, Algoma Family Services held 77 Community Kitchens at various 
locations around Sault Ste. Marie that attracted 458 participants that 
made 1,596 meals. They are seeing high demand, with several of the 
monthly community kitchens booked at maximum capacity for the 
coming months, and a few even starting a waitlist. In 2019, Harvest 

Algoma itself had 110 
people participate 
in food preparation/
skills training, and 
Algoma Public Health 
certified 502 Safe Food 
Handlers, who gained 
knowledge of safe food 
handling and processing 
for their families and 
as part of work in 
restaurants.

Demographic Number of Children 
benefitting in 2017-2018

Number of Children 
benefitting in 2018-2019

Children and Youth 
(0-17 years) 390 679

Adults (18-64 years) 463 666

Seniors 151 393
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Bruce Grey – Bruce and Grey counties have a food insecurity rate of 
20%, which is above Ontario’s rate of 15.5%. While they address this issue 
primarily by tackling income security, the community is also increasing 
capacity to get food to people in need. Their annual Food Security Conver-
sations and Fall Food Gatherings, organized by the Food Security Action 
Group since 2016, contribute to an increased community understanding 
of food insecurity. The group examines ways to improve local systems 
and to envision change for their communities. In 2019, they partnered 
with FoodRescue.ca, a free platform that connects food donors with non-
profit food organizations. As 58% of food produced in Canada is lost or 
wasted annually, and as local businesses expressed willingness to donate 
surplus produce, Second Harvest Grey Bruce just needed a system to 
make it safe and easy for businesses to connect with social service 
programs in their communities. Foodrescue.ca is getting more food back 
into the food system for vulnerable residents and is positively impacting 
the environment by ensuring that the food is not wasted. To date, 2,064 
lbs have been donated in Grey and Bruce Counties. 

Stony Plain – For people who are already food insecure and in need of 
the food bank in Stony Plain, transportation and mobility are two factors 
identified locally that further compounds residents’ ability to access food. 
Engage Church’s leadership learned about this dilemma while partici-
pating in the development of the town’s poverty reduction strategy and 
committed to filling the gap. The Church purchased a bus off of Kijiji and 
worked with the Parkland Food Bank and municipalities to create a bus 
route for food bank clients to more readily access their services. From 
July to August 2019, 30 Stony Plain residents accessed rides – several of 
whom were single mothers struggling to provide for their children. Parti- 
cipants mentioned that their interactions on the bus helped them connect 
to the community, increase self-esteem, support mental health, and sup-
port children with love and activities. Families accessing this service have 
also been connected to other community organizations and supports.

program) and Atlantic Superstore, where each shares ownership and 
pools resources. The team turned a decommissioned Handi-Trans bus 
into their first roaming food market which was launched in September 
2019. The bus brings fresh, affordable food communities across CBRM. 
Over the 3-month pilot project, 837 people from 8 communities accessed 
nutritious food for themselves or their children. When asked for feedback, 
95% of customers agreed or strongly agreed that the Good Food Bus 
Market made it easier for them to buy fresh fruits and vegetables. 88% 
of customers agreed or strongly agreed that their family eats more fruits 
and vegetables because they shop at the Good Food Bus, and 98% of 
customers agreed or strongly agreed that they would attend a year-round 
Good Food Bus Market.

A young family visited the Mobile Food Market early in the 
morning. There were two small children there, with their 
own money, that came to the till to pay for their items. When 
the children saw the total cost, they realized that they could 
go back and get more. One of the children expressed how 
happy she was to be able to get grapes, strawberries AND 
blueberries! Usually, she told the program’s coordinator, she 
is only able to pick one.

SUCCESS STORY

https://foodrescue.ca/
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The number of Canadians that are asset-resilient – those who can 
maintain their wellbeing and not fall into poverty during an emer-
gency by drawing on assets (such as a bank account) for three 
months (Rothwell & Jennifer, 2017) - is rising. In 2012, 51.2% of 
Canadians were asset-resilient, up from 45.6% in 1999 and 46.2% 
in 2005 (Statistics Canada, 2020). 

CRP members and their 
partners are helping 
Canadians become more 
asset-resilient by working 
directly with individuals 
and families to provide 
access to safe products, 
to build knowledge and 
skills that will help protect 
them from predatory 
lending, and to build 
assets, in order to get 

more money in their pockets. Members are helping individuals and 
families to gain access to income that they are already eligible 
for – including lump sum annual tax returns, GST credits, child 
benefits, senior benefits, and RESP’s – that put hundreds or even 
thousands of extra dollars back in their pockets. They are also 
collaboratively identifying key life moments at which to do financial 
literacy training (e.g. graduation or retirement) and uncovering 
the best leverage points in the community system to deliver this 
information (e.g. through bank tellers and social services). 

