ISARC Social Audit 2010  

HEARING  at Mountain Community Centre, Mountain, Ontario April 15, 2010 

Hosted by The House of Lazarus Outreach Mission, Mountain, Ontario

RECORD of HEARING 

The morning session was convened by Pauline Pratt, executive director of the House of Lazarus Outreach Mission, and facilitated by the Rev. Andrew Love. Bruce Voogt represented ISARC as an observer. There were three rapporteurs and four recorders present, and nine witnesses who had agreed to share their stories.

Rev. Andrew Love welcomed the group, expressed thanks to everyone for their participation in this event. He introduced the purpose and format for the day, and lead us in an opening prayer. Bruce Voogt  spoke briefly about the ISARC organization, explaining that the faith communities involved share a common goal to work on poverty issues.  This social audit will be presented to legislators at Queen's Park at the Religious Leaders Forum at Queen's Park in June 2010. ISARC is not on the front lines, but is an advocacy group calling for change to social structures that contribute to poverty – wages, transportation, housing, etc. 

A rapporteur recalls: “As people offered their names and their reason for participating I was struck by a sense of loyalty, trust and solidarity toward The House of Lazarus.  First and foremost, I sensed a solidarity with the staff and volunteers at The House of Lazarus and, secondly, a respect for its mission.  There was a level of honesty and raw emotion as we went around the large table of people (mostly women).  People’s words were pointed.  People’s experience of poverty, isolation, struggle, brokenness and pain was apparent in the stories and the deep emotion.  As each person shared words of introduction, I could feel the level of openness and the commitment to full disclosure growing.  Even with the one participant who chose not to speak and was deeply emotionally, there was a level of concern and caring that was palpable.  I sensed that everyone’s story and reason for participating was honoured.”

 9:30 AM  Listening to the stories of people living in poverty

Some of the people who witnessed to living in poverty in Dundas County: a woman in her 40’s with 2 children, on social assistance;  a woman working three jobs to support her children (we're lovers, not fighters”) a disabled man on ODSP who fights for the rights of the disabled in Ontario  (“I'm a fighter”); a married woman with five teenage children who had to give up her career for mental health reasons shortly before her husband was laid off from his job; a woman 75, whose husband left her with debts, worked until she was 72, now struggling to manage on CPP and pay for cancer treatments; single woman, 64, on CPP disability pension; young single mother on social assistance; 

“When I thought about coming here today it made me cry to think of my reality, that I am living in poverty.”

“I am so glad to be here so that I can talk about my story”

“My kids have no idea of the financial state I am in, I can’t tell them, we never talk about it, ever!”

“We survive with the help of others who live in poverty, that’s how it works. People who are well off don’t help - they look down at us.”

 “I was able to apply for a plan [to buy expensive medication for cancer treatment] but that took several months and now I am so far in debt I don’t know what I am going to do!”

“I met and shared time with two beautiful women, sensing fear, sadness and fragility from one woman – while being aware of strength, bright family connections, and a joie de vivre in the other woman.  The conversation was rich and telling.”

1:30 PM Listening to social service agencies

Represented were: JobZone, Chesterville; Naomi's Family Resource Centre, Winchester; Nordun Senior's Support Centre, Winchester; OntarioWorks, Leeds&Grenville; House of Lazarus Outreach Mission, Mountain. 

“How do we empower people to regain their self respect, self esteem, and confidence?”

3:30 PM Listening to municipal politicians

“Over the last 30 years, there has been so much focus on cost and efficiency, we've forgotten about services. 

	THEMES
	CATEGORIES
	THE STORIES

People living in poverty  Social Service Providers
Politicians              Rapporteurs

	Rural Issues.


	Rural voice is not heard 

Social service funding cuts are felt in rural areas first.  Satellite offices in rural areas are closed, staff visits to rural areas are reduced. 

The lack of privacy  in close knit rural communities creates a reluctance to seek assistance, and feelings of shame, embarrassment, isolation, loneliness when forced to do so.  Social assistance must be provided in respectful and dignified ways.  

