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“ In recognition of work done in the community related to poverty, the Urban Poverty Consortium seeks to build and
extend new and existing efforts on poverty, to raise awareness, share information and data and to catalyze further action

on poverty.”
Poor and Working

... My husband is working for minimum wage. We' ve got two kids, and we're living in subsidized housing,
paying low rent, but his wages just aren’t enough, and we' ve got billsto pay. Our choices are to pay a bit
on our hills, or to eat.

Married mother of two

Table One
Low Income Cut-offs for Waterloo Region

Employed Workers and Poverty

In this Fact Sheet Series, we have been looking at o
some subgroups of people in poverty. Another one of Family Size Monthly Annual
these specific groups is the “working poor”. While 1 person $1,244 $14,694
there are many definitions of the working poor, the 2persons $1,555 $18,367
. 3persons $1,934 $22,844
term is used here to refer to people who are employed 4 persons $2.342 $27.650
and whose wages make up the main portion of the 5 persons $2.617 $30,910
family’s income, but who il live below the poverty 6 persons $2.893 $34,168
line. Some are employed full time, and some are

employed part time. Sightly more than haf (51%) of

al poor people in Canada worked in the labour force
a some time during the year in 1995.*

The Nationa Council of Welfare states that a good job
is the “best insurance against poverty”2, but not al
jobs pay enough to keep people out of poverty. Inthe
Waterloo Region, amost 5% of al workers with full-
time, full-year jobs live in poverty. People with low
wage jobs or insufficient hours of employment often
live in poverty, as defined by Statistics Canada’'s Low
Income Cut-off (LICO). TheLICO isadjusted for
community size and measures the amount of money
needed to live and participate as a Canadian citizen.
A person or family is consdered to be living in
poverty if their income falls below the LICO.
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Sour ce: Statistics Canada, Low | ncome Cut-offs, Cat.N0.13-551-
XPB, January, 1997

Figure it out!
If you worked for minimum wage, would you (and your
family) be above the poverty line?

Figurel: Would You BeLiving Under
thePoverty Line?

X$6.85 X50=
Hrsyou worked last week  Min.  Wks  Annua
Wage Year Earnings

The Ontario minimum wage rate of $6.85 per hour provides
an earning which falls thousands of dollars below the poverty
line. Inthe Waterloo Region, a person who works a mini-
mum wage for 40 hours per week for 50 weeks of the year
makes $13,700 per year, below the LICO of $14,694 for even
a single person in the Region of Waterloo.




If that person is the sole bread winner in afamily, the gap
between earnings and the low income cut-off increases
consderably. Minimum wage was origindly brought in
to ensure that every worker could make a decent living
and that people who are doing work that is valuable to an
employer and to society, should earn enough to live in
dignity. Clearly the present minimum wage does not
alow this.

Figure 2: Full Year Minimum Wage as Percentage of LICOs,
by Family Size

Income

The primary cause of the poverty of the “working poor” is
the hourly wages being earned, not the number of hours
worked. The Canadian Council on Socia Development
points out that many jobs do not pay high enough wages to
provide full-time workers with enough income to support
their families adequately. Aswe can see from Figure 2, at
minimum wage, one worker in a family of four would
bring home only 50% of the income necessary to raise the
family out of poverty. Such distressingly low income is
far below the intent of the minimum wage legidation
adopted 60 years ago, which declared its purpose to be “...
the maintenance of the minimum standard of living
necessary for hedth, efficiency, and genera well-being of
workers.”

Working But Not Getting Ahead

Many people think that holding a job protects a family
againgt poverty, but, as George Gershwin's song tells us,
“it @n’'t necessarily so!” In 1997, about 52% of low-
income families were headed by people who worked in the
paid labour force at least some of the year, but remained

poor because they earned low wages and/or could find only
seasond or part-time work. About 14% (1/7) of al poor
people in the Region have full-time, full-year jobs. * The
working poor are the fastest growing segment of the
poverty population. Because of the 20% reductions in the
last few yearsin socia assistance, the number of people
who are employed but remain poor can be expected to
continue to grow.

