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Committee Report     OW-24-05 
 
To:  Chair and Members of the Joint Social Services and Land Ambulance Committee 

From:  Krista Card, Director of Ontario Works  
Date: Wednesday, October 09, 2024 

Subject: Inadequate Ontario Works Assistance Rates 

Background: 

The Ontario Works caseload in the Wellington service delivery area (County of Wellington and City of 
Guelph) has risen 1% above pre-pandemic levels as of July 2024 to 2,095 cases. Over 3,420 individuals 
are reliant on Ontario Works in Wellington County and Guelphi to meet their basic needs, with 34% of 
these individuals being childrenii.  
 
As highlighted by the Association of Municipalities of Ontario, municipalities, including the County of 
Wellington and the City of Guelph, are facing increasing pressure to respond to complex local needs 
including in delivering housing, health and social servicesiii. Community service agencies and 
municipalities across the province have called on the Provincial Government to raise social assistance 
rates as a critical part of ending homelessness and improving community health and well-beingiv. 

Ontario Works Assistance Rates 

Ontario Works rates have been frozen since 2018 and have not kept up with inflation or the rising cost 
of basic needs, leaving recipients in deep poverty, far below the official poverty line. Individuals in 
receipt of Ontario Works assistance are not able to afford adequate and suitable housing or nutritious 
food at current rates. In other words, Ontario Works recipients cannot meet their most basic human 
needs. Lack of suitable housing and food insecurity are directly correlated with poor health outcomes 
and increased healthcare costsv, making it difficult for Ontario Works recipients to move beyond 
survival and participate in employment-related activities.  

Key Facts  

High Cost of Living in Ontario, Low Social Assistance Benefit Rates  

 In contrast, cost of living in Ontario is among the highest in Canada, ranked second behind 

British Columbia.vi 

 Ontario has some of the lowest rates of social assistance in Canada, ranking in the bottom three 

provinces and territories for welfare income, particularly for single individuals and single 

parents.vii 
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  Cost of Living  Social Assistance Rates   

  British Columbia 1  Quebec 1   

  Ontario 2  PEI 2   

  Alberta 3  British Columbia 3   
  Manitoba 4  Saskatchewan 4   
  Saskatchewan 5  Newfoundland and Labrador 5   
  Nova Scotia 6  Manitoba 6   

  New Brunswick 7  Alberta 7   

  Quebec 8  Ontario 8   

  PEI 9  Nova Scotia 9   
  Newfoundland and Labrador 10  New Brunswick 10   
              

This gap between income and cost of living is most acute for social assistance recipients, whose 
purchasing power has declined steeply relative to inflation. Already well below the poverty line, 
Ontario Works benefits have decreased by 16% in real value compared to 2019viii. Meaning the 
purchasing power of the Ontario Works benefits has decreased due inflation and increased cost of 
living, making it more for challenging for recipients to afford the same goods and services they 
purchased in 2019.  Shelter and food expenses make up a larger share of total household expenditures 
for social assistance recipients compared to the average Canadian household, leaving them particularly 
vulnerable to inflation. This exposes social assistance recipients to steady and deep deterioration in 
their standard of livingix at current rates.  

Ontario Works Rates are Far Below the Official Poverty Line 

The gap between social assistance rates and the official poverty line is significant. A single individual 
receiving Ontario Works assistance in the City of Guelph lives on an income that is equal to 34% of the 
income at the official poverty line as defined by Statistics Canadax. Approximate income thresholds are 
as follows in the Guelph Census Metropolitan Area: 
 

Approximate Income Thresholds - Single Individual in Guelph 

CMA 

Average Incomexi $41,920 

Living Wage (1 adult full time at $20.90/hr) $40,128 

Median Incomexi $36,000 

Minimum Wage(1 adult full time at $16.55/hr) $31,776 

Low Income Measurexii > $28,863 

Official Poverty Line (Market Basket Measure)xiiixiv > $25,710 

Low Income Cut-Offxv > $20,590 

Current Ontario Works Rate $8,796 
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 Ontario Works recipients who are homeless are not entitled to receive the shelter portion of 

Ontario Works benefits. A single individual on Ontario Works who is homeless would receive a 

total of $343 per month. Without the shelter portion of Ontario Works assistance, moving out 

of homelessness becomes a significant, nearly insurmountable challenge. 