Financial empowerment creates opportunities and fosters behaviors that improve the financial security and well-
being of low-income individuals. 

FINANCIAL EMPOWERMENT

Asset Resilience

Key Takeaways:  51.2 percent of Canadians were asset resilient in 2012, up from 46.2 percent 
in 2005, meaning they had enough savings to maintain well-being for three months.

This indicator captures the ability of Canadians to cover unexpected expenses or reduced 
income by being able to draw on three months’ worth of assets (e.g. approximately $10,400 of 
savings) to prevent falling into poverty.

Source: Dimensions of Poverty Hub | Statistics Canada Special Tabulation | Program: Survey of Financial Security
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FINANCIAL EMPOWERMENT

Calgary – Enough for All’s financial empowerment initiative has led to 
increased savings and assets for its clients, as well as and millions of 
dollars in tax refunds and government benefits. Since 2015, $3,304,379 
in tax refunds were put directly into the pockets of low-income Calgar-
ians and, through tax clinics, more than $45M accessed in government 
benefits. 3,000 RESP’s were created to encourage children to pursue 
post-secondary education, and more than 1,300 people accessed almost 
$800,000 through matched savings programs. The initiative also helped 
113 people better connect with savings opportunities, and 183 people 
reported significant improvements after completing a program that 
focused on increasing assets and reducing debt.

Edmonton – End Poverty Edmonton (EPE) is empowering individuals 
to increase their wealth by arming low-income residents with the right 
knowledge and tools. They teach financial literacy skills and provide 
incentives to save money through Empower U – a program that matches 
participant savings at a rate of 2:1. In 2018, $74,730 was paid out to 108 
participants that collectively saved $40,800. The top five uses of savings, 
as reported by participants, were emergency savings, investments for 
education or employment, and the purchase of tools for school or work. 
For example, one participant used their savings to pay for driving lessons, 
which then helped them to find a better job. 

EPE and partners have helped 1,300 homeless people to access safe 
financial products by overcoming barriers related to requirements for 
personal identification when setting up a bank account. They have estab-
lished trust-based face-to-face relational banking. 

Finally, EPE supports individuals to get more cash back at tax time 
through their Make Tax Time Pay tax filing clinic. In 2018, this program 
helped 3,218 low-income Edmontonians to file their taxes. $1.35M were 
realized in returns, plus $13.5M in GST refunds and $6.1M in Child Benefit 
payments.

Examples of Cities Reducing Poverty Impacts
The following stories highlight financial empowerment initiatives which 
were led by or contributed to by CRP collaboratives in 2019. They include:

•	 Lump sum cash returns to people living on low-incomes
•	 Monthly increases to income that help families living on low-income 

to keep up with bills, taxes, pay down debt, and afford health and 
housing expenses

•	 The creation of thousands of RESP’s, which research indicates, 
increase the likelihood of children attending post-secondary school

•	 The development of life skills that individuals can use to save  
money and build assets 

•	 Better relationships with and more access to affordable mainstream 
banking for homeless individuals

Bruce Grey – Bruce Grey Poverty Task Force’s Income & Employment 
Action Group, comprised of 12-15 social agencies and people with lived/
living experience, provide training to people on low-incomes, in order to 
teach ways that they can increase their household incomes. This effort 
includes a partnership with 211, which lists their Community Volunteer 
Income Tax Program (CVITP) clinics free of charge. These clinics help 
individuals and families to unlock access to lump sum, annual or even 
monthly income through tax benefits and/or credits. One example comes 
from Jean, a 72-year-old widow who was receiving Canadian Pension Plan 
and Old Age Security (totaling $962/month) and needed (but struggled) 
to pay for bills and property taxes which were in arrears. Jean also lacked 
orthotics and a rollator, dentures, eyeglasses, and nutritious food. She 
was not leaving the house, which needed repairs, and was feeling isolated. 
Through the CVITP, Jean was able to file her taxes for free and gained 
access to the GST rebate, Ontario Trillium Benefit, Seniors Property Tax 
Credit, Survivors Pension, a Guaranteed Income Supplement top-up, and 
the Ontario Renovates program, which gave her new windows and a 
repaired roof. Access to the CVITP lifted her monthly income to $1,500 and 
is allowing her to pay her medical bills. 
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Despite reductions in income poverty for 
Canadians – particularly for seniors and 
for families with children– poverty is more 
multi-faceted than just income, and it is 
ever-changing and adapting. Income alone will 
not change the state of the housing market, 
determine education quality nor increase the 
number of available child care spaces. Trends 
of concern include:

Income
There is still much work to do around income 
inequality. While overall poverty rates declined 
for three consecutive years, the depth of 
poverty for those remaining below the poverty 
line is growing. In 2018, low-income Canadians 
lived at 33.4% below Canada’s Official poverty 
line, up from 31.8% in 2015. 

