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Introduction
Food insecurity in developed countries can go easily unnoticed because it is 
often unapparent that an individual is worrying about where their next meal will 
come from. Food insecurity among post-secondary students has catapulted 
to the forefront of public discourse as service providers and impacted 
communities work tirelessly to highlight how pervasive the issue is on Canadian 
campuses. Nearly 40% of Ryerson University students reported experiencing 
some form of food insecurity throughout the school year (Silverthorne, 2016). 
Food insecurity has many causes with only complex solutions and the Good 
Food Centre (GFC) at Ryerson University offers free and affordable food options 
to students, while promoting student food security on campus.

1.1 The Good Food Centre
The GFC is one of the Equity Service Centres run by the Ryerson Students’ Union 
(RSU) that aims to address food insecurity within the Ryerson community by 
improving equitable access to sufficient, sustainable, and appropriate food for 
members through affordable means (Ryerson Students’ Union, 2016). The main 
service provided by the GFC is a community food bank that allows members to 
collect three day’s worth of food supplies per week, including fresh produce and 
non-perishable items, at no cost and with no questions asked. 

The GFC also offers the Good Food Box program coordinated by FoodShare 
Toronto, which provides a box of fruits and/or vegetables at reduced prices 
each week to members. Other services organized by the GFC are community 
kitchens, cooking workshops, and advocacy events.
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1.2  
The Hunger 
Report
The Hunger Report is published 
by the GFC and Ryerson Students’ 
Union (RSU) and discusses the 
Ryerson University campus 
food bank usage. The purpose 
of this report is to describe the 
demographics into which GFC’s 
members belong, then compare 
and contrast the characteristics 
of GFC members with Ryerson 
University’s general student 
population. Using this data, 
the report identifies student 
populations that are potentially 
more vulnerable to experiencing 
food insecurity and explores 
the reasons why these student 
populations may be more 
vulnerable. This report also 
provides recommendations for 
change at the university and the 
government levels with the goal 
of improving long-term student 
food security.

1.3 
Food Security
What exactly does it mean to be food secure? While food security has 
several meanings, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO) defines it as “when all people, at all times, have access 
to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary patterns and 
food preferences for an active and healthy life” (World Food Summit, 
1996). To conceptualize it further, food security can be broken down into 
“5 A’s” that are the pillars of food security, and these are foundational to 
the GFC’s operations:

The Five A’s of Food Security

Availability
Sufficient food for all 
people at all times

Accessibility
Physical and economic 
access to food for all at 
all times

Acceptability
Access to culturally 
acceptable food, which is 
produced and obtained 
in ways that do not 
compromise people’s 
dignity, self-respect or 
human rights

(The Centre for Studies in Food 
Security, n.d.)
 

Agency
The policies and 
processes that enable 
the achievement of food 
security

Adequacy
Access to food that 
is nutritious and 
safe, and produced 
in environmentally 
sustainable ways
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1.4 
Student Food Insecurity at Ryerson 
University
When any one or more of the five pillars of food security is not achieved, 
students are at risk of facing food insecurity. According to Davis and 
Tarasuk (1994), food insecurity is “the inability to acquire or consume an 
adequate diet quality or sufficient quantity of food in socially acceptable 
ways, or the uncertainty that one will be able to do so”. University 
students are highly susceptible to food insecurity as evidenced by 
the prevalence of food insecurity in this population which is higher 
than that of the general population of Canada. An estimated 39% of 
university students in Canada experience some form of food insecurity 
(Silverthorn, 2016), compared with 12% of Canadian households that 
report food insecurity (Tarasuk, Mitchell & Dachner, 2016). In a survey of 
Ryerson University students, 38.9% of students reported experiencing 
food insecurity, consistent with  the national average for university 
students in Canada (Silverthorn, 2016).

