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As Christmas quickly approaches and we are busy shopping for our families and friends, 

decorating  our lovely homes, gathering for parties and enjoying the peace with family and 

friends, partaking  of a wide variety of sumptuous food and delicacies, it is imperative to 

remember that there are hundreds of thousands of Canadians weeping  from hunger and 

poverty. They avoid visiting family and friends, because they are too ashamed to tell them 

they cannot get them a gift, or they don’t have enough food at their homes to invite them. 

So they stay alone at home, in solitary confinement, their kids asking, mummy, daddy why 

can’t I have that toy, why can’t I have some ice cream or egg nog, why can’t we visit our 

families and friends at this time. This is the sad reality for too many Canadians. A toy from 

Toy Mountain may help a few kids, a few good samaritans going to the homes of some of 

the poor they happen to know and take them a hamper is welcomed. But there is a greater 

social and human catastrophe that requires our government to act in the interest of 

eradicating the scourge of poverty plaguing too many Canadians! Canada can and must 

do better than that, it is a moral imperative for any human being with a heart and 

conscience. It is far too easy to minimize the gravity of this historic problem with crude 

and inaccurate comments like, the poor are lazy, they don’t want to work, I did it why 

can’t they. This paper will look at some of the facts surrounding the poverty trap gripping 

so many Canadians. 

There was a unanimous resolution in the House of Commons over twenty years ago 

committing to eradicate child poverty by 2000. It is now 2011, and this human 

catastrophe continues largely unabated. “The subsequent decade saw a number of 

changes to tax and benefit policies that affect families with children. Despite these 
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initiatives, aggregate trends suggest that the goal of improving the well being of less 

fortunate children has remained elusive (Phipps, 1999; Myles and Picot, 2000). Phipps 

(1999) reports that poverty intensity among children aged 0 to 18 was actually higher in 

1996 than in 1989. The problem is not constrained to children only, there is a poverty 

pandemic in Canada where hundreds of thousands of families cannot find proper jobs that 

will allow them to meet their very basic living needs, so naturally the children suffer. We 

have successfully created a new class, the working poor, in addition to an historic high 

unemployment rate of over 7%. This is a scourge on the notion of democracy, it is a curse 

on Canada, when hundreds of thousands of children and families live in poverty, 

especially when it can be largely prevented. Unfortunately, there is no political will and 

leadership to stand up for this cohort, to stand up for what is right, to stand up for the 

ideals that are representative of democracy, freedom and human rights. This tells me that 

the lives of the poor are unworthy, is this the Canada that we want? 

Since the resolution to eradicate child poverty was adopted some twenty years ago, the 

Canadian economy grew sharply and we have succeeded in creating more billionaires 

and millionaires than any other period in history. Sadly, low income earners continue to 

struggle through all of this economic prosperity, with an unacceptable and unfair gap 

between the rich and poor in Canada. It is very well documented that persistent poverty 

leads to serious health, social and economic issues which ends up costing us all. Our 

government must bare heavy responsibilities for this calamity. The United Nations 

Committee on the Rights of the child lambasted Canada for its weak to non-existent 

policies for helping children prosper. This level of poverty and apparent inaction on the 
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part of our government to show some concern and act has now reached and abhorrent 

level that must be shunned at every strata of society. The fight for the human right and 

dignity of the poor represents one of the noblest act of humanity and personal 

responsibility an individual or political organization can render his fellow human beings. 

If continued unabated, poverty will become the single biggest threat to the social and 

moral infrastructure of this country. It is already drawing  the ire of the United Nations and 

activists around this country.

Margaret Hancock of Family Service Toronto argues that “all Canadians will benefit from 

poverty reduction and eradication, by sharing responsibility as a society to prevent child 

and family poverty, we can reduce costs for health, education and criminal justice 

services.” The Canadian Coalition for the Rights of Children sheds light on an argument 

that is not often considered when we talk about employment, “a majority of low-income 

households with children live far below what is determined as essential.” This speaks to 

the working poor, are they making enough for their basic survival? Where is the legislation 

to ensure fair wages, not minimum, but fair? Why is Canada behind other industrialized 

nations when it comes to looking after its poor? These are some of the questions that 

should be asked before we blame the poor, before we accuse them of being lazy or not 

managing their money properly. I must stress again, we have succeeded in creating more 

billionaires and millionaires than any other period in history, this is what our governments 

have been doing for decades, yes, empowering the already wealthy and powerful on the 

backs of the most vulnerable in society. Amnesty International had some strong words on 

this, “All companies must be regulated effectively in order to prevent the pursuit of profit 
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at the expense of human rights. To be effective, regulation must provide for appropriate 

investigation, sanctions and redress for harm.”

Is it fair that a person working  from paycheck to paycheck is forced to seek cash advances 

from Payday Loans to feed his family while being legally charged up to three hundred 

percent annualized interest? Is It fair that the less money you have saved in the bank the 

more user fees you pay? Is it fair that the poor has to pay more for a liter of milk from the 

convenience store because it will cost him more to take the bus to and from No Frills. Is it 

fair that the poor has to work harder and longer hours and still not make enough money 

for his very basic survival? When the political and economic infrastructure inhibits the 

ability of a person to prosper, it is preposterous to blame him or her. It is noted that 

housing represents the largest expense for poor families, real estate in Ontario is one of the 

highest in the world, is it the poor person’s fault then that affordable housing is beyond 

their reach?  A combination of these and many similar factors perpetuate the anguish of 

the poor person making  him or her more depressed and dysfunctional in getting out of the 

poverty trap and becoming a productive member of society.

