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Glossary of Terms 

Important words and phrases to help 

you understand this report

Average income. The average amount of money earned 

by a household in Canada. The average is found by adding 

up all the incomes surveyed and dividing the total by the 

number of household incomes surveyed. 

Basic nutritious diet. Means the same as National 

Nutritious Food Basket (NNFB). (Please see below).  

Canada Child Benefit (CCB). A tax-free monthly payment 

to eligible families with children under 18 years. The CCB 

is a benefit from the Government of Canada. It can also 

include the Child Disability Benefit or provincial benefits 

(like the Nova Scotia Child Benefit). This payment has 

replaced the Canada Child Tax Benefit (CCTB) and the 

Universal Child Care Benefit (UCCB) as of July 1st, 2016. 

For more, see http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/bnfts/ccb/

menu-eng.html.

Canada Child Tax Benefit (CCTB). A tax-free monthly 

payment that was made to eligible families with children 

under 18 until it was replaced by the CCB on July 1st, 2016. 

For more, see http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/cctb/.

Canada Pension Plan (CPP). Almost every Canadian 

between ages 18 and 70 years who has a job pays into 

the Canada Pension Plan (CPP) and can receive a full 

retirement pension when they are 65. It can also be 

received as early as age 60 at a reduced amount or as late 

as age 70 with an increased amount. Only people who 

pay into CPP can receive it. The average monthly CPP for 

retired persons in July 2015 was $640.23. 

Disposable Income. The amount of money you have left 

after paying taxes and paying for the things you need, like 

food, clothes, and shelter.    

Employment Insurance (EI). A federal social program 

in Canada that helps workers when they do not have 

a job by paying them a weekly benefit based on their 

recent earnings. Employees, employers, and the federal 

government pay into the program. For more, see http://

www.servicecanada.gc.ca/eng/ei/menu/what_is.shtml.

Employment Support Services (ESS). Helps employable 

people on Income Assistance get a job. Provided by the 

provincial Department of Community Services, services 

could include education, volunteering, training, and/

or part-time work. For more, see http://novascotia.ca/

coms/employment/employment_services/.   

Food coster. A person on the research team (in this 

research, a community member with experience of food 

insecurity) who is trained to collect information – data 

– on the cost of a basic nutritious diet in grocery stores 

throughout Nova Scotia for the Participatory Food  

Costing Reports and may participate in other stages of the 

research process.

Food Security. When all people, at all times, can get the 

food they need to be healthy and active. This means they 

have enough money to buy good food, and that there 

is good food available close to where they live. Related 

terms include community food security, food democracy, 

food justice, and food sovereignty. For more, see  

http://www.fao.org/docrep/005/y4671e06.htm.

Guaranteed Basic Income. A basic income would ensure 

that everyone in Canada has an adequate level of income 

to meet basic needs with dignity. For more information 

see http://www.basicincomecanada.ca. 

Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS). A federal Old  

Age Security benefit (see OAS). The GIS is a monthly  

non-taxable benefit that may be added to the OAS 

pension for people with a low income. For more, see  

http://www.esdc.gc.ca/en/cpp/oas/gis/index.page.
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Income Assistance. A provincial government program 

that provides people in financial need with assistance with  

basic needs such as food, rent, utilities, power, clothing. It 

may also help with  childcare, transportation, prescription 

drugs, emergency dental care, and eye glasses.  For more, 

see http://novascotia.ca/coms/employment/income_

assistance/.  

Low-income cut-off (LICO). When a family has a low 

income, they are likely to spend a larger share of it 

than a family with average income on necessities like 

food, shelter, and clothing. The LICO is the threshold 

at which families are expected to spend 20 percent 

more of their income than the average family on 

necessities. For more, see http://www.statcan.gc.ca/

pub/75f0002m/2009002/s2-eng.html.

Median income. The median is the middle number in 

a list of numbers. In a list of household incomes, the 

median would be the amount in the middle, where half 

the numbers are lower and half the numbers are higher.

Minimum wage (Nova Scotia). The lowest rate of hourly 

pay legally allowed in Nova Scotia. As of April 1st, 2016, it 

is $10.70 per hour for experienced employees and $10.20 

per hour for inexperienced employees. This applies to 

employees working 48 hours or fewer per week. For 

more, see http://novascotia.ca/lae/employmentrights/

minimumwage.asp.

National Nutritious Food Basket (NNFB). A description 

of almost 70 foods (type and quantity) that can make 

up a nutritious diet for people of different age and sex 

categories, including pregnancy and lactation. It was 

created to show the cost of a nutritious diet in Canada. 

For more, see http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fn-an/surveill/

basket-panier/index-eng.php.  

Nova Scotia Health Authority (NSHA). As of April 1st, 

2015, health care in Nova Scotia is provided by one health 

system. It replaced nine district health authorities. The 

NSHA is divided into four management zones: Eastern 

(Zone 3), Northern (Zone 2), Southern (Zone 4), and 

Western (Zone 1). For more, see  

http://novascotia.ca/dhw/about/nova-scotia-health-

authority.asp. 

Old Age Security (OAS) pension. The OAS is a monthly 

payment from the Government of Canada given to 

most Canadians 65 and older. It is taxable and available 

regardless of employment history or status. For more, see 

http://www.esdc.gc.ca/en/cpp/oas/index.page.

Participatory food costing. Process that applies a 

participatory research approach to examine and 

understand factors that impact access to a healthy diet 

in Nova Scotia. Unique to Nova Scotia, this means that 

people, primarily women, who have experience of food 

insecurity participate in all key stages of the research 

process, working collaboratively with partners in public 

health, community organizations, universities, and 

government.

Reference household of four. In this report, a reference 

household includes two adults (age 31 to 50), one boy 

(age 13), and one girl (age 7), and represents an average 

household.  

 

Rural and urban. For this research, rural means areas 

with a population of 10,000 people or fewer outside 

the commuting zone of urban centres. Urban means 

a community with a population greater than 10,000 

people. 

Universal Child Care Benefit (UCCB). The UCCB is a 

taxable benefit for families with children under 18 years, 

no matter what their income. It was introduced in 2006 

and replaced by the CCB as of July 1st, 2016. For more, 

see http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/uccb/.
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Introduction  

Purpose of this Report

Food insecurity is one of the most serious public health 

concerns facing Nova Scotians.  Nova Scotia has the 

highest rate of food insecurity among all Canadian 

provinces, despite being a province rich with food 

resources. Only Canada’s Northern territories have greater 

food insecurity (Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2016). Rates 

of food insecurity have been high since 2005, reaching 

a peak in 2013 with at least 18.4% of Nova Scotians 

experiencing food insecurity (Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 

2015b). Although the level of food insecurity in Nova Scotia 

dropped a bit in 2014, one in six households or 15.4% still 

experience food insecurity (Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 

2016). This leaves many people in Nova Scotia households  

struggling to afford healthy food. It is critical that we work 

together to address this problem; our health and social and 

economic well-being in Nova Scotia depends on it. 

Unique to Nova Scotia, participatory food costing (PFC) 

uses a participatory research approach to examine 

access to a healthy diet in Nova Scotia. This means that 

people, primarily women, who have experience of food 

insecurity  participate in all key aspects of the research 

process, including doing training on and conducting 

surveys in grocery stores on the cost of and access to a 

basic nutritious diet. To complete this research, strong and 

lasting partnerships have formed between FoodARC and 

Family and Women’s Resource Centres, people who have 

experienced food insecurity, government, universities, 

and community organizations. Together, we look at the 

evidence and learn about the cost and affordability of a 

basic nutritious diet in Nova Scotia for different types of 

households. Then, we use the information to influence 

social and policy change to support healthy, just, and 

sustainable food systems for all Nova Scotians with a focus 

on addressing root causes. 

In this report, we look at what it costs for people and 

households in Nova Scotia to eat a basic nutritious diet. 

We compare the monthly cost of a standardized food 

basket, the National Nutritious Food Basket (NNFB) and 

other essential household expenses, to the incomes of 

households of different sizes and types to answer this 

question: 

Can Nova Scotians afford to eat a 

healthy diet? 

The report shows how hard it is for many Nova Scotians 

to meet their basic needs, including healthy food. It also 

looks at how certain changes in government policy could 

reduce food insecurity and build a brighter, healthier, and 

more resilient future for all Nova Scotians. 

	

This report has been prepared as part of Voices for 

Food Security in Nova Scotia. Voices is a community-

university participatory action research project of the 

Food Action Research Centre (FoodARC) at Mount Saint 

Vincent University (MSVU) in Halifax, Nova Scotia. The 

research is funded by the Nova Scotia Department 

of Health and Wellness. It was started to monitor the 

cost and affordability of a basic nutritious food basket 

and to discover policy changes needed to help people 

have food security. This is the seventh report in a series 

of Participatory Food Costing cycles that began in 2002 

and are completed about every two to three years in 

Nova Scotia.  Each report has looked at the cost and 

affordability of a nutritious diet and has offered insights 

into policy proposals that can strengthen food security in 

our province. 

Food costing is a tool used across the country to examine 

trends and identify priorities for building household food 

security. It helps us understand the risks households face 

when they don’t have enough money to buy healthy food. 

It also allows us to examine the potential success of 

certain income support policies and benefits. Being 

able to collect and analyze similar data year after year is 

very important because it helps us understand how the 

risk of food insecurity changes over time. Food costing 
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data strengthen our argument for evidence-based policy 

change. It has been an important tool to advocate for food 

security for all Nova Scotians, and to inform needed policy 

changes. 

But PFC does much more than other, more conventional 

ways of doing food costing. Working collaboratively with 

partners within communities, including those with lived 

experience of food insecurity, and with organizations and 

groups that can have an influence on the issue, we aim to: 

 

1) Understand and explain lived experiences of, and  

potential solutions to, food insecurity; 

2) Connect people’s experiences to opportunities for  

change; 

3) Foster civic engagement and critical thinking on 

food security; 

4) Improve the capacity of people and organizations 

for research and action to make change, and 

critically examine what works, what does not work, 

how, and why;

5) Place our efforts within national and global context 

and perspectives; and 

6) Co-create and mobilize knowledge to improve  

networks and shape ways that create conditions for  

healthy, just, and sustainable food systems for all 

(Williams, 2014).  

What is food insecurity?

In this report we focus on household food insecurity.  

This is how food insecurity is measured in Canada. It means 

that members of a household have inadequate or insecure 

access to healthy food due to financial constraints (Tarasuk, 

Mitchell, & Dachner, 2014). Community food security,  

food justice, and food sovereignty are related to household 

food security but it is important to understand that these 

are not the same thing. Community food security means 

that all people in a community experience food security 

through a food system that is sustainable, fair, and does 

not create unhealthy dependencies in how it is produced, 

harvested, processed, and distributed (e.g. as in the case 

of food banks or food aid). Household food insecurity is an 

What does household 
food insecurity look 
like? 
We use the terms severe, moderate, and marginal 

to describe different levels of food insecurity. 

Severe food insecurity means that members of 

a household may miss meals, reduce how much 

food they eat, and/or go days without food.

Moderate food insecurity means that they may 

compromise the quality or quantity of their food.