Policy makers do not consider higher cost of housing and transportation in rural areas. Less money is available for other basic needs like food, medical needs, school supplies, etc. 

Rural areas have been hard hit by manufacturing and light industry moving out of the country.  

   
	A young woman, single mother, started the conversation by expressing her appreciation for the opportunity to speak and  have her voice heard. There was a palpable relief and gratitude expressed around the table that their stories would actually be heard.   “Nobody listens to us.”

Among the people interviewed, I experienced a global feeling of not being heard.  I was surprised and truly humbled by their gratitude that someone was actually willing to listen to their stories. Imagine! 

“People don't want to go to a food bank in their own community”

“People just don't get how huge an issue transportation is in rural areas.”

“They speak about issues surrounding affordable housing and transportation which is unique to the rural poor.   They named a scarcity of knowledge and appreciation for people living in rural poverty.  This is a lonely place. Their voices are silenced in our society.  How do you choose between food and medication?  Why do you even have to choose?” 

“I see one [issue] even greater that I heard in each story and it is unique to the Rural Poor.  People in the country are all related, they all know each other.  If you are not a cousin of one family your neighbour certainly will be!  Everyone knows one each other.  It is very hard to hide and yet the Rural Poor work very hard to hide.  Therefore, out of shame and fear of judgment one does not always seek out the help that is available.  One does not want to go to the social agencies when they meet their neighbour behind the desk or their niece behind the counter at the food bank.  And so the spiral goes deeper and deeper.” 

A municipal politician notes that as food banks are becoming entrenched in our rural society we are fragmenting our communities by creating an underclass of people who are isolated and marginalized from the mainstream. “Could we not put the money used to maintain food banks into debit cards  like grocery store gift cards?” 

	Transportation
	Policy makers don't understand how huge an issue transportation is in rural areas. 

You need a vehicle when you live in rural areas. To get to work, to centres where shopping, banking, medical care, social services, food banks are located. This may mean travelling to several different towns.  

Centralization of social services in Cornwall, with no compensating arrangements to travel to agency offices, creates  difficulty of access for clients (and for workers)

There is no public transportation between towns. There are very few taxis and they are very expensive. 
	“People ask me why I bought a car, how I can afford it, but trying to get to cancer treatments is so expensive and so difficult that a used car is the only answer.” 

“It cost $130.00 to send a client to Cornwall by taxi to sign papers. We have an arrangement with the House of Lazarus to provide emergency clothing for our families, but it still costs $30.00 to get them there by taxi.”

“We have a van, and volunteer drivers [for the seniors' support centre] and we try to stretch as much as we can to make it available to the community, but we just aren't equipped to carry children.”

The House of Lazarus has statistics showing how many children of clients are not in sports because the lack transportation. 

	Seniors
	Seniors are unlikely to speak up for assistance, especially those who are used to being independent and self reliant, and contributors to society. It is humiliating in a small community to ask for help. 


	“Seniors are unlikely to ask for help.”

She would rather suffer than ask for help...... cannot afford the extra cost for medication. If you apply for extra help, it takes months for processing and meanwhile you cannot make ends meet.

Again, unique to the rural area is the level of poverty among seniors.  The seniors who have been working and forced to retire no longer can supplement their pension.  Partners who are ill or who have died leave behind bills but no pension.  Within the rural community, the seniors are proud and would rather go through winter without heat than let anyone know that they cannot make ends meet.  This is a generation that was raised to keep their private lives private and not “air dirty linen.”  This brings another group into isolation. 

A senior, 75, who worked until she was 72,  feels betrayed, angry and hurt, by the system. “I used to help everyone, now I can’t even help myself.” She would rather suffer than ask for help

“As senior, you work all your life and pay taxes, then when you get old, nobody takes care of you. You just go from one mess to another. I worked up to I was 72 years old, just to keep going. I have to make choice (in grocery store) buy a can of food for myself or for my little dog.”



	Undermining self  respect  and self confidence.
	Judgement and condemnation of people living in poverty is devastating to morale of hard-working people who are struggling to survive. 

Inadequate assistance means poor diets, lack of medical care, isolation, loneliness, exhaustion, depression, all of which undermines a person's confidence.  

