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 The Ontario Association of Food Banks (OAFB) 
is a a network of food banks across the province 
including 100 communities across Ontario, from 
Ottawa to Windsor and Thunder Bay to Niagara 
Falls.  The organization has helped serve its mem-
bers since 1992 and has four major aims to achieve 
its vision of reducing hunger in Ontario.
 We acquire and distribute food across On-
tario.  With the help of our dedicated partners, the 
OAFB obtains and ships perishable and non-per-
ishable food from our donors to food banks in com-
munities across the province.  In 2007, we acquired 
and distributed seven million pounds of food across 
Ontario.
 We ensure member food banks meet certain 
standards of safety, quality and ethics.  Food 
banks have a responsibility to the communities 
that they serve.  We help member food banks en-
sure that they can provide safe, high quality and 
ethical service to their community.

All inquiries regarding this publication should be directed to:
Ontario Association of Food Banks (OAFB)
5 Adrian Avenue, Unit 118
Toronto, ON   M6N 5G4
t: 416.656.4100
f: 416.656.4104
e: info@oafb.ca
w: www.oafb.ca
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Cover Photos: A loaf of bread for sale in a grocery store in northern, fly-in reserve community in Ontario; 
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 We provide support to our members through 
grants and professional development.  Although 
food banks across Ontario come in all shapes and 
sizes, many face the same challenges of raising 
funds, directing distribution operations and man-
aging staff and volunteers.  We help with the shar-
ing of best practices and offer professional develop-
ment for our members.  In addition, we also provide 
operating and capital grants to improve food distri-
bution activities.
 We reduce poverty through policy, programs 
and projects.  It is the responsibility of the OAFB 
to tell the story of food banks and those served by 
food banks, and educate the public on the issues of 
hunger and poverty facing Ontarians.  These efforts 
are supported by diligent research and the devel-
opment of long-term, credible solutions.  Beyond 
policy, we also work to reduce poverty on the front 
line through province-wide programs, and poverty 
reduction projects in selected communities.
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KEY TRENDS
1. We are experiencing significant short and long-term price increases in many staple foods in Canada.  When looking 
at six month, one year, five year and ten year intervals, it is clear that the price of food in Canada is on the 
rise.  There appears to be an accelerating rate of increase for many items at a rate beyond inflation in the 
short-term, with well over half of the food items on the retail price index increasing at greater than an-
nual inflation since November 2007.  The long-term rate of increase is also very significant, as shown by 
the grocery bills of a number of sample households.

2. The price of  healthy foods is increasing at a much faster rate than non-healthy foods.  There is a significant dif-
ference in the rate of change for the food items in Ontario’s grocery stores.  It is a long-term trend that 
healthier foods such as bread, milk, and eggs are increasing at a much faster rate than less healthy foods 
such as processed cheese and fruit-flavoured crystals.

3. Remote northern Ontario communities have food prices that are already substantially higher than the Canadian aver-
age.  The price of food in remote, fly-in communities in Northern Ontario is astonishing.  Many of these 
reserve communities that already struggle with issues of hunger and poverty also have to face the reality 
of food costs that are an average of 86 per cent greater than the Canadian average.  Any further increases 
in the price of food will add further stress to grocery bills that are already stretched beyond their limit.

4. The cost of  other basics such as gas and energy are similarly increasing at a rate that could further reduce many 
Ontarian’s ability to pay for rent and put food on the table.  The challenges of rising food prices are further 
compounded by increases in the price of gasoline and household energy.  Many low-income households 
require an automobile for essential transit to work or school.  Unfortunately, the price of gasoline has 
increased by 62 per cent since 2003.  This increase translates into an additional expenditure of $800 per 
year for gasoline, which is roughly equivalent to one month’s rent for a person living in a major urban 
centre in Ontario.  Annual energy costs for both fuel oil and natural gas are also increasing at significant 
rates that will impact household budgets.

5. The cumulative effect of  these trends has a significant impact for Ontarians, particularly for fixed income households 
who are hit hardest by rising prices.  The cumulative effect of rising food, gasoline, and energy bills is reducing 
or eliminating income gains, or placing some households deeper into poverty.  Many working families or 
single earner households have been able to weather the initial storm given median wage and minimum 
wage increases.  However, fixed income households including social assistance recipients, seniors, and 
on-reserve First Nations households have witnessed a significant reduction in their income even in the 
past year.

6. Worsening short-term economic conditions in Ontario will make it even more difficult for many families to make ends 
meet.  Beyond rising prices, Ontarians face the prospect of difficult economic times over the next eighteen 
months.  Ontario is projected to have the lowest economic growth of all provinces, and unemployment is 
expected to grow by 0.6 per cent, putting up to 45,000 Ontarians out of work.  This is concerning as food 
bank figures rise during difficult economic times.

7. Ontario’s food banks and those we serve are beginning to feel the effects of  increases in the price of  food, fuel, and 
energy, and changing economic conditions.  Ontario’s food banks are at the front line of social and economic 
trends, and many are beginning to feel the impact of rising prices and changing economic times.  A sig-
nificant number of food banks have been forced to spend more money on food, or have seen a reduction 
in staple food items.  In addition, many food banks report that persons have been forced to turn to them 
because of the rising price of food, fuel, and energy.  These trends are not yet severe, but many food banks 
are worried about what challenges the next year will hold.
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KEY FACTS: FOOD & GAS

The price of bread has in-
creased by 87 per cent since 
1998, going from an aver-
age of $1.30 to $2.43 per 

loaf.

87%
The price of flour, carrots, bananas, macaroni, bread, celery, pota-
toes, cola, cooking oil, apples, apple juice, steak, eggs, milk, mush-
rooms, and tea have all increased at double the rate of inflation in 
the past six months.