Marginal food insecurity means that they worry 

about running out of food and/or limit the variety 

of foods they choose. 

Households in any of these situations experience 

food insecurity, a key indicator of material 

deprivation. In other words, they do not have all 

the things they need to live a healthy life and take 

part in work and social activities. This puts them 

at risk for serious health, economic, and social 

problems (Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2014).

essential part of community food security. Making sure 

everyone can get healthy and affordable food goes hand 

in hand with building healthy, just, and sustainable food 

systems. Community food security takes into account 

whether and how households have access to enough 

healthy food, as well as how that food is made and 

accessed. Food justice acknowledges that access to healthy 

food is one more place that people experience systemic 

oppression and that food is not a neutral issue. Food 

sovereignty speaks to our right to control our own food 

systems, including markets, ways of producing food, food 

cultures, and food environments.  
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Food insecurity is a significant problem 

in Nova Scotia households

Where you live shapes who you are. Place, whether it’s 

rural or urban, affects what services you are near, where 

you shop, the schools you attend, and the jobs you can 

do. Research has explored how your ability to get to a 

supermarket, community garden, and other food retailers 

and resources affects your access to healthy food. 

Socioeconomic status (social and economic position) 

and social capital (network of relationships) may also 

affect the ability of people and communities to deal with 

household food insecurity (Carter, Dubois, & Tremblay, 

2013).  

15.4% of Nova Scotians or 60,100 households 

experienced food insecurity in 2014. The levels of 

deprivation were high with 3.8% experiencing severe 

and 6.0% experiencing moderate food insecurity. 

Another 5.6% experienced marginal food insecurity 

(Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2016).

22% of children in Nova Scotia lived in food insecure 

households in 2014. While we don’t know rates of 

food insecurity in individual communities in Nova 

Scotia, the child poverty rate in Cape Breton is 32.4% 

(Frank, 2015b)., suggesting that some communities are 

more vulnerable to food insecurity than others.

23,840 people in Nova Scotia visited food banks in 

March 2016, 30.4% of whom were children. This is an 

increase of 40.9% since 2008 (Food Banks Canada, 

2016). Moreover, it is important to note that fewer 

than 1 in 4 people who experience food insecurity 

actually use food banks, which means that food 

bank statistics seriously underestimate the problem 

(Kirkpatrick & Tarasuk, 2009).

A 2011 study found that 25.6% of grade 5 students 

in Nova Scotia lived in households experiencing food 

insecurity. 8.3% reported marginal, 10.2% reported 

moderate, and, 7.1% reported severe food insecurity 

(Kirk et al., 2014).

Food insecurity is a serious and growing problem in 

Canada and Nova Scotia. We also know that some  

people are at particular risk of food insecurity. Rates of 

food insecurity are not reported for Nova Scotia by  

socio-demographics, but we know households that

experience higher rates of food insecurity at a national 

scale also experience higher rates on a provincial scale. 

Low-income is the strongest predictor of food insecurity. 

National data consistently show that households with 

children; lone parent woman-headed households; recent 

immigrants; Indigenous peoples, particularly in Northern 

and remote communities; Black and other racialized 

populations; households relying on Income 

Assistance, Employment Insurance, or Workers’ 

Compensation; and those who rent rather than own 

their own homes are at greater risk of food insecurity 

compared with the general population (Tarasuk, Mitchell, 

& Dachner, 2016, Dietitians of Canada, 2016; Matheson & 

McIntyre, 2014). 

The Nova Scotia Regional Health Survey 2008-2010, a 

source of information about Indigenous peoples living on 

reserve, reported that the food security statement, “the 

food we bought just didn’t last and we didn’t have the 

money to get more” was “often true” for 9.6% of adults 

and “sometimes true” for 35.2% of adults (Union of Nova 

Scotia Indians, 2016). Other research has shown that 

working does not necessarily safeguard households from 

food insecurity. Earners report multiple jobs and racialized 

minority workers report disproportionately higher 

levels of food insecurity (McIntyre, Bartoo, & Herbert 

Emery, 2014). People struggling with chronic disease or 

mental health and substance use are also more likely to 

experience food insecurity and/or poverty (Dietitians of 

Canada, 2016). 

To learn more about food security, visit www.foodarc.ca. 
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What’s at stake? 

The consequences of food insecurity not only impact the 

physical, mental, and social health of individuals, there 

are also serious costs for their families and communities 

(McIntyre & Glanville, 2003; McIntyre, 2003; Hamelin, 

Habicht, & Beaudry, 1999). 1 Not enough food, or not enough 

of the right food, means we can’t support and maintain 

health. Food insecurity has a circular effect. It is a result 

of poor health and well-being, and it is also a significant 

contributing factor to poor health and well-being. Food 

insecurity adds to higher rates of poor oral health, chronic 

disease, stress, depression, and social isolation (Gucciardi et 

al., 2009; Fuller-Thomson & Nimigon, 2008; Muirhead et 

al., 2009). Research has shown that people who experience 

food insecurity also usually report “long-term physical and/

or mental disabilities that limit activity at home, work or 

school; multiple chronic conditions; and major depression” 

(Roshanafshar & Hawkins, 2015) among other challenges.

Food insecurity is hard on children. It can threaten 

healthy infant development, cognitive abilities, academic 

performance, and social skills (McIntyre, 2003;  

Power, 2005; Public Health Agency of Canada, 2004; 

Howard, 2011). In other words, food insecurity affects how 

children learn in school and how well they relate to others. 

This has long-lasting effects on their physical, mental, 

and emotional development. Children who live with food 

insecurity over time suffer long-term consequences, 

“When I think 
of food security, 

I think more of feeling 
self-assured and feeling 
[…] safe and feeling that, 

‘Okay, I am going to 
have enough money 
this month to feed 

my kids.”

1To learn more about the health impacts of food insecurity, see Thought About Food? (2006). http://foodthoughtful.ca/  

including higher rates of chronic conditions, depression 

and suicide ideation, and asthma (McIntyre et al., 2013; 

Kirkpatrick, et al., 2010). It is not a surprise to find that 

people living with food insecurity use the health care 

system more often than those who are food secure. This 

leads to higher health care costs (Fitzpatrick, et al., 2015), at 

a 76% higher cost to public funds (Tarasuk et al., 2015a), and 

a multitude of other far reaching consequences on social 

and economic well-being for our children and potentially 

future generations.

Two main mechanisms, the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights and the International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, conclude that 

“Canada has a legal obligation to respect, protect and fulfill 

the right to food” (Food Secure Canada, 2012; see United 

Nations, 1948 and United Nations, 1966). The most recent 

review by the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights (2016) supports the development of a national food 

policy in Canada, citing concerns about persistent rates 

of food insecurity. It recommends Canada’s national food 

policy be rights-based and especially consider the places 

with high rates of food insecurity as well as implement 

recommendations by the Special Rapporteur on the Right 

to Food from 2012. 

Even though food prices are rising, Canada’s main food 

system is part of a global one based on cheap food (Davison, 

2011; Seccombe, 2007). In recent years, the cost of foods 

produced from highly subsidized crops like corn, wheat, and 

soy has gone down drastically. The incomes of local farmers 

and fishers have been declining over the past 40 years, 

and due in part to competition from lower-priced imported 

goods, many food producers in Nova Scotia already struggle 

to make a living (Activating Change Together for Community 

Food Security, 2014; Ecology Action Centre, 2016). For 

this reason, we know that lowering food prices is not a 

fair or sustainable option. We cannot talk about high food 

prices and low incomes without talking about how farmers, 

fishers, and people preparing and serving food in the retail 

food industry are also struggling to meet their basic needs, 

including a nutritious diet. Advocating for local food systems 

must also include accessibility and affordability for different 

(Williams et al., 2012c, pg. 257)
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kinds of households. Family composition, geography, 

income, sex, gender, sexual orientation, race, class, age, 

ability, and immigrant status, must all be considered as 

intersectional identities.   

We need a broad strategy for tackling household food 

insecurity that builds healthy, just, and sustainable food 

systems for all as a cornerstone of healthy communities. 

It is also important to continue monitoring the affordability 

of a nutritious diet. This is one way to ensure that all Nova 

Scotians have access to a healthy diet for generations to 

come. 

The new federal government has included food policy 

across many of its mandates. This shows how food policy 

cuts across many issues and challenges, is embedded in 

our lives, and affirms the appropriateness of a national 

food policy. For example, there are references to food 

policy in the mandates of the Ministers of Agriculture; 

Health; Indigenous and Northern Affairs; Families, Children 

and Social Development; Infrastructure and Communities; 

Environment; Fisheries, Oceans and the Canadian Coast 

Guard; and Public Services and Procurement (Food Secure 

Canada, n.d.). Food Secure Canada (n.d.) has already shared 

these goals: 

• “Lead the development of a Canadian Poverty 

Reduction Strategy that would set targets to 

reduce poverty and measure and publicly report on 

progress” (Minister of Families, Children and Social 

Development); and 

• “Develop a food policy that promotes healthy 

living and safe food by putting more healthy, 

high-quality food, produced by Canadian ranchers 

and farmers, on the tables of families across the 

country” (Minister of Agriculture). 

Part of the Health Minister’s mandate has also been a Healthy 

Eating Strategy for Canada that involves improving Canada’s 

Food Guide and nutrition labeling, reducing sodium in 

food, getting rid of industrially-produced trans fats, limiting 

marketing of unhealthy food and drinks to children, and 

improving the Nutrition North program (Food Secure Canada, 

2016). 

Research Question:  
Can Nova Scotians 
afford to eat 
healthy in 2015?

Given the impacts of the global economic recession over 

the last decade, as well as recent increasing food prices 

in Nova Scotia, it comes as no surprise that the cost of a 

basic nutritious diet has increased. But has the income of 

Nova Scotians increased enough to keep pace with food 

costs and the cost of living? What policy changes should 

our Nova Scotian and Canadian governments consider 

to ensure access to a basic nutritious diet for all Nova 

Scotians, and indeed Canadians? What is the potential 

impact that key policy levers could have on ensuring that 

a basic nutritious diet is within reach for every household 

in our province? These are the questions we explore in 

this PFC report.



Methods: 
How WAS 
participatory 
food costing done 
in Nova Scotia in 
2015?

Collecting local information about the 

cost of a basic healthy diet 

We carried out PFC in 21 grocery stores throughout the 

four Nova Scotia Health Authority zones in June 2015. We 

What is the National Nutritious  
Food Basket?
The NNFB is a basket containing 67 food 
items. It can be used to figure out the cost 
of a basic nutritious diet for  people of 
different ages and sex, including during 
pregnancy and lactation. 

Foods in the NNFB are:
• minimally processed 
• easily found in grocery stores
• eaten by most Canadians in  
   amounts that make up a 
   balanced diet

updated the complete list of grocery stores in Nova Scotia 

from previous cycles of PFC research, and confirmed the 

list with store head offices. This list was used to generate a 

stratified random sample. This means a sample is broken 

down into smaller groups based on characteristics – in our 

case the sample was based on store population density 

stratified by zone, using the four health authority zones. 

Stores were randomly selected and the number of stores 

selected was proportional (appropriate for statistical 

analysis) to the number of stores in each region. 