And, though the median wage is on a gradual 
upwards trajectory, real wages (purchasing 
power) have only grown an average of 0.5% for 
non-management workers and have actually 
declined 0.5% for blue collar workers. This 
pales in comparison to gains by individuals in 
the top 10% and 1% which have experienced 
increases of 4.7% and 11.64% respectively. 
The current wage stagnation is particularly 
concerning as with such low unemployment 
rates, wages typically increase as employers 
compete for employees from a dwindling 
supply of labour (United Steel Workers, 2019).

NEXT STEPS

as $2,770 in B.C. and a decline of $291 in 
Nova Scotia). In fact, since 1986 employable 
individuals have seen an average real decline 
in annual income assistance of $851.80. This 
supports the notion that those living in the 
deepest poverty and relying on social and/
or disability assistance are the groups falling 
further behind (Maytree, 2019).

Finally, in all five provinces represented in 
this report, Social Assistance rates for single 
employable individuals and single individuals 
on disability have declined or only risen 
slightly. On average, annual income for Social 
Assistance recipients rose $166.60 in three 
years from 2015-2018 (as much as $804 
in B.C. to a decline of $136 in Nova Scotia) 
and $397 for those on disability (as much 

Welfare Trends  
(Social Assistance 
and Disability for 
Individuals)

Key Takeaways: 
Welfare rates are 
climbing slowly or 
remaining stagnant in 
all profiled provinces 
– for individuals on 
disability and employ-
able individuals ages 
18-64 years old. 
Despite modest rate 
increases, when they 
do not keep pace with 
inflation, those relying 
on welfare become 
poorer.

Sources: Statistics Canada | Table  11-10-0239-01   Income of individuals by age group, sex and income source, Canada, provinces and selected 
census metropolitan areas; Maytree | Welfare in Canada: Resources and downloads | Spreadsheets: Alberta, British Columbia, New Brunswick,  

Nova Scotia, Ontario

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1110023901
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1110023901
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NEXT STEPS

Housing
Housing costs are rising at a faster rate than income, particularly in 
large cities such as Toronto and Vancouver (Dahms & Ducharme, 2020). 
A household is said to be in core housing need if they cannot afford a 
suitable and adequate home in their community. This includes paying 30 
percent of before-tax household income for shelter costs, having housing 
in need of major repairs, or that is unsuitable for the size and composition 
of the household. Core housing need has remained stagnant the last 
several years, with a slight increase between 2011 and 2016.

Transportation
Despite relatively good 
accessibility to transit 
for residents in Canadian 
cities, Allen & Farber’s study 
(2019) also notes that there 
are still one million people 
with low geographic transit 
accessibility in Canada, 
particularly in low-income 
low-density suburban areas 
and in high-density low-in-
come tower neighbourhoods off the main transit line. Noting that there 
is still much work to do in both cities and in smaller/rural communities 
to increase accessibility, there is a new promising wave of point-to-point 
mixed public-private partnerships running on-demand transit programs 
that are starting to show success in several lower-density communities.

Core Housing Need

Key Takeaways: 12.7 percent of Canadian households experienced core housing 
needs in 2016, same as in 2006 and slightly up from 12.5 percent in 2011. 

This indicator reflects the percentage of Canadians having unmet housing needs with 
respect to affordability, adequacy, and suitability.

Source: Statistics Canada | Dimensions of Poverty Hub | 2006 Census of Population | Table 39-10-0048-01: 
Population in core housing need

https://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/topics-start/poverty#info-foodsecurity
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3910004801
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NEXT STEPS

Education

Over the last 20 years, despite rising high school completion rates, low lit-
eracy and numeracy rates amongst 15 year-olds have consistently risen. 
This indicates that while more Canadians are completing high school, 
some graduates may not have a level of knowledge and skills in reading, 
writing or mathematics that will permit them to fully participate in society. 
As such, advocacy groups are calling for more math and literacy training 
for teachers to increase the quality of education being offered in schools, 
post-secondary institutes offering additional education for incoming 
students falling short on their skills, and fostering a culture of lifelong 
learning to support adults in low-skill, low-wage jobs to upgrade their 
skills (Lane & Murray, 2019). 

Literacy and Numeracy

Key Takeaways: 13.8 percent 
of 15-year-old Canadians had 
low literacy skills in 2018, up 
from 10.7 percent in 2015. 
16.3 percent of 15-year-old 
Canadians had low numeracy 
skills in 2018, an increase 
from 14.4 percent in 2015.

