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Despite its relative wealth,  Saskatchewan has high and growing rates of poverty
and struggles with a disproportionate number of `social ills driven and exacerbated
by poverty. This includes the highest rates of domestic violence and HIV, and among
the highest homicide rates per capita. Despite releasing a Poverty Reduction
Strategy in 2016, which identified the need for greater income security, improved
housing, curbing  homelessness, greater health and food security, as well as more
opportunities for education, skills training and employment, the Sask Party
government has made several changes to its housing and social assistance policy
that undermine these stated goals. 

Most notably, the Sask Party government made a number of recent changes to
basic rental supports and income assistance, including: 

It is therefore no surprise that the Sask Party government is not on track to achieve
its overall target of reducing the number of Saskatchewan people experiencing
poverty for two or more years by half by the end of 2025. Quite the contrary:
poverty has actually worsened in Saskatchewan since 2016 and we find ourselves in
a  position where poverty has worsened and food bank usage increased despite a
period of sustained economic growth in the province.

In response to community outcry, and the clear crisis in poverty and housing across
the province, MLA Meara Conway (official opposition NDP critic for the Ministry of
Social Services (the "MSS"), Housing, Community-based Organizations, and Human
Rights)  held a series of emergency consultations across the province following the
full implementation of SIS in the fall of 2021. Based on the feedback  Conway
received from service providers, income assistance recipients, MSS staff, and
landlords across the province regarding Saskatchewan's social safety net, Conway
was able to identify five major themes, provide an analysis of why Saskatchewan's
housing and poverty crises continue to worsen, and propose both immediate and
long-term solutions for improving how the province’s most vulnerable are supported. 

 CONTEXT01

CONTEXT01

i) ending the Saskatchewan Rental Supplement

ii) disallowing the Canada Housing Benefit for social assistance recipients; and 

iii) enacting further cuts to shelter-related costs under the new Saskatchewan

Income Support program or "SIS"
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By September 2021, a mere month after SIS became the sole
general income support program in Saskatchewan, the effects of
the decrease in support for low income renters were being felt
acutely across the province:

The Executive Director of QUINT Development, a Saskatoon-based
not-for-profit, noted that while they would normally evict fewer
than 11 people in an entire year, they had been compelled to evict
11 people in September 2021 alone after the full transition to SIS.  In
October, 50% of their tenants were in arrears: “The amount of
homelessness and the pressure is unbelievable. We’re having people
breaking into our buildings, sleeping in foyers, sleeping in the boiler
rooms, overcrowding our units. SIS is a virtual tsunami coming at us.” 
-Len Usiskin, Executive Director of QUINT

The Saskatchewan Landlord Association (SLA) reported
that over 31% of all SIS clients had not paid their rent for
the month of September, 2021, and another 18% were in
arrears.  This trend continued in October. 

In Regina, preliminary findings of the recent bi-annual PiT (or
Point-in-Time) homelessness count confirmed a major increase in
homelessness, described by the initiative’s coordinator as “stark”.
Indeed, the Report noted a 71% increase in homelessness since 2018
and a 110% increase since 2015. The relationship between income
and cost of rent is cited as the top barrier to finding stable housing
in that Report.

“Camp Hope”, a tent city in Regina’s core, began to
grow in numbers from 1 to over 60 tents, with claims that
it had hosted up to 160 individuals, including children, in
less than 2 weeks. 

Shelters across the province from Regina and Saskatoon
to North Battleford and Prince Albert reported being
consistently over capacity, regularly turning folks away.
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A Growing Crisis: 



The following were identified by stakeholders as major 
themes and are explored in detail in the full Report:

02 MAJOR
THEMES

B   —  Insufficient support from MSS
Current supports available through the Ministry of Social Services
are often not accessible or effective. Likewise, Ministry staff often
lack the necessary tools to meaningfully assist clients.

Housing supports do not reflect what is needed in the community:
shelters are full, poorly funded, and there is a lack of appropriate
housing, including supported housing.

C   —  Housing approach compounds homelessness

D   —  Mental health, addiction, disability supports lacking
Addiction and mental health issues are major drivers of housing
instability. Issues around mental health and addiction are not well
understood or  addressed by available supports. The lack of
accessible housing for individuals living with disability further
disadvantages them. 

The ineffectiveness of the current social safety net is far more
costly overall due to the expenditure of preventable resources
across major systems. Evidence-based, preventative approaches
would be more humane and fiscally effective.