In June 2015, FoodARC’s community-based research 

partners, trained and/or retrained in PFC methods in May 

2015, collected prices of the 67 food items in the NNFB 

using the Participatory Food Costing Survey Tool (Nova 

Scotia Participatory Food Costing Project, 2015). We used 

data for the 21 stores in the sample to conduct a one-way 

analysis of variance to identify significant differences by 

zone (9 stores in Zone 1, 4 stores in Zone 2, 3 stores in Zone 

3 and 5 stores in Zone 4) and independent t-tests were 

carried out to identify significant differences by subzone, 

urban (9 stores) or rural (13 stores), and size (14 large and 7 

small stores).  SPSS statistical analysis software was used to 

conduct the analysis. 

                                                                                                                    

For more details on how PFC is done, please visit 

www.foodarc.ca/food-costing

12
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The food costing survey tool

The Participatory Food Costing Survey Tool was adapted 

from the NNFB and has been used to conduct seven 

cycles of PFC in Nova Scotia. The NNFB does not  

include snack foods, baby foods, restaurant or take-out 

foods, organic foods, food required for special diets  

(e.g. for people with celiac disease), foods purchased at 

farmers’ markets, or foods with little nutritional value.  

The basket assumes that people are buying their groceries 

from a grocery store and preparing their meals from 

scratch at home. 

Participatory Food Costing: A unique 

collaboration of community, university, 

and government partners

Across Canada, the Participatory Food Costing Model is 

unique to Nova Scotia (Williams et al., 2012a). PFC means 

that people who have experienced food insecurity work 

together in all stages of the research with others working 

to impact the issue (for example, staff at Family Resource 

Centres, Women’s Centres, other community-based 

organizations, university partners, and policy and decision 

makers from government). This includes guiding the focus 

of the research, collecting data, analyzing data, and sharing 

the findings. Project partners also play vital roles in using 

PFC research to influence policy and strengthen food 

security in communities across Nova Scotia and beyond. 

In 2015, 29 people from eleven Family Resource Centres 

throughout Nova Scotia participated as food costers, 

helping plan and carry out PFC data collection. Food 

costers went in pairs to the selected grocery stores in their 

regions. Using the Participatory Food Costing Survey Tool, 

they recorded the lowest available price for each of the 67 

food items in the NNFB. 

A Management Team and an Advisory Committee 

supported the research. The Management Team consisted 

of academic and community-based researchers, as 

well as the FoodARC Project Coordinator. The Advisory 

Committee represented academia, health organizations 

and government departments, community organizations, 

experienced food costers, and more. The intention was to 

have as many perspectives as possible at the table, with 

experience and expertise to advise on the scenarios and 

policy levers being examined.

“I’ve suffered food insecurity 
myself um and years ago I used 
to think that it was me, that it 
was my bad budgeting, that I 
wasn’t a good parent um  
because I couldn’t stretch my 
food dollars and, and with all 
the information that I’ve learned 
over the past ten years [from 
PFC], it’s not me at all…you 
know, it’s the fact that, you know, 
is, is I’m paid pretty good um but 
being the only income for four or 
five people family um you know 
um we don’t do it right um… so 
it’s not me, it’s, it’s you know,  
society, it’s food.” 
(Food coster, Williams, Anderson, Hunter, Watt, 2013, p. 33).  
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Based on the average monthly food basket costs, 

household scenarios can be created by adding together 

the monthly food basket cost, for each household 

member and then multiplying the sum by the appropriate 

adjustment factor below, according to household size. 

Findings: The cost of a basic nutritious 
diet in Nova Scotia in 2015

What is the average monthly cost of a basic nutritious diet for people of different 

ages and sex, including during pregnancy and lactation? 

Example 2: Calculating the monthly 

cost of a basic nutritious diet for a 

lone male household

Example 1: Calculating the monthly 

cost of a basic nutritious diet for a 

reference household of four

$245.60

+ $290.20 

+ $168.13 

+ $168.13

No change 

= $850.59

$134.58

$170.34

$213.18

$332.46

$321.85

$290.20

$279.93

$277.29

7.55

$265.60

$268.94

$262.66

$847

$275.78

$287.30

$281.02

$134.66

$168.13

$197.32

$236.94

$248.58

$245.60

$215.59

$211.61

Multiply by 1.15

Multiply by 1.10

Multiply by 1.05

No Change

Multiply by 0.95

Multiply by 0.90

Boy

MAN

pregnancy

Family Size
Monthly Cost Monthly Cost

Adjustment Factor
Girl

WOMAN

LACTATION

$321.85

x 1.15

= $370.13

Woman (31-50 yr)

Man (31-50 yr)

Girl (7 yr)

Boy (13 yr)

Adjustment Factor

Monthly Total

2-3 years

4-8 years

9-13 years

14-18 years

19-30 years

31-50 years

51-70 years

71 + years

Under 19
years

19-30 years

31-50 years

Under 19
years

19-30 years

31-50 years

2-3 years

4-8 years

9-13 years

14-18 years

19-30 years

31-50 years

51-70 years

71 + years

1 persons

2 persons

3 persons

4 persons

5 persons

6 persons

Man (19-30 yr)

Adjustment factor

Monthly Total

Table 1: Average monthly costs of the NNFB in 
Nova Scotia in June 2015 by age and sex, including 
pregnancy and lactation

Table 2: Household size adjustment factor

The NNFB can be used to estimate the cost of eating a basic 

nutritious diet for a household of any size and composition. 

The tables below show a breakdown of the average monthly 

cost of a basic nutritious diet for people of different ages 

and sex, including for pregnancy and lactation. 
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How has the cost of a healthy diet changed in Nova Scotia since 2002?

Over the 14-year span of PFC research in Nova Scotia, the monthly cost of a basic nutritious diet for a reference 

household of four, using current dollars, has increased by 63%. As seen in Figure 1, in 2015 the monthly cost of this 

basket was $935.11 for a household of four compared with $572.90 in 2002. This is an increase of $362.21. Between 

2012 and 2015, the cost of the food basket increased by about 10%.

Figure 1: The monthly cost of a basic nutritious diet for a reference household of four in Nova Scotia 
from 2002-2015 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

$572.90
$617.41 $648.33 $673.62

$770.65
$850.59

$935.11$1,000

$900

$800

$700

$600

$500

$400

$300

$200

$100

$0

2002           2004-2005          2007                  2008                   2010                  2012                  2015

“[We live in] a very, very small town... We have the [small grocery 
store]... But the prices are unreal... But they have to have the food costs 
high because they can’t get the big bulk sections like in the big stores... 
So they have to charge more... Who can afford to shop there?” 
(Family Resource Centre participant, Williams et al., 2012, p.258).  

2From 2002 to 2008, the 1998 NNFB was used and from 2010 to 2015 the 2008 NNFB was used. 



Does the cost of a basic nutritious diet differ across Nova Scotia?

The monthly cost of the NNFB for the reference household of four seems to vary across the province, as seen in  

Figure 2 below. However, no statistically significant differences were found between zones, so comparisons between 

regions should not be made based on these estimates. 

 

FIGURE 2: Monthly cost of the NNFB by  
Nova Scotia Health Authority zone in Nova Scotia for 

the reference household of four in June 2015 

Zone 1
$938.74

Zone 2
$911.98 Zone 3

$964.98

Zone 4
$918.78
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Does it matter if you live in an urban or rural community?

The NNFB has typically cost more in rural areas than in urban centres (Nova Scotia Participatory Food Costing Projects, 

2011, 2013). As seen in Figure 3, the average monthly cost of the NNFB for the reference family of four in rural areas in 

2015 was $942.12. This is $34.81 per month more than the cost of a basic nutritious diet in grocery stores in urban areas. 

Independent sample t-tests, a way to determine difference, were carried out to identify statistically significant 

differences by zone, location (urban/rural), and store size with a 95% confidence interval.3 We found the average cost 

of the NNFB was lower in larger stores compared with smaller stores. We did not find significant differences among the 

average monthly NNFB costs of the four zones; however, the difference in NNFB costs between urban and rural stores 

was statistically significant.4 This finding aligns with previous PFC cycles which showed that the NNFB costs more in rural 

areas, and with findings reported in Making Food Matter Activating Change Together for Community Food Security that rural 

communities often rely on smaller, more expensive stores that are close by. People who live in rural areas must travel to 

larger food retailers  in more central or urban areas to buy food at lower prices, with additional costs for transportation 

if they have this option available to them. Still, across the country, Tarasuk, Mitchell, and Dachner report, that food 

insecurity was “slightly more prevalent in urban areas than rural ones among those provinces participating in 2014  

[...]” (p. 4), though the difference was not statistically significant. 

Figure 3: Average monthly costs of buying the NNFB for the reference household of four in grocery 
stores located in rural and urban areas of Nova Scotia from 2002-2015.

Urban

Rural

$1,000
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$800

$700
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$100

$0

2002             2004-2005         2007                  2008                   2010                  2012                  2015

$558.85            $597.11               $628.20            $658.51              $753.85             $822.96             $907.31 $558.85            $597.11               $628.20            $658.51              $753.85             $822.96             $907.31 

$587.22            $625.65               $628.20            $680.20              $779.65             $860.11             $942.12

3A confidence interval is used in statistics to acknowledge uncertainty of estimated quantities – they are “one way to represent how ‘good’ an estimate is. Specifically, a 
confidence interval is a range of values estimated through a model that shows how sampling, data collection, and modeling lead to “uncertainty between the true value of 
the quantity we are estimating and our estimate of that value” (United States Census Bureau, 2013). 
4p-value =0.049
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Can households in Nova Scotia afford a basic nutritious diet?

Affordability scenarios

To find out whether households in Nova Scotia have enough money every month to afford a basic nutritious diet, 

we have created affordability scenarios that represent a number of hypothetical low-income households, as well as an 

average and median income household. The scenarios show the cost of the NNFB plus the cost of basic living expenses, 

and what this means with respect to the affordability of these basic needs in relation to household income. 

Selection of households

The low-income household scenarios represent the types of households that we know are at high risk of food insecurity 

based on previous food security research in Nova Scotia (Frank, 2015a; Nova Scotia Participatory Food Costing Project, 

2009; Nova Scotia Participatory Food Costing Project, 2011; Nova Scotia Participatory Food Costing Project, 2013; Nova 

Scotia Participatory Food Security Projects, 2008; Williams, 2014), and national population surveys (Tarasuk et al., 2016). 

To compare these findings with findings from previous PFC cycles, some of the affordability scenarios created for 2015 

are the same as the ones for 2012. We updated others to more closely reflect households at risk for food insecurity in 

Nova Scotia in 2015. Affordability scenarios not shown here can be found at www.foodarc.ca/food-costing.

Policy change scenarios

Also new in this cycle of PFC are a set of scenarios that show the impact key policy changes could have on the risk of 

food insecurity among low-income households. Table 3 shows the four household scenarios that are included in the 

report to highlight the potential impact of:

• the federal government’s new Canada Child Benefit (CCB), 

• and a hypothetical increase in the minimum wage to $15.00 per hour.  
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Table 3 Participatory Food Costing 2015 household scenarios.