This indicator measures the 
proportion of individuals who 
have a level of knowledge and 
skills in reading, writing and 
mathematics to permit them 
to fully participate in society.

Source: Statistics Canada | Dimensions of Poverty Hub | Program: Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) (every three years)

https://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/topics-start/poverty#info-foodsecurity
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/
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NEXT STEPS

Food Security
Over the last two decades, similar to housing costs, Food Bank Cana-
da’s Hunger Count 2019 reports that rising food prices have outpaced 
median income growth, making it increasingly unaffordable for families 
to put food on the table. Despite overall food bank usage falling, 47% 
of food banks across the country still reported an increase in use from 
the previous year and collectively served over 1M people in 2019. Single 
individuals now account for the most food bank visits by household type, 
at 48%. According to Food Banks Canada, single-person households with 
moderate to severe food insecurity are also more likely to have experi-
enced mental health issues, including poorer self-perceptions of mental 
health, being diagnosed with a mood or anxiety disorder, suffering from 
severe and moderately severe depression, or having had suicidal thoughts 
in the past 12 months (Food Banks Canada, 2019).

Health
Not all dimensions of health, particularly relating to mental health and 
belonging, have shown improvement. For instance, national suicide 
rates increased from 2002-2012, similar to provincial/territorial trends in 
all provinces except Quebec, P.E.I. and Northwest Territories (Statistics 
Canada, 2020). Health outcomes showing negative trends include:

•	 An increase in people perceiving their mental health “very poor”  
or “poor”

•	 Fewer people with a strong sense of belonging
•	 More adults overweight or obese
•	 Less regular exercise for adults and youth (Statistics Canada, 2020)

Child Care
The 2019 Survey on Early Learning and Child Care Arrangements found 
that 36% of parents with children aged 0-5 years still have trouble finding 
childcare. Their top difficulties were availability (12%), affordability (11%) 
and fit with work schedule (8%). Parents responded to challenges by 
changing their work schedules, working fewer hours, postponing their 
return to work, and using multiple care agreements or temporary agree-
ments. Some parents chose to no longer pursue childcare. More data 
is needed to determine whether joint federal and provincial funding is 
meaningfully increasing parents’ access to quality child care spaces. 

Source: Based on chart of pg. 14 from Charlebois et. Al. (2019) Canada’s Food Price Report, 2019. 
Dalhousie University and University of Guelph. Source data on food prices from Table: 18-10-0004-01 (for-

merly CANSIM 326-0020), Consumer Price Index, Monthly, not seasonally adjusted. Income data added 
from Statistics Canada, Table 11-10-0191-01, Income statistics by economic family type and income 

source. DOI https://doi.org/10.25318/1110019101-eng | From Food Banks Canada HungerCount 2019
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Poverty is trending the right way – down. As of 2018, 
poverty rates in Canada were at a historic low. Community 
members, local governments, non-profits and for-profits are 
coming together to take the lead on reducing poverty. They 
are creating more vibrant communities for people to live, 
work and thrive, and are mobilizing the assets that are avail-
able to them. Provincial, territorial, and federal governments 
are following suit by introducing broad-reaching programs 
and policies that are lifting thousands of Canadians out of 
poverty. The Canada Child Benefit, subsidized childcare 
spaces and the portable housing supplement are all good 
examples of their commitment. We know that poverty is 
multi-faceted and dynamic in ways that are still being uncov-
ered. We also know that income alone will not solve poverty, 
for example, if housing and food continue to outpace wages 
and social assistance rates. Despite these challenges, the 
growing Cities Reducing Poverty national movement is 
supporting members and partners from across the country, 
and from all walks of life, to innovate to end poverty. As their 
efforts continue to nudge stubborn poverty indicators in a 
positive direction, roundtables are better understanding data 
trends, evaluating local progress, and adapting their strat-
egies in order to reach our collective aspiration of ending 
poverty in Canada.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
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The Dimensions of Poverty Hub

Following its release in July 2019, VC-CRP adopted Canada’s official pov-
erty dashboard the Dimensions of Poverty Hub (Statistics Canada, 2020). 

The Dimensions of Poverty Hub was created to track progress in poverty 
reduction across Canada beyond the Official Poverty Line. It includes 
12 meaningful and measurable indicators that allow us to monitor the 
ability of individuals and families to better meet their basic needs across 
Opportunity for All’s three pillars: 

•	 Dignity: Tracks how Canadians are being lifted out of poverty by 
ensuring that basic needs are met, including safe and affordable 
housing, healthy food, and health care.

