Premier Gordon Campbell

Rm. 156,

Parliament Buildings,

Victoria, BC,

V8V 1X4

Date:

Dear Mr. Campbell,

I am writing to urge your government to ensure that people in poverty have enough food to eat all year round by:

· raising the welfare rates by 50% and indexing them to inflation

· ending the barriers to getting on income assistance so people in need will not become homeless

· raising minimum wage to at least $10/hour and ending the $6/hour training wage


The damaging changes you made to welfare policies in 2002 have left people under the current welfare system unable to afford to eat, let alone to eat healthily. $6 a day to cover all living costs except rent is simply not enough for anyone to live on, and often people are being forced to live on less than that if their rent is above $325, which in Vancouver it undoubtedly is. Even the Provincial Health Officer agrees, saying “families and individuals on social assistance in BC have little or no money after paying for shelter to purchase food and other necessities.” As well, people working full-time at a minimum wage job cannot afford to feed themselves or their families.

More and more people are turning to food banks – over 80,000 in March alone and over a third of these users were children - but these services were never intended to be permanent. When the first food bank was introduced in 1981, there was much public debate because people were concerned that they would take the pressure off the government to eradicate hunger. And that is exactly what they have done – charity has replaced justice. Most of the people using food banks are on social assistance but I was shocked to discover that the next largest group of users are the working poor. Now is the time for you to take responsibility for those living in poverty and facing hunger every day.

Addressing the ground-level problem of poverty will help ease an overburdened health system. The Dieticians of Canada, BC Region, report that “people with low incomes have more health problems and die younger.” Food banks do not meet the nutritional needs of people in poverty, leading to multiple chronic conditions, such as heart disease, diabetes, and high blood pressure. These health issues can be avoided by increasing welfare rates and the minimum wage level, and ending the barriers to getting on welfare, which has caused the number of homeless people to increase rapidly. It costs significantly more to treat a sick person than it does to help them stay healthy.

While you have made a promise to increase the shelter portion of welfare in your next budget, this will do little to help those in need. It will basically go directly to landlords and have little impact on the lives of people in poverty. As well as keeping your promise, I am asking that you also raise the support part of income assistance as this is the portion that covers food, along with other basic necessities.

If BC is to live up to its promise of being the healthiest province to host the Olympics, you and your government must take action to ensure that nobody goes hungry and that everybody has the opportunity to eat healthily. I urge you to take action on these issues – it is inexcusable that so many people face hunger every day in such an affluent province.

Yours sincerely,