One of driving forces that contributes to student food insecurity is that 
students tend to compromise food purchasing in order to pay for other 
expenses such as housing and tuition because these rapidly-rising costs are 
the largest and indispensable components of their budget (Farahbakhsh et 
al., 2015). It is estimated that by the school year of 2017-2018, the average 
rate of tuition in Ontario would rise to $9,483 per year (Shaker & Macdonald, 
2014), and the average rental costs of a bachelor and one-bedroom 
apartment within the central regions of Toronto (the area of the former 
City of Toronto, prior to amalgamation) has already increased to $1002 
and $1272 respectively per month in 2016 (Canada Mortgage and Housing 

39% 
of university students 
in Canada experience 
some form of food 
insecurity 

12% 
of Canadian 
households report 
food insecurity

$1002/month
average rental costs 
of a bachelor within 
the central regions of 
Toronto
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Corporation, 2016). The increasing 
trend in costs make tuition 
and housing less affordable to 
students, whose budgets tend to 
be restricted. Moreover, because 
food prices in Ontario are expected 
to increase in 2017 by more than 
3% to 5% (Charlebois et al., 2017), 
students may also go for cheaper 
food choices that tend to be less 
nutritious in order to pay for tuition 
and housing. With the financial 
struggles that students face, a 
source of support is necessary 
and essential to improve this 
population’s food security. 

One might argue in Ontario that 
the Ontario Student Assistance 
Program (OSAP) and other 
sources of grants and loans 
provide sufficient student 
assistance, but the level of 
student food insecurity (38.9% 
of Ryerson students) undermines 
this notion (Silverthorn, 2016). A 
student whose parents/guardians 
have an income of $50,000 per 
year or less, or a mature student 
who has an income of $20,000 

or less, can expect to receive 
$15,800 per year in grants and 
loans, while the average cost of 
attending university is expected 
to be $18,800 (OSAP: Ontario 
Student Assistance Program, 
2017). Students who fund their 
education through government 
loans and financial aid are actually 
more susceptible to experience 
food insecurity (Silverthorn, 2016; 
Farahbakhsh et al., 2015). 

These estimates of expenses 
are only averages and many 
Ryerson University students may 
have higher expenses. Living 
expenses in Toronto are usually 
$16,749 per year which was 
calculated from average rent 
prices (Canada Mortgage and 
Housing Corporation, 2016), 
the cost of a nutritious food 
basket (City of Toronto, 2017), 
and allotting $1,200 per year in 
telephone and internet charges. 
Hydro fees may or may not be 
included in rent, and therefore 
this figure may be even higher.
The estimate of living expenses in 

3% to 5%
The amount food 
prices in Ontario are 
expected to increase 
by in 2017 

38.9%
of Ryerson students 
reported experiencing 
food insecurity

$18,800/yr 
will be average cost of 
attending university
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Toronto is $7,149 higher than the 
OSAP estimated average. Tuition 
may also be higher than the 
average, for instance students in 
the engineering and architecture 
faculties at Ryerson University 
pay as much as $11,149 per year 
in tuition, which is $4,649 above 
the average (Ryerson University 
Admissions, 2017). The gap 
between the OSAP grants and 
loans and actual costs, therefore, 
is more likely to be $7,149 to 
$11,798 for students attending 
Ryerson University, rather than 
the $2,000 gap that OSAP 
estimates students can afford 
through summer and/or part-
time jobs (OSAP: Ontario Student 
Assistance Program, 2017).

OSAP also falls short when it 
assumes that families with an 
income that is deemed sufficient 
can or will contribute financially 
to a student’s educational 
expenses, and such students are 
provided with much lower OSAP 
allowances, but may not receive 
financial assistance from family 
(OSAP: Ontario Student Assistance 

Program, 2017). Given this 
information, it is not surprising 
that many students sacrifice their 
food budget to pay for tuition, 
rent and other seemingly more 
inflexible expenses. 

This situation is very concerning 
because students who experience 
food insecurity report poorer 
physical and mental health 
(Silverthorn, 2016; Hughes et 
al., 2011), including increased 
depression, anxiety and suicide 
ideation (Cady, 2014). Student 
food insecurity is also associated 
with poor academic performance 
and a lower GPA, and an increased 
number of paid employment 
hours, often in low-skilled labour 
(Cady, 2014; Farahbakhsh et al., 
2015, Maroto, Snelling & Linck, 
2015). Therefore, student food 
insecurity needs to be addressed 
to improve student well-being and 
student academic success.