Reference 
household of four

This household is made up of:
• a man and woman 31 to 50 years 
• a girl, 7 years
• a boy, 13 years

This scenario is the same as in the 2012 cycle. This set of scenarios shows how affordable a 
basic nutritious diet is for a household with: 
1) a median income; 
2) an average income; 
3) one full-time minimum wage salary and one part-time minimum wage salary; OR 
4) Income Assistance.

Lone mother with 
two children

The household is made up of:
• a woman, 31 to 50 years
• two boys, 4 and 12 years 

This scenario has been changed from the “lone mother with three children” in previous 
cycles because a lone mother with two children is more common in Nova Scotia. The 
scenario shows the affordability of a basic nutritious diet on Income Assistance.

Lone man without  
a disability

This household is made up of: 
• a man, 19 to 30 years, who receives Income Assistance, OR 
• a man, 19 to 30 years, who works full-time earning minimum wage 

This is the same as in the 2012 cycle. About 75% of people receiving Income Assistance in 
Nova Scotia are single people without children (personal communication, Department of 
Community Services, November 1, 2016).

Lone man with a 
disability and lone 
senior man with a 
disability

This household is made up of:
• a man with a disability, 54 to 59 years, who receives Income Assistance, OR
• a man with a disability, 65 to 70 years, who receives Old Age Security and the 

Guaranteed Income Supplement 

This is a new scenario in the 2015 cycle. It is changed from the lone senior woman in 
previous cycles to show how affordable a basic nutritious diet is for a person with a disability 
and to highlight the differences in benefits once one turns 65.



20

We chose to examine the impact of these policy changes 
based on their timeliness and on input from Advisory 
Committee members. 

We highlighted the CCB, started in July 2016, to show the 
effect of this policy change on the household expenses of 

families with children. Childcare is necessary so parents 

can go to work or school, and is a significant monthly cost 

for families on low fixed incomes. During the 2015 federal 

election, the Liberal Party of Canada proposed the new 

CCB to replace the Canada Child Tax Benefit, Family Tax 

Cut, National Child Benefit Supplement, and Universal 

Child Care Benefit. The new benefit is $6,400.00 per child 

per year for children under the age of six and $5,400.00 

per child per year for children six to seventeen. The 

amount families are eligible for is based on their household 

income. As household income increases, the CCB amount 

decreases. This benefit is integrated, progressive, tax-free, 

and improves benefits for middle-income and low-income 

households. It is not yet clear if it will help families with 

children access a basic nutritious diet and meet other basic 

needs such as shelter and heat. The Centre for Canadian 

Policy Alternatives has recommended the benefit 

amount be indexed and increase with inflation. Even so, 

it complements other policies such as recommended 

affordable childcare (or better yet, publicly funded childcare) 

and the operating GST credit (Klein & Yalnizyan, 2016). 

The push for an increase in minimum wage to $15.00 per 

hour has recently increased in Nova Scotia and across the 

country (Ryan, 2016). This is partly due to support from a 

number of organizations, including the Canadian Centre 

on Policy Alternatives and the Federal and Provincial New 

Democratic Party. However, our previous work raises 

questions about whether or not a higher minimum wage 

is a good long-term solution, and points to the need for 

a more complete policy framework to ensure a liveable 

income (Newell, Williams, & Watt, 2014). A minimum wage 

of $15.00 per hour still falls short of a living wage. A living 

wage is what a household needs to earn to meet basic 

needs and participate in the civic and social life of their 

community. It must be calculated municipally to reflect 

local costs of living. For Halifax, the living wage has been 

calculated at $20.10 per hour 5 (Johnston & Saulnier, 2015). 

In this report, using our scenarios, we look at whether or 

not these two policy levers – the CCB and a $15 minimum 

wage – could ensure access to a basic nutritious diet and 

other needs essential for Nova Scotia households.  

General assumptions for  

affordability scenarios

The affordability scenarios are hypothetical – meaning 

they are examples of possible households – but they 

reflect the real experiences of many Nova Scotians.  

They include different kinds of income and income 

supports, as well as conservative estimates for basic 

expenses essential for each household (see Newell, 

Williams, & Watt, 2014). The tax credits and income 

supports shown assume the best case scenario, or the 

maximum amount that the family or individual could 

receive. For example, we calculated personal allowance 

and shelter allowance from the Employment Support and 

Income Assistance Program using the maximum amounts 

available. 

The incomes and expenses included in each scenario 

are based on federal and provincial data sources. There 

was also input from PFC partners, food costers, the Food 

Costing Advisory Committee, similar research, and key 

stakeholders. The methods for determining affordability 

have been published previously (Vozoris et al., 2002; 

Williams et al., 2006; Williams et al., 2012d; Newell 

Williams, & Watt., 2014; Green et al., 2008).

For a detailed overview of the data sources used in the 

creation of these affordability scenarios, see please visit 

www.foodarc.ca/food-costing. 

5The living wage for Halifax was recalculated for 2016 and was reported as $19.17. The living wage for Antigonish, NS in 2016 was $17.30.  (Saulnier, Johnson & Johnston, 2016)
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Expenses not included in the scenarios

Although the scenarios use conservative estimates for 

basic household expenses, many common expenses are 

still not included. For example: 6 

• Educational expenses or reading materials, and 

school lunches

• Out of pocket healthcare expenses (e.g., over-the-

counter medications, prescription medications 

for people without drug plans, eye and dental 

care, co-payments for those with drug and dental 

coverage). For example, the lone senior man would 

pay $31.83 per month as co-payment as a part of 

the provincial Pharmacare program.

• Foods purchased at restaurants, farmers’ markets, 

or organic foods

• Nutritional supplements

• Household maintenance expenses (e.g., fixing 

appliances, plumbing)

• Physical activities or recreation

• Special diets or other expenses associated with 

chronic disease or disability management 

(e.g. home renovations for disability 

accommodations, wheelchair repair costs). Note 

that the Income Assistance allowance for special 

diets has not increased since it was introduced 

in 1998 (Nova Scotia Participatory Food Costing 

Projects, 2013). 

• Driver’s license costs and monthly vehicle 

payments and maintenance

• Internet access

• Summer and holiday childcare

The affordability scenarios do not take into account 

other expenses such as family emergencies, ill family 

members, or credit card or loan debt. They also do not 

account for the costs of having a baby, family members 

with special needs, life insurance, or personal savings 

for the future. Lastly, some scenarios assume that public 

transportation is available. This is not true for many rural 

communities. The cost of public transport based on the 

Survey of Household Spending (Statistics Canada, 2016a) 

is underestimated compared with true costs, but we used 

it for comparison of the 2015 data with previous food 

costing cycles. 

6For Income Assistance recipients, expenses such as dental and optical care, household maintenance, and special diet expenses may be covered through the program.  
Expenses must meet Employment Support and Income Assistance criteria and are approved on a case by case basis (Nova Scotia Department of Community Services, 2016)

“…you budget your grocery 
shopping and you only have 
enough to get a cab home once  
a month… Like, you can’t go  
and pick up fresh fruit and  
vegetables like two and three 
times a month, you have to 
go once a month cause that’s 
the only time you have money 
enough for a cab. Other than 
that, you can’t walk home with 
bags and bags… Once that fruit 
runs out you gotta take the bus 
and maybe go over and pick 
some things up. But, you might 
not have that option…” 
(Family Resource Centre participant, Williams et al., 2012c, p.259). 



22

Figure 4: Affordability of a basic nutritious diet in Nova Scotia in June 2015 for a reference 
household of four receiving Income Assistance (attending an educational program)  

Figure 4 shows that a reference household of four relying on Income Assistance would experience a potential monthly deficit 

of $51.33 even before taking into consideration the cost of a basic nutritious diet. If that household were to cover their basic 

expenses and buy a nutritious diet, their potential monthly deficit would be $986.44.  The same reference household earning 

minimum wage, with one adult working full-time hours and one working part-time hours, would have a potential deficit of 

$418.07 per month. 
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Tax Benefit
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$620.00 
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$193.33 
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(personal hygiene &  
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Personal Care  
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$30.86 
Household Cleaning 
Supplies

What’s left? 

-$986.44
To see the median income, average income and minimum wage scenarios for a reference household of four, please visit www.foodarc.ca/food-costing.
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Figure 5: Affordability of a basic nutritious diet in Nova Scotia in June 2015 for a lone mother with 
two children receiving minimum wage (1 FT, $10.60/hour) 

Figure 5 shows the potential monthly deficit that a lone mother aged 31 to 50 receiving minimum wage with two boys 

aged 4 and 12 years would see after buying a basic nutritious diet in June 2015. After accounting for all of their basic 

needs, they would be left with a deficit of $510.12 each month if they were to purchase a basic nutritious diet. When 

relying on income assistance, this household would face a potential monthly deficit of $681.10. 
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To see the Income Assistance scenario for a lone mother with two children, please visit www.foodarc.ca/food-costing.



24

Figure 6: Affordability of a basic nutritious diet in Nova Scotia in June 2015 for a lone man without a 
disability receiving income assistance (attending an educational program) 

Figure 6 shows the monthly income and expenses for a lone man between the ages of 19 and 30 years receiving Income 

Assistance in June 2015. Each month, this man will face a potential monthly deficit of $793.54 after buying a basic 

nutritious diet. If this same man were to work full-time hours earning minimum wage, he would have $141.40 left over at 

the end of each month to cover other expenses. 
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To see the minimum wage scenario for a lone man without a disability, please visit www.foodarc.ca/food-costing.
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Figure 7: Affordability of a basic nutritious diet in Nova Scotia in June 2015 for a lone man with a 
disability receiving Income Assistance 

Figure 7 shows a man between the ages of 54 and 59 years with a spinal cord injury whose main source of income is 

Income Assistance. After buying a basic nutritious diet, he would face a potential monthly deficit of $510.33. This is less 

than a lone man without a disability receiving Income Assistance, because the shelter allowance is higher for the man 

with a disability.
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Figure 8: Affordability of a basic nutritious diet in Nova Scotia in June 2015 for a lone senior man 
with a disability receiving Old Age Security and Guaranteed Income Supplement

Figure 8 shows the potential financial impact when the same man with a disability reaches age 65. The cost of a 

nutritious diet is the same, but he becomes eligible for the Old Age Security (OAS) benefit and the Guaranteed Income 

Supplement (GIS). These government payments significantly reduce the potential monthly deficit he would face if he 

were to purchase a basic nutritious diet to $26.79. This accounts for a $451.71 improvement in potential monthly deficits 

when the man becomes a senior compared to the lone man between the ages of  54 and 59. However, he is clearly still 

at risk for food insecurity.
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Figure 9: End of month balance after purchasing a basic nutritious diet in Nova Scotia in June 2015 
for a reference household of four and lone mother with two children receiving Income Assistance 
with previous Child Tax Benefit and Universal Child Care Benefit compared with the New Canada 
Child Benefit

Policy Change Scenarios

A. Canada Child Benefit (CCB) introduced in July 2016

The increased CCB takes some pressure off the reference 
household of four and the lone mother with two children 
relying on Income Assistance, but these households still face 
a large potential deficit after buying a nutritious diet each 
month. 