•	 Opportunity and Inclusion: Tracks how Canadians are being helped 
to join the middle class by promoting full participation in society and 
equality of opportunity.

•	 Resilience and Security: Track how the middle class is being 
supported by protecting Canadians from falling into poverty and by 
supporting income security and resilience.

While the Hub is not yet detailed enough to track progress on an annual 
basis or at all levels of geography, Statistics Canada is committed to 
support data disaggregation at national, provincial and territorial levels, 
and across various groups of Canadians (including gender, age, family 
composition, Indigenous identity, disability status, and other personal and 
social characteristics). 

Vibrant Communities – Cities Reducing Poverty has chosen to align our 
thinking and framework for understanding poverty and poverty reduction 
with this Dimensions of Poverty Hub, in order to support the implementa-
tion of Opportunity for All. The hub is of great benefit to poverty reduction 
practitioners at all levels, as it allows us to monitor how well we are doing 
at working together to reduce poverty. We encourage our members to 
adopt it as well.

APPENDIX 1 – OUR FRAMEWORK

Poverty Reduction Game Changers

Vibrant Communities – Cities Reducing Poverty developed a framework 
for understanding and tracking poverty reduction outcomes in the 2016 
paper Sometimes to Hear the Music you Have to Turn Down the Noise: A 
Game-Changer Approach to Poverty Reduction Strategy and Evaluation 
(Holmgren, 2016). The Dimensions of Poverty Hub supports and builds on 
Vibrant Communities’ original Game Changer thinking. 

Seven of eight Game Changers are captured within its 12 indicators. For 
the remaining one, Affordable Transportation, we track our progress using 
local level indicators (see pg 17).

Poverty reduction Game Changers were built on the principles of col-
lective leadership and collective impact. They tackle the root causes of 
poverty, with a focus on upstream action and long-term thinking, work 
to eliminate poverty rather than alleviate it, and strive for sustainable, 
systemic change. Game Changers support strong and inclusive commu-
nities that support people to live with dignity and self-sufficiency, and that 
enable them to participate fully in the decisions and activities that affect 
their communities.

POVERTY REDUCTION GAME CHANGER

A priority area or strategy that not only aims to deliver on 
its own specific goals or outcomes, but also elicits an array 
of other significant, positive outcomes that cascaded both 
within and outside of its area of emphasis, and conse-
quently, profoundly impacts the course, character, or extent 
of poverty experienced by people, both individually and 
collectively. 
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APPENDIX 1 – OUR FRAMEWORK

Vibrant Communities – Cities Reducing Poverty’s Game Changer frame-
work includes lenses, levers, and priority groups that intersect with the 
following eight poverty reduction Game Changers (Vibrant Communities, 
2016):

•	 Income and Employment – Income security through employment 
and non-employment sources, and readiness for, access to, and 
retention of secure, livable wage jobs where employer policies support 
employees’ needs.	

•	 Housing – Affordable, accessible and appropriate housing that meets 
the needs of vulnerable populations, affordable utility costs, and 
protection from eviction.

•	 Transportation – Affordable and accessible public transportation and 
rural solutions that accommodate and cater to vulnerable populations.

•	 Education – Literacy, graduation from high school or equivalency, and 
affordable and accessible post-secondary education.

•	 Health – Affordable and accessible coverage of dentistry, optometry, 
pharmacy, mental health, physiotherapy, and other health needs not 
funded through provincial or territorial plans.

•	 Early Childhood Development – Healthy, early child development, 
school readiness, strong parenting skills, and access to affordable and 
regulated childcare spaces.

•	 Food Security – Affordable, accessible, sufficient, and nutritious food 
that meets dietary needs for an active and healthy life.

•	 Financial Empowerment – Affordable, accessible, and appropriate 
banking, protection from fraud and predatory lending, and ability to 
build savings/assets, improve credit ratings, and reduce debt.

The Game Changer framework has resonated with Cities Reducing 
Poverty members over the last few years, with many having adopted its 
thinking into their poverty reduction plans and evaluation frameworks. In 
some circumstances, the Game Changer approach has supported them 
to advance collective impact efforts (e.g. by simplifying priority setting), 
engage the public in a compelling cause that is easy to understand, and 
identify high impact opportunities for systems and policy change. How-
ever, the original eight domains identified are far from the only areas of 
critical work and the game-changer thinking continues to be updated.
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Inequality and poverty are “rooted in systemic discrimination and 
stratified along lines…that result in specific populations being unable to 
access opportunities available to other Canadians” (Campaign 2000, 
2019). Groups that are disproportionately affected by poverty include 
children in lone parent families, unattached individuals, and Indigenous 
and racialized populations.