Parents feel inadequate because they can’t provide for their children even the basics of life.


	People are feeling shamed by their communities, by social service agencies and by legislators who cut funding and service to the most vulnerable. 

“Stay off the backs of the people who are trying to make ends meet. A few people abuse the system. Cull them out.”

We have all heard that the monthly cheques go for drugs, cigarettes and booze.  I have even heard questioned the need for a car, TV or cell phone.  Ah, it is so easy to judge, isn’t it?  How anyone can survive in a rural area without a car is beyond me if they have any hope of travelling to work and making any appointments.  Well, I can assure you that the poor hear the same stories and it was loud and clear that the poor would love to have everyone investigated so that the cheaters would be caught and the distrust of the rest of the honest folk would cease. And before we judge too harshly we might remember that it might be any one of us if life takes a different twist of fate.  I wonder how each of us would handle having our choices taken away, the need to swallow our pride, vulnerability worn on our sleeves for all to see, the need to wear our neighbours’ shoes and coats, and our voices no longer heard?  I wonder how we would feel when we hear someone asking why we have a dog and cat when we do not have enough money to feed ourselves?  Little do they realize that our pet is the only one that does not judge us, and loves us and sits with us when we cry because we are alone.  

One woman used to be active in her church but feels unwelcome now that she can't contribute “I explained I couldn't give any money,  so they asked me for food...” “I bought a jacket at the thrift store and a woman at church made a big point of saying how nice her jacket looked on me”

But just imagine what goes through one’s heart when, already feeling vulnerable and singled out, and being unable to contribute, they now perceive that judgmental eyes are identifying them as the “have nots” the “poor”, and fear of becoming objects of pity sets in.

Several people told of doing without medication, or choosing food over medication, or running up debts waiting  for provincial drug coverage to be approved. 

“Sometimes you just sit in front of the TV for a couple of hours and go numb, but then you have to get up and try to figure out what to do next...” There is no escape. 

 Another common theme I identified is that of feeling judged.  Although that did not surprise me, I was surprised to hear judgment even among the poor themselves.  Judgment is clearly not only perceived, but it is something very real.  With judgment comes another common theme of deep isolation.  Each life story echoed feelings of deep humiliation and shame. I quickly realized through the sharing of these stories that living the reality of Rural Poor takes tremendous courage.  It takes courage in both the sharing of one’s story as well as in reaching out for help.  In what was said and left unsaid, it was very clear to me that reaching out for help is both humbling and even degrading, however the need of survival outweighs the risk of being judged and deflating one’s resolve.  I heard how one’s shame causes further isolation from family, friends and community as people turn away or as one is pushed away. 

	Lack of affordable Housing
	No real emergency short term housing for men.

Little subsidized Housing: Some rent-to-income housing is available for people over 55, but waiting lists are long, and some units are in a village with few other services.  . 

Some funding is available if the place meets the provincial standard and if landlord is agreeable. Can this be expanded?


	Allowance for single person is $585.00 per month. Very little housing available for under $500.00 per month. People go without food because their money is going to rent. 
Families can sometimes get better housing, a better environment for their children, in rural areas.   

Low cost housing needs to be built in communities where people have easy access to other services, so they don't need to drive to another town for shopping, banking, medical appointments. 

	Single parent families
	A single parent living on social assistance cannot afford to meet the needs of three teenagers, such as a computer, Internet, and transportation. 

Single parents who are working face similar challenges – lack of affordable day care, low wage jobs. 


	One mother works at three jobs to support her children. It is hard to get her voice heard.  “We're lovers not fighters.” Children pay a price growing up in poverty. “You don't have a computer??” “You don't have internet??”

	The System is not adapted to rural needs
	Not enough money: to provide nutritious food, school supplies, medical needs.

System too complex for clients to navigate. If they don't know what is available they can't ask for assistance. Paperwork is daunting. 

Coordinating service through a complex network of agencies: Front line workers aren't always aware of what other agencies offer. Privacy legislation can interfere with practical coordination among agencies. 