Figure 9 shows the difference the new CCB would make 
to the affordability of the nutritious diet for a reference 
household of four and a lone mother with two children 
receiving Income Assistance. At the time we collected the 
data in June 2015, both households were eligible for the 
Canada Child Tax Benefit (CCTB) and Universal Child care 
Benefit (UCCB). The CCTB and the UCCB together equalled 
$843.29 per month for the reference household of four and 

With Previous Child Tax Benefit and Universal Child Care Tax Benefit

With New Canada Child Benefit

$0

-$100

-$200

-$300

-$400

-$500

-$600

-$700

-$800

-$900

-$1,000

-$1,200Po
te

nt
ia

l d
ef

ic
it 

of
 fu

nd
s 

re
m

ai
ni

ng
 fo

r o
th

er
 e

xp
en

se
s

Reference household 
of four

-$986.44-$986.44
-$929.73

$681.10$681.10

-$589.33

$891.56 for the lone mother with two children. Even with 
these benefits, the reference household of four still faced a 
potential monthly deficit of $986.44 and the lone mother 
with two children still faced a potential monthly deficit of 
$681.10. With the new CCB, the reference household of 
four would now receive $900.00 per month in tax-free 
government benefits. However, this still means an overall 
potential deficit of $929.73 per month after buying a basic 
nutritious diet. For the lone mother with two children, they 
would now receive $983.33 per month, but after buying a 
basic nutritious diet they would still face a potential deficit 
of $589.33 per month. While the new benefit helps both 
of these households they can still expect a large deficit at 
the end of each month after buying a basic nutritious diet, 
putting them at serious risk of food insecurity. In the case of 
the reference household of four their potential deficit has 
only shrunk by $56.71 and in the case of the lone mother with 
two children, their potential deficit has only shrunk by $91.77. 

Lone Mother
with two children
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B. Hypothetical $15 per hour minimum wage 

Figure 10 shows the potential financial impact of increasing 
the Nova Scotia minimum wage from $10.60 (minimum 
wage in June 2015) to $15 per hour on the reference 
household of four, the lone mother with two children, and 
the lone man without a disability. A $15 per hour minimum 
wage allows the reference household of four to have a 
small amount remaining at the end of the month for other 
expenses after buying a nutritious diet, but the lone mother 
still faces a potential monthly deficit. The lone man would 
have a larger amount remaining than he would with the 
current minimum wage.

In the scenario involving the reference household of four, 
we assume one adult working full-time hours (40) and one 
adult working part-time hours (20). At $10.60 per hour, this 
household faces a potential monthly deficit of $418.07.  
With an increase in the minimum wage to $15 per hour, this 
same household has a small amount remaining of $167.24 
each month after purchasing a basic nutritious diet and 
meeting other essential needs.

In the case of the lone mother with two children, this 
household would continue to face a potential deficit each 
month after buying a basic nutritious diet if the minimum 
wage was $15 per hour. In the scenario, the mother is 
working full-time (40) hours. At $10.60 per hour, this 
household would face a potential monthly deficit of $510.12 
after purchasing a basic nutritious diet; at $15 per hour, her 
deficit would only be $101.07 a month, amounting to a 
$409.05 difference. While this decrease in the potential 
deficit would improve this family’s situation, they would still 
be facing a deficit if they were to purchase a basic nutritious 
diet – and still be very much at risk for food insecurity. 

An increase in the minimum wage to $15 per hour from 
$10.60 per hour would leave the lone man without a 
disability working full-time (40) hours in a more secure 
financial position each month after buying a basic nutritious 
diet. At $10.60 per hour, he would have $141.40 remaining 
each month after purchasing a basic nutritious diet; however, 
earning $15 per hour would mean he would have $674.90 
remaining each month to cover all remaining expenses and 
to put towards savings, debts, or emergencies. 

Current minimum wage ($10.60 per hour)

Hypothetical minimum wage ($15.00 per hour)
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Figure 10: End of month balance after purchasing a basic nutritious diet in Nova Scotia in June 2015 
for a reference household of four, lone mother with two children, and lone man without a disability 
if minimum wage was increased to $15/hour compared with 2015 minimum wage ($10.60/hour)
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We found that the reference household of four earning 
median and average incomes would be able to afford 
a  basic nutritious diet and their basic costs of living with 
some money left over for other needs and emergencies.  
A median income household would have $1841.22 left, and 
an average income household would have $726.32 left at 
the end of each month. 

We also found households earning minimum wage or 
receiving Income Assistance would not be able to afford 
their basic needs if they were to purchase a basic nutritious 
diet; let alone save money or cover unexpected costs. 
A household of four earning minimum wage could have a 
deficit of $418.07 and a household of four receiving Income 
Assistance could have a deficit of $986.44 a month. This 
puts them at high risk of food insecurity. A lone mother 
of two receiving Income Assistance could have a monthly 
deficit of $681.10 after paying for a basic nutritious diet and 
essential household needs. A lone 19- to 30-year-old man 
without a disability receiving Income Assistance could face 
a monthly deficit of $793.54 after buying a basic nutritious 

Summary of Findings

Table 4. Summary of end of month balance faced by different household scenarios after purchasing a nutritious diet and 

meeting other essential needs

Current Situation   Policy Change

Income 
Assistance

Minimum Wage OAS/GIS Increased 
Canada Child 
Benefit

$15/h min wage

Reference 
household of 
four

-$986.44 -$418.07 N/A -$929.73 $167.24 

remaining

Lone mother 
with two kids

-$681.10 -$510.12 N/A -$589.33 -$101.07

Lone man -$793.54 $141.40 
remaining

N/A N/A $674.90

Lone man with 
disability

-$510.33 N/A N/A N/A N/A

Lone senior 
man with 
disability

N/A N/A -$26.79 N/A N/A

diet. If this same man were to work full-time hours earning 
minimum wage, he would have $141.40 left over at the end 
of each month to cover other expenses. 

A lone man 54 to 59 years old with a spinal cord injury, 
whose main income is Income Assistance, could face a 
monthly deficit of $510.33 after buying a basic nutritious 
diet. When this man reaches 65, he is eligible for the Old 
Age Security (OAS) benefit and the Guaranteed Income 
Supplement (GIS). These government payments can 
decrease his monthly deficit after buying a basic nutritious 
diet to $26.79. Seniors who receive OAS and GIS show us 
what a basic income for eligible Nova Scotians of all ages 
might look like, but the lone senior man with a disability is 
still vulnerable to food insecurity. This shows that existing 
income supports for people with disabilities are not enough 

to provide a basic nutritious diet. 
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Discussion: What do these findings  
tell us about building food security 
in Nova Scotia?

Income Assistance 
personal allowance has 
increased by $20 since  
2015 in Nova Scotia, 
reflecting the “single largest increase in the 

province’s history” (Nova Scotia Finance and 

Treasury Board, 2016). We looked at how this 

new policy lever affects a lone man without a 

disability. Over 75% of Nova Scotia Department 

of Community Services clients receiving Income 

Assistance are single and without children,  and 

59% of those single people without children are 

men (personal communication, Department 

of Community Services, November 1, 2016). 

Furthermore, most clients are between the ages  

of 25 and 54 (personal communication, 

Department of Community Services, November 

1, 2016). With the $20 increase, the lone man’s 

potential deficit would decrease from $793.54 to 

$773.54 – an arguably tiny difference in his ability 

to afford a basic nutritious diet. This is despite 

the $7.5 million investment by the province 

that the individual $20-increase costs. It shows 

that income-related supports are not the only 

answer for those in need. Coordinated affordable 

transportation, housing, and childcare policies are 

key to ending food insecurity. This suggests that 

more comprehensive poverty reduction strategies, 

including a guaranteed basic income, are needed to 

ensure sustainable livelihoods.

This cycle of PFC findings provides evidence that in 2015, 

a basic nutritious diet is out of reach for many low-income 

households in Nova Scotia. When we look at the six previous 

PFC cycles over the last decade, findings suggest that the risk 

of food insecurity has been increasing without adequate and 

appropriate policy changes (Williams, et al., 2012d , Newell et 

al., 2014). In other words, current government programs and 

benefits designed to safeguard Nova Scotians from poverty 

and food insecurity are not enough. This is especially worrying 

because the consequences of food insecurity on health and 

social and economic well-being are far reaching, as discussed 

previously.

Our findings show that of all the household scenarios 

examined, those that rely on Income Assistance are at 

the highest risk of food insecurity. This is consistent with 

previous research (see Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2016). 

Our previous research has also shown that over time, Income 

Assistance is less and less adequate to provide the essentials 

for health and well-being due to allowances not being 

increased to keep pace with the growing cost of living and 

other basic needs such as shelter and heat in Nova Scotia 

(Williams et al., 2012d). 

Households earning minimum wage (reference household of 

four, lone mother with two children) and the lone senior man 

with a disability receiving OAS and GIS are also at significant 

risk of food insecurity. They would face a potential deficit of 

about $400, $500, and $30 respectively at the end of each 

month if they were to buy a basic nutritious diet. 

These findings match previous research (Williams, et al., 

2006; Newell et al., 2014) that shows even with an increase in 

the minimum wage from $5.80 to $10.60 per hour between 

2002 and 2015, there is a major financial gap for families 

who depend on minimum wage employment. The provincial 

government’s commitment to adjusting the minimum wage 

each year based on the Consumer Price Index (CBC News, 
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2016) is positive, but as our findings and previous research 

suggest, not adequate (Newell, Williams, & Watt, 2014; 

Williams et al., 2006). Our findings show that a minimum 

wage increase to account for the consumer price index will 

not go far enough to address the significant problem of food 

insecurity facing Nova Scotia citizens relying on minimum 

wage earnings. 

Together with our previous analysis of the inadequacy of 

minimum wage and Income Assistance in Nova Scotia 

(Williams, et al., 2012d; Newell, Williams, & Watt, 2014), 

these findings provide compelling evidence for the need 

for better income supports and complementary social 

programs such as publicly funded childcare and affordable 

housing. In other places, such as the United Kingdom, a living 

wage is being tested in several communities with promising 

economic results (Coulson & Bonner, 2015). A living wage is 

calculated so an employee’s wage can meet the basic costs 

of living. The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (Ivanova 

& Klein, 2016) has studied the benefits of a living wage for 

families, communities, and employers. For families, the 

benefits are obvious. A living wage reflects the actual costs of 

living in particular communities, so families can afford their 

basic needs, including a healthy diet, and experience less 

stress, better mental and physical health, and participate in 

their community activities and social network (Johnston & 

Saulnier, 2015). It holds significant promise to build healthier 

communities and reduce poverty. For employers, a living 

wage has led to “reduced absenteeism and staff turnover; 

increased skill, morale, and productivity levels; reduced 

recruitment and training costs; and improved customer 

satisfaction” (Ivanova & Klein, 2016, p. 2).

Our findings show that of all households examined in 2015, 

the household least at risk for food insecurity was the lone 

man without a disability earning minimum wage. This is 

followed by the lone senior man with a disability because 

he can access Old Age Security and the Guaranteed Income 

Supplement. Consistent with our previous findings (Green 

et al., 2008), McIntyre et al. (2016) have shown that OAS 

and GIS serve as a sort of guaranteed basic income that can 

reduce food insecurity. McIntyre et al. (2016a) have shown 

that Canadians over 65 are half as likely as low-income 

Canadians under 65 to experience food insecurity, when 

we control for other factors, showing how these income 

supports have brought most seniors out of poverty.