2X
INFLATION

B R E A D

The annual grocery bill for a single person has 
increased by $583.25 in the past ten years.  This 
would represent over 15 weeks worth of grocer-
ies for a single person in 2008.  The increase since 

2007 would be almost two weeks of groceries.

+$583.25
G R O C E R Y  B I L L

A 2.5 kg bag of flour in 
Fort Severn is $10.99.  
The average price in 

Canada is $4.69.  
$10.99

2.5 KG BAG OF FLOUR

A bag of apples in 
Pikangikum is $7.65.  
The average price in 

Canada is $2.95.

1 KG BAG OF APPLES

$7.65

A loaf of bread in Sandy Lake av-
erages $4.17.  The average price 

in Canada is $2.43.

L OA F  O F  B R E A D

$4.17

47 per cent of low-income 
households own an automobile, 
and one in three adults forced 
to turn to a food bank in On-

tario are working.  Many more
are searching for work.  

47%
O W N  A  C A R

Since 2003, the average price of gasoline in Ontario has 
increased by 62 per cent.  The annual expenditure on 
gasoline for a single car has increased by an average of 
$800, which is roughly equal to one month’s rent in Thunder 
Bay, Ottawa and Toronto.

62%
INCREASE IN GAS

+$800
ANNUAL COST INCREASE

Between 2003 and 2008, the average price of house-
hold heating fuel has increased by 89 per cent.

I N C R E A S E  I N
H E A T I N G  F U E L

89%

$3.69

$6.10

GROUND BEEF

IN 1998

IN 2008

$2.71

$2.84

PROCESSED CHEESE 

IN 1998

IN 2008

Since 1998, key items for a healthy diet 
such as bread, eggs, milk, chicken, and ap-
ples have increased at a rate that is much 
greater than inflation.  This is a contrast to 

minor increases in the retail price of less nu-
tritious items such as fruit-flavoured crystals, 
soft drinks, wieners, and processed cheese.

The price of flour, celery, 
bananas, bread, potatoes, 
apples, milk, baby food, 

peanut butter, ground beef, 
milk, chicken, tea and other 
items have all increased by 
greater than four per cent 

since November 2007. 

+4%
INCREASE SINCE NOVEMBER
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318,540   

KEY FACTS: ECONOMY & FOOD BANKS
In 2008-09, Ontario will experience the lowest economic 
growth of all ten provinces.  In 2008, the five fastest grow-
ing cities in Canada were outside Ontario.

0.9%
LOWEST ECONOMIC

GROWTH

Between 2007 and 2009, 
Ontario’s unemployment rate 
is projected to rise by 0.6 per 

cent, meaning that 45,000 
Ontarians may be out of 

work by next year.

0.6%
PROJECTED

RISE IN UNEMPLOYMENT

The biggest employment growth in 
the last eighteen months was in the 

sales and service sector, which grew 
by 105,500.  This sector has the 

lowest wages and the most limited 
job security.

+105,500
NEW SALES & SERVICE JOBS

Only 27 per cent of Ontarians who are out 
of work qualify for Employment Insurance 

(EI).  EI benefits have only increased by 1.6 
per cent on an annual basis since 2003, 

compared to a grocery bill (14.5 per cent), 
heating (89 per cent), and gasoline (62 per 

cent).

27% QUALIFY FOR
EMPLOYMENT
INSURANCE

40 per cent of Ontarians 
forced to turn to a food bank 

are children.

40%
C H I L D R E N

Two-thirds of food banks are spending more 
money for the same amount of food in 2008. 
76.6 per cent report that the average price 

of food items purchased has increased.SPENDING MORE ON FOOD
Two-thirds

72 per cent of food banks are 
worried that the increasing 

price of food will impact their 
ability to meet the needs of 

their clients. 

72%
WORRIED ABOUT RISING PRICES

318,540 Ontarians are already forced to turn to food banks 
every month.  The number of persons served by food banks has 
increased by almost 15 per cent since 2001.ONTARIANS TURN TO FOOD BANKS

89 per cent of food 
banks report that they 
have had an increase 
in the number of per-
sons requiring support 
because of the rising 
price of food, energy, 
and gasoline since the 
beginning of 2008.

O F  F O O D  B A N K S
R E P O R T I N G  A N  

I N C R E A S E  
B E C A U S E  O F  

R I S I N G  P R I C E S

89%
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Introduction
 We are living at a rare time when the world’s at-
tention is deeply focused on the basics that sustain 
us including food, fuel, and energy.  In many devel-
oped nations, including Canada, the conversation 
around both board room and kitchen tables is also 
focused on jobs and changing economic conditions.  
There is a growing worry about the essential things 
in life, from groceries to gas.
 There have been many reports on the severity 
and impact of these changes on a global scale, but it 
is uncertain how these changes are currently affect-
ing Canadians, and how these changes will affect 
them in the future.  As food banks, we are particu-
larly interested in knowing how these changes may 
impact our work.  
 We have aimed to provide a clear picture of what 

is happening in Ontario.  The goal of this report is 
to determine the current and potential severity and 
impact of changing food prices, gasoline prices, en-
ergy prices, and economic conditions in Ontario 
in terms of food banks and persons forced to turn 
to food banks in Ontario.  This paper will include 
an analysis of current and future trends in prices 
of these basics, as well as the changing economic 
conditions in Ontario.  Further, the paper will also 
review the current impacts of these changing con-
ditions on food banks in Ontario.
 Given the gathering storm of factors including 
rising inflation for basics and difficult economic 
times, we believe that the impact of pressures in-
cluding price changes and economic uncertainty 
could hit Ontario with great force.