$16,749/yr
average living 
expenses in Toronto 

$7,149 more 
Estimate of Toronto 
living expenses is 
higher than the OSAP 
estimated average

$7,149 to 
$11,798
gap for Ryerson 
students between 
OSAP and actual costs
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Key Findings

• 39% 
of GFC members 
were 25+ years old 
which indicates that mature students and graduate 
students may be more vulnerable to food insecurity

• 64% 
of GFC members 
identified as non-white
indicating that minority groups may experience more 
food insecurity at Ryerson University

• 21% 
of GFC members were from 
the Faculty of Engineering and 
Architectural Science
which also had the highest tuition rate at Ryerson 
University

• 12% 
of GFC members were 
international students
who pay higher tuition than local students and may 
have fewer local networks/resources to cope with 
food insecurity

• 30% 
of members lived with either 
parents/guardians or their spouse
indicating that family support does not preclude 
experiences of food insecurity

• 32% 
of GFC members reported 
that they were employed
indicating that student employment does not 
necessarily relieve food insecurity

6
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Demographic Overview

3.1 Methods & Limitations
Data was collected through an intake survey 
presented to 335 members when first registering with 
the GFC and response to the survey was voluntary. 
The survey contained 15 questions related to 
demographics or other characteristics that may be 
associated with food insecurity. The goal of this data 
collection is to assess trends and potentially identify 
the social determinants of food insecurity within the 
Ryerson University student body that may make this 
population vulnerable to food insecurity. 

One of the major limitations of the data is its inability 
to represent all Ryerson students who are food 
insecure as many food insecure individuals do not 
access food banks (Loopstra & Tarasuk, 2015). This 
data only represents individuals in the Ryerson 
University community that register as members at the 
GFC. Moreover, due to limited funding and staffing 
capacities, the study remains informal, therefore, 
lacking rigorous and standardized research processes 
and protocols. 

3.2 Results
Gender

Female 49%

Male  47%

Unknown  2%

Trans  2%

Ryerson University reports that 54% of enrolled 
undergraduate students were female and 46% were 
male in the Fall of 2015 (Ryerson University Planning 
Office, 2017). Comparatively, males made up 47% 
of the members who used the GFC, which is slightly 
overrepresented relative to the university population, 
and females were slightly underrepresented (49%), 
but the difference is not significant, therefore no 
relationship between gender and student food 
insecurity at Ryerson has been found, which agrees 
with previous research at other universities (Micevski, 
Thornton & Brockington, 2014).
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Age Parental Status

25+

39%

20-24

43%

17-19

18%

Since the majority of Ryerson undergraduate 
students are 20 to 24 years old (50%), it is 
unsurprising that many GFC members fall within 
that age range. The age 17 to 19 range, however, 
is underrepresented (18% of members compared 
to 35% of undergraduate students) and the 25+ 
age range is significantly overrepresented (39% 
of members compared to 15% of undergraduate 
students). Mature students are more likely to be 
vulnerable to food insecurity because this group 
tends to have less financial and practical support 
from parents, guardians, and/or other relatives. 
Moreover, this student population is more likely to 
have children as dependents (van Rhijn, Quosai, 
& Lero, 2011) which may further restrict their 
financial capacity and ability to attain sufficient and 
adequate food for themselves. 

No Dependents 87%

Yes, children  11%

Yes, non-child 1%
dependents  

Unknown  1%

Most GFC members do not have dependents, but 
12% of GFC members have dependents and 11% are 
parents. In comparison with a provincial average of 
6% of students who are also parents, student parents 
are overrepresented as GFC members by nearly 
double (van Rhijn, Quosai & Lero, 2011). Student 
parents are likely a vulnerable population due to the 
increased expense of raising children, lower financial 
support from their parents or other family members, 
and the struggle of completing their education in 
an environment designed for students who are not 
parents (van Rhijn, Quosai & Lero, 2011). Single 
parents are the most vulnerable population nation-
wide and this trend likely holds for single parents who 
are also students (Roshanafshar & Hawkins, 2015).
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Geographic Source

Domestic
(within Ontario) 

62%

International

12%

Out of
Province

1%

Exchange 

3%

?