The*working poor”

My husband worksfull-time but only makes $340 a week.
We couldn’t pay to fix our car when it conked out so we
had to scrap it, and now he hasto take two busesto get to
work. We had to give up our townhouse becauseit was
too expensive, so we' reliving in a campground until we
can save the money for first and last month’ srent for an
apartment that we can afford. It’'shard on our two
children, but what other choice do we have?

Married mother of two in the Waterloo Region

Who Are The “Working Poor” ?

Most of the working poor live in families with children, so
their poverty affects others aswell. The mgjority are
couples with children, and 51% have more than one earner
in the family.* The working poor hold the lowest paying
and most unstable jobs.

So many young families now just don’ t get the opportuni-
tiesfor permanent employment. You get two parents both
working at lots of jobs, lots of hours, but they areliving in
poverty.
Cathy Brothers, Executive Director, Catholic Family
Counselling Centre, Region of Waterloo

About 5% of al employees in Ontario worked for mini-
mum wage or lessin 1998 . More than haf of minimum
wage earners are workers under 25 years of age, the
majority of whom are students trying to pay for their
education. Most adults over 25 who are earning minimum
wage are women, and minimum wage earners are three
times more likely to work part-time. About one-third of
minimum wage workers are married, and 14% were the
sole adult providers in the family. About one-third of
minimum wage workers are married, and 14% were the
sole adult providers in the family.




| get paid a little morethan minimumwage, and it’ sreally
hard on that amount to provide for my two kids. | really want
towork and set a good examplefor my children, but every
year it seemsto be more and more difficult with the samelittle
amount of money and bigger bills. | can’t seeit getting any
better, so maybe |’ |l have to go back on assistance.

Singlemother of two in Waterloo Region

Most low-earning parents in Waterloo region are in low-paying
retail trade or services. > And many people get stuck in
minimum and other low wage jobs — there’ s no chance for
wage improvements or employment benefits, such as extended
health care. Health suffers.

If either of my children getssick and | end up having to shell
out $300 or $400 in prescriptions, something hasgot to give. |
don’t make a wholelot of money, so that something that hasto
giveisme.®

Snglemother of two

Another cause of poverty among people who are working is
the unstable employment situation. Even though we have seen
an increase in employment levels in Canada and in this Re-
gion, many people are “under-employed” — they are working
part-time when they want full-time work, or cannot get ajob in
their field. The working poor are aso the most likely to suffer
from involuntary layoffs.

Right now I’ min the process of |ooking for another job.
Hopefullyit’ snot a contract thistime. Hopefully it’sfull time.
| heard that the economy isreally booming, but | don’t know.
I’mlooking for full-time permanent work but if a contract
comesup I'll takeit. 1 don’t have a choice because | want to
work, | need themoney and I'll just haveto takeit.’

Snglemother of two

Minimum wage does not change as costs rise — it has not
increased in Ontario since 1995. But in 1998, the top 100
CEOsin Canada had a 56% increase in their compensation.*
And the minimum wage has consigtently fallen in purchasing
power over the past couple of decades, leaving those with
minimum-wage jobs with far less purchasing power over time.
(See Figure 3))

Figure 3: Annual Income of Full-Time Minimum Wage
Workers: Percent of Poverty Line of 3, Selected Years
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If we compare the living standards of minimum wage
earners compared to average wage earnersin the Waterloo
Region, it gives us some idea of relative wedth. In
comparison with the average wage, in 1995 a minimum
wage earner (full-time, full year) earned just less than
50% of the average income in Waterloo Region. When
we look at total income of working age families, poor
families earn |less than one-quarter (22.5%) of the average
total income of dl families. °

Employment costs money. When wages are low, child
care and other employment expenses, such as transporta-
tion and appropriate clothing, make it that much more
difficult to climb the “poverty wal”. The cost of raising
children is a mgor reason why so many families fall
below the poverty line, in spite of their labour market
participation.

My wifeisworking. Thismeanswithout a doubt that we
can’t give much attention to the children. My sonis13
yearsold, and he has spent his summer vacation locked
upinthehouse. Our daughter is9yearsold, and shehas
had to spend time with us at work, standing there all day.
They haven't been ableto enjoy their childhood.*

Married father of two

In conclusion, the financid stability of most low-wage
earning families remains precarious. Poor people are
struggling to deal with low wages and part-time jobs as
they try to find affordable housing and child care, feed
themselves and keep hedlthy.




