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The war ove r ‘who is poor’
This is the sec ond article in a three-par t se-
ries that looks at how sta tis tical informa-
tion is use d by inter est groups and gover n-
ments.

By Philip Mat hias____________________________________
Financia l Post

A
n acr imoniou s battle is bei ng wage d
between Con ser vative parli ament ari-
ans and anti-pove rty activi sts for the

right to decid e which Canadians are poor.

The fighting rev eals a min efield of "pove rty"
defin ition s – any one of whi c h coul d ex plode
in the face of a group that emb r aces it.

The "who is poor" war als o involves big
fin a n cia l st akes – the $15 bil lio n of pub lic
money spent eve ry year on welfare.

A new pov erty defi nit ion cou ld ease or in-
crea s e pres s ure to spend at a tim e when
Cana da’s joi nt federal-prov incia l debt is $650
bil lio n and its annu al deficit is $50 bil lio n.

The pov erty fight is cent red on three defi-
nition s:

• The ancie n t defin ition of pov erty, whi c h
is "the lack of any item requi red to maint ain
long-ter m phys ical wel l-being." The poor
have so lit tle they suf fer chron i c bad health.

The number of Cana dians liv ing in pov erty
woul d drop to about 3% of the total popu -
la t ion unde r this defi nit ion, according to
so m e estim ates. It wou ld enable Cana dians
to compare accur ately their socie ty wit h
Af rica or Easter n Euro pe, whe re this mea -
sure tends to be use d.

This standard is pro pos ed by Chris t opher
Sarlo, economics profe sso r at Nipis sing
Un ive rsity, Nor th Bay, Ont.

• A standard that defi nes what a  Cana dian
ne e ds to liv e in dig n ity among s t ot he r Cana -
dians.

The Com mon s subcom mitt e e on pov erty
– hea de d by Con ser vative MP Barbara
Greene – recom mends a  menu of "basi c
ne e ds" items be cre ated .

It wou ld inclu de food, shelt e r and clo thing,
re ading mat e ria l, the ability to giv e to othe rs
(c lassifie d as "relig i on/charity") and some
ent e rtain ment, inclu ding cable TV, whi c h
the com mitt e e said is not "an unrea son able
ex pense."

• Low Income Cutoffs, a set of numbers
fr om Statis ti cs Cana da, whi c h mea s ure a low
leve l of inco m e rela t ive to the Canadian av-
erage.

LICOs cou nt the number of Cana dians
who are oblig ed to spend on their food,
cl othing and shelt e r 20% more of their in-
co m e than the ave r age Cana dian.

By this standard, 10% to 15% of Cana di-
ans are "poor". Activ ists prefe r this "pove rty
li ne," but LICOs are riddled with incon sis -
tencie s and StatsCan insis t s they do not
mea s ure pov erty.

Howeve r, LICOs are now wid ely use d by
the media and some key federal dep art-
ments to defin e pove rty.

The "Who is Poor?" blaze was ignited last
ye ar by Po ver ty in Canada, a book writt en
by Sarlo and pub lis hed by the Frase r Insti-
tute of Vancouver.

"Estim ates of the ext ent of pov erty in Can -
ada are grossly exagg erated," Sarlo wrote.
"Pov erty, as it has been tradit ion a l ly unde r-
stood, has been vir tually eli min ated ....."

The anti-pove rty lobby was enrag ed.

"C hangi ng the defin ition of pov erty won’t
change the fact that babies bor n to parents
who liv e un d er the exi sting pov erty lin e
have twice the chanc e of dying as other ba-
bies in Cana da," said a spoke swoman for
End Legisla ted Pov erty, a coa lit ion of B.C.
soci al groups.

The issue became viciously poli tical. "Sup -
porters of the Frase r Institute ..... hav e a ves -
ted int e rest in dow nplayi ng pov erty ..... so
they can keep their tax bre a k s ," charged the
fe deral NDP’s socia l poli cy criti c, Chris Ax-
wo rthy.

The Com mon s pove rty subco mmitt e e be -
ga n it s ow n ex amination last year. "Poli cie s
desig ned to eli min ate pov erty can only suc-
ceed if we hav e the means by whi c h to iden -
tify the poor ....." the com mitt e e de clare d.

"The defin ition of pov erty has implication s
fo r all gov ernment progr ams," Gre ene tol d
The Fin a n cia l Post. A tighter defi nit ion
"w oul d tell us more pre cis ely what com mu-
nities have people wit h in adequ ate welfare
rates ....."

The availa ble fun ds cou ld then be targe ted
to real pov erty, she said.

The com mitt e e called as witnesses two
academ i cs , eight federal officia ls , the direc-
to r of a Mon tre a l anti-pove rty age n cy and a
le ading U.S. gov ernment statis ti cia n.

The com mitt e e’s pov erty defi nit ion – table d
in Jun e – wou ld provi de a  stable standard

that rem ain ed unchange d ye ar by year (only
pric es of the essentia ls on the menu woul d
vary).

Sarlo’s defi nit ion is min ima lis t and unive r-
sal. Gre ene’s approach took Cana da’s hig h
livi ng standards into accou nt. Her com mit-
tee drew the pov erty lin e at the poi nt whe re
Cana dians cou ld feel poor in the mids t of
co mfo rtable Cana dians.

Anti-pove rty activi sts want Canada to con -
tin ue using LICOs, whi c h aros e in the
1970s alm o st by accid e n t.