Data Sources
 There are three major sources of data for this re-
port.  The first source is data obtained from Statis-
tics Canada.  This source includes monthly datasets 
from the Canada Food Stats compendium which 
includes data back to 1995, as well as monthly da-
tasets from the Consumer Price Index and associ-
ated CANSIM Tables.  
 The second major data source is a member 
survey of the Ontario Association of Food Banks 
(OAFB).  This special survey took place over a two 
week period in early May 2008 in order to gather 
information related to the price of food and its im-
pact on food banks.  The response rate for the sur-
vey was 54 per cent.
 The third major data source is a survey of grocery 

stores in ten remote communities in Northwestern 
and Northeastern Ontario.   Ten communities were 
selected that were only accessible via train or air 
travel.  The response rate was low, with only four 
of ten communities responding.  Although the data 
should be interpreted with some caution, the vari-
ance in reported cost was not substantial in most 
cases.  The data reported in this publication repre-
sents an average of the data collected.
 Beyond these major primary data sources, a 
number of additional secondary sources were used 
in order to support the analysis of the data collect-
ed.  This includes information obtained from TD 
Economics, the Bank of Canada, and other well-re-
spected secondary sources.

Food Prices
 The rising price of food is causing significant 
concern across the globe.  It has sparked conflict, 
and adds fuel to the flames of humanitarian crises 
from Darfur to Rangoon to Port Au Prince.  The 
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion (FAO) warned the world in December 2007 
that many families and farmers living in impov-
erished nations may not be able to cope with the 
increases.1   Many major national and international 
leaders from Gordon Brown to George Bush have 
expressed how dire the circumstances have become 
in the past year.2,3 
 Although it has not received as much atten-
tion, there has been a recent effort to determine 
the severity and impact of food price increases in 
Canada.  Many economists and media outlets have 
reported that we have been relatively insulated 
from the global increases in food prices in the short 
term because of the high Canadian dollar and con-

trolled domestic commodity prices.4   It is believed 
that these restrictions may not last.5   In particular, 
concerns regarding inflationary pressures from ris-
ing gas prices prevented the Bank of Canada from 
reducing interest rates.6

 As we interact with food on a daily basis, we 
have sought to test these statements by looking at 
recent and long-term trends in food prices as well 
as the cost of food in remote reserve communities.
 Recent trends: The price of  food in Ontario is on the rise.  
Canada and Ontario have not been wholly insulat-
ed from the global rise in food prices.  Although the 
average price of food items has roughly kept pace 
with inflation over the past year, when looking 
at six month and one year intervals, there are sig-
nificant differences in the rate at which many food 
items tracked by Statistics Canada have changed.
 Many staple food items have increased at a rate 
well beyond inflation.  Over the past year, the retail 
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price of flour, macaroni, bread, apple juice, milk, 
eggs, ground beef, and orange juice have jumped by 
between two and 32 per cent.  Similar stark changes 
have also occurred rapidly in the past six months, 
with the price of flour, carrots, bananas, macaroni, 
bread, cola, cooking oil, apples, apple juice, steak, 
eggs, milk, mushrooms, and tea all increasing at a 
rate that is double the inflationary increase in the 
past year.
 The price change in grain-related items such as 
bread and flour has been the most rapid and signifi-
cant for all Ontarians.  Items such as flour are also 
particularly relevant to population groups, as it is a 
key component of South Asian, Middle Eastern and 
Mediterranean diets.  In terms of food banks, we 
consider this to be a potentially troubling statistic 
as one third of persons forced to turn to food banks 
in Ontario are new Canadians.7

 The relative price stability of all food items 
is also poised to change in the near future.  Some 
economists project that the cost of all food will rise 
at a sharper rate.  For example, in mid-May, CIBC 
projected that the cost of food in Canada would in-
crease at a rate three times greater than this year’s 
inflationary increase.8,9

 Long-term trends: Healthy food prices rise faster than 
inflation and less healthy foods.  The significant rising 
cost of key food items is not a short-term phenom-

enon in Canada.  Over the last ten years, the retail 
price of many nutritious foods has grown signifi-
cantly on the grocery bills of all Ontarians.  Key 
items for a healthy diet such as orange juice, bread, 
eggs, milk, chicken, potatoes, and apples have in-
creased at a rate that is much greater than infla-
tion.11   The price of bread alone has increased by 87 
per cent since 1998, going from an average of $1.30 
to $2.43 for a single loaf.  One kilogram of ground 
beef has increased by 65 per cent, going from an av-
erage of $3.69 to $6.10.
 This is a contrast to much smaller increases in 
the retail price of less nutritious items such as fruit-
flavoured crystals, soft drinks, frozen fries, wieners, 
and processed cheese slices.  The price of a bottle 
of pop today is not that much different than one 
from a decade ago, but a loaf of bread will cost you 
almost double what it once did.  These trends con-
tinue back to 1995, which is the earliest detailed 
data available from Statistics Canada on retail food 
prices.
 The short and long-term impact of  price increases.  
Although the short and long-term trends may not 
seem as stark or troubling for the average family, 
they will certainly adversely impact persons living 
in poverty in Ontario.  For those who must bud-
get by the dime and the dollar, a minor change in 
food prices does not mean the choice between a 
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French fried potatoes, frozen
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Corn flakes

Processed cheese food slices
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Orange juice, tetra-brick

Ground beef, regular

Soft drinks, lemon-lime type

Eggs

Partly skimmed milk

Tea (bags)