My income is not enough to meet our needs, but what

am| goingto do? My main concernisto pay therent

and then buy thefood. Whatever isleft over, | can sort

of juggle.®

Snglemother of three

So What? A few points to ponder:

* In the last decade, food banks have found that the
greatest increase in people who are hungry has been
among the working poor. Despite the strength in the
economy and their own hard work, they cannot
always make ends meet.

* Low wages have remained the same, but all other
costs have increased. People who are poor and are
working in the labour force are faling farther and
farther behind..

* People who can only get part-time employment are
taking 3 or 4 part-time jobs, just to try to make ends
meet. In their attempts to provide for their families,
low -earning parents end up sacrificing time with
them..

 The cost of child care isamgor financia drain on
poor families aready on the edge of poverty.

* Unlike higher paid positions, in low-income jobs
there are seldom training and personal development
opportunities. The working poor, then, have few

opportunities for skill upgrading or in-house training

to prepare themselves for more highly paid work.
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~ For More Information ~
Contact the Members of the Urban Poverty Consortium of Waterloo Region:

Opportunities 2000
Mark Cabgj
mcabaj @bond.net

579-7586 x131

Social Planning Council of Kitchener - Waterloo
Trudy Beaulne 579-3800
spckw@water|ooregion.org

Social Planning Council of Cambridge &
North Dumfries

Gloria DeSantis 623-1713
spccam@sentex.net

“  Produced and Published by the
+2 Regiona Municipdity of Waterloo
HDP& EPO01

Waterloo Region Community Health Department

Barb Powell 883-2258
pbarbara@r egion.waterloo.on.ca

Bryan Embree 883-5167
ebryan@region.waterloo.on.ca

Terry Goodenough 883-5322

gterry@region.waterloo.on.ca

W aterloo Region Social Services Department

Lynn Randeall 883-2190
Irandall @region.waterloo.on.ca

Jean Latham 883-2173
Ijean@r egion.waterloo.on.ca

Beverley Bell-Rowbotham 883-2087

brbever| @region.waterloo.on.ca
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Resour cesand I nitiatives - Fact Sheet #5

The following is a listing of some of the community resources available to people living in poverty in Waterloo Region.
Please contact them for additiona information on their various programs and services. Many of the community agen-
cies operate through the efforts of their volunteers and welcome your support. In order to obtain information about

other services in Waterloo Region, please call:

Community Information Waterloo Region - (519) 579-3800
Information Cambridge - (519) 740-3030
Woolwich Community Information Centre - (519) 669-5139/1-800-661-7918

Government of Ontario Ministry of Labour
Employment Standards Branch

155 Frobisher Drive, Unive G

Waterloo ON N2V 2E1

Tel.: (519) 885-5191

Fax: (519) 883-5694

Social Planning Council of Cambridge& North Dumfries

24 Queen’'s Square

Cambridge N1S 1H6

Gloria DeSantis, Executive Director
Td: (519) 623 - 1713
spccam@sentex.net

Opportunities 2000

35 Dickson Street
Cambridge ON N1R 7A6
Mark Cabgj

Td: (519) 579-7586 ext. 131
mccabaj @bond.net

Human Resour ce Development Canada
Employment Centre

409 Weber Street West

Kitchener ON N7M 6B2

Td.: 1-800- 277 - 9914

TTY: 1-800-255- 4786
www.canada.gc.ca

Social Planning Council of Kitchener - Waterloo
68 Queen Street North

Kitchener, Ontario N2H 2H2

Trudy Beaulne

Td: (519) 579-3800

Fax: (519) 578-9185

spckw@water|ooregion.org

TheWorking Centre

58 Queen Street South
Kitchener, ON N2G 1V6

Joe Mancini, Director

Td: (519) 743-1151

Fax: (519)743-9452

genmail @theworkingcentre.org

Watch for Upcoming Fact Sheets

Through the fal and winter of 2000, the Urban Pov-
erty Consortium will be releasing additional poverty
fact sheets on the following topics:

v Children

v Y outh

v Sole Support Parents

Previous poverty fact sheets have covered the follow-
ing topics and are available by contacting members of
the Urban Poverty Consortium:

v The Poverty Gap

v New Canadians

v Persons with Disabilities

v Seniors



