
2015 CHILD POVERTY REPORT CARD
firstcallbc.org30

Families with Children on Welfare7
FACT 

SHEET

Year after year, people on welfare in British Columbia live far below the 
poverty line, according to calculations by the former National Council of 
Welfare and the Caledon Institute for Social Policy.

In 2013, a BC two-parent family with two children aged 10 and 15 on in-
come assistance received a total income of $22,041. That’s $12,701 below 
the Statistics Canada poverty line, using Low Income Measure (LIM) after 
tax, for this family of four. This family’s poverty gap grew by $1,287 between 
1989 and 2013, using constant 2013 dollars.

A BC lone-parent family with one child aged two received $17,329, which is 
$6,990 below the poverty line for this family of two. This family’s poverty 
gap grew by $529 between 1989 and 2013.

Total welfare incomes in 2013 actually decreased compared to 2012. BC’s 
welfare rates have not been increased since 2007. The total income of a 
lone parent with one child on income assistance has been decreasing stead-
ily since 2009, despite the rising cost of living over the last eight years.

Statistics from the BC Ministry of Social Development and Social Innovation 
show a monthly average of 35,280 children in British Columbia lived in fam-
ilies receiving income assistance in 2013, with the majority of these children 
(22,618 on average, or 64.1% of all children in families receiving income as-
sistance) living in families with a disabled parent, a parent with medical con-
ditions, a parent with persistent multiple barriers, or a parent temporarily 
excused from work.

Over 80% of the children on income assistance were in lone-parent families, 
mostly families led by lone-parent mothers. Based on this average number, 
about 21% of BC’s poor children in 2013 lived with parents on welfare.

Welfare recipients in BC and other provinces have consistently struggled 
to survive on incomes well below the poverty line. They are frequently 
forced to rely on food banks and other sources of charity to feed and clothe 
their children. In 2013, the sample BC two-parent family was at 63% of the 
poverty line, and the BC lone-parent family was at 71% of the poverty line.

Funding for welfare programs has changed significantly over the past 
two decades. The federal government got rid of cost-sharing for welfare 
in favour of block grants to the provinces. Another important change was 
the introduction of the Canada Child Tax Benefit, which increased federal 
benefits for parents but also allowed provinces to “claw back” part of the 
payments they made for welfare.

A family of four 
on welfare has 
to get by on only 
$22,041 a year.
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What gets cut 
when there is 
not enough?
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The graph below shows the changes in federal and BC payments to two-parent and one-parent families 
between 1989 and 2013. The 1989 figures have been converted to 2013 dollars to account for changes in 
the cost of living between 1989 and 2013. The graph also shows the poverty lines for each family.

Federal and Provincial Shares of Welfare Incomes, 1989 and 2013

Lone parent with one child Couple with two children

Poverty line: 
$24,319Total 

income: 
$17,858

Total 
income: 
$17,329

Poverty line:  
$34,742

Total 
income: 
$23,328

Total 
income: 
$22,041

Source: Caledon Institute of Social Policy; poverty lines from Statistics Canada, LIM After-Tax.
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The total welfare incomes of both the lone-parent family of two and the two-parent family of four were 
lower in 2013 than in 1989. Additionally, federal payments to families more than doubled over the 24 
years. The proportionately larger increase for the lone-parent family with a child under six occurred 
because of the addition of the Universal Child Care Benefit. Meanwhile, provincial payments to both 
families declined significantly.
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FIRST CALL RECOMMENDS

■■ Significantly increase income and disability assistance rates and index them annually.

■■ End the clawback of federal maternity and parental leave benefits from people on income and 
disability assistance and allow all those on income or disability assistance to retain benefits while 
attending a post-secondary institution.

■■ Continue to pay the children’s benefit to grandparents on CPP Disability after they turn 65 when 
they are raising their grandchildren.

■■ Establish universal public dental care, prescription drug and eye care programs.

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

POSITIVE CHANGES IN BC’S WELFARE POLICIES

There have been some recent positive changes to BC’s welfare policies. First Call applauds 
government for listening to the pleas of single mothers and eliminating the clawback of 
child support from single parents on income assistance. This single policy change, effective 

September 1, 2105, has reduced the depth of poverty for over 
5,400 children. On income assistance, they will still be living in 
poverty, but the depth of their poverty will be reduced, in some 
cases significantly.

Additionally, the clawback of the Canada Pension Plan Orphan’s 
Benefit, paid to widowed welfare recipients when their disabled 
partner dies, was also eliminated. This will benefit another 50 
to 100 children.

Another positive change was the introduction of the new Single 
Parent Employment Initiative (SPEI) aimed at removing bar-
riers for single parents on income assistance to obtaining the 
education or training they need to make the transition to the 
workforce. This initiative will allow single parents to continue 
to receive income and disability assistance benefits for a year 

while they attend an approved program. Their tuition and school-related transportation costs 
will be paid for while they are in the SPEI. Importantly, their child care costs will also be cov-
ered for a year while they are in school or training, and for a second year if they transition into 
work. Single parents will also now be allowed to keep education-related bursaries and grants.

Other recent positive policy changes include an increase in earnings exemptions for families 
with children and allowing these families to retain health supplements (dental, optical, and 
premium-free Ministry of Health Medical Services Plan and Pharmacare programs) for up to 
12 months after leaving assistance for employment.

The September 2015 
elimination of the 
welfare clawback on 
child support reduced 
the depth of poverty 
for over 5,400 children. 
They will still be living in 
poverty, but the depth 
of their poverty will 
be reduced, in some 
cases significantly.
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“I feel awesome, and my 
daughter is thriving... 
With the stroke of a pen, 
the government does 
have the power to bring 
children and families out 
of poverty.” !—! Rebecca

Rebecca and Sophey’s Story

When the BC government ended the clawback of child support from children living on social assistance 
in September 2015, hope and health entered the lives of Rebecca Bodo and her six-year-old daughter, 
Sophey. The positive impacts of being able to keep and spend $400 a month have been immediate. “I 
feel awesome,” Rebecca says, and her daughter is “thriving.”

With the end of the clawback, Sophey has not had to go without her favourite healthy foods to eat, 
Rebecca explains. “I haven’t needed to use the food bank! I can go to Safeway, other shops, and get 
high-quality meat, cheese, vegetables and fruit she asks for, and we can have a consistent amount, too.” 
She recently enrolled Sophey in yoga classes, which she loves"—"an opportunity she never could have 
afforded before the end of the clawback"—"as well as quality after-school care.

The end of the clawback “is one more hurdle that takes us away from that poverty level where we need 
food banks and charity clothes. Now we can both get proper shoes, and enough shoes for all the weath-
er,” she adds. Most of all, Rebecca is more present as a mother, no longer parenting with the debilitating 
stress of poverty. “Sophey is a lot more confident now. She is happier and more outgoing and free 
spirited, because we are under much less stress,” she says.

Rebecca is also considering accessing the new Single Parent Employment Initiative, launched alongside 
the end of the clawback by the Ministry of Social Development and Innovation in September 2015. “I 
want to take training to become a unit clerk in a hospital, I have the admin skills … Then, I could access 
the earnings exemption.”

How did it feel for Rebecca to share her story and help end the child support clawback in BC? “It brings 
about a sense of accomplishment"—"that we can negotiate with the system, we can feel inclusive with the 
system, and we can bring our needs forward,” Rebecca says.

“With the stroke of a pen, the government does have the power to bring children and families out of 
poverty.”


