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May 13, 2024
Dear Dr. McKenzie,
Ontario Dietitians in Public Health (ODPH), the official voice of Registered Dietitians

working in the Ontario public health system, is writing to offer feedback on the
Wellesley Institute’s policy brief, Time to regulate food prices like a utility. ODPH

provides leadership and expertise in public health nutrition practice, including food
insecurity, family and child health, school health, and food systems.

ODPH firmly agrees that access to affordable, nutritious food is a health equity issue
that requires urgent action, and that policymakers must ensure nutritious food is
affordable for all Canadians. However, we disagree that regulation of the cost of foods
included in the National Nutritious Food Basket (NNFB) will lead to food affordability for
all Canadians who experience food insecurity. This approach is not supported by
existing evidence. Moreover, it diverts attention from policy interventions that ensure
wages and income supports are sufficient to meet basic needs of Canadians.

As presented in our Position Statement and Recommendations on Responses to Food
Insecurity, policy interventions that improve the financial circumstances of vulnerable
households are fundamental to effectively address food insecurity. Although the name

of the problem implies it, food insecurity is not strictly indicative of food deprivation but
rather a symptom of overall financial hardship and pervasive material deprivation.
Households struggling to afford food also struggle to afford other costs of living such as
housing, personal care, clothing and transportation.

The policy brief aptly asserts that food and nutrition can be considered optional while
other necessities are not - this is precisely why addressing income inadequacy is
essential to reducing food insecurity. In other words, the way to address food
insecurity is to ensure adequate income for inelastic costs of living. The elasticity of food
expenditures means that financial hardships can be detected more sensitively through
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measurement of food insecurity — if a household is compromising its food spending,
they are struggling financially in many ways.

The fact that Statistics Canada has reported 78% of families experiencing food insecurity
had incomes above the poverty line does not mean food insecurity is breaking away
from poverty, but rather it underscores a problem with relying solely on Canada’s
official poverty line, the Market Basket Measure (MBM), to understand Canadians’
financial hardships and inform social policy. As an experience-based measure of
material deprivation, household food insecurity captures financial hardship in a way that
income-based measures of poverty do not, accounting for the security, stability, and

sufficiency of income.

Since 2008, Ontario public health units (PHUs) have been mandated by the Ministry of
Health to monitor food affordability. This is achieved by comparing sample single-
person and family household income estimates to local rental housing rates combined
with the local cost of the Nutritious Food Basket. Food affordability reports by Ontario
PHUs (see examples from Huron-Perth, Thunder Bay, Ottawa) and similar reports from
other jurisdictions such as British Columbia consistently and repeatedly illustrate that
households with low incomes (e.g., minimum wage employment and social assistance)
cannot afford the basic costs of living.

The situation is most severe for social assistance recipients where monthly benefits are
woefully inadequate. The inadequacy of Ontario Works rates is particularly glaring for
single people as demonstrated by the following 2023 food affordability data from
selected PHUs.

Monthly Monthly Monthly
income cost of % income cost of % income
PHU (OW? + tax nutritious for food bachelor for rent Shektal
credits®) food* apartment?
Huron-Perth $868 $414 48% $1050 121% -$596
Ottawa $865 $416 48% $1122 130% -$673
Sudbury $879 $419 48% $796 91% -$366
Toronto $867 $422 49% $1317 152% -$872
Wellington-
Dufferin- $868 $487 56% $990 114% -$609
Guelph
frindsor- $865 $411 48% §791 91% 4337

aincludes Basic Allowance ($343) + Maximum Shelter Allowance ($390)
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bincludes GST/HST tax credit ($26), Ontario Trillium Benefit ($75 or $89 in northern regions), and Climate Action
Incentive Payment ($31 or $34 in non-CMA regions)

¢ cost of the Ontario Nutritious Food Basket, collected by Public Health Unit in May/June 2023

d cost of market rental rates obtained from CMHC data tables (October 2022) or from municipal housing authorities;
may or may not include utilities

Ontario Disability Support Program recipients are slightly better off, but in most PHU
jurisdictions ODSP rates are still inadequate for just rent and food. In the second half of
2023, ODSP rates increased by 5% and indexing to inflation began. These changes will
be reflected in our 2024 analyses.

Monthly Monthly Monthlv cost
income cost of % income y % income | Remainder /
el (ODSP? + nutritious | for food i ) for rent Shortfall
tax credits®) food* apartment

Huron-Perth $1372 $414 30% $1253 91% -$295
Ottawa $1369 $416 30% $1347 98% -$394
Sudbury $1383 $419 30% $930 67% $34
Toronto $1373 $422 31% $1538 112% -$587
Wellington-
Dufferin- $1372 $487 35% $1340 98% -$455
Guelph
\E':'Sr;isor' $1369 $411 30% $1017 74% -$59

aincludes Basic Allowance ($706) + Maximum Shelter Allowance ($522)

bincludes GST/HST tax credit ($32), Ontario Trillium Benefit ($78 or $92 in northern regions), and Climate Action
Incentive Payment ($31 or $34 in non-CMA regions)

¢ cost of the Ontario Nutritious Food Basket, collected by Public Health Unit in May/June 2023

d cost of market rental rates obtained from CMHC data tables (October 2022) or from municipal housing authorities;
may or may not include utilities

ODPH'’s well-established experience monitoring food affordability demonstrates that
regulating the cost of the 61 Nutritious Food Basket items would do little to mitigate
food insecurity for individuals and families when income is far below what is needed to
pay for market rate rental housing and food costs. Policy interventions shown to reduce
food insecurity include income support programs that align with the costs of living and
are indexed to inflation (e.g., social assistance and seniors public pensions), adequate
minimum wages (e.g., living wages), as well as the prospect of a guaranteed liveable
basic income.

ODPH's recommendations for reducing food insecurity are consistent with those of
Dietitians of Canada and are well-supported by PROOF's policy evaluation research. It is
essential that these are the focal point for advocacy to reduce food insecurity.
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Thank you for taking the time to review this letter. ODPH would welcome an
opportunity to further discuss our position with the Wellesley Institute.

Sincerely,

%Wf%m/ U~ r"‘ﬂ%t/b

Laura Abbasi, RD Erin Reyce, RD

Co-Chair ODPH Executive Co-Chair ODPH Food Insecurity Workgroup
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