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Introduction 

Household food insecurity (HFI) refers to inadequate or insecure access to food due to financial  
constraints (1). 

The prevalence of HFI has reached crisis level as evidenced by the growing number of emergency 
declarations in Ontario (2,3,4,5,6). These declarations underscore the urgent need for provincial and federal 
governments to implement long-term policy solutions. HFI is an urgent public health problem affecting the 
physical and mental health of children, families, and communities (7). 

Building on our Position Statement and Recommendations on Responses to Food Insecurity (8) and our 
joint report with Public Health Ontario, Food Insecurity and Food Affordability in Ontario (9), this Call to 
Action reinforces and amplifies that HFI must be addressed through social and economic policy interventions 
designed to specifically target its reduction. It is unacceptable and inappropriate that the charitable sector 
and community-based food programs, including student nutrition programs, are burdened with responding to 
this crisis. We call for social and economic policies that directly address the root causes of HFI and that 
intentionally move away from food-based responses towards income-based solutions (10). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Current Situation 

HFI reached a record high at 25.3% of Ontario households affected in 2024 (11). This worsening trend is driven 

by stagnant and insufficient incomes that have not kept pace with surging inflation, particularly for food and 

housing (12,13). 

Figure 1. Household food insecurity in Ontario, 2019-2024 
 

Source: Public Health Ontario. Household Food Insecurity Snapshot - PHU (2019 to 2024). Updated 14 Aug 2025.        
Accessed from: www.publichealthontario.ca/en/Data-and-Analysis/Health-Equity/Household-Food-Insecurity. 

While HFI is strongly linked to low household income, other factors such as debt, limited financial assets, and 

income instability also contribute to increased risk (1). HFI is increasingly affecting middle and higher-income 

households (14), including those with permanent, full-time employment (15), revealing that financial strain 

extends beyond traditional poverty lines. 

https://odph.ca/resources/position-statement-and-recommendations-on-responses-to-food-insecurity/
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/Documents/F/25/food-insecurity-food-affordability.pdf?rev=44f83bfaac294df28af279dd38c86df9&sc_lang=en&hash=9BC8B8D46B4779F714F9D3BB4F90D166
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/Data-and-Analysis/Health-Equity/Household-Food-Insecurity
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Equity Denied Communities 

HFI is deeply influenced by intersecting factors such as income, education, employment, race, gender, and 

ability. These factors determine socioeconomic position within social, economic, and political hierarchies, 

influencing access to resources such as adequate income and nutritious food. Individuals and families 

with lower social status often face systemic barriers, discrimination, and reduced power, increasing their 

vulnerability to HFI (16). Evidence shows that HFI does not affect all communities equally. Because of 

systemic racism, oppression and the historical and ongoing impacts of settler colonialism, many racialized 

and Indigenous Peoples continue to face barriers that exacerbate poverty and deepen material and health 

inequities. These inequities are reflected in the heightened rates of HFI among Black (46.7%) and Indigenous 

Peoples (39.9%) compared to white people (21.6%) (17), as well as among racialized workers, particularly 

those in low-wage, short-term, part-time or precarious employment (1). The vulnerability is further 

compounded by geographic isolation, which makes it significantly harder for First Nations, remote or fly in 

communities to access affordable nutritious food (18). Transportation hurdles and fewer food retailers mean 

these communities face inequities that urban residents rarely encounter. 

 

Recommendations to Address Household Food Insecurity 

HFI must be addressed through systemic, income-based policy interventions. ODPH calls for targeted 

government actions (provincial and federal levels, and cross-jurisdictional) on this growing crisis according 

to the following recommendations.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Federal-level 

1. Integrate measurable 
targets for reducing HFI 
into Canada’s Poverty 
Reduction Strategy 

2. Ensure working-age 
Canadians (18-64 years) 
with disabilities are lifted out 
of poverty 

3. Establish an income floor at 
or above Canada’s Official 
Poverty Line for working-age 
Canadians (18-64 years) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Provincial-level 

1. Ensure adequacy of social 

assistance programs 

2. Ensure adequacy of 

employment income 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Cross-jurisdictional 

1. Acknowledge and act on 
the structural inequities 
affecting Black, Indigenous, 
and other racialized groups 

2. Support Indigenous 
communities to define food 
sovereignty and advance 
self-determination of their 
own food systems 

3. Ensure child benefits lift 
households with children 
out of poverty 
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1. Ensure adequacy of social assistance programs 

Actions: 

Increase Ontario Works (OW) (19) rates to align with actual cost of food and 
housing and index rates to inflation annually. 

Increase Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) (20) rates to align with actual cost of food and housing. 

Increase the monthly amounts for the Pregnancy and Breastfeeding Nutritional Allowance [(ODSP Policy  
Directive 6.5 (21) and OW Policy Directive 6.5 (22)]. 