Cooking or salad oil

Apple juice, canned

Bananas

Bread

Macaroni

Flour

PER CENT CHANGE

GRAPH: CHANGE IN THE PRICE OF SELECTED FOOD ITEMS IN CANADA, APRIL 2007 TO APRIL 200810 
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generic and name brand.  It means the choice be-
tween food and hunger.  In the long-term, there are 
also vital implications for the health and well-be-
ing of persons with limited resources.  Consider 
that if the prices of healthy foods are increasing at a 
rate beyond unhealthy foods, and you must live on 
a fixed budget - which includes seniors and social 
assistance recipients - you are likely to be forced to 
reduce consumption of healthier foods in favour of 
less healthy choices.  There is limited elasticity in 

GRAPH: CHANGE IN THE PRICE OF SELECTED FOOD ITEMS IN CANADA, APRIL 1998 TO APRIL 200812,13

the budgets of persons living in poverty, and once 
prices change or income is reduced it is one of the 
first budget items that will be reduced.
 The change in food prices is also significant as 
low-income households spend much more of their 
income on food when compared to high income 
households.  In 2006, the lowest income quintile 
spent 15.6 per cent of their income on food com-
pared to 8 per cent for the highest income quin-
tile.14 
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Corn flakes
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Ground beef, regular

Bread

Orange juice, tetra-brick

PER CENT CHANGE

RESEARCH UPDATE: SHORT-TERM FOOD PRICE INCREASE ACCELERATES
The most recent monthly data release from Statistics Canada demonstrates an acceleration of the short-
term food price increases in Canada.  Since November 2007, 29 of the 49 food items tracked increased 
at greater than the rate of annual inflation (2.2 per cent) during that seven month period.a,b  Many of 
these items increased at a substantial rate (beyond four per cent), including flour, celery, bananas, 
bread, potatoes, apples, milk, baby food, peanut butter, ground beef, milk, chicken, and tea.c  If these 
trends hold, Canada will likely approach the same level of annual price increases in food as the United 
States (four to five per cent) and the United Kingdom (five to seven per cent) by this fall.d,e
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The changing price of food is not measured by 
most households in terms of percentages or clever 
statistics.  It is measured by the impact on a grocery 
bill every week.
 The change in the price of food can be seen when 
looking at a sample grocery bill for a sample single 
person and a family on a weekly, monthly, and an-
nual basis.  The two sample households each have a 

The Grocery Bill: Case Studies
grocery list with items that ensure a balanced diet 
in line with the Canada Food Guide.  The cost per 
item was calculated for 1998, 2007, and 2008 and 
totaled based on that list.
 A note on food infl ation.  Average infl ation for 
the essential items on the grocery list for the house-
holds was 3.35 per cent between 2007 and 2008, 
which is roughly double the rate of infl ation.18 

Reference Household: Single Person
 A single adult would spend almost $40 per week 
for healthy food from the grocery store in 2008.  On 
an annual basis, this would result in a total expen-
diture of $2,013.45, compared to $1,951.62 in 2007.   
This year-over-year increase of $60 may seem in-
signifi cant.  However, this would represent almost 
two weeks worth of groceries for a single person.
 The ten year increase is much greater.  Between 
1998 and 2008, this single person’s grocery bill 
would have increased by $583.25.  This would rep-
resent over 15 weeks worth of groceries for a single 
person in 2008.  The grocery bill would also have 
increased at a rate that is almost double infl ation 
(40.8 per cent versus 24.7 per cent).

Reference Household: Family of Three
 A reference family of three including two par-
ents and one child (aged 7) would spend $85 per 
week at the grocery store in 2008.  On an annual 
basis, this would result in a total expenditure of 
$4,403.87, compared to $4,253.71 in 2007.  The year-
over-year increase would be $150, or approximately 
two weeks worth of groceries.
 Similar to the single person household, the ten 
year increase is much greater.  Between 1998 and 
2008, the family’s grocery bill would have increased 
by $1,187.55, or 14 weeks of groceries.  The bill 
would have increased at a rate that is much greater 
than infl ation (36.9 per cent vs. 24.7 per cent).

Sample Grocery Bill: Single Ontarian

Sample Grocery Bill: Three Person Family
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 The short and long-term trends in food prices are significant-
ly magnified in remote reserve communities in Ontario.  Retail 
prices for many foods in Northern communities accessible only 
by train or air are absolutely staggering.  The cost of groceries in-
cluding milk, potatoes, and beef can be up to 180 per cent greater 
than retail price in the average Canadian grocery store.  It is not 
an unusual sight to see twenty diapers for twenty-five dollars, a 
bag of oranges or flour for ten dollars, or a case of baby formula 
for over fifty dollars.  It is likely that the cost of all foods in these 
isolated communities will continue to escalate with the price of 
airline fuel, as much must be transported in via plane.
 Our fellow Ontarians living in communities from Fort Severn 

and Sandy Lake to Landsdowne House and Moosenee have to 
pay a great price to put good food on their tables.  This is particu-
larly troubling given the economic circumstances of these com-
munities which place severe limits on affordability, as well as the 
increased prevalence of chronic health conditions such as diabe-
tes, which makes healthy food choices a matter of survival.15   
 Median household income for Aboriginal women in Canada 
is $15,883 per year; median household income for Aboriginal men 
is $21,268 per year.16   A significant proportion of on-reserve Ab-
original Ontarians receive social assistance (22.5 per cent of on-
reserve Aboriginals vs. 5.5 per cent for the general population in 
Ontario).17 

