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Poor Families Facing Food 
and Housing Challenges5

FACT 
SHEET

HUNGRY FOR CHANGE

Low incomes can make it difficult for families to meet their nutritional needs"—"compromising both the 
quality and the quantity of food available for parents and children. Families reporting these compromis-
es are considered to be experiencing moderate or severe food insecurity.

For poor families with children, it is common for the adults to sacrifice their own nutritional needs to 
ensure that their children have enough food. As a result, the proportion of households with children 
in which adults were experiencing food insecurity was much higher than those in which children were 
experiencing food insecurity.

Levels of food insecurity for both adults and children were dramatically higher for lone-parent families. 
In 2011/2012, almost one in four lone-parent families with children (24%) in British Columbia includ-
ed adults who were food insecure, while 14% included children who were food insecure. Children in 
lone-parent families were more than six times more likely to experience food insecurity than children in 
couple families.

In summary, in 2011/2012, there were many hungry and undernourished families in British Columbia: 
41,108 households with children included food-insecure adults, while 18,916 included food-insecure chil-
dren. Hunger and poor nutrition have well-known effects on children’s growth and development. In 
addition to the impacts on their physical health, poorly nourished children have trouble concentrating 
on learning at school and may exhibit behaviour problems. Parents who go hungry or have poor-quality 
diets also struggle to be the best they can be, both from the physical and mental effects of poor nutrition 
and the stress of raising children in poverty while living in a wealthy society.

Proportion of BC Households with Children with Food-Insecure Adults and Children, 2011/2012

For poor families 
with children, it 
is common for 
the adults to 
sacrifice their 
own nutritional 
needs to ensure 
that their 
children have 
enough food.

Source: Statistics Canada. Canadian Community Health Survey. CANSIM Table 105-0545.
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BRITISH COLUMBIA FAMILIES FACING HOUSING CRISIS

One of the biggest challenges facing families in British Columbia is housing. A household is said to be 
in core housing need if its housing falls below at least one of these three standards and if it spends 30% 
or more of its total before-tax income to pay the median rent of alternative acceptable local housing:

■■ ADEQUACY  "—"not requiring any major repairs

■■ AFFORDABILITY  "—"dwellings cost less than 30% of total before-tax household income

■■ SUITABILITY  "—"has enough bedrooms for the size and make-up of resident households, accord-
ing to National Occupancy Standard (NOS) requirements

Children in lone-parent families are especially at risk for being in core housing need: in 2011, in every 
province in Canada, the rates of core housing need were much higher among children in lone-parent 
families than among children in two-parent families.

With one third of children in lone-parent families (33%) living in core hous-
ing need in 2011, BC was second only to Saskatchewan for core housing 
need among children in lone-parent families among Canadian provinces.

In 2011, BC was the only province with more than one in 10 children in 
couple families (11%) living in core housing need, the highest rate of chil-
dren in couple families in core housing need of any province in Canada.

BC had 173,875 children in families experiencing core housing need in 
2011. This exposes them to a variety of risks and stresses, including un-

healthy and unsafe living conditions due to poor upkeep, chronic financial stress, frequent moves to find 
more affordable housing and overcrowding.

In 2014, 30,000 
BC children 
relied on food 
banks, up 23% 
from 2008.

FOOD BANK USE

In March 2014, 841,191 people were helped by food banks 
in Canada; more than one third (37% or 310,400) were 
children. Years after the end of the recession, food bank 
use remains close to record levels, and is 25% higher than 
in 2008, before the recession began.

In BC, 97,369 people were helped by food banks in 2014, 
a 25% increase since 2008. Of those, 31% or 29,990 were 
children. 

Of those helped, 36% were families with children, and 
nearly half of these (45%) were two-parent families. Of 
those helped, 11.5% were currently employed and another 
4% were recently employed.

Source: Food Banks Canada, Hunger Count 2014.

In 2011, BC was the 
only province with 
more than one in 10 
children in couple 
families (11%) living in 
core housing need.
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FIRST CALL RECOMMENDS

Proportion of BC Children in Core Housing Need, by Province and Family Type 
(sorted by % of Children in Lone-Parent Families in Core Housing Need), 2011

BC has the highest 
rate of core housing 
need for children in 
two-parent families 
in Canada.

The calculated core-housing-need rates do not include households living on 
First Nations reserves, which often endure deplorable housing conditions. In 
addition, the concept of core housing need is based on the assumption that 
families will be able to “find” an affordable unit at the median rent. 

However, in markets such as the Vancouver metropolitan area, vacancy rates 
have been very low for the past few decades, usually below 2%, making it 
difficult for families to find rental housing even if they are able to afford it. 
Therefore, the stated rates of core housing need likely understate the degree 
of housing difficulties that families in British Columbia face.

■■ Reduce the number of families in core housing need and eliminate 
homelessness through enhanced investments in affordable housing.

■■ Provide additional funds to groups who provide housing and other 
supports to queer and transgender youth at risk of homelessness 
and social exclusion due to the loss of family support.

■■ Increase funding for First Nations child welfare, education and com-
munity health services, and develop a long-term plan to eradicate 
poverty among Aboriginal families.

■■ See the full list of recommendations on pages 48 and 49.

Source: Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation. Core Housing Need Status for Population.
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“They say just ‘get a 
job’, but it is so much 
more complicated 
than that. So many 
things worked 
against my huge 
efforts to move 
forward. So what’s 
the point?”"—"Susan

Susan’s Story

Susan (not her real name), an Aboriginal single mother to three boys, is facing overwhelming food and 
housing challenges. She worked hard and was supported in upgrading her education, which allowed her 
to leave income assistance for a well-paying job. Then she was diagnosed with Crohn’s disease. Since her 
diagnosis, her status at work and her precarious economic situation has plunged her into a full-blown 
crisis.

Though she has worked for her employer for three years, she still has “casual” status and is now on un-
paid medical leave. She cannot apply for income assistance because she technically still has a job"—"and 
her employer can’t let her go now for legal reasons because she is sick.

The future she was trying to build for her family is now collapsing around them.

“We are surviving on handouts, the food bank, Salvation Army, and because of my health I am not 
getting the proper foods I need. I have to eat what I can, but I have Crohn’s, and fruits and veggies cost 
money, but I can’t afford them.”

The Canada Child Tax Benefit she receives monthly goes as far as it can to pay the bills. As for extra-
curricular activities or outings for her six year old"—"those “don’t exist.”

“My little guy has to pay for transit now because he is six, I accumulate points to take him to go see a 
movie, but we can’t afford to get there on the bus.”

Susan owes four months of rent, and an eviction notice has been served. A collection agent calls about 
child care bills she has no way of paying. Most days, she just tries to cope with her new illness, and feed 
her boys as much as she can.

“They say just ‘get a job,’ but it is so much more complicated than that. So many things worked against 
my huge efforts to move forward,” Susan laments, “so what’s the point?”