Flexible funding is needed to cover immediate needs.  

The system breaks down community instead of building it up. Gaps in the system, and difficulties accessing right kind of assistance create anger and frustration. Being denied the same assistance your neighbour gets leads to further resentment.  

Efforts to get ahead, or make positive change, are penalized. 


	People on social assistance to don't get enough for their needs. $585.00 barely covers adequate housing. Costs are higher in rural areas but the allowance is the same.

Sometimes people need money to get to a job interview, or to get by til the first paycheque, or to pay first month's rent, or to get outfitted for a job, or to cover other needs while waiting on insurance or assistance process.  

When OntarioWorks administration was downloaded to municipal level it was possible to be a bit flexible. Now it is being uploaded back to the province. 

“People don't know what the system can do for them so they don't always tell a case worker exactly what they need.”

“How can we get services from several agencies without the person having to repeat their stories over and over.”

There is anger and frustration because the system has let them down.

“I sensed judgment from some comments and wondered how that judging affects a person’s ability to even walk through the door.”

A mother tells of her  constant state of frustration and depression. She cannot go to Ottawa for doctor’s appointments. You need a doctor to complete a form for proof of travel and there is a $50 fee for that. You must also wait months for an appointment and you eventually give up.

A senior can't afford dental work so is uncomfortable being around people.  ODSP pays for dental work, but seniors not eligible. She finds herself becoming resentful of other people or other groups who are receiving benefits she desperately needs – immigrants, people with disabilities.  

One daughter went to college by borrowing from OSAP. But because she lives away from home during the week, social services reduces her mother’s monthly cheque.

One mother left an abusive marriage to raise her children on her own. We asked: what changes would it take for you to break the cycle of poverty in your life? Her answer: Take the burden of finances away. If you do extra work, the money is deducted from your social services cheque. You cannot get ahead. Allowing people to work without penalty would be good.

“As if that wasn’t life changing enough, her husband was laid off and she had the weigh the cost of caring for her illness and caring for her family.  Her family came first.  Someone (“in the system”) suggested that this woman work at McDonald’s.  This comment elicited our first eye contact and a smile as the woman read the surprise and concern on our faces.  A highly trained professional dealing with the reality of never returning to her chosen profession [due to health] and I can’t help but feel shocked and dismayed at such an idea.  The story continues with a portrait of rural poverty.  Two of her children can have part-time work and this will require a vehicle.  I think of the cost if they don’t have a way to work – working teens develop numerous skills, make connections with colleagues and clients, build confidence, learn about their strengths and challenges and earn their own money and learn to manage it (just to name a few things).   This mother of five wants to support her children and provide them with what they need to grow and develop.  They purchase a well used car and it ends up costing a lot more than they originally thought.  She seems confident that her decision was right and clear on the sacrifice.  The money they bring in each month cannot sustain them.  This woman is clear and concise and her emotions are being held in check.” 

	Barriers to Jobs


	Small manufacturing plants and factories have moved out of the country. 

Waiting list for subsidized daycare in rural areas.

Literacy
	 Municipal Politician: “In South Dundas we have no industrial base. All these one industry towns, if you look at the students we have, they would have finished grade 9 or grade 10 and gone to work in the Mill. They would have been fine, not having to use the food bank, especially if husband and wife working. But those plants are gone.”

Municipalities were promised 100%  education funding by province at time of amalgamation, got only 50%. Province used to cover farm tax subsidies, not municipality pays it. Municipal budgets are very small. 

Financially not anywhere near being able to be sustainable. Sustainable means able to grow; farms have consolidated, industries have closed so what now have you got? Fewer people than in 1906. What we are lacking is population, how do you get population?

	Impact of Poverty on Health 


	Mental health issues: no access to services for children, long waiting lists for adults.  Mental health crisis team at  Cornwall Hospital can only be accessed through social service agency. 

Isolation from their community leads to depression. Often people just need someone who will listen when they are coping with a lot of stress in their lives. Many people hide their circumstances from family and friends. They can no longer afford to participate in mainstream community activities. Who can they talk to? 

