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EXCERPTS

Two years ago, most Canadians were enjoying the peak of a 10-year economic growth phase that helped rank Canada among the 10

biggest economies on the planet.

Then, in the fall of 2008, the global economic meltdown came crashing down on Canada, knocking hundreds of thousands of workers into

unemployment. According to Statistics Canada, child poverty in this country stood at 9 per cent in 2008 -- down slightly from 9.4 per cent

the previous year but certainly no harbinger of what was to come.

That's because recessions have a history of being hardest on the poor. They fall the furthest and they take the longest to recover, as

opposed to the richest 10 per cent, who spring back far more quickly after a recession.

Since our national statistical agency is always two years behind in reporting income data, the reality that has unfolded for many Canadians

living in poverty since recession hit here in 2008 has yet to show up in the numbers.

....

We can choose to stand idly by waiting for the poverty statistics to catch up with reality and force us into action. Or we could act now,

while so many children and their families are hurting.

Acting now would be a very Canadian thing to do. Recall that in November 2009, the House of Commons reaffirmed -- unanimously -- its

commitment to end poverty in Canada. That commitment came just five months after the recession became official.

....

The real question remains: Is poverty elimination still on the minds of those in government as we try to recover from this recession?

There is no way to get around it. Poverty elimination must be at the forefront of any recession recovery plan. In these times of economic

uncertainty, good public policy and spending prevents and reduces poverty. It also makes good economic sense.

The Ontario Association of Food Banks estimates poverty costs Canadians up to $30.5 billion in terms of health-care spending, crime and

lost productivity.

Now is the time for action. This fall in the House of Commons there are two tangible opportunities to make good on the federal resolution

to end poverty in Canada.

The first is a private member's bill by MP Tony Martin (Sault Ste. Marie), an Act to Eliminate Poverty in Canada. If Parliament says yes to

this bill, the federal government would be obligated to develop a strategy for poverty elimination.

While many provinces have poverty reduction strategies, federal leadership would get Canada closer to eliminating poverty at a time

when we need to ensure all Canadians have the opportunity to contribute to what we hope is a rebounding economy.

The second bill before the House is an Act to Ensure Secure, Adequate, Accessible and Affordable Housing for Canadians. It would compel

the federal government to develop a national housing strategy with the provinces, territories, municipalities and civil society. This strategy

is desperately needed: private market rental units are increasingly out of the reach of low- to modest-income earners.

In addition to these policy opportunities, programs such as the National Child Benefit are prime examples of how income supports can

positively impact poverty. This benefit prevents 78,800 families with 171,100 children from living in low-income conditions (according to

the market basket measure). Let's increase the benefit and lift even more children and their families out of poverty.

Do we wait a few more years for the statistics to jar us into doing the right thing? Or do we act now and do right by all Canadians? How will

history judge this, the most prosperous generation to have ever lived in Canada, if we fail to act? The choice is ours.

- reprinted from the Toronto Star
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