There has been a growing interest in a guaranteed basic 

income. In its simplest form, a guaranteed basic income 

is a payment to eligible households that ensures a 

minimum level of income. There are many different ideas 

about what this could look like. Questions include where 

the money would come from, the goal of the policy, 

the amount, eligibility, what programs it would replace, 

potential unintended impacts, and how it could work with 

existing programs and services (Canadian Centre of Policy 

Alternatives, 2016). Ensuring a guaranteed basic income is 

grounded in social justice principles is very important. We 

need policy that decreases poverty by improving access 

to social and public services, reducing income inequality, 

upholding human rights, and strengthening social inclusion. 

In Ontario, the Wynne government included a basic income 

pilot in its spring 2016 budget. The province will carry 

out consultations about the pilot from November 2016 

to January 2017 and announce a plan by April 2017. The 

Toronto Star has reported that Ontario’s special advisor 

on basic income, Hugh Segal, has suggested a monthly 

payment of at least $1320 (Monsebraaten, 2016); however, 

the adequacy of this, and the guiding principles necessary to 

ensure social justice is currently unclear, and the subject of 

considerable debate. One goal of a basic income is to reduce 

income inequalities. Doing so has been shown by Wilkinson 

and Pickett (2009) to improve health and social problems 

like life expectancy, infant mortality, obesity, mental illness, 

social mobility, and more. 

Our scenarios are meant to represent typical low-income 

Nova Scotian households, but they have limitations. They 

cannot reflect every household and every situation at risk 

of food insecurity. We have used conservative estimates 

of only essential costs of living; thus, our findings likely 

underestimate the actual total cost of basic needs and 

overestimate the amount of money people have left over 

to pay for a nutritious diet. The scenarios do not include 

other essential costs to households, such as out of pocket 



32

healthcare, household maintenance, recreational activities, 

special diets and foods purchased at restaurants and farmers’ 

markets. They also do not cover the costs of surprise 

expenses like family emergencies (see p. 21 for a complete 

list).  

The affordability scenarios also assume best case scenarios 

for tax credits and other income supports. This is unrealistic 

for many, maybe most, households that rely on income 

supports. For example, senior women are less likely to apply 

for the GIS than men, even though two thirds of the seniors 

living alone in Nova Scotia are women (Green et al, 2008). 

This means senior women living alone are probably at higher 

risk of experiencing food insecurity (Green et al., 2008). Since 

the research by Green and colleagues, there has been a small 

decrease in the number of senior women (65+) living alone, 

but they are still more than twice as likely to do so than men 

(Statistics Canada, 2015f). The poverty rate for single senior 

women was 28% in 2013, rising alongside senior poverty 

overall from 3.9% in 1995 to 11.1% in 2013 (Shillington, 

2016). In 2013, Service Canada “implemented a process to 

automatically enrol seniors who are eligible to receive the Old 

Age Security pension” (Government of Canada, 2016b) to 

augment the application process; we suggest the same should 

be done for the GIS. 

It is important to note that the shelter allowance for people 

without disabilities has not increased since 2006 and the 

shelter allowance for people with disabilities has not increased 

since its implementation (Employment Support and Income 

Assistance Regulations, 2001). The majority of households, 

whose lived experience is not the best case scenario, likely 

have even bigger challenges than we show in the affordability 

scenarios here. 

For example, shelter allowances in our affordability scenarios 

are based on the National Occupancy Standard (NOS), which 

is that a home must have enough bedrooms for the size 

and make-up of the household. Parent(s) must have their 

own bedroom and any child over the age of five must also 

have their own bedroom (Statistics Canada, 2015e; Canada 

Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2014b). If children are 

of the same sex, they may share a bedroom until one child 

turns 18. So, if our lone mother with two children household 

had one female and one male child, if fulfilling the NOS, they 

would have to live in a three-bedroom home, which would 

raise their shelter costs (Statistics Canada, 2015e; Canada 

Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2014b). Notably, while 

we follow the NOS in our affordability scenarios, Income 

Assistance in Nova Scotia depends on the number of people 

in a home, not where or how its residents live.

The time to take action to address food insecurity is now.

Overall, these findings, and our previous research (Johnson 

et al., 2015; Newell, Williams, & Watt, 2014; Williams et al., 

2012b; Williams, et al., 2012c; Williams et al., 2012d), show 

that we need better community and social supports and 

sustainable social and economic policy approaches to build 

and shape food security to benefit everyone equitably. Food 

insecurity is a complex issue, but it is not unsolvable. There is 

growing attention to food insecurity as a social injustice. Food 

insecurity is the place where intersecting oppression, unjust 

economic systems, and disregard for physical, social, mental 

and ecological health come together. 

The food movement in Nova Scotia is growing. It is made 

up of many different partners concerned about where Nova 

Scotians get their food and how we can make it accessible 

to everyone. We need bold changes to social and economic 

policy to solve the problem of food insecurity. In countries 

that have policies to lessen social and income inequities, 

people are healthier and society is more peaceful and 

productive overall (MacEwen & Saulnier, 2010; Wilkinson 

& Pickett, 2010).  Lynn McIntyre and colleagues (2016b), 

for example, argue that “although other factors such as 

gender and social position can influence access to food, food 

insecurity at the household level can be understood primarily 

as a problem of economic access to food, transcending how 

individuals and households manage their food expenditures 

and make dietary choices” (p. 83). We need a pledge to make 

sure every Nova Scotian has a sustainable liveable income 

to meet their basic needs, including a nutritious diet, through 

comprehensive policy approaches that provide long-term 

solutions to food insecurity (Newell, Williams, & Watt, 2014; 

Williams et al 2012d). 
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Conclusions and 
Recommendations

This section provides seven key conclusions along with  

corresponding recommendations for building food security 

in Nova Scotia. 

Conclusion #1. Current Income Assistance (IA) rates are 

inadequate and unacceptable. They leave low-income 

households with a large potential monthly deficit, 

meaning people and families simply cannot afford a basic 

nutritious diet.  

Even though Income Assistance rates increased in 2013, 

incomes for families receiving assistance still fall far short 

of the costs of living. We noted earlier the provincial 

government’s $20 per month increase to personal 

allowance rates (Nova Scotia Finance and Treasury Board, 

2016). This increase will help, but it does not reflect the 

increase in the cost of a nutritious diet, which rose by $84.52 

between 2012 and 2015, has increased even further in 2016, 

and will likely increase further in 2017 (Charlebois et al., 

2016). Allowances have not kept up with the cost of living 

and the cost of a nutritious diet. 

Beginning largely in the 80s, neoliberal policy has helped 

lead to more precarious employment, privatization of 

services, regressive tax changes, and more (Sanger, 2016). 

We are still feeling these effects. Annual increases in Income 

Assistance personal allowances to keep pace with inflation 

are not enough; current rates need a significant boost to 

make up for previous cuts and stagnant rates. Both the 

Income Assistance and Employment Support Program are 

being restructured to make them more transparent, easier 

for recipients to understand, and easier for the government 

to run. It is hard to say if this restructuring will have any 

impact on rates of poverty or food insecurity in households 

that rely on Income Assistance, but increasing Income 

Assistance rates is one tool of many we can use to address 

household food insecurity in Canada in the short term. 

The basis for integrated social policy is to make sure that 

income-related supports work with other supports such as 

affordable housing and the momentum for publicly available 

childcare. The province’s Healthy Eating Strategy (2005) 

suggested these policies to help end food insecurity over a 

decade ago: “increasing the availability of affordable housing, 

because current housing costs leave little money for food in 

the poorest households” and “increasing the availability of 

affordable, high-quality daycare, which is currently a significant 

barrier to employment” (p. 26). Yet, the shelter allowance for 

people with disabilities receiving Income Assistance has been 

$535 a month since the program was introduced in August 

2001 and the last increase in shelter rates for people without 

disabilities was in 2006 (Employment Support and Income 

Assistance Regulations, 2001).   

The Government of Canada has pulled together the results 

of its consultations about a national housing strategy 

and published the findings on November 22, 2016. The 

consultations asked if a vision for Canada’s National Housing 

Strategy could be the following: “All Canadians have access 

to housing that meets their needs and they can afford. 

Housing is the cornerstone of building sustainable, inclusive 

communities and a strong Canadian economy where we can 

prosper and thrive” (Government of Canada, 2016d). The 

National Housing Strategy will be released in 2017, but in 

the meantime they have summarized what they heard from 

over 7,000 Canadians who participated in the consultations. 

Among the themes was the need to make housing more 

affordable, especially for those with low incomes, end 

homelessness, and ensure our laws and policies support 

and enable these goals (Conference Board of Canada, 

2016).  With this draft vision and broad consultation, the 

Government acknowledges how important housing is to a 

person’s health and prosperity. As Kendall Worth wrote about 

his lived experience in My Life on Income Assistance for the 

Halifax Media Co-op (2012), the maximum shelter allowance 

and other amounts for people receiving Income Assistance 

drastically limits where they can afford to live . He share 

that. “Living on this source of income limits your abilities 

to live in a safe neighbourhood, to live a simple day-to-day 

life, and to get meaningful employment.” Our findings show 

the difference between shelter allowances and the cost of 

housing in Nova Scotia (see Figure 11), making it clear that 

shelter costs can constrain a household’s food budget since 

the latter is an inflexible expense. 
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Figure 11: Comparison between shelter allowances and average rental costs in Nova Scotia in 2015

discussion of the deductions in Ontario they state, “[R]ight 

now, people who are on social assistance can and do work, 

but their income is deducted from their benefits at a very 

high rate. […] This means it’s impossible for people who work 

while on social assistance to actually earn enough money to 

have an adequate income” (Laidley, 2016 p. 29). This point 

applies equally in Nova Scotia; our finding of the inadequacy 

of Income Assistance shows that we urgently need a change 

in Employment Support and Income Assistance policies in 

this province. 
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In reference to the third recommendation people who are 

employed while receiving Income Assistance in Nova Scotia 

can keep the first $150 they earn ($300 for people with 

disabilities), “plus an incentive of 30% of your remaining net 

wages” (Nova Scotia Department of Community Services, 

2013a). If someone with a job continues to receive Income 

Assistance, they may receive Pharmacare benefits, plus 

the cost of childcare, transportation to work, and work-

related purchases (Nova Scotia Department of Community 

Services, 2013a). It is hard to measure the impact of this 

policy on peoples’ incomes, and if the loss of benefits makes 

going back to work more difficult for people who can. Nova 

Scotians for Tax Fairness (2016) made recommendations 

to the 2016 Nova Scotia budget. They included an increase 

to the Affordable Living Tax Credit, the Poverty Reduction 

Credit, and Income Assistance rates so people getting 

any combination would not have to use food banks (Nova 

Scotians for Tax Fairness, 2016). They also highlighted the 

claw-backs of income supports, describing it as “effectively 

a tax rate 50% higher than the marginal tax rate for the 

wealthiest Canadians” (Nova Scotians for Tax Fairness, 2016, 

p. 3). In 2016, the Ontario branch of the Canadian Centre 

for Policy Alternatives called for a similar push for program 

structures to do more to reduce the rate at which earned 

income is deducted from Income Assistance amounts. In a 

  Recommendations:
I. Within five years, increase Income Assistance 

rates to a level that would allow all households 

to meet their basic needs. After that, adjust the 

rates every year to keep up with the cost of 

living, including the cost of a basic nutritious diet.

