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and family poverty 
rates in BC for two 
decades. Our first 

BC report card 
showed that one in 
five (over 170,000) 

BC children were 
poor. It is profoundly 
disappointing that 19 

years later the data 
still shows that one 
in five (167,810) BC 

children are poor.

First Call 
has been 

tracking child 

Introduction

STILL IN DENIAL: BC’S RELUCTANCE TO ACT 
BOLDLY TO REDUCE CHILD POVERTY

The latest figures from Statistics Canada (2013) once again show that too many 
BC children !—!1 in 5!—!are growing up in poverty. Our child poverty rate con-
tinues to exceed the Canadian average and BC remains among the provinces 
taking the least amount of action to reduce child poverty.

For children living in lone-parent families in BC in 2013, a shocking 50% were 
poor. This year we’ve included a new fact sheet on food insecurity and core 
housing need in BC which shows that children in lone-parent families were 
much more likely to experience food insecurity and live in inadequate housing 
than children in couple families. Clearly we must do more to reduce this terrible 
inequality for children in lone-parent families.

The maps in this report demonstrate that child poverty touches every part 
of the province. In some regional districts one third or even one half of the 
children were living in poverty. In some urban and suburban neighbourhoods, 
more than half of the children were living in poverty with rates reaching 50%, 
60% and even 70%.

The personal stories in this report illustrate the injustice and suffering behind 
these numbers.

Stubbornly high child and family poverty rates are a result of growing income 
inequality in BC and across Canada. They reflect the failure of employers, both 
public and private, to create decent full-time jobs with wages and benefits that 
enable parents to lift their families out of poverty. They reflect the choice by 
our federal and provincial governments to apply the squeeze of austerity to 
our public institutions and social safety net, while allowing and facilitating the 
massive accumulation of wealth in very few hands. They reflect an indifference 
by those in positions of power and influence to the high cost of poverty to 
individuals, families and society.

This report again calls for government to adopt a comprehensive provincial 
poverty reduction plan with legislated targets and timelines for focus and ac-
countability. This call has been echoed for many years by the Opposition New 
Democratic Party, the Select Standing Committee on Government Finance, the 
Union of BC Municipalities, the Representative for Children and Youth, First 
Call’s 95 member organizations, the BC Poverty Reduction Coalition’s 450 
members and supporting organizations, school districts, and many health, 
labour, faith, business and other community organizations. Yet our government 
remains in deep denial about the need for a plan.
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Allowing inequities 
to grow and specific 
populations of 
children to be 
left out or left 
behind in poverty 
is unacceptable 
to most British 
Columbians.

Instead we have witnessed the diversion of provincial efforts to “community 
poverty reduction strategies” that, despite initial promises about scaling up the 
effort, in practice, in the past three and a half years since the strategies began, 
have only worked with 96 families in seven municipalities. There have been no 
actual measures of poverty reduction and no permission to make policy changes 
that would lower barriers for people trapped in poverty. There were no solutions 
offered for the families whose poverty was related to a shortage of child care 
spaces, inadequate income assistance rates, low-paying jobs, loss of affordable 
housing stock or oppressive student loan debt. The Union of BC Municipalities, 
an original partner in the initiative, recently noted that they decided to withdraw 
from this project and focus on continuing to advocate for a provincial poverty 
plan.

WHAT BC TEACHERS SEE

■■ “[…] I have noticed a marked 
increase not only in the clearly 
destitute, but also in the work-
ing poor. Many […] students 
have parents working two jobs 
in order to maintain a minimal 
standard of living and many of 
our other students need regular aid.” (Okanagan)

■■ “Our remote community has had many cuts to basic health care 
and mental health services. Families who can’t afford their own 
car cannot access dentists, optometrists, etc. since we have lost 
our bus service. Many students have health issues that are not 
being addressed because of poverty and lack of local services.” 
(North Coast)

From Poverty and Education survey: A teacher’s perspective, Chapter 2 (2013),  
bctf.ca/PovertyResearch.aspx



2015 CHILD POVERTY REPORT CARD
firstcallbc.org6

BC’s poor children and families deserve more from government than expressions 
of sympathy and a defense of the status quo. The statistics in this report clearly 
indicate the severity of the child poverty problem in BC. Allowing inequities to 
grow and specific populations of children to be left out or left behind in poverty is 
unacceptable to most British Columbians.

We appreciate that the BC government has made some steps this past year 
through welfare policy reforms that will benefit some families on income assist-
ance, particularly the elimination of the clawback of child support payments from 
single parents’ welfare benefits and the recognition of the need to support single 
parents’ access to post-secondary education with financial support for child care 
and tuition while they are on income assistance. Unfortunately, the larger issue of 
the inadequacy of welfare and disability rates to cover basic expenses for families 
remains unaddressed. And while one hand gave, the other took away by cutting 
free tuition for many adult basic education students, many of whom cannot afford 
to pay for the courses they need to open up opportunities for further education or 
employment that would help them and their children exit poverty.

The severity and longevity of the crisis of child poverty in this wealthy province 
calls for a much more urgent response from the provincial government. In this 
Report Card we propose 21 recommendations, 15 of which fall within provincial 
jurisdiction, which together would form the start of a comprehensive provincial 
poverty reduction plan. Many of them are easily done, and some require more sig-
nificant investments over a longer timeframe. All will save us money in the long run 
as children’s lives and prospects are improved.

Thirteen recommendations also call for action from the federal government, some 
of which may be acted upon based on promises made in the recent federal elec-
tion. It is up to all of us to let our new federal government know they have our 
support to invest in Canada’s children and in policies that will reduce and eliminate 
our shameful record on child poverty.

We can do so much better and there is no excuse for further inaction.

The severity and 
longevity of the 

crisis of child 
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wealthy province 
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response from 
the provincial 
government. 


