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POVERTY FREE SASKATCHEWAN (PFS) is a network of 
individuals and organizations working toward poverty elimination 
including Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives – Saskatchewan Office, 
Regina Anti-Poverty Ministry, Saskatoon Anti-Poverty Coalition.

Poverty Free Saskatchewan has published four documents analyzing 
poverty issues in Saskatchewan: Let’s Do Something About Poverty, 
Strategies to Eliminate Poverty in Saskatchewan and Communities 
Respond. All these documents are available for downloading at Poverty 
Free Saskatchewan’s website.

Budget 2016: Transformation or Austerity draws attention to the    
causes and effects of poverty in the province. It focuses on the failure of 
the provincial government to carry through on its decision to develop a 
comprehensive anti-poverty plan and it demonstrates the current and 
future changes occurring in the Saskatchewan labour force that will lead 
to more low income earners, weakened life chances, and more poverty.

Budget 2017: For the Few, Not the Many critiques the government’s 
austerity programs and challenges the government to enact a tax and 
transfer system that creates a much fairer distribution of income.   

We invite all those concerned with this issue to download our documents 
and distribute widely by visiting www.povertyfreesask.ca. 

Those wishing paper copies of this document should contact us, and we 
can arrange printing.

Organizations and individuals wishing to contribute financially to  
PFS or provide other support are invited to contact PFS at 
povertyfreesask@gmail.com.
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Introduction
The Saskatchewan provincial budget tabled on June 15, 2020 was most notable in its brevity and lack of foresight. 

Premier Scott Moe’s Finance Minister, Donna Harpauer, declared that “the world has changed” forever thanks to 
the pandemic and stressed the need to “rebuild and recover together”. Harpauer recognized the transformation 
underway but delivered very little regarding the “rebuild” or even a detailed contingency plan should COVID-19 
return in full force.

The pandemic budget actually doubles-down on oil development by 
offering large oil companies tax cuts, while at the same time cutting 
programs relating to health, labour and the environment.

“The budget really is ‘let’s get back to the old normal’,” Simon Enoch of 
the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives Saskatchewan Office, told 
Press Progress. “Their stimulus package is almost entirely building roads 
and helping out the oil industry.”

The government apparently considers capital investment as the best 
path toward economic recovery, and offers little for those at the bottom 
of the income scale who are most hurt by the economic impacts of the 
pandemic. As well, with most of the jobs to be created and supported 
in traditionally male dominated sectors such as construction, the 
economic response also seems lopsided. 

As Murray Mandryk expounded, “The great ‘pandemic budget’ finally tabled after the informal presentation of 
spending estimates 90 days ago, seemed mostly misplaced cheery optimism, inappropriate frugality in areas 
where help is surely needed or foreboding numbers in declining natural resource revenues suggesting darker 
days ahead.” 

In this article, Poverty Free Saskatchewan describes in detail the inappropriate frugality impacting the most 
vulnerable and the lack of contingency planning for a COVID-19 return. But first here are the budget financial 
highlights. 

Saskatchewan Budget 2020-2021 Financial Highlights
• Forecast deficit $2.4 billion
• Total provincial debt $24.3 billion
• Total expenditures $15.5 billion
• Cost of COVID-19 $1.1 billion
• Cost of unpaid taxes $675 million
• $200 million set aside for public health and safety contingency
• $45 million to First Nations in lieu of lost gaming revenues
• $50 million small business support payments, no strings attached
• Environmental Protection Program cut $500,000
• Vaccine immunization program, no budget increases since 2017
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Given the downturn in the economy during the past three years, government austerity in three successive 
budgets and the negative impacts of the COVID-19 virus, attention was focused on vulnerable populations and 
measures to reduce longstanding inequities. High levels of inequality and low wages obstruct, not only progress 
toward poverty eradication, but also efforts to improve social inclusion and cohesion. There is a very long list 
of social services and health care programs that are long overdue for improvement through new investments. 
A comprehensive and coordinated response to these holes in the social safety net would form the basis for a 
powerful provincial anti-poverty plan, instead Saskatchewan continues to lag behind. Budget 2020 makes little 
progress on the files below.

• Youth mental health supports and suicide prevention programs
• Responses to Truth and Reconciliation Commission calls to action
• Housing costs that are barriers to first entry families
• Long-term care home health and safety standards
• Lowest minimum wage in Canada
• High tuition rates
• Homelessness programs
• HIV rates and toxic drug crisis
• Early childhood development and child care
• Support for social service recipients and those with disabilities
• Food insecurity

What were Saskatchewan citizens 
looking for in the budget?

Between January 1 and  
June 23, 2020 there were 662 
suicide or attempted suicide 
responses by Regina Police, 
20 of which were completed 
suicides. On average, there 
are 26 calls per week or just 
under four per day.   