E   —  Economic costs outweigh benefits

Income assistance rates are insufficient to cover basic expenses.
Increases to benefits have not kept up with the rising cost of living

A   —   Insufficient rates
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Many emergency room ("ER") visits are driven by substance-
use, each costing $450 per day, and the average length of stay
is 13 days estimating that the average cost per stay, per
patient is $5,850;

Since 2006, there has been a 75% increase in the number of
mental health and addiction related emergency department
visits for those aged 5-24; 39% had three or more mental
health-related visits. The average estimated cost for those 3
stays is $17,550;

To put this into context, if you were to directly pay a landlord
at the market rental rate for a one-bedroom apartment,
$17,550 could house a SIS/SAID client for 18 months;

On average, the monthly cost of housing someone who is
homeless ranges from $1,932 for a shelter bed, $4,333 in a
provincial jail, $10,900 for a hospital bed. This is much more
costly than the price of a social housing unit and what would
have been a rental housing supplement (had it not been cut for
all social assistance recipients); 

Evidence suggests implementing a housing-first methodology     
will see across-the-board savings  in all major systems: a 62%
reduction in detox visits, 19% in ER visits, 10% in police
arrests, 5% in EMS interactions, and 4% in police calls;

Saskatchewan has the highest HIV infection rates per capita
in Canada, overwhelmingly attributable to intravenous drug
use. The cost of a single HIV infection over a person's lifetime
is thought to be roughly 1.3 million dollars.     HIV spread can
be curbed significantly by harm reduction approaches. 

 
Conway argues that the cost of underfunding CBOs, income assistance
rates, and public services outweighs the cost of trauma-informed care,    
permanent housing support, and stable independent living
arrangements. In other words, it is cheaper to fund it up-front than pay
for the consequences of underfunding later:

E   —  Economic costs outweigh benefits
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 03   ANALYSIS
Why is the current approach failing? 

The Sask Party government moved to end the Saskatchewan Rental Supplement in 2016, 
 justifying the cut on the basis of rising vacancy rates and promising a replacement would
come through the Canada Housing Benefit. Despite vacancy rates recently reaching their
highest point in 25 years, a steep drop in rents has never materialized.

When finally announced, the Canada Housing Benefit was disallowed to anyone in
receipt of social assistance.

SIS includes deep cuts to rental and housing supports, including previously guaranteed
utilities, which must now be covered out of the general shelter/rental allowance.

Average rental rates in Saskatchewan far exceed the shelter allowance available on
either SAID or SIS rates. In some cases, using one’s full monthly amount (including the
living allowance intended for food, clothing, and all other necessities) still won't cover
rent and utilities.

A single person is expected to live on less than half the official poverty line. 

Programs are being cut based on assumptions about how corrective free-market
forces work, even in the absence of evidence (e.g. the Sask Rental Supplement).

Despite internal briefings confirming the benefits of harm reduction approaches, the
Sask Party government continues to resist them at great human and financial cost.

Instead of raising assistance rates to meet the demands of the increased cost of living
and investing in evidence-based housing models, the province is pushing people with
numerous barriers to obtain employment without providing the tools needed to
address the underlying reasons for their housing insecurity and social assistance
reliance.

Previous and current Ministers of Social Services, Paul Merriman and Lori Carr,
emphasize individualistic solutions that fail to recognize the underlying causes of
housing insecurity and social assistance reliance.

1. A lack of appropriate housing
due to cuts in housing supports
for low-income people & overall
failure to fund supported housing

2. The deep inadequacy of income
assistance rates and services 

3. The lack of evidence-based
approaches; flawed beliefs driving
policy, including changes under SIS
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Many SIS recipients report having to use a portion of their living allowance to pay for rent
and utilities. The following  graph shows that if a person renting a 1-bedroom unit put
their entire monthly SIS entitlement towards rent and utilities, it would still not be
enough to meet the average cost of housing: 

1 Bedroom

*Average rent is taken from the CMHC Annual
Rental Market Report for 2021 - in that
report, "rent" refers to the actual amount
paid by tenants. No adjustments are made
for the inclusion or exclusion of amenities
and services such as heat, hydro, parking,
and hot water. Utilities such as heating,
electricity and hot water may not be included
in the rent. 
The $200 per month added to represent
utilities represents a modest (and likely
significantly underestimated) amount for
average household utilities such as heat,
electricity, and hot water.

2-Bedroom ***

***

SIS shelter allowance rate

Average Regina rent
Average Regina + utilities

Average Saskatoon rent

Average Saskatoon rent + utilities

(includes $ for rent & utilities)
(may not include utilities)
(+$200 for modest household utilities)
(may not include utilities)
(+$200 for modest household utilities)
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R

e
n

t 
p

e
r 

m
o

n
th

Bachelor
1-Bedroom

R
e

n
t 

p
e

r 
m

o
n

th
Note: The OPL is based on the Market
Basket Measure (MBM) for poverty, which 
 is based on the cost of a specific basket
of goods and services representing a
modest, basic standard of living. It includes
the costs of food, clothing, shelter,
transportation and other items for a
reference family. 