II. Ensure strong social policy as the foundation for 

food policy that maintains food security.  

III. Reduce the rate at which employment income 

is deducted from IA amounts for those who are 

working while receiving IA. 
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Conclusion #2. The current minimum wage is not high 

enough for working households with children to afford a 

nutritious diet. 

                                                                                                                   

The minimum wage is now adjusted each year based on the 

increase in the cost of living in Nova Scotia, but it is still too 

low to support families with children or other dependents. 

Even when we hypothetically increase the minimum wage 

to $15 per hour, the reference family of four would only have 

$167 to spend on all extra expenses. The lone mother with two 

children would still face a potential deficit of at least $101 a 

month. A living wage, estimated at $20.10 for Halifax, 7 would 

help close the gaps in many of the household scenarios where 

one or more people are working and earning money (Johnston 

& Saulnier, 2015). According to the Canadian Centre for Policy 

Alternatives-Nova Scotia (Johnston & Saulnier, 2015), “the 

living wage is designed to cover all basic necessities plus allow 

families to live in dignity and enjoy a decent quality of life”  

(p. 1). A living wage is different from a minimum wage 

because it is not legislated by the government and is a type of 

voluntary policy in both public and private sectors (Johnston & 

Saulnier, 2015). A living wage would also cover the basic needs 

in our affordability scenarios and other household expenses 

(furniture, Internet), out of pocket health care services, parent 

education, social inclusion, 8 and an emergency fund. It is 

encouraging to see growing support for a living wage across 

the country.

Conclusion #3. Income supports that make sure people 

have enough to live on, including a living wage and 

the Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS), reduce the 

likelihood of low-income households being food insecure.   

 

The difference in the end-of-month balance between the 

lone man with a disability and the lone senior man with 

a disability shows us that a basic guaranteed income can 

safeguard vulnerable households against food insecurity. 

This is in line with research that shows food insecurity rates 

among older adults drop by 50% once they turn 65 and start 

receiving OAS and the GIS (Emery, Fleisch & McIntyre, 2013). 

Recent work by the Broadbent Institute shows that OAS and 

GIS levels have decreased from 76% of median incomes in 

1984 to 60% of median incomes today (Shillington, 2016). 

This suggests that even a basic guaranteed income amount 

that has been criticized for being too low can improve 

food security. Other income support programs that give 

a guaranteed basic income could be extended to all Nova 

Scotians, with similar impacts (Emery, Fleisch, & McIntyre, 

2013). 

Despite the potential challenges for food security 

experienced by low-income seniors in Nova Scotia, the 

federal and provincial governments have taken steps to 

ensure healthy aging for this population. Unfortunately, 

many seniors who are eligible for the federal GIS are not 

getting it. You must still apply for the GIS in writing, print the 

online application form, fill it in, and mail it (Government of 

Canada, 2016c). This may be a barrier and have an impact 

on who ends up receiving GIS. Many of the people who are 

eligible for GIS but not getting it are seniors in vulnerable 

communities, such as Indigenous peoples, homeless or 

near homeless, and immigrants (Employment and Social 

Development Canada, 2013). Employment and Social 

Development Canada (2010) has taken some successful 

steps to solve this problem, but must keep monitoring to 

make sure all seniors get the full income supports they 

need. The provincial government’s ongoing consultation and 

commitment to the Action Plan for an Aging Population in 

Recommendations:
IV. Research the possibility and impact of 

putting a living wage in place in Nova 

Scotia workplaces and pilot a program 

to see how a living wage makes a basic 

nutritious diet more affordable. 

V. Increase incentives for businesses to 

employ Nova Scotians in full-time 

positions and offer benefits.

7We have not calculated the impact of a living wage on our household scenarios because living wage rates must be calculated for individual municipalities to reflect local 
costs of living.  The living wage for Halifax was recently adjusted for 2016 to $19.17 (Saulnier, Johnson & Johnston, 2016).  The living wage for Antigonish in 2016 was 
calculated to be $17.30.
8For example, costs associated with recreation, reading materials, children’s toys, eating at restaurants, and charitable donations.
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Nova Scotia also holds promise for the ways it can support 

people to live healthy lives as they age, a priority for a 

province whose population over 65 will reach almost 30% by 

2040 (Nova Scotia Department of Seniors, 2016). 

Poverty and food insecurity have serious health, economic, 

and social impacts. A basic income supplement for all 

families with a low income could save the provincial and 

federal governments money, especially in health care 

costs (McIntyre et al., 2016, St. Pierre, 2016). In Nova 

Scotia and nationally, there is more and more drive behind 

this policy strategy. In addition to Ontario’s pilot project, 

policy makers in Alberta and Manitoba have also expressed 

interest. A recent report by the Canadian Centre for Policy 

Alternatives (2016) highlighted that Income Assistance 

today is based on different values from what a basic income 

program could be: “[I]t is highly conditional, controlling 

and judgemental, restrictively targeted and stigmatizing to 

users – characteristics that won’t go away even if rates are 

raised” (Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, 2016, p. 14). 

A basic income may be especially helpful in areas that rely 

on seasonal labour, like Nova Scotia (Foster, 2016). It may 

allow more people to live and work in the places they call 

home. While the momentum for a guaranteed basic income 

increases, the transformation of the Employment Support 

and Income Assistance Program taking place in Nova Scotia, 

noted previously, holds promise for positive change.       

Conclusion #4. Low-income households need affordable 

and subsidized housing to meet their basic nutritional needs. 

From our research, we know that high fixed costs have a 

big impact on household food budgets. Fixed costs include 

shelter, power, childcare, and transportation. For a low-

income household, food is often the most flexible part of the 

budget (Williams et al., 2012c; Williams et al., 2012d). These 

households will have more income left for a nutritious diet 

if they can reduce their fixed costs. For example, housing is 

affordable if it does not cost more than 30% of a household 

income (Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2016), 

yet every household scenario in this report would have to 

spend upwards of 40% of their income on housing when 

based on 2015 Income Assistance amounts and minimum 

wage rates, leaving little money left for other basic expenses. 

There have been some advances in addressing homelessness 

in Nova Scotia and creating affordable housing. They include 

more rent subsidies and the province’s first long-term 

housing strategy. The provincial and federal governments 

have also invested $12 million to build new social housing 

units, repair and upgrade existing units, and repair 

cooperative housing facilities (Canada Mortgage and Housing 

Corporation 2014a; CBC News, 2014; Canada Mortgage and 

Housing Corporation, 2015a; Canada Without Poverty, 2015). 

Even so, the waitlist for public housing is currently 4300 

to 4500 households per year (Canada Without Poverty, 

2015; Markan, 2015). In 2006, 43,760 households, or 12.1% 

of all Nova Scotia households, did not have adequate, 

suitable and/or affordable housing (Nova Scotia Housing 

Development Corporation, 2012).  Legislation was recently 

tabled by the Nova Scotia New Democratic Party (NDP) 

that would allow people to raise concerns through the 

Nova Scotia Human Rights Commission if their “access to 

adequate food, water, housing, and access to healthcare or 

social services are threatened” (NDP, 2016). Our findings 

suggest that this could strengthen the standard of living of 

Nova Scotians with low incomes.  

Recommendations:
VI. Pilot and evaluate the impact of a 

guaranteed basic income in Nova Scotia  

on household food insecurity. 

VII. Put automatic enrollment in place for  

the Guaranteed Income Supplement. Recommendation:
VIII. Increase the number of adequate, 

affordable, and safe housing units to  

reflect the number of households living 

below the low-income cut-off. 
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Conclusion #5. Childcare costs make low-income 

households raising young children unable to afford a basic 

nutritious diet. 

Provincial government childcare subsidies help families 

afford a basic nutritious diet and other basic needs, but 

households with children still face big potential deficits. In 

the two scenarios of households with children receiving 

Income Assistance, childcare takes up 7.4% to 21.6% of the 

budget. The increased CCB from the federal government 

is helpful, but it replaces other benefits. It does not make 

much difference overall, particularly for households relying 

on Income Assistance where adults want to work or go to 

school. Parents employed in both the public and private 

sectors also need appropriate paid maternity and parental 

leave. Low-income families need affordable childcare. In 

many provinces across Canada, childcare fees can be higher 

than university tuition (Childcare Resource and Research 

Unit, 2013). Quebec’s childcare fees are by far the lowest in 

Canada ($154 per month for all age groups in 2010) due to 

their universal childcare program. Nova Scotian parents and 

guardians paid $616 per month per child in 2010 (Childcare 

Resource and Research Unit, 2013). 

 

These fees are difficult for many medium-income 

households and simply out of reach for low-income 

households, especially with more than one child. The 

current provincial government recently increased the 

parent subsidy for childcare, changed subsidy eligibility 

criteria, limited fees, and simplified the application process 

to reduce barriers to affordable childcare (Nova Scotia 

Education and Early Childhood Development, 2016). Still, 

we do not yet know if this is enough to meet the need, or 

if low-income households face other barriers to accessing 

childcare like location or lack of transportation. In addition 

to increasing the childcare subsidy, the Nova Scotia branch 

of the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (2015) has 

proposed developing an Early Learning and Child Care 

system; our findings also suppport this recommendation. 

They propose that the system be universally accessible, 

publicly-funded, provincially regulated, inclusive, involving 

both learning and care, accountable to and based on input 

by parents and communities, and respectful of the rights 

to self-governance and self-determination by Mi’kmaq in 

Nova Scotia (Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (2015). 

Conclusion #6. Income support for people with 

disabilities is not enough to afford a basic nutritious diet, 

which increases their likelihood of food insecurity.  

Forty-four percent of people who rely on Income 

Assistance have a disability (personal communication, 

Nova Scotia Department of Community Services, January 

7, 2016) and Nova Scotia has the highest rate of disability 

in Canada (Nova Scotia Department of Labour and 

Advanced Education, 2013). Because Income Assistance 

rates are inadequate, many people with disabilities 

are at high risk for food insecurity. To make things 

worse, the special needs allowances under the Income 

Assistance program have changed and do not cover as 

many items. This has led to “increased pain, illness, and 

social exclusion for… those with disabilities and chronic 

illnesses” (Wuite, Saulnier & Lord, 2013, p.7). For people 

with disabilities, adequate short- or long-term Income 

Assistance is a source of support if they are not able to 

work or face persistent barriers to employment such as 

discrimination or lack of accommodation (Gunderson & 

Lee, 2016; Batavia & Beaulaurier, 2001). Employment 

incomes for working people with disabilities in Nova 

Scotia are generally lower than for people without 

disabilities, and many live far below the poverty line 

(Disabled Persons Commission, n.d). This has a direct 

impact on food insecurity. 