The price of food in remote reserve communities
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GRAPH: PRICE OF SELECTED FOOD ITEMS, CANADIAN AVERAGE VERSUS REMOTE NORTHERN RESERVE COMMUNITIES 
IN ONTARIO, APRIL 2008
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 Beyond the rising price of food, the price of 
gasoline and home heating is also a crucial factor 
to consider when determining the severity and im-
pact of the changing price of basics for low-income 
families in Ontario.
 Gasoline: Yearly increase equals one month of  rent.  
Every car owner in Canada has felt the unprec-
edented rise in gas prices in their purse or wallet 
over the past few years.  This trend is well-reported 
by media outlets in print, radio, on television and 
online on a virtually daily basis, as prices contin-
ue to rise unabated beyond any rate we have seen 
before.  Since 2003, the price of gasoline has risen 
by an average of 62 per cent in major Ontario cen-
tres.19   
 This increase will affect persons living in pov-
erty in Ontario who must travel by car to work or 
to find employment.  Although this is not the com-
monly held profile of persons living in poverty, it is 
clear that many low-income Ontarians must own a 
vehicle. A total of 47 per cent of Canadians living in 
the lowest income quintile own an automobile, and 
17.4 per cent of persons served by food banks are 
working (approximately one third of all adults), 
and many more are searching for work.20,21

 The recent change in gasoline prices will have 

Other Basics: Gasoline & Home Heating
a significant impact on the ability of low-income 
Ontarians to put food on their table and a roof over 
their head.  For example, the change in the price of 
gas between 2003 and 2008 is roughly equivalent 
to monthly rent of a one bedroom apartment in To-
ronto.  Similar increases in gasoline prices have oc-
curred in all major cities in Ontario, from Thunder 
Bay to Ottawa.
 The price of  energy: An increasingly difficult choice be-
tween a warm home and a full refrigerator.  Many authors 
and advocates have spoken passionately about the 
terrible choice that families have to make between 
heating their homes and feeding their children.  It 
is becoming an increasingly difficult choice as the 
price of energy continues to rise.
 It is well-known that the cost of energy repre-
sents a disproportionate share of household ex-
penditures for low-income families.  Low-income 
Ontarians spend 13.7 per cent of their household 
income on energy, compared with the Canadian 
average of four per cent.23

 In Ontario, we are supposed to have a regula-
tory environment for energy that is meant to pro-
tect us from significant price shocks.  However, 
many low-income families have experienced and 
will continue to experience significant increases in 
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GRAPH: PROJECTED ANNUAL EXPENDITURE ON GASOLINE IN SELECTED ONTARIO CITIES, 2003 TO APRIL 2009
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their household energy bills.  This will also result 
in energy becoming an even greater share of house-
hold expenditures for these households, and less 
money for other essentials such as food and rent.
 Between 2003 and April 2008, the average price 
of household heating fuel has increased by 89 per 
cent.  This translates into an increase of over $1,000 

on an annual basis for an average household over 
that time period.24   This price change is important 
as ten per cent of low-income households heat their 
home using oil or other liquid heating fuel.   It may 
also have a more severe impact for First Nations 
communities, as household energy is often provid-
ed by high cost diesel generators.26
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 Price increases will not only affect households 
using oil or other liquid fuel.  On July 1st, natural 
gas customers could see an increase of 20 per cent 
on their natural gas bill.28   Given an estimated con-
sumption of 3,100 cubic metres, this would cost the 

GRAPH: PROJECTED ANNUAL EXPENDITURE ON HOUSEHOLD HEATING FUEL IN ONTARIO FOR A TWO PERSON HOUSE-
HOLD, 2003 TO APRIL 200927 
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average household an additional $265 per year.29 

This is of great consequence as the majority of low-
income families (56.7 per cent) use piped gas to 
heat their homes. 30

 It is clear that the price of food, gas, and energy 
is having an impact on the ability of Ontarians to 
make ends meet.  But this is only one part of the 
changing conditions that will affect low-income 
Ontarians and food banks across the province.  We 
must also look at current and project economic 
growth, employment, and supports in Ontario.
 Economic growth is slowing or on the decline.  In many 
ways, food banks are a function of our nation’s eco-
nomic growth. Food banks were created during a 
period of significant economic decline in Canada in 
the early 1980s when recession hit and our nation 
experienced negative growth of nearly minus five 
per cent of our GDP.31   Food bank leaders thought 
their services would be a temporary.  They thought 
they would discontinue their operations once our 
economy recovered.  A decade later, a harsh reces-
sion and deep cuts to our social safety net institu-
tionalized our services across the country. 
 Ontario’s economy has experienced steady 

growth over the past five years, but it has begun 
to lag behind its provincial counterparts.  In 2008-
09, Ontario is forecast to experience the slowest 
growth of all ten provinces.  In 2008, the five fastest 
growing cities in Canada were west of Ontario.32   
Although scholars, pundits, and armchair econo-
mists may disagree on whether we would define 
the next few years as a recession, the conversation 
around many dinner tables makes it clear that the 
near future will present significantly challenging 
times for our economy and our fellow Ontarians.  
The severity and length of these challenging times 
is uncertain.  However, recent Statistics Canada 
estimates indicate that a recession may already be 
upon us, with real GDP declining by 0.1 per cent in 
the first quarter of 2008.33

 An uncertain employment picture: finding or keeping a 
job may be difficult in Ontario in the next eighteen months.  
It is likely that declining economic growth will re-
sult in more significant unemployment for Ontar-

Beyond Food, Gasoline & Energy: 
Our Overall Economic Environment
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ians.  Recent projections by TD Economics would 
support that proposition.  Between 2007 and 2009, 
it is estimated that Ontario’s unemployment rate 
will grow by 0.6 per cent.35   Given that approxi-
mately 6.7 million persons are employed in Ontario, 
this means that over 45,000 Ontarians could be out 
of work by the end of next year.36

 Recent trends in employment seem to support 
this trajectory, but over the last eighteen months, 
it has been a mixed employment picture for Ontari-
ans.  We have seen average wages rise, and over half 

the jobs created were in higher wage occupations.38   
Moreover, in between April 2007 and April 2008, 
the unemployment rate actually declined from 6.4 
per cent to 6.3 per cent.39