 $575 per month for rent & all utilities

$285 per month for everything else  

Family of 4 in YQR

Single Person, no children

SIS rates vs. Official Poverty Line (OPL)*

$850$850

$1,868$1,868

$2,976$2,976

$2,924$2,924

$3,818$3,818

*
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SIS shelter rates 
vs.
average rents

1-Bedroom

https://assets.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/sites/cmhc/data-research/publications-reports/rental-market-reports/2020/rental-market-report-69720-2020-en.pdf?rev=936ca622-a6c5-4cbc-b937-d29b1d63cc14


Per capita rates of social assistance reliance have increased over the 14 yrs
that the Sask Party has remained in government, despite a significant
"economic boom". Poverty has also increased since the 2016 Poverty
Reduction Strategy and homelessness is on the rise.

Training and education opportunities are almost non-existent for people on
social assistance despite a recognition in the 2016 Strategy that these were
needed and key to effectively addressing poverty.

There is currently very little available by way of supports to deal with trauma
and related addictions or mental health issues.

The system of clawbacks often serves as a disincentive to long-term planning
and advancement.

The flaws of the SIS program are exacerbating 

Despite SIS's exclusively negative reception from stakeholders, the Sask Party
government has largely ignored consistent calls for reforms from individuals
and organizations.

Changes under SIS have resulted in additional barriers to accessing and
remaining on income assistance, including limiting applications to phone or
internet and eliminating social workers from the application/benefits process
by developing a de-professionalized, understaffed call centre. 

For individual approaches like motivational interviewing to succeed, a 
 corresponding investment in human resources is necessary so social workers
can provide increased support to clients. However, MSS staff are more
stretched than ever. High turnover is commonplace at MSS and there is
seemingly no plan to address it. MSS staff report crushing workloads, low
morale, and burnout. 

Meaningful investments in affected communities would help people to stabilize
and focus on longterm goals beyond securing daily food, clothing and shelter.

Given flaws with SIS, CBOs and recipients are focused primarily on system
navigation, rather than addressing the underlying causes of the need for social
assistance.

The current approach costs taxpayers far more in the longterm than it would
cost to expand benefits and more meaningfully support people. 




      existing problems in the already overburdened 
      and previously struggling CBO sector. Their finite
      resources are strained by inefficiency.

- Frontline CBO Manager

Ongoing effects of Sask Party approach: SIS & beyond

The transition to SIS has been an
absolute disaster for our support
workers. We cannot get through on the
phones. I’m paying them 30$/hr to wait
on hold with the call centre. It’s such a
waste but if they don’t do it, we can’t
get anyone into housing.
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- Sk 2016 Poverty Reduction Strategy: page 19

 Living in poverty makes it difficult for people to extend their
education or to obtain training that would increase their ability
to get a job. Access to programs and skills training that help
low-income people improve their skills is critical to giving them
the tools they need to build a better future. 

In sum, the social safety net is failing vulnerable people across the province due to:

 

The barriers associated with social assistance are complex and range from disability,
to mental health issues and addiction, to trauma-related life experiences, a reality
that was recognized in the 2016 Poverty Reduction Strategy. Despite commitments to
redesign provincial income assistance programs to better align with some of the sound
objectives articulated in that Strategy, the current approach undercuts many of those
same insights and common-sense goals. If not changed, Saskatchewan will continue to
see an exacerbation of poverty and housing insecurity, and the continued
misallocation of resources into crisis response, rather than prevention. 

Pushing solutions rooted 
mainly in individual resp-
onsibility, such as motiva-
tional interviewing, better 
budgeting, and a focus on
transitioning people off assistance to employment as quickly as possible without
providing meaningful supports to do so, is a recipe for failure. It doesn't address the
underlying causes of housing insecurity and social assistance reliance. The Sask Party
government would do well to adopt a concept of "independence" outlined in its own
2016 Poverty Reduction Strategy: this means implementing “programs and supports
such as skills training and affordable housing” that help remove barriers that “inhibit
transition from dependence to independence.” 

The belief that people find themselves on social assistance because they don’t have (or
won’t get) a job and need to be more effectively and individually motivated is
simplistic. From consultations, it is clear that joblessness is most often a symptom, not a
cause of poverty and reliance on income assistance. Many crave and can achieve
increased independence and employment but require secure housing, and meaningful
supports to achieve greater stabilization as a prerequisite to success. The lack of
effective supports and programming guarantee no headway will be made. 