1. Food Insecurity
Food insecurity is inconsistent or uncertain access to food due to financial constraints. There are thousands 
of people living in food insecure households in Saskatchewan. It’s a problem that worsened during the 
pandemic. Since the 1980s, Canada’s default response to food insecurity has been the expansion of food 
banking and food-based charity. Instead of dealing with this growing public health crisis, Budget 2020 has 
mostly ignored it.  

How has food insecurity been impacted by COVID?
Physical distancing and other restrictions brought on by the pandemic meant that people needed to take 
fewer trips to the grocery store and began to stockpile food and household necessities. This was nearly 
impossible for those who were already food insecure. As the pandemic went on, unprecedented job losses 
occurred. These families and individuals suddenly had to figure out how they were going to access resources 
to pay for rent and food.

The pandemic also revealed the vulnerability of low income groups and widespread delivery gaps in the food 
security system. With schools closing, noon lunches were no longer available. Food Banks faced difficulties 
in keeping up with the demand, and First Nations and community-based organizations like Carmichael and 
Chili for Children had to step up to the challenge. Regina Education and Action on Child Hunger Inc. (REACH), 
along with the Regina Food Bank and Salvation Army took the lead on food security, working with many 
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What were the budget 2020 measures 
in response to the Covid-19 pandemic?



local partners and receiving funding 
support from the City of Regina. 

Food deliveries to reserves, to seniors as well as organizing food 
hampers and children’s lunches for the city’s program were 
undertaken.  REACH alone packed 1,000 food boxes per week at 
the peak of the COVID-19 shutdown. Chili for Children provided 
food support to mâmawêyatitân, the North Central community 
centre, and Regina’s school boards also helped fill food security 
needs. 

The only extra funding for this programming was from the City of Regina and the federal government; and 
most unfortunately, the province did not provide any new funding in its budget to meet additional food 
security needs should there be a second COVID-19 wave. 

2. Social Services Assistance During the Pandemic
Recently, the Regina Anti-Poverty Ministry (RAPM) wrote a letter to the Minister of Social Services requesting 
the following:
• An increase of $300 per month to the basic allowance of all the department’s programs
• A request to not claw back the federal Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) payments
• A request to retain the new joint federal-provincial rent subsidy that is being denied people on income 

assistance
• An increase in the minimum wage to $15 per hour
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Why did RAPM call on the government to make these changes? 
Social Services’ total budget for 2020 is $1.286 billion, but it has only increased by a meagre $50.6 million. 
Part of this increase was a $100 remuneration to caregivers of people with disabilities and also to provide a 
one-time payment of $50 to 40,000 program recipients. The purpose of this payment was to assist recipients 
to protect themselves from contracting COVID-19. It was meant to help pay for cleaning products, sanitizers 
and food delivery, according to Minister Merriman. The Minister also stated that there is a cap on total income 
that a disability recipient can earn in a year. If a recipient’s income is greater than the cap, the department 
claws that amount back. Recipients with disabilities are allowed to work, earn and retain $600 per month. 
The CERB of $2,000 per month far exceeds the cap and is fully clawed back. Also those same recipients who 
are eligible for rental supplements lose that benefit. Minister Merriman argues that these measures prevent 
“program stacking”.

RAPM believes these rules by the department ensure people will be prevented from escaping poverty. 
They will never accumulate the extra savings that support them through life’s emergencies. Not only did 
COVID-19 take away many of their part-time jobs and income, but the department is now cutting their 
federal support payments, making it nearly impossible to improve their financial security.

The excessive penny pinching directed at social service recipients in Budget 2020 is jaw dropping. 

3. Drug Crisis and Health Impacts
In the past several months, suicide rates have greatly 
increased as have illnesses and death from toxic drugs 
(fentanyl laced drugs) are on the rise. The executive director 
of AIDS Saskatoon says the group is continuing with its plans 
to open a safe place for people to consume drugs.

The provincial budget did not include a hoped-for $1.3 million 
for the planned facility, which would be staffed 24 hours a 
day, seven days a week.

AIDS Saskatoon found out that the project would not be 
funded in March and started looking at its options then. AIDS 
Saskatoon said the supervised consumption site would help 
address the province’s high rates of HIV transmission, as well 
a growing rate of drug-related illness and death.

Between January 1 and June 23, 2020 there were 662 suicide or attempted suicide responses by Regina 
Police, 20 of which were completed suicides. On average, there are 26 calls per week, or just under four per 
day. The 20 completed suicides in this timeframe are well above the five-year average. In 2019, there were 
13 completed suicides while in 2016, 2017 and 2018, there were 11, nine and 14 respectively (CTV News, 
June 26). 