General health issues: stress, inadequate diet, lack of access to services,  all undermine health and impact both children's ability to learn, and adults ability to break the cycle of poverty.   
	Often people need to address mental health issues before they can seek employment. Long waiting lists for mental health services mean people are on the system for a long time. 

“Poor health is part of his daily experience too.  He has to choose between food and medication.  A few extra dollars a month for a diabetic diet is not enough for one healthy meal.  He shows us his tremor which can only be controlled with expensive medication – we share a moment of silence which is full of compassion.”

“Late at night when you're really feeling down, who do you call? No one really understands” “Call me. I know what it's like.” The witnesses all shared phone numbers. People living in poverty share with each other and support one another. 

A municipal councillor sees impact of rural poverty on health through her work at Baord of health. She wonders about the connections between rural poverty and the severity of some H1N1 cases,  between poverty and the consistent under performance of some rural schools. She questions the long term impact of funding cuts to  special education in schools.   

“I don't know what I'd do without the House of Lazarus.” As well as providing access to clothing, household goods and emergency food, the outreach mission supports its clients with a friendly and compassionate listening ear. Unfortunately entrenching food banks in rural communities contributes to the “us and them” isolation and shame 

The poor are not uneducated or unmotivated individuals in fact, from what I witnessed these are men and women who have more strength, courage and resolve than most.  They are survivors and because of that they have to fight for everything they receive while at the same time trying to keep their dignity and self respect.  But when someone is fighting for so long, one begins to feel beaten to the point of brokenness and, living in the space of such humiliation and shame, the fight to survive gets harder and harder.  And so isolation increases.  Continuous frustration often leads to anger, which can easily transition into being ignored.  If you are ignored long enough you lose your voice and isolate yourself out of desperation.  So it is little wonder that depression and feelings of brokenness are echoed in many of the rural poor stories.

	Lack of long term strategic planning that includes all levels of government. 
	No poverty reduction strategy at the municipal level.

No coordinated long term strategic planning that includes the municipal level. 
	The provincial government is investing 100% of the cost of new waste water treatment plant in one village. If they are going to put that kind of money into a community why not consult with the municipal government and do some long range planning  ensure economic development. 

Although one of the representatives heard the needs voiced, it was clear that the municipality is responsible for the Roads and Recreation. It seems the poverty is not addressed at the municipal level. There may be some areas in recreation where poor children might find help for funding with sports, however, the driving needs of the rural poor remain and there is a tremendous need for advocacy.  I am very conscious that this is not just an issue for the rural poor but rather a driving issue for the rural community as a whole.  More and more businesses are closing, the baby boomers are growing into the senior population and becoming more vulnerable. Any one of us is one or two steps away from joining the Rural Poor and as one voice said, “we are all on Noah’s Arc, the boat is big but it is the same boat!”  Our voices need to be one, strong and united if we are going to make a difference.  


Along with the pain, anger and frustration, people expressed their gratitude for what they do have, for the support communities offer, for the generosity of other people living in poverty. Politicians acknowledged legislation that has increased minimum wage, and provincial efforts to encourage green energy industries in rural areas. 

“But, the common link that I see within the universal poor is that often help comes from ‘their own’ - the ones who have nothing.  I witnessed this in a room of strangers reaching out to one another who shared the same story of hopelessness and it was those who were here to share their stories of poverty who stopped the conversation to exchange telephone numbers after someone talking about their loneliness.  There is a guarded trust between the poor in the community but a frustrated distrust in the broken System.  Saying that, I also heard overwhelming gratefulness for the help that has been received and a clear message to express that appreciation, however, there continue to be long and limited waiting lists that cause further distress due to delays in physical, medical and emotional needs.  Although social assistance helps it more than often cannot address the immediate fundamental needs of families.  Continuously decisions are made each day to either eat or have shelter, gas for the doctor’s appointment or food for the family?” 

“The people I met with were superb teachers.  How can this be?  How can beautiful people be labeled with such harsh judgments?  Why doesn’t every Canadian know more about how neighbour and stranger alike are trying to survive in poverty?  Why not bread and roses?”   
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