Unknown

21%

Almost all (94.9%) of Ryerson University 
undergraduate students were from Ontario in 2015-
16, whereas 1.7% were from out of province and 
3.0% were international students (Ryerson University 
Planning Office, 2017). Graduate students may have 
slightly higher out of province and international 
representation, but the data was not available. At 
only 62% of GFC members, domestic students are 
underrepresented, whereas international students are 
overrepresented at 12% of GFC members. This is most 
readily explained by the much higher tuition charged 
to international students ($22,133 - $25,399 compared 
to 6,942 - 10,660 for domestic students) (Ryerson 
University Admissions, 2017) as well as the necessary 
expense of living away from home and away from their 
primary social support network. Conversely, a large 
number domestic students live at home and may have 
stronger local support networks, which may make this 
group less vulnerable to food insecurity. 
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Community Member Type

0

20

40

60

80

100

Staff/Faculty  0%

Unknown  2%

Other  2%

Part-Time Student  7%

Full-Time Student  89%

Most GFC members are full-time students, which 
is in accordance with most of Ryerson University’s 
undergraduate and graduate students (75%), but 
full-time students are clearly overrepresented as 
GFC members. Full-time students are at greater risk 
of food insecurity because academic responsibilities 
take most of their time, which leaves little time for 
work and other responsibilities such as cooking and 
grocery shopping (Goldrick-Rab, Broton & Eisenberg, 
2015; Silverthorn, 2016). 
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Faculty Membership

0 5 10 15 20 25

Unknown

G. Raymond Chang School
of Continuing Education

Yeates School of Graduate Studies

Faculty of Community Services

Ted Rogers School of Management

Faculty of Engineering
& Architectural Science

Faculty of Communication
& Design

Faculty of Science

Faculty of Arts 10%

12%

5%

21%

11%

19%

15%

4%

4%

The largest faculty during the 2015-2016 school 
year was the Ted Rogers School of Management, 
with 29.0% of all non-continuing education 
students (Ryerson University Planning Office, 
2017). GFC membership by Ted Rogers School of 
Management students is underrepresented at only 
11% of GFC members. Conversely, some faculties are 

overrepresented in the GFC membership: Engineering 
and Architectural Science students represent 13.5% 
of students, but 21% of GFC members, and the 
Yeates School of Graduate Studies represents 6.9% 
of students, but 15% of members (Ryerson University 
Planning Office, 2017). 
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There are several factors that may contribute 
to differential membership between faculties. 
Differences in advertising of GFC services and 
spread of information by word-of-mouth are likely to 
account for a significant proportion of the differences 
observed for faculty usage. The convenience of the 
location of the GFC may contribute to under usage 
by Ted Roger School of Management students who 
have most of their classes several blocks away at 
the Ted Rogers School of Management building 
compared to Engineering and Architecture students 
and Community Services students who are located 
predominantly in nearby buildings. 

Differences in factors like tuition costs between 
faculties and different course requirements, such as 
the expectation of taking summer courses or full-
time study year-round, may also be contributing 
to differences in vulnerability of different faculties. 
Engineering and architecture students pay the 
highest tuition at $9,859 to $11,149 for the 2016-
2017 school year, which is well above the average of 
$8,405 for undergraduate tuition at Ryerson (Ryerson 
University Admissions, 2017). The overrepresentation 
of graduate students among GFC members is not 
surprising, since graduate students often are engaged 
in their studies full-time year-round and may be older 
with more responsibilities, such as children. These 
data need to be considered because factors such as 
advertising, location, course requirements, higher 

tuition costs, and level of study seem to be impacting 
GFC usage by faculty, and are also likely contributing 
factors to the student experience of food insecurity. 

Level of Study

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%
Unknown  25%

PhD  2%

Certificate  3%

Master  10%

Undergraduate  59%

Undergraduate students represent more than half 
of the GFC members, but are still underrepresented 
since 93% of students enrolled at Ryerson University 
are undergraduates. Master and PhD students 
represent 7% of Ryerson University students, but 12% 
of GFC members, such that graduate students as a 
group are overrepresented by nearly double. This is 
likely because graduate students are on average older 
than undergraduates and as a result tend to be able 
to rely less on assistance from family members and 
tend to have more responsibilities, such as children. 