Do we have a responsibility to the poor? Yes we do. Article 22 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights asserts, “everyone, as a member of society, has the right to 

social security and is entitled to realization, through national effort and international co-

operation and in accordance with the organization and resources of each State, of the 

economic, social and cultural rights indispensable for his dignity and the free development 

of his personality.” This doctrine represents what modern politics must espouse.
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Then how and why are governments failing  the poor while empowering the rich? We can 

look to the following ideas for answers. Neo-Conservatism, laissez-faire governance, 

market liberalization, neo-liberalism, poor legislation and government intervention in the 

context that government policies reflect what is good for corporations but not what is fair 

for the people. Corporations are all too happy to pay a worker $10 an hour as opposed to 

something that is fair, in line with Canada’s inflation rate and actual cost of living. 

Minimum or unskilled wage today in Canada means nothing other than being a working 

poor person. Where is the legislation and government will to remedy this injustice?

The laissez-faire governance, market liberalization and neo-liberal ideas, or as it is called 

today, “smaller-government,” is nothing but a deception aimed at appeasing the 

population, particularly the shrinking middle-class and senior citizens, it is a half-truth that 

grossly misrepresents the facts and realities of its assertions. These policies of alleged 

reduced state interference and intervention in the market is in fact not a retreat of 

government from public affairs, it is an inversion of government intervention and action. 

While the state is withdrawing from its responsibilities towards the most vulnerable 

members of society, and shifting unrealistic responsibility and blame towards the 

individual and poor in ever extending areas of life, it is simultaneously extending 

significantly more power to corporations to do as they wish, to exploit the weakest and 

most vulnerable links in society. 

Welfare politics have always reflected protestant work ethics, separating between 

“deserving” and “undeserving” poor, promoting the principle of less eligibility and 
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criminal persecution of so-called welfare fraud. A political shift in the early 1990s 

however, starting  with the Harris’ government’s crack down on welfare fraud, cuts and 

disentitlements and the establishment of snitch lines, had great impact on public attitudes. 

With the government’s action and rhetoric strongly implying that welfare fraud was 

rampant, the general public’s confidence in the system declined. Soon the concept of 

welfare fraud was understood of welfare as fraud, and welfare and crime had been linked 

in the minds of Ontarian's. [Chunn & Gavigan]

There may be freeloaders seeking to abuse the social system, but that must not be a 

deterrent for the majority of good people dependent on it. By contrast, there are 

freeloading doctors undermining  and abusing the universal healthcare system, those who 

make you return to their offices every month to refill your diabetic medication knowing 

full well you are on that for life. There are also freeloading  MP’s, occupying positions that 

they have not earned by their own merit, but rather on the strength of a party or its leader. 

Do we shut down the health care system because of a few rogue doctors, or, do we do we 

shut down parliament because of these incompetent and undeserving MP’s that are 

beneficiaries of the system?

While poverty was thus individualized and became a personal responsibility, state 

regulation moved towards criminalization of the poor. Not less money was spent on 

welfare issues, the money was simply redistributed from the poor towards building an 

apparatus of increased surveillance and regulation. At the same time a de-facto 
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decriminalization of corporate crime and corporate tax cuts demonstrates the 

government’s move from welfare liberalism to neo-liberalism.

As such, we now have governments guaranteeing profits to insurance companies, with 

Ontario having the highest insurance rates in the country; hydro companies charging us 

more than they should, or as Ontario’s Auditor General puts it, “Hydro companies are 

gouging the people.” The extremely high cost of fuel is not only affecting the poor but also 

the middle-class, then there is the rising cost of food. The social and economic disorder 

that have come with the multi billion dollar tax cuts and incentives for corporations 

remove valuable and urgently needed money from the public domain, which should 

rightfully be going towards improving the services and lives of ordinary Canadians. 

In 2012, already highly profitable corporations will receive a further six billion dollars in 

tax cuts, meaning more profit for them, which they have not earned, it comes on the backs 

of our poor and middle-class, with the poor having less disposable assets to deal with it. 

Big  banks in Canada earned over twenty two billion dollars in 2011, with profits of over 

six billion dollars, how could a further six billion more in tax cuts be justified? However, it 

means the difference between a decent minimum standard of life for our fellow human 

beings as opposed to the human catastrophe that comes with poverty. What are the 

priorities of our government? If this isn’t economic extremism and the true meaning of 

market liberalization of the highest order, then what is? How dare anyone assert social 

assistance costs the country. It is the uncontrolled greed of corporations, fully supported by 

our government that is responsible for poverty, social disparity and economic turmoils we 
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are facing. We all have a moral responsibility to condemn this and act against it. Don’t 

blame the poor, don’t use a rogue freeloader as the scapegoat.

We have forsaken our most vulnerable people, to fight wars in Afghanistan and Libya, 

claiming to bring freedom and democracy there, while right here at home, we are 

violating the human rights and dignity of our citizens as espoused in the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights. Worse, our government is guilty of violating the very 

foundations of our democracy and the institutions that are supposed to safeguard it and 

protect the rights of its citizens. This is the function and roll of modern politics. Instead, we 

have governments that have become the custodians of the affairs of corporations, the 

wealthy and affluent. What we are now witnessing  is an unprecedented level of social and 

economic discrimination perpetrated by our government on behalf of corporations, 

abusing and denying the rights of citizenship of its most vulnerable groups.

The solutions are there, the financial capacity is there, the human resource capacity to 

implement realistic and humane policies are there. Unfortunately, the government’s will to 

prioritize in a just, fair and equitable manner is not there. 

While everyone of us must remain and encourage others to become more pro-active in 

addressing these gross injustices and wrongful prioritizing of our government over 

decades, we need to actively seek action on behalf of those without a voice in society, 

those who slip through the cracks, through no fault of theirs. 

This is the decline of the social state and the crime of blaming the poor. 
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