Man. named child poverty capital

Last Updated: Tuesday, November 24, 2009 | 11:43 AM CT 
The Social Planning Council of Winnipeg says Manitoba is the child poverty capital of Canada once again.

In a report released Tuesday, the council stated that nearly one in five Manitoba children lives in poverty and more than 68 per cent of aboriginal children under the age of six in Winnipeg live in poverty.

The latter figure does not include children living on reserves.

The 2009 Manitoba Child and Family Poverty Report Card states that within the past six years nearly 40 per cent of Manitoba children have lived in poverty for at least one year — and that children most likely to live in poverty in the province are in families in which at least one parent has aboriginal heritage.

'Many parents work long, hard hours in low-wage jobs but still can't afford to feed their families. Every child deserves decent shelter and enough food to eat.' —Donald Benham, Social Planning Council
The poverty report card is produced by the SPC as the local partner of Campaign 2000, which is a non-partisan, cross-Canada coalition of more than 120 national, provincial and community organizations.

The 2009 report card is particularly significant because it is being released on the 20th anniversary of a unanimous House of Commons resolution to end child poverty in Canada.

"This goal has not been realized and in Manitoba, child poverty rates remain among the highest in Canada year after year," stated a news release from the Social Planning Council, which noted that Manitoba was also the child poverty capital in 1989, 1990, 1991, 1994, 1996, 1997, 2001, and 2007.

"No one can blame a child for being poor, nor should their parents be blamed," Donald Benham, senior associate of the Social Planning Council, stated in a news release.

"Many parents work long, hard hours in low-wage jobs but still can't afford to feed their families. Every child deserves decent shelter and enough food to eat."

The report stated that 69.4 per cent of all poor children in Manitoba live in families in which the parents worked the equivalent of at least one full-time job.

"Low wages mean that a job, unfortunately, is not a guaranteed route out of poverty," stated the SPC news release.

The report also makes numerous recommendations to all levels of government, including the creation of a standing poverty committee in Winnipeg.

It calls on the province to ensure all Manitobans receive sufficient income to meet basic needs and it recommends the federal government set an interim target of 50 per cent reduction in poverty among all Canadians by 2020.
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For the ninth time in the past two decades, local child poverty activists have given Manitoba the dubious distinction of being the child poverty capital of Canada. 

The NDP suggests the numbers are misleading, though. 

According to the 2009 Manitoba Child and Family Poverty Report card put out by the Social Planning Council of Winnipeg yesterday, nearly one in five children (18.8%) in this province live in poverty. 

"One child is too many in poverty, so 47,000 children in Manitoba living in poverty is way too many," said Donald Benham, a senior associate at SPC. 

The report finds nearly 40% of children have lived in poverty for at least one of the past six years while 68% of aboriginal children under the age of six live in poor conditions. That last number doesn't take into account the number of youngsters living on reserves. 

"You can't really put a number on something you live through every day," said Tayrn McLean, a 20-year-old single mother living near the SPC's poverty line. "It's harder to look at the big picture when it's just your picture you're concerned about." 

The SPC uses figures that determine what the total family income is and how it is used to feed, clothe and house themselves before income tax is deducted to measure poverty. 

But the province uses a different method, using federal stats that take into account individual purchasing power and government income supports, to gauge poverty levels. Using those numbers, Manitoba has the third lowest child poverty rate -- 10.1% -- in Canada. 

Family Services Minister Gord Mackintosh said the province has cut the child poverty rate in half since 2000, but conceded there is still a lot of work to do. 

"There remains 25,000 children living in poverty," he said. "That's 1-in-10, and that's unacceptably high. Whatever the numbers, the conclusion is the same. There are too many children living in poverty and there remains work to be done." 

Mackintosh said in building the ALL Aboard initiative, an anti-poverty strategy announced earlier this year, the provincial government will hold a series of public consultations to help prioritize the key issues and brain-storm the determining factors for poverty in Manitoba. 

The consultations begin next month. 

