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It isn’t just kids heading to school with holes in their running shoes, people lining up at food banks 
and parents agonizing over whether to pay the hydro bill or put food on the table who are feeling the 
sting of poverty in Niagara. 

A new report on the issue shows everyone in Niagara is paying for poverty, and the scope of what 
it’s costing us is jaw dropping. 

The new policy brief unveiled on Wednesday by the Brock University Niagara Community 
Observatory, in partnership with the Niagara Workforce Planning Board and the Niagara Research 
and Planning Council, pegs the cost of poverty in Niagara at a staggering $1.38 billion a year. 

In what’s believed to be the first time that the economic impact of poverty has been chronicled in this 
region, the new study found we’re all paying more for welfare, police and courts and health care 
because people are struggling to get by. 

Written by research assistants Doug Hagar and Sophia Papastavrou with the help of the research 
and planning council’s Catherine Mindorff-Facca and the workforce planning board’s Ken Scholtens, 
the new report unveiled in Fort Erie splits the cost of poverty into three areas: social costs such as 
health care costs and crime; social transfers such as welfare, unemployment insurance and housing 
and homelessness funding; and the private cost to people living in poverty — along with lost 
potential taxes due to low incomes. 

The authors said poverty hits society directly in more expensive health care costs, because people 
living below the low income cutoff can’t afford prescriptions or dental treatment, are nutrition-
deprived because of the higher cost of eating healthy, and have high levels of stress over worrying 
about if they’ll be able to put food on the table, putting them at greater risk of developing cancer and 
heart disease. 

Those trends become more prevalent the poorer people become: the study found the poorest 20 per 
cent of the population consumes nearly 31 per cent of all health care expenditures, compared to only 
24 per cent for the next poorest fifth of the population. The report estimates poverty-related health 
care costs in Niagara to be $94 million a year. 

Crime is also a big poverty-related expense. While the new report concedes some of the most 
devastating and costly crimes to society have been committed by rich, white-collar criminals 
engaging in frauds like Ponzi schemes, and tax evasion, the authors said there’s a direct link 



between poverty and low levels of literacy, and low levels are literacy are in turn related to increased 
crime. 

“Some people with lower incomes are drawn by desperation or exclusion into various forms of 
crime,” Hagar and Papastavrou wrote. They estimated the poverty-related cost of crime in Niagara, 
for such things as policing, the justice system, and medical costs and lost wages for victims, at $51 
million a year. 

What really pushes the poverty-related costs, though, is the vast amount of lost productivity and 
earnings and the lost potential taxes related to it. 

Hagar and Papastavrou compared the income of the poorest fifth of the population to the next 
poorest 20 per cent, and found the cost attributed to the loss of earnings and productivity was 
$794.7 million. Of that, $132.7 million was lost potential taxes. 

In so-called social transfer costs of welfare, unemployment and homelessness and hostel funding, 
the authors estimated the cost at $439 million a year. 

As astounding as nearly $1.4 billion in total sounds, Hagar and Papastavrou said they were 
deliberately conservative in their estimates. For instance, they left out the cost to the educational 
system due to students who aren’t ready to learn at their grade level due to lack of family support as 
a result of financial challenges. 

Dave Siegel, a professor of political science at Brock and director of the community observatory, 
said the numbers should be a wake-up call for Niagara. 

“I knew the figure was going to be large,” he said. “But I was surprised at the size. This is huge.” 

Siegel said his observatory purposely steers clear of any advocacy role, concentrating instead on 
producing evidence-based research. It will be up to other policy makers to use the data to make 
informed decisions, he said. 

But Siegel said research has found investing in anti-poverty initiatives are cost efficient. “It’s much 
cheaper to invest in these things,” he said. “This is costing us so much it’s in our own interest to 
engage in strategies to get these people back to work and engaged in the workforce. 

“We’re all paying for this.” 

At a recent brainstorming session to begin mapping out an economic action plan for Niagara, 
regional politicians heard some sobering statistics from Katherine Chislett, the Region’s 
commissioner of community services. She said more than 22,000 Niagara residents are on welfare, 
including about 8,000 children. In the last census, more than 50,000 Niagara residents were living 
below the poverty line. 

Chislett said some people are stuck on welfare because they simply can’t afford day care. While the 
Region oversees thousands of subsidized day care spaces, Chislett said a single mother with a 
preschooler making minimum wage would have to use up her entire pay cheque to afford upwards of 
$805 a month for licensed day care. 

Politicians also heard Niagara has a lower university graduation rate compared to the Ontario 
average. But with Bank of Montreal figures showing a four-year university degree can cost upwards 



of $60,000 for tuition, books and room and board, Chislett said it’s almost impossible for people 
living in poverty to go to university. 

But Hagar and Papastavrou said the example of seniors in Canada should be a lesson that anti-
poverty efforts can work. Seniors were once among the poorest in this country, but a number of 
programs implemented in the second half of the 20th century — including Old Age Security, the 
Canada Pension Plan and the guaranteed income supplement — have changed all that, they said. 

“Poverty can be beaten when we make a serious effort,” they wrote. 

Still, the authors concede that with the roots and consequences of poverty being multi-faceted and 
complex, there will be on quick fixes. 

“It will require Niagara-wide co-operation, leadership and innovation,” they said. 
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