 Despite these positive signs, the employment 
picture is not bright.  Ontario has experienced job 
losses that have been heavily concentrated in cer-
tain regions and sectors.  It seems that there is not 
a day that passes without an announcement of sig-
nificant layoffs by an Ontario-based manufacturer.  
This is made more difficult for food banks when 

GRAPH: FORECASTED ECONOMIC GROWTH BY REAL GDP BY PROVINCE, 2008-0934

GRAPH: PROJECTED CHANGE IN UNEMPLOYMENT RATE BY PROVINCE, 2007 TO 200937 
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GRAPH: CHANGE IN NUMBER OF PERSONS EMPLOYED BY SECTOR IN ONTARIO, OCTOBER 2005 TO APRIL 200840
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solely with the federal government.  Despite recent 
increases, the level of benefits provided through the 
provincial government’s social assistance programs 
has not kept pace with the rising prices of food and 
fuel.  For example, Ontario Works (OW) rates for 
single adults have risen by only 7.6 per cent cu-
mulatively since 2003.42   There is also significant 
and reasonable concern that the elimination of the 
Back-to-School Allowance and Winter Clothing 
Allowance may cause hardship amongst many fam-
ilies.
 Despite these inadequacies, the provincial gov-
ernment has made gains to address cost of living 
and improve income supports for target groups, in-
cluding the Ontario Child Benefit (OCB) and mini-
mum wage legislation with scheduled increases. It 
should be clear that these changes and investments 
are welcome, but they have not solved or mark-
edly ameliorated current and projected conditions.  
There has been progress, but there is a great deal of 
work that needs to be done.  
 This work will be increasingly important as it is 
clear that income for many has not kept pace with 
the price increases for the basics of life.  For the al-
ready stretched budgets of Ontarians living in pov-
erty, the impact could be tremendous.
 The cumulative effect of  rising food, gasoline and en-
ergy prices is reducing or eliminating any wage gains or 
benefit increases.  The cumulative price increases of 
gas, fuel, and food have substantially reduced any 
of the gains made in overall wage growth in many 
sectors over the past year, and has overtaken many 
additions to government benefit programs.  For 
example, even though sales and service wages in-

these employers are significant corporate food do-
nors.
 In addition, the largest growth in one sector of 
employment is in the lowest wage occupations, 
and the highest wage sector shed tens of thousands 
of jobs in the last eighteen months.  Ontario has 
gained 105,500 sales and service jobs and shed al-
most 30,000 management occupations since Octo-
ber 2005.
 Government supports are inadequate and continue to 
be inaccessible.  Slow economic growth and a dif-
ficult employment picture should be offset by a 
strong social safety net.  Unfortunately, one of the 
cornerstone programs created to protect Canadi-
ans during difficult economic times is both inad-
equate and inaccessible.  Unprecedented surpluses 
and unparalleled economic growth in our nation 
have not been applied to our national employment 
insurance program.  Employment Insurance (EI) 
benefits have only increased by only 1.6 per cent on 
an annual basis (9.9 per cent cumulatively) since 
2003.41  An average single person’s grocery bill has 
increased by 14.5 per cent, their heating bill may 
have increased by 89 per cent, and gasoline by 62 
per cent.  This significant inflationary imbalance 
is further compounded by the coverage rates for 
Ontarians who wish to access EI.  Less than one 
third (27 per cent) of persons out of work in On-
tario qualify for the program.42   Without adequate 
employment supports, the thousands of Ontarians 
who do not qualify will be forced to access social 
assistance or find other tenuous means of support, 
from friends, family or charitable organizations.
 The challenge of income supports does not rest 
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creased by over six per cent in the past year, the 
net increase for many households may be minimal.  
Even with conservative projections, the increased 
cost of living cuts this wage for a reference house-
hold of three in half.  The increase to minimum 
wage over the past year was also significantly re-
duced by increases to food, fuel, and energy prices. 
An average single person working full time would 
have received a net increase of $986 in earnings in 

2008.  This gain would be reduced by $504.44 to 
also cut the increase in half because of the increases 
in essential items.   However, these families and in-
dividuals will fare better than many other house-
holds.  Calculations for reference households in-
cluding single seniors, single adults, and Aboriginal 
Ontarians living on-reserve demonstrate a signifi-
cant negative gap caused by rising prices for food, 
gasoline and energy.

GRAPH: ANNUAL EXPENSE INCREASES VERSUS INCOME GAINS FOR REFERENCE HOUSEHOLDS IN ONTARIO FROM APRIL 
2007 TO APRIL 200844,45,46
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THE IMPACT OF INFLATION: RISING PRICES & TOUGH ECONOMIC TIMES 
HIT LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS HARDEST
It has been proven that low income households are more sensitive to price increases in basics such as food, 
fuel, and energy.  According to Statistics Canada, between January 2001 and February 2004, low income 
households in Ontario experienced inflation at a rate of 8.7 per cent, compared to 6.6 per cent for higher 
income households.47   This effect can only magnify during a period when inflation increases at a greater 
rate, both overall, and in individual areas such as the ones described in this report.  When combined with 
difficult economic times, the cumulative impact, or stagflation, may hit low-income households the hard-
est.  