To set LICOs, StatsCan deter min es how
mu ch all Canadian famili es spend on food,
sh elt e r and clo thing, mos t re c ently on the
basi s of 1986 infor mation. (Answe r: about
38% of gross income.)

Calcula t i ng LICOs then relie s upon "a
fa n cy, arcan e, econometr ic met hodol ogy",
said Michael Wol fson, directo r-gen eral of
St atsCan’s analytical studie s branch.

Wo lfs on sum med up the res ult this way :
"A ny family whose income is bel ow the
leve l at whi c h fa m ili es tend to spend 20 per-
cent age poi nts more [that is, 58% of gross
in come] on thes e thre e es s entia ls is said to
be a ‘l ow income’ family ".

The number of people in such famili es
wa s 4. 2 millio n in 1991, whi c h repre sents 16%
of all Canadians, Wol fson said. StatsCan dis-
av o ws LICOs as a pov erty mea s ure becau se
they hav e ma ny fau lts:

• LICOs mix up the ancie n t conc ept of po-
ve rty – a sho rtage of basic necessit ies – wit h
the poli tical con cep t of inco m e in equali ty.

"When you really start to look at how –
rela t ive to other people – a signific a n t part
of our popula t ion is liv ing, that can be char-
acter ized pro perly as a pov erty lev el," cla ims
Peter Clu tterbuck, exe cutiv e directo r of the
Soci al Pla nning Cou nci l of Metro Toron t o.

"We see inequ ali ty all ove r the place," Sar-
lo repli es. "We hav e movie stars who are
mu ch better looking than mos t of the rest of
us. The inequ ali tie s we see in ter ms of in-
tellig enc e ..... are quite startli ng. Whose job
is it to rectify those things?"

• LICOs only mea s ure spending on food,
sh elt e r and clo thing. "We are wel l aw are of
the lim itation s of this con cep t of ..... basi c
ne c essit ies," Wol fson said. "[We] have poi n-
ted out that it leave s ou t su ch things as basic
transportation, basic com mun i c ation and
ot he r things."

• LICOs make no adj ust ment fo r spending
by the wealthy on fur coats (cl othing), cav iar
(food), rest aur ant meals and perhaps a va-
cation home (sh elt e r), or an expensive con-
dominium . Ye t any family that falls to a

The definit ion of
pove rty would provi de
a stabl e st andard that
remained unc h a ng ed

ye ar by year
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poin t below this inflat e d av erage is con -
si dered poor.

• St andards of liv ing in different location s
are ign ore d. "Somebody wit h a $30,000 in-
co m e in Mon tre a l is better off than some -
body in Toron t o" becau se of the hig her cos t
of liv ing the re, Gre ene said.

St atsCan differentiat es LICOs by size of
city of resid e n ce but makes no differenc e
fo r st andards of liv ing bet ween cit ies of the
same size.

Wo lfs on takes the opposit e tack to Gre ene:
"We hav e been criti cized for mak ing too
mu ch allowa n ce for liv ing in different par ts
of the cou ntr y", he said.

• No n-cash ben efit s , su ch as sub sidized
housing and bus passes for the elde r ly are
not ful ly accou nted for in StatsCan’s calcu -
la t ion s. This anoma ly unde rst ates income
fo r so m e "poor" famili es.

• Bu sin ess los s es are inclu ded in income
calcula t ion s. A person wit h a hig h salar y
and a hig her busi nes s lo ss is cou nted as
havi ng negative income. Sav ing s fr om pre -

vious profit s are ign ore d.

• Students wit h no income, liv ing on gov-
er nment loa ns and sup por ted by their par-
ents can be inclu ded among the "poor".

"The LICOs hav e take n on a heavie r role
than they were origi nally int ende d to have
[a s soci al indicato rs] ," Wol fson said.

St atis ti cs Cana da is accus ed by some of
winking at this wid e spre ad mis use of its
numbers. Wol fson said the age n cy is only
suffer ing fatigue.

"The re was a per iod of tim e in the early
to mid-’80s when we were fair ly agg res siv e
in writing letters to the edito r poin ting out
that newsp aper article s ha d mist akenly iden -
tifie d the LICOs as pov erty lin es," he tol d
The Pos t.

"B ut that activ ity has wan ed sub stantia l ly
in the last number of years. The re’s only so
mu ch ene rgy one can devo te to cor recting"
the problem .

The big gest problem wit h LICOs for any
gove rnm e n t is a poli tical one – "pov erty" is
unli kely to be eve r elim inated becau se the

LICO pove rty lin e ju s t rises wit h av erage
in come.

"When the deca de open ed [in 1980], the
ov erall indivi d ual pov erty rat e wa s 15. 3%,"
said the Nation a l We l f are Cou nci l. "In 1990
..... it was 14.6%."

Ye t the income of ave r age Cana dians and
"t he poor" has ris en in that per iod.

The cou nci l advi ses the minist e r of health
and welfare. It adm it s that "St atis ti cs Cana da
..... does not promo te [LICOs] as pov erty
li nes." But the cou nci l us es them any w ay.

The United Nation s also recently emb r aced
LICOs as a pov erty mea s ure – at the urging
of Cana dian socia l activi sts – and con d emne d
Cana da fo r ma king "no mea s urable progres s"
in allev iating pov erty ove r the last decade.

Bu t LICO -defi ned pov erty is hard to
co mbat

"No nation a l day-care progr am woul d
change thes e st atis ti cs," Gre ene said. "No
nation a l school-lun c h prog ram woul d change
them ..... But all thes e prog rams are bei ng
sold as ways to eli min ate pov erty".
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