Sex, Age and Economic Family Status
As shown in the table below, poverty rates vary by sex, age, and family status.

In 2018, women represented a smaller percentage of people in poverty 
(8.6%) then men (8.4%) for the first time (Lim, 2020).

APPENDIX 2 – 
A DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF POVERTY IN CANADA

Child poverty rates have been following a downward trend, with 367,000 
fewer children living in poverty in 2018 than in were 2012 (Statistics 
Canada, 2020). Still, some family types remain disproportionately 
affected. For example, children living with single mothers (female lone-
parent families) have amongst the highest poverty rates.

The Canada Child Benefit (CCB), which replaced the Canada Child Tax 
Benefit in 2016, has been a key contributor to the observed drop in child 
poverty from 16.4% that year to 10.8% in 2018 (Statistics Canada, 2020). 
In 2018, The Government of Canada estimated that about 95% of families 
were accessing child benefits (including many that had not filed taxes 
(Campaign 2000, 2019)), two-thirds of families that were receiving the 
maximum CCB amounts were single parents, and that 90% of these were 
single mothers. As data comes available for 2019 onwards, we therefore 
expect that the CCB will continue to support a reduction in the national 
child poverty rate. However, rates will likely remain high for populations 
that are not accessing the CCB, such as many families living on reserve 
(Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, 2020).

Poverty rates amongst seniors are the lowest of three age brackets, in 
large part due to benefits such as the Guaranteed Income Supplement 
(GIS), that top up Canada Pension Plan (CPP) earnings for low-income 
seniors. While the reduction in poverty for seniors in Canada (more 
than 50% since 2006) can be seen as a marked success, some are still 
disproportionally affected. For example, the 2018 seniors poverty rate of 
5.6% also masks the discrepancy between a 2.7% rate for those living in 
families compared to a 13.4% rate for seniors not in an economic family 
(Statistics Canada, 2020).

An important and emerging demographic that is disproportionately 
affected by poverty is unattached individuals. This group represents 
those that are not part of an economic family (i.e. that live alone or with 

Source: Statistics Canada | 2018 Canadian Income Survey | Table 11-10-0135-01

https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/news/2018/03/backgrounder-strengthening-the-canada-child-benefit.html
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv.action?pid=1110013501
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APPENDIX 2 – A DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF POVERTY IN CANADA

roommates without at least one other person who is related by blood, 
marriage, common-law union, adoption or a foster relationship) (Statistics 
Canada, 2020). In 2018, unattached individuals represented 42% of all 
people living in poverty (Statistics Canada, 2020).

Living alone has been linked to relatively lower levels of self-rated health, 
mental health and satisfaction with life overall. Precarious employment 
(low-wage, non-permanent, lacking benefits, lacking sick leave), inad-
equate social assistance programs, and few income security benefits, 
along with the lack of safe, affordable housing contribute to vulnerability 
for single adults (Citizens for Public Justice, 2018). Single women are par-
ticularly vulnerable due to chronic wage inequity and a higher likelihood of 
employment precarity (Citizens for Public Justice, 2018).

Indigenous identity, recent immigrants and racialized individuals
Inequalities that are rooted in historic and ongoing discrimination based 
on race, immigration status, and Indigenous identity persist in Canada 
(Campaign 2000, 2019). Marginalized communities “lag in every measure 
of well-being, whether wages, income, housing, education, health or life 
expectancy” (Campaign 2000, 2019). Children and families from these 
communities face social exclusion that perpetuates poverty and takes 
many forms, including precarious work and wage gaps (Campaign 2000, 
2019). Indigenous people continue to face high rates of poverty as a 
result of the legacy of colonialism and discrimination (Citizens for Public 
Justice, 2018). 

"The impacts of colonization and the genocide of Indigenous 
peoples, intergenerational traumas, and years of cuts to gov-
ernment transfers and social services have created complex 
poverty that requires community-based supports to fix.”  

(Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, 2020)

High poverty rates persist within racialized groups, recent immigrants 
and persons of Indigenous identity (Campaign 2000, 2019), however 
data that connects income with race and ethnicity is only available at five 
year intervals through the Canadian Census. 2016 Census data shows a 
poverty rate of 35% for children of former or current landed immigrants or 
permanent residents and of 22% for racialized children (Campaign 2000, 
2019). The notion that poverty rates are not being reduced for Indigenous 
children is supported by comparisons of 2006 and 2016 data (Campaign 
2000, 2019), and by a 2019 survey that estimated that 47% of First 
Nations children still live in poverty – a rate almost six times higher than 
Canada’s overall child poverty rate.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2019001/article/00003-eng.htm
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Methods

The Vibrant Communities – Cities Reducing Poverty Impact Report was 
constructed following the Getting to Impact course taught by Tamarack 
Institute and Associate Evaluator, Mark Cabaj. The stories of local impact 
were gathered from Cities Reducing Poverty member Impact Reports, 
who participated in the 2019 expert-and-group coaching series and 
completed an impact report for 2019.

