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Welfare backgrounder from Raise the Rates

What you need to know about welfare to understand changes expected in the provincial budget.

Welfare rates in general:  Welfare payments are divided into shelter and support. The shelter allowance is the part of welfare that is generally used to pay for rent, utilities, and basic phone service.  The welfare support allowance is the amount people receive for everything except shelter—food, personal hygiene, transportation, looking for work costs, household supplies, clothes, etc.  If rent takes up more than the shelter allowance, the support allowance is often used for rent and utilities also.

Lost purchasing power due to inflation and rate cuts:  Rates have not increased since 1994 except for a modest increase for people with disabilities last year.  Since 1994 the cost of living has increased 30%.  In addition, there have been numerous welfare cuts since 1994.  For example, single people were cut by $46 a month in 1995.  In 2002 single people aged 55-59 lost $47 a month, single people aged 60-64 lost $98 a month, single parents lost $51 in support, and some lost $55 to $75 a month in shelter payments as well, depending on the number of children in the family.  

Welfare shelter allowances:  Premier Campbell has promised to increase the welfare shelter allowance. For a single person on welfare who is expected to look for work the total welfare payment is $510 per month.  $325 of this is for the shelter allowance.  That means, if the person on welfare can document rent, utility and phone expenses up to $325, they can get $325 for shelter.  If these expenses totaled  $250, they would only get $250.  

The average rent for a bachelor apartment in East Vancouver, in 2005 was $589, $79 more than the entire welfare cheque for a single person, and $264 more than the shelter portion. Rents across the province are generally way above the shelter portion of welfare, making it nearly impossible for people to find safe, secure housing for $325 a month.  Watch the budget for a shelter increase that’s high enough so people on welfare can rent safe and secure housing.

Welfare support allowance:  The welfare support allowance for a single person who is expected to look for work is $185 per month.  The Dietitians of Canada, BC region, say that a single man needs about $230 a month to buy nutritious food.  According to the provincial health officer’s annual report, 2005, “Families and individuals on social assistance in BC have little or no money after paying for shelter to purchase food and other necessities.”  Watch the budget for an increase in the support allowance for all categories of recipients so they are able to live safe and healthy lives without scrounging in bins and panhandling.

Barriers to getting on welfare:  In 2002 the province created a number of arbitrary barriers to getting on welfare that are keeping very vulnerable people off welfare and homeless.  In fact, the biggest cause of homelessness, according to two reports (City of Vancouver and GVRD) is that people in need can’t get welfare.  The province claims that it has outreach workers finding these people and helping them out, but there are not enough of these workers in the city and some regions don’t have any.  The fact that people in need have to have help to get on welfare and that outreach workers are able to waive certain welfare rules means that the rules are too onerous. The province also claims that it has a new “Emergency Needs Assessment “ procedure that will help people in need get on welfare, but in practice, advocates report that some people in need are still having a very hard time getting on welfare.  Watch the budget to see if the three week wait and 2 year independence test are ended. See if changes are made to the on-line orientation, employment plans and the requirement for more than one appointment to complete an application. If these rules are ended it would signal a real shift by the government towards reducing the homelessness that their own policies cause.

For information: check out www.raisetherates.org or call Jean Swanson at 604 729-2380 or 604 298-1614.