Recommendations:
IX. Look at the provincial childcare subsidy 

to see if it helps people seek and keep 

employment. 

X. Increase the amount of the federal CCB, or 

increase other benefits to offset the high 

cost of childcare.

XI. Examine the effectiveness of a publicly 

funded, provincially regulated childcare 

system
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Many different disabilities can affect a person’s access to  

a basic nutritious diet. Although income supports are 

clearly too low for people both with and without disabilities, 

we highlight the unique and specific challenges that 

people with disabilities must navigate in order to eat a 

healthy diet. 

Conclusion #7. For low-income households, lack of 

affordable transportation can compromise their ability to 

access and afford a basic nutritious diet.  

The affordability scenarios show the inadequacy of the 

transportation allowance afforded to adults receiving 

Income Assistance (up to $150 per adult) compared with 

the estimated actual costs of transportation (about $585 

per family of four for private transportation), especially 

in rural areas where public transportation is not available. 

We have found that, like childcare and housing, affordable 

transportation could work with income supports to 

improve food security in Nova Scotia.  In 2014, the 

average household in Nova Scotia devoted 15.5% ($10,985 

of $70,501) of their total spending to transportation 

(Statistics Canada, 2016a). A limitation of our affordability 

scenarios is that the estimated monthly cost of public 

transportation ($25.89) likely underestimates actual 

costs depending on where you live. $25.89 would pay 

for approximately one 20-minute taxi ride in a rural area 

where public transit is unavailable or inaccessible. It would 

pay for roughly one week of bus tickets for Halifax Transit 

or Kings Transit. But, a monthly bus pass costs $90.00 per 

month from Kings Transit or $78.00 from Halifax Transit. 

In rural communities with no public transit, and 

sometimes no taxi service, a private vehicle is not a luxury 

but a necessity, and it can be expensive. Many low-income 

people in Nova Scotia do not have affordable and regular 

transportation. They are isolated with no way to travel to 

buy their basic needs, including food. This is especially true 

for people with limited mobility or a limited social network 

to rely on for rides to the grocery store. Our past research 

found that physical access to healthy food was hard for 

many people in Nova Scotia. For people with low incomes 

living in rural areas, this can be a big issue (Activating 

Change Together for Community Food Security, 2014, p. 14).

Better access to private and public transportation would 

build a more food secure province by giving people more 

reliable access to healthy food. It would support social 

inclusion and grow employment opportunities. Affordable 

and accessible transportation, by private vehicle or public 

transit, would also boost food budgets by lowering the 

proportion of income needed for transportation expenses.  

Recommendation:
XII. Ensure enough income and related policy 

supports for Nova Scotians with disabilities, 

who work and who do not work, to have a 

basic nutritious diet.

Recommendations:
XIII. Invest in affordable and accessible 

community-appropriate public transit.

XIV. Increase Income Assistance to ensure 

Nova Scotians who need to can afford  

to have a private vehicle.
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Concluding Comments: 
What you can do

FoodARC’s vision is for healthy, just, and sustainable food 

systems for all – where all community residents have access 

to enough affordable, healthy and culturally appropriate 

food, produced in socially, economically and ecologically 

sustainable ways that promote community self-reliance 

and social justice. 

Our approach to looking at and understanding household 

food security is based on our belief that food is one way 

inequities manifest. Everyone has a right to the healthy and 

culturally appropriate food they want, as well as the right 

to define and shape their food system. This understanding 

is part of all the recommendations in this report. It is also 

key to the suggestions below for how to take action to 

define, change, and design our food system. This includes 

making the processes and structures that inform production, 

distribution, and consumption more just and resilient. 

Together we must challenge the predominant, neoliberal, 

global economic and food systems that value profits over 

people.

At an individual level, what can each of us do to help 

ensure food security for all in Nova Scotia?

Challenge assumptions about food insecurity

When we think and talk about poverty and food insecurity, 

negative stereotypes and assumptions are common. This 

can include “blaming the victim,” which leads to social 

exclusion and a lack of action for positive change. Poverty 

and food insecurity are problems with deep roots in 

systemic social and economic inequities, not the behaviour 

of individuals.   

In our daily lives, we can look critically at our own 

assumptions about food insecurity and talk to co-workers, 

friends, family members, and people in our communities 

about the causes of food insecurity. We can also participate 

in learning opportunities that challenge our own biases.

Get engaged in creating change

Learn more about what is happening in your community to 

address poverty and food insecurity:  

• Join public conversations about causes, 

consequences, and solutions to poverty and food 

security.

• Challenge people who say that households that are 

food insecure are to blame because of their own 

choices about their health and eating. 

• Provide evidence that income-related supports 

and minimum wages are not enough for many 

households to afford a basic nutritious diet.

• Have conversations with your local and provincial 

politicians to gain support for public policy that 

improves wages, Income Assistance, food policy, etc.

• Work with others to create positive change in your 

community, province, and country.

The following tools can support you to work towards a 

healthier, just, and sustainable food system in Nova Scotia:

Make Food Matter Toolkit

This website is full of resources to help you make change 

in your organization or community. There are tools and 

information to show how policy is made, help you to 

advocate and lead community conversations, and learn how 

to communicate about food security so people will listen. 

Check out the toolkit at www.makefoodmatter.ca. 

The Hand You’re Dealt

This two- to four-player board game is based on the PFC 

results in this report. It’s an engaging way to help people 

learn about food insecurity and what we can do about it. 

The game has a Facilitator Guide with four sets of discussion 

questions. You can find out about obtaining a copy at  

www.foodarc.ca. 

Thought About Food: A Workbook on Food Security & 

Influencing Policy

Thought About Food? is a workbook developed as part of a 

series of research projects on food security. It offers inspiring 

tools and information for communities to come together 

and organize to make food security a reality for everyone. 

www.foodthoughtful.ca
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For more information on how you can help build food 

security in Nova Scotia, please visit:

• FoodARC www.foodarc.ca

₀₀ FoodARC is a research centre at Mount Saint 

Vincent University committed to research and 

action to build food security in Nova Scotia 

and beyond. FoodARC’s projects and activities 

have four pillars: research, building capacity, 

sharing knowledge, and advocacy and policy 

change.

• Healthy Populations Institute (formerly the Atlantic 

Health Promotion Research Centre) www.dal.ca/

dept/hpi.html

₀₀ The Healthy Populations Institute aims to 

improve population health and promote 

health equity by understanding and 

influencing the complex conditions that 

impact communities’ health. Its areas of focus 

are research development, capacity building 

and training, knowledge translation, and 

research management. 

• Food Secure Canada www.foodsecurecanada.org

₀₀ Food Secure Canada is a pan-Canadian 

alliance of organizations and individuals 

working together to advance food security and 

food sovereignty through three interlocking 

goals: zero hunger, healthy and safe food, and 

sustainable food systems.

• Ecology Action Centre www.ecologyaction.ca 

₀₀ The Ecology Action Centre is an independent 

organization that works with partners 

to provide up-to-date environmental 

information, pursue evidence-based solutions, 

and act as a watchdog for the environment. 

“I think that often families that 
are, that experience poverty are 
just not listened to or considered 
that they don’t have really 
anything important to add to 
the discussion. And I think that 
that’s far from the truth. So I 
think it’s a good reminder that 
we need to be listening to people 
that live in those circumstances 
when we’re trying to figure out 
how to make changes in society 
to make it better… I think that’s 
one of the good things about PFC 
is that is participatory.” 
(Family Resource Centre partner, Mount Saint Vincent University and 
Nova Scotia Food Security Network, 2013, p.12). 
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Research Team
(April 2015 - February 2017)

Principal Investigator: Dr. Patty Williams, Director, 

FoodARC; Professor and Canada Research Chair 

in Food Security and Policy Change; Department 

of Applied Human Nutrition, Mount Saint Vincent 

University; Senior Research Scholar, Healthy 

Populations Institute, Dalhousie University

FoodARC Staff: Meredith Bessey (Part-time 

Administrative Support, July 2015-present);  

Kathleen Chan (Research Assistant, MSVU, December 

2015-present); Catherine Hart (Voices Research 

Associate, MSVU, July 2016-present); Aliya Jamal 

(FoodARC Project Coordinator, MSVU, July 2015-June 

2016); Megan Ramsay (Part-time Research Associate, 

MSVU, April 2015-May 2016); Chris Stothart  

(Voices Project Coordinator, MSVU, April 2015-

August 2015); Anthony Thomas (Part-time 

Administrative Support, MSVU, April 2015-July 2015);  

Madeleine Waddington (Part-time FoodARC Project 

Coordinator, MSVU, June 2016-February 2017) 

Statistician: Dr. Ilya Blum

Interns and Students: Stephanie Harding (MAHN 

student, MSVU), Nicole MacPherson (Dietetic Intern, 

MSVU)

Voices Management Team: Barb Anderson,  

School of Nutrition and Dietetics, Acadia University;  

Debra Reimer, Kids Action Program, Canning;  

Donna Ellis, Kids Action Program, Canning;  

Deborah Dickey, Dartmouth North Community  

Food Centre

Voices for Food Security in Nova Scotia Advisory 

Committee: Julianne Acker-Verney (woman with 

disabilities, poverty and food insecurity change 

maker, Masters student SMU-MSVU); Alison Chappell 

(Former co-chair, Food Action Committee, Ecology 

Action Centre); Lesley Frank (Associate Professor, 

Acadia University); Lynn Langille (Former Coordinator, 

Health Disparities, Nova Scotia Department of Health 

and Wellness); Karen LeBlanc (Maggie’s Place Family 

Resource Centre, Amherst, Nova Scotia);  

Angela MacDonald (Community Nutritionist, Union of 

Nova Scotia Indians); Wayne MacNaughton (Disability 

Advocate & Poverty Activist); Christine Saulnier 

(Director, Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives-

Nova Scotia); Nancy Stewart (Health Promoter, 

Nova Scotia Health Authority, Public Health, 

Annapolis Valley)

Partners and Collaborators: Cape Breton Family 

Resource Centres, Port Hawkesbury and Sydney; 

Community University Research Alliance: Activating 

Change Together for Community Food Security; 

Dartmouth Family Centre; Department of Human 

Nutrition, St. Francis Xavier University; Ecology Action 

Centre; Family Matters, Annapolis County Family 

Resource Centre; First Nations and Inuit Health 

Atlantic Region; Health Canada, Atlantic Regional 

Office; Healthy Populations Institute, Dalhousie 

University; Kids Action Program, Canning; Kids First, 

Antigonish and Pictou; LEA Place Women’s Resource 

Centre, Sheet Harbour; Maggie’s Place, Amherst and 

Truro; Memory Lane Family Place, Lower Sackville; 

Nova Scotia Advisory Commission on AIDS; 

Nova Scotia Department of Health and Wellness; 

Nova Scotia Food Security Network (transition team); 

Nova Scotia Nutrition Council (transition team); 

Parent’s Place Yarmouth County Resource Centre; 

Public Health Agency of Canada, Atlantic Regional 

Office; Nova Scotia Health Authority; School of 

Nutrition and Dietetics, Acadia University;  

South Shore Family Resource Association, 

Bridgewater, Liverpool and Shelburne;  

Beatrice White, community partner  
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