Stories best illustrating short- and medium-term outcomes and lon-
ger-term impacts under the eight game changer domains were selected 
by the Vibrant Communities team and summarized in collaboration with 
local poverty reduction roundtable coordinators and their partners most 
responsible for the outcomes.

Impact data at a national or provincial/territorial level was gathered to 
align as closely as possible to Canada’s First Poverty Reduction Strategy, 
Opportunity for All. Further, in order to promote more consistency in the 
way “poverty” is discussed, the national working definition of poverty has 
been adopted for this report, as:

“…the condition of a person who is deprived of the resources, 
means, choices and power necessary to acquire and maintain 
a basic level of living standards and to facilitate integration and 
participation in society.” (ESDC, 2020)

The national poverty reduction indicators under the eight Game Changer 
areas were also adopted as much as possible, and were supplemented 
with additional data being tracked by local communities or provincial/
territorial governments to gain a more holistic perspective of what is 
happening under each domain. Governmental websites at the national 
and provincial/territorial level were used as much as possible as well as 
trusted non-profit reports.

APPENDIX 3 – METHODS AND LIMITATIONS

Limitations

Progress towards Opportunity for All’s targets is measured using Canada’s 
official poverty line, the Market Basket Measure (MBM). MBM determines 
whether an individual or family falls below the poverty line by calculating 
whether they have sufficient income to purchase a specific basket of 
goods and services in their community (Statistics Canada, 2020).

MBM is an absolute measure of material deprivation that is calculated 
based on the annual Canadian Income Survey (CIS). It considers geo-
graphical location, family unit, and costs of food, clothing, footwear, 
transportation, shelter and other expenses, to determine whether and 
individual or family is able to meet a modest, basic standard of living 
(Statistics Canada, 2020).

According to MBM (2008-base), Canada’s overall poverty rate decreased 
by 24% between 2015 and 2018, from 14.5% to 11.0% (Statistics Canada, 
2020).
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Limitations to MBM include: 
•	 MBM is less accurate and more prone to error than 

poverty measures that are drawn from census or tax filer 
data, due to the CIS’s small sample size and fact that the 
survey is non mandatory (e.g. the 2018 CIS had a final 
response rate of 77%).

•	 MBM is less inclusive than some other datasets, for 
example as CIS data currently excludes First Nations 
reserves, where residents face some of the highest 
poverty rates in the country (Campaign 2000, 2019). As 
a measure, MBM may therefore underestimate Canada’s 
poverty rates.

•	 Subjectivity exists in MBM methodology, as decisions 
made around what and how much of each item make up 
a modest standard of living. Whether costs are included 
as deductions from total income or as discretionary 
spending impact MBM thresholds. Furthermore, the 
basket does not account for cultural preferences (Cam-
paign 2000, 2019). 

Despite its limitations, the declaration of MBM as Canada’s 
official national measure of poverty has proven incredibly 
helpful for measuring progress towards national and 
international targets. Provinces, territories, cities, and 
communities are also starting to align their own poverty 
reduction plans and evaluation frameworks with national 
measures and targets.

https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getSurvey&SDDS=5200#a2
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After Tax measures are typically used in poverty reduction, as they 
consider both market income (employment income, retirement income 
and income from investments) and government transfers (Old Age 
Security, Guaranteed Income Supplement, Canada Pension Plan, Employ-
ment Insurance, social assistance, GST credit, provincial tax credits, and 
various child benefits) before deducting income tax (Statistics Canada, 
2020). According to LIM-AT, an individual has low income if their after-tax 
income, adjusted for household size, falls below 50% of median adjusted 
after-tax income (Statistics Canada, 2020). 

As Statistics Canada calculates LIM-AT from multiple data sources, 
careful consideration is required when attempting to draw comparisons 
across them. 

•	 The Low Income Measure After Tax (LIM-AT) is calculated from the 
Canadian Income Survey using household income and represents 
Relative Low Income on the Dimensions of Poverty Hub. This dataset 
excludes certain demographics, including First Nations people living 
on reserve, and those residing in institutions, such as hospitals and 
prisons (Campaign 2000, 2019). Statistics Canada has committed to 
consulting with Indigenous peoples to identify and co-develop a series 
of indicators on poverty and well-being.

