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Ne w ya rds tick place s more people in poverty
________________________________________________

Data rev eal Vancouver as Cana da’s cos tli est city
BY MARGA RET PHILP
SO CIAL POLICY REPORTER

Ottawa wil l unve il a new mea s ure today
sh owing that one in eig ht people in Cana da
live sin pov erty, a rat ehigher than Statis ti cs
Cana da’s previou scalcula t ion s.

Five years in the works, the Marke t Ba s-
ke t Me asure has become the thi rd yards tick
of low income in Cana da. It is the first to
break down pov erty rat es by geogr aphy,
taking into accou nt that people liv ing in big
cities, wit h lofty rents and steep prices, are
wo rse off than those wit h the same incomes
in a sma l l town in Saskatchewa n.

Calcula ted usi ng the new mea s ure, 13.1
per cent of Cana dians – alm o st fou r millio n
– are poor.

Un d er Stats can’s Low-Income Cut-Off, a
co mplicated and much-ma lig ned calcula t ion
of low income devise dfo ur decades ago and
long tre ated as the unofficia l pove rty lin e,
10.9 per cent of Cana dians are poor after
taxe s.

Expect e d to be les sbaffling for Cana di-
ans, the Marke t Ba sket Mea s ure show s the
number of Cana dians unable to afford a col-
le ction of goods – food, clo thing, shelt e r,
transportation and sun dries such as tele-
phon ese rvic eand pos tag est amps – that the
fe deral gov ernment has set as the minimu m
st andard for decent liv ing in Cana da.

The new pov erty lin es are cer tain to place
prov incia l welfare rat es, whi c hare far lowe r
than the price of the marke t baske tin eve ry
prov inc e, in a fre shlig ht.

The provinc es ha dpush ed for a lowe r
bench mark than the LICO to mea s ure the
im pact of the Nation a l Chil d Be nefit pro -
gr amin trodu c e dat the same tim e to reduce
chil d pove rty. But the res ulting Marke t
Ba sket Mea s ure, wit h it s higher pov erty
rates in alm o st eve ry provinc e, wil l prov ide
powe rful ammun ition for antipov erty acti-
vists, who have long decried socia l assis -
tanc erates across the cou ntr y as stingy.

The Marke tBa sket Mea s ure peg sVa n cou -
ve r as Cana da’a mos t ex pensive city, wit h
the baske t of goods setting the threshold for
pove rty at $27,800 for a family of fou r.
Clos e on its heel s is Toron t o, whe re the

ingredie n t sof the baske t cos t $27,300. In
Calgary, the lin e wa sdraw n at $24,180; in
Edmonton, it stands at $23,571. In St.
Jo hn’s, the same family wou ld be con sid ere d
poor if i ts dispos able income falls bel ow the
$24,000 cos tof the marke tbaske t.

The mea s ure consid ers people to be low-
in come when their incomes after taxe s ,chil d
suppor t, day care, pay rol l de duction s, and out-
of-pocke t me dical ex penses sli ps sho rt of
the cos tof goods as priced where they liv e.

The marke t baske tis a lis t of rem arkably
specific items pric e din 48 different par ts of
the cou ntr y. Food inclu des the con tents of
an ave r age grocer y cart, such a strawberry
jam and vanilla ice cre a m. Clo thes are
coun ted dow n to the number of pairs of
un d erwear and socks for each chil d. Trans -
portation includes the cos t of bus and taxi
fare sfo r city dwel lers, and the cos tof oper-
ating a  five -ye ar-ol d Chevy Cav a lie r fo r
thos ein the cou ntr y.

Ac r oss the cou ntr y, the measure show s
16.9 per cent of people unde r18 to be poor,
far hig her than the 12.6 per cent who are con-
si dered poor after taxe sun d er LICO. And
it finds that 39. 5 per cent of famili es led by
si ng le mot he rs are poor, while the age -ol d

St ats canmea s ure calcula tes an after-tax rat e
of 33.9 per cent.

Ne wfo undla n d and Labrador is the pro -
vinc e with the gre atest pro por tio n of poor
people, wit h 23.4 per cent of them unable
to affo r d the baske t of goods. Britis h
Colu mbia fol low s, wit h a low-income rat e
of 20 per cent. Ont ario, wit h11 per cent of
the popula t ion sur viv ing on incomes falling
below the threshold, is the provinc e with
the lowe s tpropor tio n of poor people.

Bu t mo rethan just the rat eof low-income
dwel lers, the new mea s ure als o sh ows the
depth of pov erty among those who fall
sh ort of the threshold .

While Alber tafo llowe d Ontario as home
to the fewest poor people, the median in-
co m eof those who were poor was 29 per
cent bel ow the provincia l pove rty lin e,
reve a ling deeper pov erty than in mos tot he r
prov inc es. (The media n in come is the poi nt
at whi c hhalf of incomes are hig her and half
are lowe r).

No other cou ntr y us esa yards tick of po-
ve rty such as the LICO, con sid ere d a rela-
tive mea s ure that regards as low-income a
fa m ily that spends a  dispro por tio nat esh are
of its income on food, clo thing and shelt e r
co mpare d with other Cana dians, drawing a
so m ewhat arbit r ary pov erty lin eat the poi nt
where famili es spend 64 per cent of their
in comes on thes ene c essit ies.

Cons tantly cli mbing wit h inflation, it has
long been criti cized by con ser vative sas ex-
ag gerating Cana da’s problem of pov erty.
Othe rs dismiss it for lumping all Canadian
cities toge the r, ignor ing the huge imp act on
in comes of the different cos t sof liv ing .

Its other mea s ure of low income – for
ye ars, the age n cy has avo ide d de claring any-
on e"poor" – is called the Low-Income Mea -
sure, whi c hsets the threshold for pov erty at
half of Cana dians’ media n in come and is
widely use dfo r in ter nation a lco mparisons.

Un like its pre decessors, the Marke t Ba s-
ke t Me asure is more of an absolu t emea s ure
of pov erty, the first to regard pov erty as the
in ability to pay for grocer ies, food, rent and
transit fare s , rather than expre ssi ng it as
rela t ive to the for tun es of other Cana dians.
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Me asuring poverty
Pe rc ent age of famili es that fall
below the new, ‘market baske t’
thre sh olds.

NFLD. 23.4%

B.C. 20%

N.S. 16.1%

PEI 14.6%

SASK. 13.9%

N.B. 13.8%

MAN. 13%

QUE. 11 .9%

ALTA. 11 .9%

ONT. 11%
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