Deep Housing Unaffordability 

 The gap between social assistance rates and the official poverty line, coupled with rapidly 

increasing average market rents and long wait times for subsidized housing, is making it 

difficult for individuals and families receiving Ontario Works assistance to find and maintain 

affordable housing.  

o The Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) estimates that the average 

market rent in Wellington and Guelph (across all unit sizes) amounts to $1,624xvi. Local 

news reports and Housing Services research suggests that local rents are higher, with 

average asking rent estimated to be above $2,000xvii.   

o The shelter portion for a single individual receiving Ontario Works assistance would 

cover just 24% of the average rent in our service area. 

 Low social assistance rates have a direct impact on the municipal tax levy.  High market rents 

and increased costs to maintain social housing are putting undue pressure on municipalities 

to meet requirements under Housing Services.  

o Wellington County Housing Services provides over 260 municipally funded rent subsidies 

in the private market and supports over 2495 subsidized social housing units. Of the 

$42,080,100 Housing Services 2024 budget, 60% is covered by municipal tax levy, 16% is 

covered by Provincial subsidies, 13% is covered by rent and other revenues, and 11% is 

covered by Federal subsidies. In respect to rent subsidies for market-based units alone, if 

a quarter of the 260 households were Ontario Works recipients, municipalities could 

redirect just under $1 million towards other pressures, should the gap between the 

shelter amount and average market rent be filled by increased social assistance rates.  

 

Homelessness 

 Canadian and international research confirms that rates of homelessness increase when rent 

increases faster than social assistance incomes. Failing to increase social assistance incomes 

during a period of rapidly rising rents will likely lead to increased rates of homelessnessix. 

o The Wellington-Guelph data shows there has been a 33% increase on the monthly 

average of people experiencing homelessness since January 2023. 
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Rising Food Insecurity 

 Wellington-Dufferin Public Health (WDGPH) estimates that 18% of households in our service 

area are food insecure. A single individual would require at least $486 per month to cover the 

cost of healthy foodxviii. Single individuals in receipt of Ontario Works are unable to afford the 

cost of a nutritious food basket with the $343 they receive to cover all basic needs.  
 

 
 
 
 

AMO Delegation  

The County presented the information in this to report to the Parliamentary Assistant to the Minister 
of Children, Community and Social Services, Logan Kanapathi, at the 2024 AMO Conference in August.   
 
The delegation concluded with the following requests to the Ministry:  
Increase Ontario Works Rates  
While many municipalities have passed resolutions to call for doubling Ontario Works rates, this will 
not be enough to move individuals and families out of deep poverty. We are calling on the Ministry of 
Children, Community and Social Services to: 

 Increase Ontario Works rates to the Low Income Measure. At a minimum, Ontario Works rates 

should be increased to above the official poverty line as an initial step towards income 

adequacy. 

 Index Ontario Works rates to inflation annually in line with other provincial and federal 

government benefit programmes 

 Combine the basic needs and shelter portions of Ontario Works assistance into one standard 

rate to enable social assistance recipients to secure and maintain housing 

 Increase earnings exemptions, like increases implemented in the Ontario Disability Support 

Program, for working Ontario Works recipients to keep more of their earnings and to encourage 

more participation in the labour market.  

Commit to a Social and Economic Prosperity Review 

 Commit to a Social and Economic Prosperity Review in collaboration with the Association of 

Municipalities of Ontario and member municipalities with the goal of updating the provincial-

municipal fiscal relationship. We call on the Premier, the Minister of Finance and the Minister of 

Municipal Affairs and Housing to work together with municipalities to review revenues, costs 

and financial risks and conduct a detailed analysis of municipal investment and service delivery 

needs across the province, including a thorough review of social assistance rates.   
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Conclusion 

Increased Ontario Works rates would enable social assistance recipients to move beyond survival and 
crisis management so that they can participate in the labour market and move towards financial 
independence. If the rates are increased to above the official poverty line at a minimum, the most 
vulnerable individuals in our communities would have increased access to nutritious food, more stable 
housing and will be better able to meet their basic human needs. This will lead to improved health 
outcomes and improved wellbeing for the individuals and families living in deep poverty in our 
communities.  
 
Increased Ontario Works rates would alleviate pressures on the housing services system, allowing 
municipal funds to be re-directed to other service pressures, such as addressing increased 
homelessness.  

Strategic Action Plan:  

This report relates to the following objectives and priorities in the County's Strategic Action Plan: 
Doing what the County does best – Providing Critical Daily Services for your residents; and Making Best 
Decisions for the Betterment of the Community.   

Recommendation: 

That the Joint Social Services and Land Ambulance Committee recommend to County Council that the  
report, Ontario Works Assistance Rates, be received for information; and  
 
That Social Services staff continue to advocate through OMSSA and AMO the importance of, and need 
for, increased Ontario Works assistance rates. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 

 
Krista Card  
Director of Ontario Works  
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