•	 The Census Family Low Income Measure After Tax (CFLIM-AT) 
is calculated from T1 Family File data using census family income. 
This dataset is larger and more inclusive than the CIS. It captures 
an estimated 73% of Canadians that file taxes, 95% of families that 
are accessing child benefits, and additional demographics, including 
people living in on reserves and in institutions (Campaign 2000, 2019).

Low Income Measures (LIMs) as Complementary Measures of 
Poverty
Reflecting absolute material deprivation, on its own, MBM is not able to 
capture the multi-dimensional nature of poverty. Low Income Measures 
(LIMs) serve as relative measures of well-being that can help provide a 
fuller understanding of the reality of poverty.

LIMs shed light on issues such as income inequality (Citizens for 
Public Justice, 2018). As they are connected to both the growth of the 
economy, and the distribution of that growth, they are especially useful 
in monitoring changes in standards of living, health, and social exclusion 
(Campaign 2000, 2019). LIMs are well-suited to inform policy, as they 
can help explain whether reductions in poverty rates are being achieved 
strictly through income, or whether they are related to the removal of 
systemic barriers, attainment of inclusion, and increased resiliency 
(Campaign 2000, 2019).

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75f0002m/75f0002m2019009-eng.htm
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MBM rates consistently map lower than both CFLIM-AT and LIM-
AT. Between 2015 and 2018, using MBM, overall poverty decreased 
from 11.7% in 2017 to 11.0% in 2018. In comparison, using LIM-AT, it 
decreased from 12.6% to 12.3% (Statistics Canada, 2020). 

This is significant, as it demonstrates that individuals and families that 
are lifted out of economic poverty may still be considered poor when its 
broader definition is accounting for. For example, while they may now 
meet a modest, basic standard of living (MBM), they may not yet be able 
to conform within community norms around living standards and social 
participation (LIM-AT) (Campaign 2000, 2019).

Canada’s MBM and LIM indicators and methodology are aligned with 
international indicators in order to support tracking and reporting of 
progress toward the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals #1 
(No Poverty) and #10 (Reduced Inequalities) (Statistics Canada, 2020). 

Comparing Low Income Measures
The graph below compares the percentage of persons in low income by 
the CFLIM-AT, LIM-AT, and MBM (2008 base). 2018 data is not yet avail-
able for CFLIM-AT.

 
As depicted in the graph, CFLIM-AT rates tend to be higher than LIM-AT 
rates, due to factors including its increased accuracy related its larger and 
more inclusive sample.

Source: Statistics Canada | Table 11-10-0135-01 Low income statistics by age, sex and economic family 
type

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1110013501
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1110013501
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Statistics Canada in 2020 and up-to-date data is available under each 
Game Changer area, these impact reports will be able to provide a more 
reliable snapshot of current poverty trends. 

Further, it is recommended that governments at all levels work together to 
collect and make available population-level data that can be disaggregated 
by cities and communities across Canada. This would support poverty 
reduction collaboratives – particularly those in rural communities – to 
conduct more detailed research on local poverty levels and help them to 
make evidence-based decisions about their poverty reduction efforts. 

General Limitations 
Further limitations to the data gathered in this report, include:

1)	Timeframes – Data available, particularly at the national and provin-
cial level – does not always coincide perfectly across all pillars. The 
timeframe 2015-2018 was referenced as much as possible, though 
in 2020 there are instances in which the most current data available 
is from 2010-2014. Due various data sets being released on different 
schedules, and often one to two years after the data collection, 
inferences have been cobbled together based on the most current 
year-over-year trends, but a flawless picture of poverty across all eight 
domains cannot be painted for any one year.

2)	Subjectivity – This report was written by the Cities Reducing Poverty 
team for Cities Reducing Poverty members as a means to recognize 
the significant reduction in income poverty over the last three years, 
and to articulate how and celebrate that Cities Reducing Poverty 
members have made important contributions to these trends. 

3)	Attribution – With the limited capacity of lead researchers, Tamarack 
Institute, and non-profit Cities Reducing Poverty members, it was not 
possible to conduct a fully-fledged contribution analysis determining 
which specific members have contributed and to what degree to 
national and provincial/territorial population-level changes under each 
of the eight domains. Rather, this report describes population-level 
trends and provides real examples from local communities that 
depicts how it is probable that the progressive accumulation of 
small to medium local outcomes builds towards better wellbeing for 
all. In some cases, provincial policy changes due to efforts of Cities 
Reducing Poverty members were possible.

VC-CRP intends to release annual impact reports from 2019 onwards. 
This will assist the national network to track wide-scale population-level 
changes and provide a sense of how local Cities Reducing Poverty 
initiatives are evolving and progressively influencing changes each year. 
Once the anticipated Market Basket Measure updates are released by 
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