Increase the monthly amounts for the Special Diet Allowance for all eligible conditions [(ODSP Policy Directive 
6.4 (23) and OW Policy Directive 6.6 (24)]. 

Rationale: 

Households dependent on social assistance continue to face the highest rates of food insecurity and cannot 
afford a basic nutritious diet (9). 

Social assistance rates in Ontario are below, and in some cases less than half of Canada’s official poverty line, 
the Market Basket Measure (25), with many falling below the “deep income poverty” threshold (26). 

Severe food insecurity is far more prevalent among households relying on social assistance and is associated 
with the greatest negative health outcomes, greatest increased risk of premature death and greatest increased 
healthcare costs (27). 

The monthly allocations in the OW and ODSP Policy Directives for the Pregnancy/Breastfeeding Nutritional 
Allowance and Special Diet Allowance have not been reviewed in over a decade. 

 

 

2. Ensure adequacy of employment income 

Action: 

Ensure provincial and territorial minimum wage rate adjustments are guided by evidence on actual costs of living. 

Rationale: 

The majority (60.2%) of households in the ten provinces living with food insecurity in 2022 reported 

employment as their main source of income (1). 

HFI is predominantly a problem of low-wage and under-employed workers. Research on HFI among working 

households in Canada shows that households with low-wage earners are more likely to be food-insecure 

(28,29). 

Full-time employment is not enough to protect a household from food insecurity. Analysis of 2021 Canadian 

Income Survey data found that 89% of food-insecure households relying on employment income had a main 

earner with a permanent, full-time job. Among permanent, full-time workers, the quality and stability of the job 

matter to the food insecurity status of the household (15). 

Adults employed full-time with more generous minimum wages and collective bargaining are less likely to 

experience HFI (28,29,30). 

The living wage in Ontario in 2025 ranged from $21.05/hour in the London Elgin Oxford region to $27.20/hour 

in the Greater Toronto Area (31). Nowhere in Ontario could someone work full-time earning minimum wage at 

$17.60/hour (October 2025) and afford the basic costs of living. 

Provincial-level Recommendations 

https://www.ontario.ca/page/ontario-works
https://www.ontario.ca/page/ontario-disability-support-program
file://///jenner/graphics$/SMDHU%20-%20Design%20Files%202026/ODPH%20-%20Call%20to%20Action%20on%20Household%20Food%20Insecurity/(ODSP%20Policy%20Directive%206.5
file://///jenner/graphics$/SMDHU%20-%20Design%20Files%202026/ODPH%20-%20Call%20to%20Action%20on%20Household%20Food%20Insecurity/(ODSP%20Policy%20Directive%206.5
https://www.ontario.ca/document/ontario-works-policy-directives/65-pregnancy-and-breast-feeding-nutritional-allowance
http://www.ontario.ca/document/ontario-disability-support-program-policy-directives-income-support/64-special-diet
http://www.ontario.ca/document/ontario-disability-support-program-policy-directives-income-support/64-special-diet
http://www.ontario.ca/document/ontario-works-policy-directives/66-special-diet-allowance
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2021/ref/dict/az/definition-eng.cfm?ID=pop165
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1. Acknowledge and act on the structural inequities 

affecting Black, Indigenous and other racialized groups 

Actions: 

Build meaningful relationships with Black, Indigenous, and other racialized groups 

and engage them directly in provincial and federal policy-making processes. 

Review policies with a critical lens of anti-racist and anti-oppressive approaches and focus on systemic barriers 

such as housing, education, employment, and tax benefits for racialized populations. 

Include disaggregated race-based data informed by racialized communities when assessing food insecurity 

across all provinces and territories. 

Provide appropriate and sustained resources and technical support (32,33) for all Indigenous Communities, 

including Urban Indigenous Peoples, to lead food insecurity surveillance that upholds Indigenous data 

sovereignty, self-governance, and the use of community defined indicators on the prevalence and severity of 

food insecurity. 

 

Rationale: 

Colonialism and systemic racism have shaped the structures and policies within Canadian institutions, 

contributing to economic disparities between racialized and white Canadians. Disaggregated race-based 

data is a critical tool for identifying where institutional systems and policies are falling short, and for informing 

changes that promote equity and justice (34,35). 

When HFI prevalence rates are broken down by race and ethnicity, significant disparities are revealed (1). The 

rates remain significantly higher even after controlling for other socio-economic variables, highlighting the 

impact of racial inequities (1,9,12). Acknowledging and addressing the structural drivers of racial inequities is 

essential to reducing disparities. 

To ensure equitable outcomes, health surveillance must be led by racialized communities and used to inform 

improvement and on-going support of the well-being of the respective communities (33,35). 

In 2012, the federal government defunded the First Nations Statistical Institute that collected demographic and 

socio-economic data of First Nations communities (36). This closure widened the “data gap” limiting First 

Nations access to reliable data for planning and decision making. 