Addictions, trauma and mental health issues are among key drivers of crime and other social issues. The 
Regina Police Service “often finds itself interacting with Regina residents who are experiencing moments of 
crisis due to depression, post-traumatic stress, severe addiction, and other health and psychiatric concerns, 
increasing the risk of harm to self or others,” said the Regina Board of Police Commissioners. Its release went 
on to say, “Regina residents have made it clear that a greater investment should be made in health, mental 
health, community support systems and rehabilitation.” 
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A request to the province for increased funding to partnerships 
and programs “to ensure those in crisis in Regina are receiving 
the proper interventions and support, and to improve the 
process of integrating response systems to improve community 
safety and well-being” was also made by the Regina Police 
Commissioners (CBC June 27).

Instead of investing in drug and crime prevention programs, 
Budget 2020 decided to construct a new remand centre at a 
cost of $121 million. Social justice advocates and Indigenous 
activists are shocked by the province’s decision to spend $121 
million on a new remand jail facility in Saskatoon, which will house people who haven’t been convicted of 
a crime.

“I personally think it’s ridiculous. The province has lots of tools to stimulate the economy and lots of tools to 
deal with crime, and building more cells to warehouse people is actually the most expensive way to do that,” 
said Shawn Fraser, who is CEO of John Howard Society of Saskatchewan. 

Fraser said there’s no doubt overcrowding and high numbers in jails are a long-standing problem in 
Saskatchewan, but building another jail doesn’t get to the heart of the issue.

“It’s sort of like if you had a weight problem and your solution was just getting a bigger belt,” he said. “This 
was the scale of money that you know in a lot of areas in our society could help greatly improve that when 
we’re talking about housing, when we’re talking about mental health and addiction treatment.”

4. Housing
The budget does not address the problems with housing and homelessness in Saskatchewan. The 
government provided $175,000 to Saskatoon Lighthouse to house homeless individuals during the growing 
need during the COVID-19 shutdown. However, the longer term housing and homelessness situation is not 
being addressed. Both Saskatoon and Regina have housing strategies but lack the funding to move them 
forward.

Both Saskatoon and 
Regina have housing 
strategies but lack the 
funding to move them 
forward.



10

Recommendations
Poverty Free Saskatchewan recommends that the provincial government proceed to provide better social 
protection to the bottom half of income earners, including the following: 

1. The first immediate step the provincial government could, and should, take is to top up the federal child 
benefit – essentially a basic income for children – which would be a significant help to single parent families 
and the lowest income families. However, the Minister of Social Services would call this program stacking 
and has not implemented it. 
An increase to the child benefit would create a modest boost in income for the small army of carers and 
volunteers – mostly women – whose contribution, as the epidemic has revealed, is critical to the functioning 
of society but greatly undervalued. By providing all citizens with much more choice over work, education, 
training, leisure and caring, it would also lay the foundation for greater personal empowerment and freedom. 
By establishing a baseline income, poverty and inequality would be reduced, universalism strengthened 
and means-testing lessened. Adopting such a scheme would of course require a wide political debate, but 
it would put down a marker for the kind of society which could emerge when the crisis subsides.

2. We support the changes to social service programs as stated in RAPM’s letter to the government (see above).

3. We encourage the government to upgrade its action plans on poverty and pass an anti-poverty act to 
provide a strong enforcement to plans to end poverty.

4. We strongly suggest that the government allocate a significant portion of the provincial $200 million 
pandemic plan to address the effects of COVID-19 on mental health, drug addiction, HIV prevention services, 
housing, and the education and training systems. 

We strongly suggest that 
the government allocate a 
significant portion of the 
provincial $200 million 
pandemic plan to mental 
health, drug addiction, HIV 
prevention services, housing 
and the education and 
training systems. 



POVERTY FREE SASKATCHEWAN: OUR BELIEFS 
PFS is a network of individuals and organizations working to eliminate 
poverty in the province since 2009. The province has many other 
individuals, businesses and community organizations working to alleviate 
the harmful effects of poverty and address the root causes of poverty.

Working together more closely, we can eliminate poverty.

Poverty has serious consequences. The Poverty Costs campaign estimated 
spin off costs of poverty to be $3.8 billion, about five per cent of the 
province’s gross domestic product.

The guiding principles underpinning PFS’s anti-poverty strategy are:
• A focus on vulnerable groups;
• Community involvement carried out through meaningful province-

wide engagement processes that hears from all vulnerable groups 
and includes them in planning and implementation of strategies and 
programs;

• Anti-poverty targets timelines for achievement and performance 
indicators to be met; and

• Adoption of government accountability mechanisms that are clearly 
set out in a Saskatchewan Anti-Poverty Act.

PFs strategies to eliminate poverty were developed and have been 
communicated to the public and government. These strategies must cut 
across key issue areas and be supported by investments in the following:

• Housing access and affordability;
• Income security for vulnerable groups;
• Innovation in education, training and early childhood learning 

programs;
• Enabling and rewarding work and participation in our communities 

including support for a living wage;
• Improving access to quality services for low income people; and
• Promoting health and preventing illnesses among vulnerable groups, 

including food security initiatives.
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