Employed  3%
Full-Time 

Employed  29%
Part-Time 

Not   46%
Employed 

Unknown  22%
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Employment

Most GFC members were not employed, likely 
because most full time students (which was the 
majority of the members) have little extra time to 
engage in paid labour. One common strategy for 
coping with food insecurity, however, is to either seek 
employment or seek more work hours (Farabakhsh 
et al., 2015), which, when the hours exceeded 15 per 
week, has been associated with lower GPA scores 
(Cady, 2014). It is possible some students seek 
employment to alleviate food insecurity instead of 
using the GFC services, with potential detriments to 
their GPA and well-being. 
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Household Type

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

Unknown

Other

With spouse/partner
and children/dependents

With children/dependents

With spouse/partner

With parents/guardian

Shared accommodations
(with roommates)

Campus residence

Live alone

5%

 1%

 1%

36%

2%

24%

18%

7%

6%

For many Ryerson students housing costs compete with tuition costs as the greatest yearly expenditure: the cost 
of living in residence is $8,241.06 to $9,071.06 for a single room for 8 months and about $5,818.06 to $6,706.06 
for a double room for 8 months (Ryerson University Student Affairs, 2017a); shared accommodations off-campus 
in the central region of Toronto cost $9,540 per year; and living alone off-campus typically costs $11,910 per 
year (Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2016). While residence is very expensive for the 8 months that 
students typically rent for, students in residence are not very often GFC members because of the mandatory meal 
plan for residence students. Once students move off-campus, and live alone or in shared accommodations, they 
become more vulnerable to food insecurity, likely as a result of high rent prices and the priority that rent takes in 
the budget. The experience of student food insecurity, however, cannot be simplified: this data also shows that 
students who live with a parent(s) or other family member(s) also experience food insecurity, possibly because 
they live in food insecure households and/or may contribute significantly towards paying for household expenses. 
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Ethnic Background

Primary Ethnic Background %

European/White 29%

East and South East Asian 19%

South Asian 18%

African 7%

Hispanic/Latino 5%

West Asian 5%

Other 4%

Caribbean 3%

Aboriginal 1%

Unknown 7%

Total 100

Food insecurity exists in every ethnic population at Ryerson University, and GFC members come from diverse ethnic 
backgrounds. European/white individuals make up the largest single group of GFC users at 29%, but minorities 
represent 64% of GFC members. In a recent survey, 46.7% of Ryerson University students identified as white, which 
indicates that white students are underrepresented and minority students are overrepresented as GFC members. 
Disadvantage due to discrimination against minority groups is the most likely cause of the overrepresentation, and 
likely makes minority groups less able to access nutritious and culturally appropriate foods. 
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3.3 
Demographic Summary
The demographics identify student parents, older students, graduate 
students, international students, students living off campus either alone 
or with roommates, and students from ethnic minorities as potentially 
vulnerable populations. Each of these factors are not necessarily 
independent: for example, older students are more likely to live off-
campus, have children and be graduate students (van Rhijn, Quosai 
& Lero, 2011). This data also indicated that it is possible that different 
faculties are impacted differently by food insecurity, which could occur 
through different tuition rates, different course requirements and different 
possibilities for work while attending school. For example, the Faculty 
of Engineering and Architectural Science is overrepresented at the GFC, 
which may be due to the higher tuition charged to those students and 
their specific school experience, or, alternatively, this could be explained 
by more successful advertising of the GFC and more convenient access to 
the GFC location. 
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Limitations of 
Campus Food Bank
The GFC is limited by many of the 
same factors that impact most 
food banks in Canada (Loopstra 
& Tarasuk, 2015; Bazerghi et al., 
2016). Due to a limited food 
supply, only about three days 
worth of food can be provided 
to each GFC member per week, 
which is inadequate for many. 
Space and storage facilities are 
limited in the GFC, which is a 
barrier to supplying more food 
for GFC members. Access to the 
service for students who have 
diverse schedules, or may not 
attend campus every day of the 
week, may be limited due to hours 
of operation. Much of the service 
is run by student volunteers, 
so volunteer commitment and 
availability partially determine 
hours of operation, which may 
affect the number of visits 