Statistics Canada’s national survey on income and food insecurity excludes on-reserve First Nations Peoples 

and other Indigenous settlements. The 2008-2018 First Nations Food, Nutrition and Environment Study (33) 

remains the first comprehensive study of nutrition and environmental health conducted with First Nation adults 

living on-reserve in Canada south of the 60th parallel. 

Urban Indigenous Peoples, who represent a majority of Indigenous Peoples living in Ontario, have lived 

realities and needs that are distinct from those of Indigenous Peoples living on reserve (37,38). The United 

Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, UNDRIP, Articles 21, 23, and 24 (39) underscore the 

rights of all Indigenous Peoples to self-determine their individual and collective health and the services that 

support them. 

Cross-jurisdictional Recommendations 

https://www.fnfnes.ca/
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2. Support Indigenous Communities to define food 

sovereignty and advance self-determination of their 

own food systems, as directed by Communities. 

Actions: 

Uphold inherent rights, and treaty rights and responsibilities ensuring that Indigenous Peoples can fully 

exercise their jurisdiction over lands, waters, and resources. 

Formally recognize and support Indigenous laws, knowledge systems, and traditional and cultural practices as 

foundational to sustainable, equitable, and proper management of the environment (39). 

Support Indigenous food sovereignty by collaborating with Indigenous organizations, including Friendship 

Centres (40,41), to jointly create ways that make traditional foods and Indigenous food systems available to all 

Indigenous Peoples. 

 

Rationale: 

Treaties are legally binding agreements made between the Canadian government and Indigenous Peoples. 

They establish a framework of shared responsibilities for resources and land between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous Peoples, while recognizing the sovereignty of each party. Treaty agreements are meant to 

benefit each group. Treaty rights and Indigenous rights are recognized and affirmed under section 35 of 

the Constitution Act, 1982 (42). Yet Indigenous rights continue to be infringed upon, including, among 

other things, hunting, foraging, ceremony, and land stewardship. 

The protection of forests, freshwater systems, and ecosystems is a legitimate treaty duty, supported by 

UNDRIP articles 25, 26, 27, 29 (39), and is essential to ensuring food security and biodiversity for present 

and future generations. 

Indigenous self-determination advances the revitalization of Indigenous food systems, cultures, and 

languages. However, the ongoing impacts of colonial policies, including forced assimilation, land and resource 

dispossession, and disrupted kinship systems through residential schools (43), the Sixties Scoop (44,45), and 

the Millenium Scoop (44), have created unique challenges to food availability, access, and knowledge that 

contribute to high rates of food insecurity faced by Indigenous Peoples. 

Indigenous food systems face challenges from climate change, rising hunting costs, fewer active hunters, 

and restrictive policies ‒ all contributing to reduced access to traditional foods. In remote communities, 

limited availability and high costs of market foods further deepen food insecurity. Yet, traditional practices of 

harvesting, hunting, and growing food remain vital sources of resilience, health, and cultural strength. The 

First Nations Food, Nutrition and Environment Study (33) shows that supporting these practices improves food 

security and health outcomes. 

Cross-jurisdictional Recommendations 

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/const/page-12.html
https://www.fnfnes.ca/
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3. Ensure child benefits lift households with children 

out of poverty 

Actions: 

Retarget the Canada Child Benefit (46) by reducing or eliminating payments to  

higher income families and increasing the amount for low-income families. 

Equalize CCB payments for families with children over 6, ensuring they do not receive less once their child turns 

6 years old. 

Introduce a CCB supplement for remote and Northern communities to address significantly higher living costs. 

Remove CCB eligibility restrictions that exclude certain children based on their parents’ immigration status (46). 

Significantly increase the Ontario Child Benefit (OCB) (47) monthly amount to curb child poverty in Ontario. 

Rationale: 

The introduction of the CCB in 2016 decreased severe food insecurity among low-income families with children 

by about one-third (48,49). Expanding and increasing the CCB - particularly for low-income households - would 

likely further reduce the prevalence and severity of HFI (46,47). 

The additional amount provided by the CCB to families with children under the age of six has been shown to 

reduce their risk of HFI (49). 

In 2024, nearly one in three children under 18 (32.9%) in the ten provinces lived in a food-insecure household. 

(17) This indicates that the CCB is insufficient to meet the needs of the most vulnerable families (50). 

Children whose parents do not have regularized immigration status are unfairly and arbitrarily excluded from 

the CCB. Compared to the general Canadian population, non-permanent residents have a much higher 

poverty rate, and their children are among those most in need of financial support. They are caught in an unfair 

system that requires them to contribute to the tax system but excludes them from benefiting from tax-delivered 

supports such as the CCB (51). 