One of the best ways to reduce poverty
is to ensure citizens have enough
income to meet their everyday needs.  
- Sk 2016 Poverty Reduction Strategy: page 9

 Safe, affordable housing offers a foundation for people to
build a future. Having a safe and affordable place to call
home makes it far easier for individuals experiencing
poverty to succeed in education, training, and employment. 
- Sk 2016 Poverty Reduction Strategy: page  13

While many on
assistance are not in
a position to enter
the workforce at all
due to disability and
other factors (and
are currently living 

through a steep rise in the cost of living on rates that simply don’t cover the basics),
there are many others who could transition off assistance with meaningful long-term
supports. An effective social safety net would focus on meaningfully assisting those
capable of transitioning off assistance, while ensuring a life of dignity for those who
cannot. The solutions outlined below are tangible and consistent with many of the
goals outlined in the 2016 Sk Poverty Reduction Strategy. If adopted, our community
will see real improvements to the poverty and housing issues plaguing our province. 
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04 SOLUTIONS

a lack of appropriate housing  driven by cuts to housing supports for low-income people
and a failure to fund supported housing; 

the deep inadequacy of social assistance rates 
and available support services; and 

the Sask Party government's refusal to adopt 
evidence-based approaches to income assistance.



- Frontline CBO Manager

Increase income assistance rates and fund harm reduction.

Ensure shelter benefits are set based on existing rental market rates and that utility
rates cover the actual amount charged to clients.

Block fund homeless shelters sufficiently (abandon per diem funding model).

Return to direct payment option for the people who require the extra support.

Implement trauma-informed approaches and reduce overall caseload volume so
social workers can work directly with clients in order to support them meaningfully.

Immediately simplify the approach to people with a lack of personal i.d., which
continues to be a barrier for the most vulnerable to access housing and programs.

Provide more significant training and education opportunities so people trying to
transition off assistance are properly supported and incentivized to do so.

Create multiple ways for people to access supports: a “no wrong door” policy that
aims to simplify processes and language.

Implement a transparent application process, and make this process, as well as
policies and reporting requirements readily available on a website so individuals
and CBOs can focus on supporting people, rather than system navigation.

Assign specific MSS staff to CBOs working with difficult-to-house clients.

Reduce stigma by ensuring all MSS staff are educated about the realities of mental
health issues and addictions to increase the effectiveness of existing supports.

Identify better funding models for CBO partners who struggle with a patchwork
and often rely on several short-term funding-sources, making longterm planning
difficult.

Track clients who have transitioned off of income support and reasons for this in
order to know what is and is not working, and then adjust accordingly.

Adopt a multi-Ministry, comprehensive approach (Justice, Health, Education, Social
Services) to provide support needed to adequately implement Housing First:

Scale, prioritize and allocate the necessary funding for evidence-based, trauma-
informed housing first programming and supported housing.

Short-term and long-term housing for people struggling with addiction and mental
health issues. Appropriate accessible housing for individuals living with disability.

Saskatchewan Housing Authority has the mandate to house low-income people but
thousands of units sit empty across Sk. Work to make these units accessible and livable.

Work across Ministries to track clientele accessing major supports; house this data in a
portal that is accessible for partners attempting to support people and families.

Adopt a no discharge to homelessness approach (Justice and Health sectors).
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The following solutions are tangible and consistent with many of the goals
outlined in Saskatchewan's 2016 Poverty Reduction Strategy: 
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Under its current approach, the Sask Party government has failed to
eliminate - or even reduce - poverty, housing insecurity, or overall
reliance on social assistance. Quite the contrary. The current focus on
crisis response (rather than prevention) and individual responsibility 
 has meant these issues are only getting worse. The Sask Party
government's failure to acknowledge the root causes of the housing
crisis and social assistance reliance, and move to implement evidence-
based approaches has exacerbated the challenges facing
Saskatchewan's most vulnerable residents.  Put bluntly, this government
has no strategy to take poverty and the growing housing crisis
seriously, and the situation will likely only intensify as food prices and
housing costs rise in the year(s) ahead. 

With this Report, the official opposition NDP critic for the Ministry of
Social Services, Housing, Human Rights, and CBOs, MLA Meara
Conway is urging immediate action on the solutions proposed here to
curb the failure to achieve progress, the ongoing human suffering,
and the economic fallout of the current approach.

The solutions outlined above are tangible and if adopted, would allow
many more people to successfully transition off assistance and
participate in the economy and workforce, or simply improve their
ability to care for themselves and their families. Both would reduce
the overall strain on publicly funded crisis and frontline resources.
Such an approach would alleviate suffering, provide additional
economic stimulus at the local level as individuals would have more to
spend on goods and services, and free up additional public dollars to
invest in long-term solutions and meaningful prevention.

The downstream costs of the current short-sighted approach are
significant. Prioritizing the stabilization necessary for people to reach
their potential would not only benefit low-income people, but produce
outcomes with undeniable collective benefits. Society as a whole
would benefit, both in terms of our fiscal health and the overall
quality of our communities.

05 CONCLUSION
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