members can make. Funding for 
the service is always an issue, and 
better funding has the potential to 
improve both food availability and 
hours of operation. Finally, the 
GFC strives to provide a diversity 
of the food, which meets the 
needs of its members and allows 
for a dignified and culturally 
appropriate access to food. The 
GFC recognizes that various 
populations may have different 
cultural and/or traditional dietary 
requirements or preferences. The 
GFC aims to offer kosher, halal, 
gluten-free, dairy-free, vegetarian 
and vegan options, however there 
are barriers in sourcing enough of 
these options because the GFC is 
limited to donations and what can 
be afforded from suppliers.

The GFC understands the 
limitations to a campus food 
bank as a response to student 
food insecurity. Emergency food 
assistance is the most common 
response to food insecurity in 
Canada, however this solution 
fails to address the drivers of 
food insecurity and in fact, only 
25% of Canadians experiencing 
food insecurity access food banks 
(Tarasuk, Dachner & Loopstra, 
2014). The GFC’s food bank 
provides essential food assistance 
to students, but recognizes that 
their services must go beyond the 
food bank in order to address the 
root causes of post-secondary 
student food insecurity.  
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Recommendations
Student food insecurity is rooted in a complex system which involves the campus, municipal, provincial and 
federal government levels as well as important factors such as employment, tuition fees, housing, and cost of 
living. The GFC advocates for a political environment which supports food security and would like to make the 
following recommendations to Ryerson University and the municipal, provincial and federal governments in order 
to foster student food security.  

5.1 
Recommendation 
for Ryerson 
University: 
Institutional 
research into 
student food 
insecurity

(Silverthorn, 2016; Borsutzky, 
1995). The Hunger Report 
contributes to the conversation 
about food insecurity at Ryerson 
University, but it is limited 
because the existing data is 
incomprehensive; it is voluntarily 
supplied by GFC members and 
represents only a small subset 
of food insecure students and 
of students overall (Silverthorn, 
2016; Loopstra & Tarasuk, 2015). 

Ryerson University currently 
collects health data of the Ryerson 
student body every three years, 
through the National College 
Health Assessment survey 
conducted by the American 
College Health Association 
in partnership with Ryerson’s 

Student Health and Wellness 
services (Student Health and 
Wellness, 2017). This survey 
does not, however, address 
food insecurity which is a major 
contributing factor towards 
the nutrition health data that is 
collected in the survey, including 
why students make specific 
food choices such as consuming 
fewer fruits and vegetable 
than recommended (American 
College Health Association, 
2016). Food insecurity questions 
could be adapted from the food 
insecurity module of the Canadian 
Community Health Survey, which 
are based on the United States 
Department of Agriculture’s 
Household Food Security Survey 
Module (Health Canada, 2007). 

Data analysis and community 
involvement are foundational for 
the creation of successful policies 
that actually meet the needs of 
communities. Currently, there is 
sparse information available on 
the prevalence of food insecurity 
at Ryerson University conducted 
by independent researchers 
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Alternatively, working closely 
with Meal Exchange to continue 
collecting and publishing 
data, as begun last year with 
Silverthorn’s publication, could 
generate similar data on a regular 
basis (Meal Exchange, 2016). 
Therefore, collecting student 
food insecurity data, along with 
more comprehensive data about 
food and cooking attitudes and 
behaviours, in this survey, or in a 
separate survey administered by 
the university, would be helpful for 
the various branches of Ryerson 
University, including the GFC, 
to facilitate students’ meeting 
their nutritional needs, as well as 
providing information about the 
impact of tuition increases and 
other increasing expenses on the 
prevalence and severity of food 
insecurity on campus. 

