LIFT City Budget deputation 2007

It is clear that due to continued neglect by senior levels of government the City cannot afford to meet many of it’s obligations, especially critical social programs such as housing and social assistance that should never have been downloaded in the first place. I was here today to suggest that we have been begging for a break for far too long, but could not speak as my schedule would not allow me the time to wait. 

I believe it is time to change tactics and force the issue. It is astounding that the province can oblige the city to increase it’s police budget to meet demands it has imposed on us, yet we cannot demand our due from the province to ensure we can provide for basic human rights like housing, and sufficient incomes, or contribute to practical needs like public transit and other basic public services. 

Last weeks’ budgets failed to address any of our most serious poverty issues in any meaningful way. The Child Benefit was more of an insult than a benefit. The total effect of their supposed child poverty budget will provide only $50 more dollars per month per child by 2011. That’s no even enough to keep up with inflation never mind enough to help families feed their kids and pay the rent. The Feds gave us nothing for housing or to help the poorest among us. Sadly it is the overburdened city that will be picking up the pieces of the shattered social safety net caused by criminal negligence of governments who still believe they can afford to ignore the growing shame of poverty in a wealthy society, because the poor are too weak to fight them . 

Therefore it’s time city council becomes more assertive and explores other options such taking the province to court. I am offering one opportunity to take a legal approach. As a TCHC tenant, I have experienced the effects of government neglect for many years. I have waited for basic repairs for over 17 years as well as a transfer to get my family out of a substandard and unsafe unit. But because housing money has been frozen it has taken this long…. So a few tenants and an experienced lawyer have decided to launch a class action lawsuit to sue the Province for neglecting to fund maintenance for social housing it was originally responsible for. We will work with the lawyer to make this case succeed in order to increase funding to restore and repair substandard social housing and remind the public that the province has been avoiding it’s responsibilities.  

This should help free up funds to provide new housing we so desperately need. What I propose is that the city become a party to the case either as a claimant, an intervener or expert witness. This is just one little idea there could be many others. We have several specialty legal clinics and many experienced advocates who the city could work with to develop a variety of legal challenges charter and otherwise to force the province to upload and/or pay for many of the functions it dumped on us since 1995. 

The UN has made it very clear that our provincial and federal governments have no excuse for not addressing poverty and have made very solid and viable recommendations for reducing the needless poverty that is currently destroying families and communities across Toronto and all over Canada.  Children and youth from low-income families have already paid a very high price for the ongoing shuffling of responsibility and willful neglect we have suffered over the past decade, they have been denied the very basic rights and services our generation took for granted. It is time for the city  to work with the Youth Cabinet and others to seek redress on their behalf to restore education and other vital services they have been denied. You could use the Covenant on the Rights of Child to strengthen such a case, it is the most powerful International human rights law and has force in the Canadian justice system

I would also like to point out it is not always new money that can help solve problems the city has many resources that could be better used, for one why is TCHC with-holding housing from RGI tenants and people on the waiting list by designating units for market rent? While we badly need more housing, many units (mostly downtown) are now off limits for people in need, so in fact we are reducing available social housing. 

This is the reason I was given as to why 18 years later, when most of my children have grown up and left home, we still cannot transfer within the city core –where I work- even though we are now over-housed. I was also told it was because of the Regent Park relocation –most of the tenants there are being shoved out of the city core to make room for the many thousands of new middle class and wealthy condo owners and renters who will soon be overcrowding our already over burdened downtown east area.  

Shoving poor people out to the suburbs where they have no community, and where there are fewer services and jobs, and even less mobility, will not solve any problems, it will simply create larger and more isolated ghettos, adding to the alienation and violence already destroying many poor communities. Hiding a growing social deficit in fringe areas will not balance the books, it will simply cost us much more in the long term. 

We could also build quite a few units with the money set aside for Nathan Phillips Square; an ego boosting project like that should wait until we can claim real pride in tackling the overgrown problems we face today…a fancy square will not hide the decaying reality we face all over this struggling metropolis. 

There is also much the city could do to better support neighborhoods, why not have budget consultations locally long before we reach this point when it is too late? Having local consultations could help define local solutions and partnerships that could lower costs and help to organize people to advocate with the city for public investments in building a safer and healthier society. It is too late to be polite and beg for favors, or to fight over the crumbs tossed out by senior governments. Toronto has suffered enough, 

The City is our last line of defense.  I am asking the City to act in solidarity with it’s residents, to stand up for families, to take a stand for basic Human Rights and justice, to get pro-active in demanding the provincial and federal governments do their jobs, and in the meantime as many presenters said today, show you mean business by making tough decisions to address poverty and homelessness as best you can with what you have….And not by bending over and raising property taxes on struggling homeowners and cutting services that have nothing left to cut! Fight back instead….help empower Toronto’s civil society to fight with you. We can’t wait any more, it’s already too late for too many people whose lives have been destroyed, let us not fall even further and become a shameful urban tragedy like Detroit or Philadelphia. Toronto can do better, my children and my community are depending on you to represent us in demanding justice now….

I believe the human rights and equity committee recommended the City receive and respond to the 2006 UN ESCR report on Canada. I urge council to do so and use it as another tool to embarrass senior governments into respecting their duties and responsibility to protect the human rights of the people of Toronto.  

Sincerely, 

Josephine Grey, 

Low Income Families Together