At the leading edge of the storm: 
Food banks in Ontario
 Food banks are on the front line of social and 
economic trends that occur in Ontario.  The real 
faces behind the changing demographics of our 
province and our nation pass through the doors of 
food pantries and meal programs every day.  The 
immediacy of being on the front line often means 
that we will bear witness to social and economic 
change before it appears in the evening news or the 
latest release from Statistics Canada.
 It is the experience on the front line that the ef-
fects of the rising price of food and changing eco-
nomic conditions are already being felt by food 
banks across the province.  The influence is seen 
in terms of food expenditures, food donations, and 
the persons forced to turn to food banks in the 
province.
 Food expenditures: More money for the same amount 
of  food.  A number of years ago, we broke through a 
dangerous threshold at which the local community 
could no longer meet the needs of its local citizens 
at the food bank.  The majority of food banks (64 
per cent) purchase ten per cent or more of the food 
they distribute.  One in three food banks purchase 
over a third of the food they distribute in order to 
provide emergency relief to their neighbours.
 The rising price of food has already begun to 
affect food expenditures at food banks.  Since the 
beginning of this year, 67 per cent of food banks in 
Ontario have spent more on food compared to the 
same period in 2007.  This is not a function of food 
banks purchasing more food.  The same propor-
tion of food banks (64.5 per cent) report that they 
are purchasing approximately the same amount of 
food for more money than they spent in the same 
period last year.  Three in four food banks (76.6 per 
cent) reported that the average price of food items 
purchased has increased in the last six months.
 The need to spend additional funds on food will 
place further pressure on food banks, who already 
struggle to maintain their financial stability.  Some 
food banks may need to cut back on the amount 
of food that is distributed, or on other operational 
activities.

 Food donations: Some staples on the decline.  Beyond 
the price of food, food banks are also witnessing 
changes in food donations from corporations and 
individuals.  The food items that have seen the 
most significant reductions in terms of food dona-
tions align strongly with those items that have in-
creased in price in the recent past, as well as those 
items that are most needed by persons turning to 
food banks in Ontario.  One in three food banks has 
experienced a reduction in meat protein since the 
beginning of the year.  Many other food banks have 
seen a decline in other key items including fruits 
and vegetables, rice, cereal, dairy products, bread, 
and pasta.
 Although food banks are also beginning to ex-
perience financial pressures because of rising prices 
and declining donations, the changes could not yet 
be described as severe.  Less than half of food banks 
report that the price of food has reduced their abil-
ity to provide food for their clients since the begin-
ning of the year.  However, future prospects are 
not bright.  The vast majority (72 per cent) of food 
banks worry that the price of food will impact their 
ability to meet the needs of their clients in 2008.
 Food banks face additional pressure from food manu-
facturing shutdowns and declines.  It is likely that there 
have been reductions in a number of staple items 
because increases to raw material and retail pric-
es have forced local individual and corporate food 
donors to control their costs.  In addition, manu-
facturing shutdowns and declines have also con-
tributed to the reduction in the donation of certain 
staple items.
 For example, in January 2008, it was announced 
that CanGro Foods would be closing its plants in 
Exeter and St. Davids by this summer.48   CanGro 
produced fruits and vegetables in cans and jars for 
Aylmer, Del Monte and Ideal.  The plant in St. Da-
vids was operating in the community for 100 years, 
and had been a significant corporate food donor to 
local food banks.49   The closure of this plant has 
meant that a large supply of fruits and vegetables 
has been eliminated in Southwestern Ontario.  A 
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GRAPH: PROPORTION OF FOOD BANKS IN ONTARIO EXPERIENCING A REDUCTION IN SELECTED DONATED FOOD ITEMS, 
JANUARY 2008 TO MAY 2008

GRAPH: PROPORTION OF FOOD BANKS REPORTING A CHANGE IN FOOD EXPENDITURES, JANUARY 2008 TO MAY 
2008

similar effect may be felt with the closure of other 
major food manufacturers such as Campbell’s Soup 
in Listowel, which has been a very generous, long-
term donor to food banks across the province.  The 
closure of food manufacturing plants often repre-
sents a dual challenge: more neighbours are forced 
to turn to them, and fewer corporate donations are 
available for the food bank to provide to members 
of the community. 
 This represents a short-term trend in food man-
ufacturing in Ontario.  Although the sector has been 
extremely resilient, it has experienced declines or 
stagnation in a number of specific industries.  Over 
the last two years, there has been a decline in the 
manufacturing of breakfast cereals (-12.5 per cent), 
dairy products (-11 per cent), and meat products 
(-3.9 per cent), which represent key staple items 
for Ontario’s food banks.  In the last year, the pro-
duction of dairy has rebounded significantly, but 
breakfast cereal manufacturing, fruit and vegetable 
processing, and meat processing are all stagnant or 
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on the decline.  Although we continue to benefit 
from the generosity of many corporate food donors, 
it is less likely that they are able to make food do-
nations if these industries are experiencing lower 
sales.
 Rising prices are making it more difficult for Ontarians 
living at the edge.  Food banks are beginning to wit-
ness the impact of rising food prices through the 
faces and stories of their neighbours who are forced 
to turn to them for assistance.  Many Ontarians 
who require the services of a food bank to make 
ends meet are finding it even more difficult than 
ever before.  A staggering number of food banks (81 
per cent) report that a significant number of their 
clients have stated that rising retail prices have de-
creased their ability to put food on their tables in 
2008.  This provides significant support to the ear-
lier argument that the change in food prices is very 
significant for low-income Ontarians.
 Beyond increased difficulty for those who al-
ready require the support provided by their local 