5.2 Recommendation for Ryerson University: 
Make affordable student housing a priority 

Since rent is one of the main components of the student budget, access 
to affordable housing should be a priority to relieve financial strain for 
students, especially in a city like Toronto in which housing is increasingly 
unaffordable. On-campus housing is notoriously expensive, and on a 
per-month basis, Ryerson University offers a more expensive service than 
living off-campus: off-campus, students can expect to pay $1,345.75 per 
month on rent, food, transportation and internet, whereas for similar 
accommodations on-campus (a single room), students can expect to pay 
$1,700.00 per month plus additional spending on food not covered by the 
meal plan (Ryerson University Student Affairs, 2017a). Commitment to a 
non-profit affordable on-campus housing service as well as meal plans 
would relieve financial strain for students and promote student success, as 
previously recommended by Silverthorn (2016).  

Since Ryerson University does not have a large residence capacity, 
even if on-campus options could be provided at the same cost as off-
campus living, it would not be possible to accommodate the demand 
for residence. This makes connecting students with affordable and 
sustainable off-campus options like student housing cooperatives and 
areas of the city in which rent is more affordable than in the downtown 
core. Although the off-campus housing facilitator at the Student Affairs 
Housing and Residence Life Office is committed to connecting students 
with housing options that meet their needs, fostering relationships with 
more affordable off-campus housing options is greatly needed to meet 
the volume of need (Ryerson University Student Affairs, 2017b). 
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5.3 Recommendation for Ryerson University: 
Improve student on-campus employment 
opportunities & reduce internship precarity 

While employment alone cannot prevent experiences of student food 
insecurity, improved wages and better working conditions for students 
may significantly improve the financial assets available to students. The 
majority of jobs available to post-secondary students are low skill and low 
paying, however on-campus employment and internships tend to offer 
more skill building opportunities. Currently, the majority of Ryerson Career 
Boost positions are paid minimum wage, however we recommend that 
a more liveable wage be given to students working in these positions. In 
Toronto, a living wage has been calculated to be $18.52, well above the 
$14 minimum wage (Kiessen, 2015). For students to thrive academically 
as well as support their health, they need to be able to afford the costs 
of living. In addition, funding should be increased to the International 
Student Support Work Experience Program, ISSWEP, as international 
students have significantly less employment opportunities than domestic 
students and are highly susceptible to experiences of financial stress and 
food insecurity due to high tuition rates. 

Many programs at Ryerson require students to participate in unpaid 
internships as a part of their curriculum. While these internships add 
value to students’ education and benefit their  professional development, 
they contribute additional financial stress. Compared to paid co-op 
programs present at other post-secondary institutions, unpaid placements 
still require students to pay course fees in addition to working many 
hours unpaid and having less time available for paid employment. We 
recommend that Ryerson support paid internship opportunities and 
reduced or removed course fees for placements which occur outside of 
the institution. 
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5.4 
Recommendation 
for Government: 
Commitment 
to progressive 
policies for tuition 
fees and student 
debt 

In 2013, the provincial 
government introduced a four 
year tuition fee framework 
whereby tuition fees can 
increase by 3% per year for most 
programs and 5% for professional 
and graduate programs, which 
has been extended until 2019 
(Ontario Ministry of Training, 
Colleges & Universities, 2013; 
Levy, 2016). Still, tuition fees 
increase at rates outpacing 
inflation, since universities rely on 
student tuition fees to cover their 
operating costs which in the past 
were funded by the government 
(Silverthorn, 2016). In 2015/2016 
at Ryerson, average tuition rates 
were $6, 213 for undergraduate 
students and $9, 654 for graduate 
students (COU, 2015). 

With less regulation and 
significantly higher tuition 
fees, international students 
are shouldering a significant 
portion of the burden of less 
government funding to post-
secondary institutions (CFSO, 
2017). In 2015/2016, International 
undergraduate student tuition 
fees were $21, 673 and graduate 
fees were $19, 711, almost triple 
that of domestic fees (COU, 2015).