The poverty rate for children under age 18 in Ontario more than doubled to 12% in 2023 from a low of 5.6% in 

2020. Compared to other large provinces, Ontario had the highest rate of child poverty in 2023 (52). The OCB 

is uniquely positioned to reduce both the rate and severity of child poverty without discouraging parents’ labour 

market participation (52). 

Cross-jurisdictional Recommendations 

https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/child-family-benefits/canada-child-benefit.html
https://www.ontario.ca/page/ontario-child-benefit
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1. Integrate measurable targets for reducing HFI into 

Canada’s Poverty Reduction Strategy 

Actions: 

Set a federal target to reduce HFI by 50% and eliminate severe HFI by 2030. 

 
Rationale: 

HFI, an indicator on Canada’s Official Poverty Dashboard of Indicators (53), is trending up. 

HFI is increasing in Canada because its reduction has not been an explicit policy goal of governments; 

effective evidence-informed responses to this problem are urgently needed (54). 

Establishing measurable targets for reduction would ensure accountability for HFI within the policy-making 

process (54). 

 

2. Ensure working-age Canadians (18-64 years) with disabilities are lifted 

out of poverty 

Actions: 

Raise the monthly maximum Canada Disability Benefit (CDB) (55) amount to cover the true costs of living 

with disability. 

Grant automatic qualification for CDB to those already receiving federal, provincial, or territorial disability 

supports. 

 

Rationale: 

At its current maximum amount of $200 per month, the CDB will not lift households out of poverty anywhere 

in Canada. Though the CDB does reduce the depth of poverty by bringing incomes closer to the deep poverty 

line in some areas, this is not enough to end disability poverty (56). 

Eligibility for provincial disability support programs such as ODSP already relies on rigorous assessment. 

Accepting this assessment as sufficient for the eligibility of the Disability Tax Credit would eliminate redundant 

evaluations and accelerate access to federal supports (57). 

People with disabilities face significantly higher rates of HFI compared to those without disabilities. According 

to Statistics Canada (2024), 26.4% of individuals with disabilities reported some level of HFI, more than double 

the rate among those without disabilities (12.5%) (58). The severity and number of disabilities further increase 

this risk. Even after adjusting for various sociodemographic factors, people with disabilities remain twice as 

likely to experience HFI (59). 

Without an adequate and accessible CDB, people with disabilities will continue to be disproportionately 

affected by HFI. Immediate action is needed to ensure the CDB truly meets the needs of those it is intended to 

support (60). 

Federal-level Recommendations 

https://publications.gc.ca/site/eng/9.956524/publication.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/disability/canada-disability-benefit.html
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3. Establish an income floor at or above Canada’s 

Official Poverty Line for working-age Canadians 

(18-64 years) 

Actions: 

Support the implementation of a Basic Income Guarantee (BIG), also known as Guaranteed Basic Income 

(GBI) or Guaranteed Livable Basic Income (GLBI), to significantly reduce poverty. 

 

Rationale: 

The Parliamentary Budget Office reported on distributional analysis of a National Guaranteed Basic Income 

and found GBI would reduce poverty rates, as measured by the Market Basket Measure, by 34% for the 

nuclear family definition and 40% for the economic family definition in 2025 (61,62). 

The National Advisory Council on Poverty has recommended in their annual reports (63) that the Government 

of Canada implement an income floor at or above Canada’s Official Poverty Line. 

In May 2025, the Prime Minister mandated all federal departments to deliver results that strengthen the 

economy, reduce inequality, and rebuild public trust (64). 

Research on the impact of Canada’s public old-age pension system provides the strongest parallel to a 

BIG. Reaching the age of eligibility for collecting public pensions has been shown to reduce the risk of food 

insecurity for low-income, unattached adults by half (65). 

Bill S-206 National Framework for a Guaranteed Livable Basic Income (66) passed second reading (November 

6, 2025) and referred to the Standing Senate Committee on National Finance. 

The Prince Edward Island (PEI) Guaranteed Basic Income (GBI) Demonstration Project (67) is a shovel-ready 

solution, supported by all political parties in PEI, and designed by economists, politicians, civil servants, and 

policy leaders to increase economic security in a fiscally responsible, evidence-based way. This proposal could 

serve as a useful resource in future conversations about poverty reduction across Canada. 

The recently announced Canada Groceries and Essentials Benefit (CGEB) (68) is insufficient to reduce food 

insecurity (69,70) and provides only a temporary enhancement to the GST/HST credit. Short-term, modest 

income supplements will not address the structural drivers of food insecurity. The CGEG and other tax credits 

should be streamlined with provincial/territorial income security programs into a permanent BIG. A BIG must 

complement, not replace, other essential income supports, such as the CCB, CDB and Old Age Security so 

that all programs work together to strengthen economic security across the lifespan (71). 

Federal-level Recommendations 

https://www.parl.ca/legisinfo/en/bill/45-1/s-206
https://www.gbireport.ca/
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