5 Myths about Welfare

Raise the Rates is a coalition of community groups and organizations concerned with the level of poverty and homelessness in British Columbia.   

http://raisetherates.org/

Surry-Fleetwood MLA Jagrup Brar responded to Raise the Rates’ MLA Welfare Challenge and lived on the welfare rate of $610 for the month of January 2012. This gained widespread media coverage and public support for tackling the deep poverty in BC.

Myth 1:  It is easy to get welfare. 

 Fact:  To qualify for welfare a person has to be destitute.
Only when a person is broke can they claim welfare. A single person is only allowed total assets of $1,500, and a single parent family only $2,500, so they have to use up their savings, pension, etc before accessing welfare.

To claim they have to fill out a long form, and provide extensive documents regarding taxes, employment history, proof of job search, ICBC and WCB claims, financial statements, insurance information, court documents, student loans, and tenancy.

.

As Jagrup Brar, who is well educated, said:

“The application process was very complex and long. It could take up to four hours to complete the application. I also found that one must be well educated with good math skills to do it him/herself.”

Then a person has to wait three weeks to get welfare, when they are already destitute. The government recommends borrowing money from friends and family. This assumes you have that support and that they have the money. But how can a person on welfare ever pay back such a loan?

Myth 2:  Life on welfare is easy.

Fact:  All the welfare and disability rates are below the poverty line.

 The maximum welfare rate for a single person it $610 a month for everything: food, shelter, clothes, soap and other personal hygiene, haircuts, bus pass and phone, which you need to contact the Ministry and to look for work.

 The rates for families are not much better. The rates for people on disability is a bit better – a single person gets $900 a month, but they have much higher expenses due to their medical needs, and they may have to rely on disability income for the rest of their lives as they may never be able to work.

 A person can’t live on these rates. Jagrup Brar lost weight, and you can’t go on loosing weight every month. He didn’t buy any clothes, he didn’t get a haircut, he didn’t buy toothpaste and so on. But he ran out of money, he had to rely on charity, and in some parts of BC there are no such charities.

 Life on welfare is very hard and grinds you down.

As Jagrup said after 14 days of living on the welfare rate:

 “[It] is a struggle. I am only able to buy food for survival. I find myself hungry most of the time, and the majority of the time I am thinking about what time it is and when I will get to eat next. The food I eat is not nutritious enough, nor do I eat the amount that I should be eating.”

Myth 3:  People on welfare don’t want to work  

People are forced onto welfare because they lost their job and couldn’t get another one. Or they have a serious illness or injury and can’t work. They have suffered abuse, violence or family break down. Those are the reasons people are on welfare. They want to work; they wish they could get a job.

 There are not enough jobs to go around. Statistics Canada reported that there are 4.4 unemployed people for every vacant position in BC.

 There are over 95,000 people living on the rates for people with disabilities, and they face added barriers to getting a job. 

 As Jagrup reported:

“I heard from people with disabilities that work opportunities are very limited for accommodating special needs. They told me it’s very difficult to get off welfare without adequate opportunities for employment. They felt the last person an employer wants to hire is someone with a disability.”

 People on welfare who are expected to work do not qualify for training support which would help them upgrade or gain new skills so they can get a job. The welfare rules are a barrier to them getting work.

 An employable person on welfare is not allowed to keep any money they earn in a part-time job; every cent of earnings is clawed back. This is a barrier to transitioning into work.

Myth 4: Lots of people are defrauding the system.

Fact:  Far fewer cheat on the system than on their taxes.

It is claimed that lots of people are cheating the system. In fact many more people cheat on their taxes than fraudulently claim welfare.

The BC government in 2002 conducted an investigation of 62,000 people on disability. Jagrup Brar quotes the Auditor General’s report on this, which said:  

“The review, which cost government over $5 million, found 400 (0.6%) of the ministry’s 62,000 disabled clients were ineligible for continued assistance. This means the major cost savings the ministry expected the review to gain were not achieved. At the same time, the review created increased anxiety for many of the ministry’s disabled clients.”

 Myth 5:  It costs too much to fix poverty.

 Fact: It is much cheaper to fix poverty than to ignore it. 

 Poverty in BC costs us all between $8 – 9 billion a year in crime, poor health, and lost economic opportunities. The cost of fixing it is less than half of that.

 BC is a wealthy province so the money is there for that first investment. The tax cuts to the rich and corporations over the last 10 years have cost the government $3.4 billion a year.

 An important benefit of raising the income of the poor is that they will spend the money in local shops in their communities and pay taxes on it. The money will stay in local communities. By tackling poverty we would save money as a province and we would have a much happier, safer and better place to live.

 Seth Klein at the End Poverty in BC panel explained that:

“Poverty is conservatively costing all of us in BC between $8-9 billion a year. Inaction on poverty reduction is costing us dearly. And a comprehensive policy to end poverty is less than half that cost.”

 As Jagrup has stated:

“We are a wealthy society and we can do better. And I think the people of BC want to do better.” 