19A GATHERING STORM

GRAPH: PROPORTION OF FOOD BANKS IN ONTARIO CONCERNED THAT THE INCREASING PRICE OF FOOD WILL IMPACT 
THEIR ABILITY TO PROVIDE FOOD, 2008
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food bank, it is also clear that more Ontarians are 
being forced to turn to food banks because of cur-
rent economic conditions.  Since the beginning of 
2008, 89 per cent of food banks in Ontario reported 
an increase in the number of persons requiring sup-
port because of the rising costs of food, energy, and 
gasoline.
 Rising demand driven by increased prices of ba-
sics may only be the first phase of the storm.  Al-
though many families and communities have felt the 

impact of plant closures and deep job cuts, we have 
not yet felt the full force of the projected reductions 
in employment.  Although there is no certainty to 
these projections over the next few years, we may 
see the greatest increase in numbers of Ontarians 
forced to turn to food banks in over a decade.  We 
are extremely troubled by this prospect as 320,000 
Ontarians must currently turn to food banks each 
month in our province. 
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GRAPH: FOOD BANKS IN ONTARIO REPORTING AN INCREASE IN THE NUMBER OF PERSONS REQUIRING SERVICES 
BECAUSE OF THE RISING COST OF FOOD, ENERGY & GASOLINE, 2008
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 The potential impact of rising food, fuel and en-
ergy alongside difficult economic conditions will 
have a significant, if not severe, impact for hun-
dreds of thousands of Ontarians.  Although this 
paper is focused on determining that impact, it is 
clear that we must look beyond to determine what 
can be done to respond to the challenges that lie 
before us. 
 What we will do.  We have a lot of work to do.  
Over the coming year, we will carefully monitor 
the situation at food banks across Ontario in order 
to determine the immediate impacts on food banks 
and persons that are forced to turn to food banks.  
In the fall, we will release a detailed update on the 
situation facing food banks in the province.  We 
will also look forward to ensure Ontarians that we 
are able to mount an effective response to poverty 
in Ontario by releasing our recommendations to 
the provincial government this summer for their 
proposed poverty reduction plan.  
 What our provincial government should do.  Our pro-
vincial government has realized that action needs 
to be taken in order to reduce poverty in Ontario.  
The work done by the provincial government on 
their proposed poverty reduction plan will be made 
more difficult and more important within the con-
text of a challenging economic environment.  The 
findings of this report highlight the necessity for 
the Cabinet Committee on Poverty Reduction to 
quickly implement solutions that will improve the 
lives of Ontarians struggling to make ends meet.  
They must also ensure that the cost of food, fuel 
and energy is an important part of their discussions 

as they develop their plan.  In particular, consid-
eration should be given for the creation of a low-
income inflation index that could direct necessary 
increases to Ontario’s income support programs.  It 
will also be necessary for the provincial government 
to quickly implement a low-income energy strategy 
that includes both supports and demand reduction 
initiatives.  Moreover, between now and the release 
of the plan, the provincial government should con-
sider reinstating the Back to School Allowance to 
ensure that low-income families are able to face the 
rising cost of living this fall.
 Our full recommendations will be presented 
to the province later this summer.  Our provincial 
government has a lot of work ahead of them in the 
coming year.
 What our federal government should do.  Our federal 
government bears significant responsibility for en-
suring that Ontarians are able to make ends meet.  
Over its tenure, our current federal government has 
done little to respond to the unique concerns of our 
province, and to those persons living in poverty in 
Ontario.  If the federal government does not act 
when they have the necessary fiscal capacity, the 
worsening conditions for many families will fur-
ther underline their lack of concern and lack of po-
litical will to protect the citizens of Ontario.  There 
are many steps that they could take to protect On-
tarians from the effects of changing economic con-
ditions, including significant reforms to Employ-
ment Insurance (EI) that would ensure improved 
adequacy and accessibility for persons who require 
this vital support program.

Next Steps
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 What you can do.  We will continue to rely on the 
support of our neighbours to ensure that we are 
able to effectively respond to hunger and poverty in 
communities across Ontario.  We will need Ontar-
ians to hold the federal and provincial governments 
to account over the coming year through tradition-
al democratic means, from writing letters to in-per-
son meetings with local representatives.  We will 
need Ontarians to respond to the urgent requests 
of agencies in their communities when they are 

called on for assistance over the coming year.  We 
will also look to our local farmers and producers for 
partnerships that will have mutual benefits.   In ad-
dition, we will also need Ontarians to think what 
they can do beyond traditional democratic means 
and charitable donations.  Ontarians will need to 
directly engage in hunger relief and poverty reduc-
tion activities, from developing social enterprises 
to organizing local community gardens.

Conclusion
 We are at the leading edge of a gathering storm 
which may either pass us or bear the full brunt of 
its force upon hundreds of thousands of Ontarians.  
This view is echoed from food banks on the front 
line to the halls and offices of Statistics Canada.
 The price of food, fuel, and energy is rising at 
a significant rate in Ontario.  It has already begun 
to impact the lives of low-income Ontarians and 
food banks across the province.  In some cases the 
impact is severe, but we are only beginning to feel 
the effects of these changes.  The challenge of ris-
ing prices is compounded by a troubling economic 
picture for the next few years in our province.
 There is a great deal of uncertainty ahead.  Fami-
lies will be asking themselves difficult questions as 
they sit around their kitchen tables.  How can we 
afford not to act?
 But we do not wish to be alarmist.  We are not 
raising a simple call for food donations to address 
a temporary shortage.  We want to ensure that all 
Ontarians understand the current and future im-

pact of the economic conditions that are hitting 
close to home.
 Food banks were forged and experienced our 
greatest growth during periods of economic diffi-
culty.  We hope that knowledge of the impending 
circumstance and its impacts will allow Ontarians 
and our leaders to take actions that will ensure or 
improve the quality of life for our neighbours.
 We must work towards solutions that will re-
duce poverty and protect us from the impacts of 
these emerging trends.  It will require a significant 
amount of creativity, courage, coordination, and re-
solve to develop and implement solutions that will 
make a positive impact.  We will need the support 
of our provincial government.  We will need the 
support of our federal government.  We will need 
the support of our neighbours.  Without support, 
we will not be able to weather the coming storm, 
and any social and economic progress for low-in-
come Ontarians that has been built over the past 
decade may be washed away.
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We can end hunger.  Think about it.

www.endhunger.ca