Since the number of jobs 
requiring a post-secondary 
degree is climbing, students 
take huge amounts of debt to 
complete their education. The 
average student debt load, from 
government loans, at graduation 
for university students in the 
2014/2015 year was $15, 989, a 
figure that rises by roughly 3% 
per year, well above inflation 
(Government of Canada, 
2016). Doctorate and Master’s 
students graduate with even 
more debt, $29, 289 and $20, 
531, respectively (Government 
of Canada, 2016). Debt can have 

detrimental effects on mental 
health, well-being and livelihoods 
of post-secondary students into 
the future. 

In 2019, when the tuition fee 
framework comes to term, we 
recommend that the provincial 
government commit to 
progressive reduction in tuition 
fees by increasing funding to 
post-secondary institutions. 
Additionally, we recommend 
forgiveness of student debt and 
conversion of student loans 
to grants since these financial 
burdens have long-term impacts 
on the food security, health and 
well-being of students. 
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5.5 Recommendation for 
Government: Make Affordable 
Housing in Toronto a Priority

5.6 Recommendation for 
Government: Include students 
in policies aimed to reduce 
poverty and increase food 
securityAccess to safe and affordable housing is a key 

marker of food security. The cost of housing in the 
Greater Toronto Area has continued to skyrocket 
contributing to inflating costs of accessing post-
secondary education in the downtown core. 
Although, the Ontario government’s decision to 
introduce protections against dramatic increases to 
rent is a welcome first step it does little to address 
already high rent cost. In Toronto, the average rent 
prices in 2018 for a one-bedroom is $2,150 per 
month (Padmapper, 2018) making Toronto the most 
expensive city to rent in the country. We recommend 
that the City of Toronto and the Ontario Government 
make substantial investments to address the growing 
backlog in Toronto Community Housing. 

With exorbitant rental cost, a lot of students turn to 
multi-tenant units that advertise substantially lower 
rent cost. In many areas across the city, these units 
are illegal and unregulated leaving students very 
few avenues to report dangerous living conditions 
and landlord malpractice. In addition to investing in 
affordable housing stock, we recommend that the 
City of Toronto act on the Multi-Tenant House Review 
Report (2016) which recommends rezoning areas 
where multi-tenant housing already exists illegally. 

The rate of student food insecurity (39%) is well 
above that of the general population (Silverthorn, 
2016), which is 8.3% of households (Roshanafshar & 
Hawkins, 2015). Therefore, given the known negative 
impacts of food insecurity on health and well-being 
as well as in success at school, it makes sense that 
provincial and federal governments commit to 
including students in policies aimed to reduce food 
insecurity. Regarding provincial policies, students 
should be eligible for receiving Ontario’s Basic Income, 
as outlined in the pilot project (Ministry of Community 
and Social Services, 2017). Regarding federal policies, 
the situation of Canada’s students should be taken in 
account during the development of the National Food 
Policy (Food Secure Canada, 2016). 



HUNGER REPORT 
2015-2016 23

Conclusion
Although more research into the root causes of student 
food insecurity is needed, any food security policy 
should fundamentally contribute to poverty reduction, 
while also considering increasing the 5 A’s of food 
security (see 1.3). For students in particular, poverty 
reduction focuses on the following key areas that 
increase students’ total income: increasing access to 
funds through non-repayable grants and scholarships 
and supporting access to stable work opportunities 
during the summer and school semesters. Poverty 
reduction may also focus on the reduction of 
expenses for students, such as rent reduction through 
subsidized housing or student housing cooperatives, 
and reexamination of tuition policies to ensure that 
students are bearing a fair burden of the cost of 
education. Indeed, recent Government of Ontario 
initiatives to offer free tuition (non-repayable grants 
through OSAP) to individuals from low income families 
are one way to reduce the burden of tuition for those 
who have greater need of tuition relief (Ontario Student 
Assistance Program, 2017). 

As far as increasing availability and accessibility 
of food for students, campus food banks including 
the GFC provide emergency relief, but its reach is 
restricted by stigma, limited food selection, problems 
related to food quality, often highly processed food 

items, and quantity of food available for students. 
Other initiatives that increase access to food on 
campus also include subsidized or discounted healthy 
food baskets, such as the Good Food Box offered by 
the GFC, or reduced price student meal initiatives, 
such as the pay-what-you-can meals offered by the 
Midnight Kitchen Collective at McGill University in 
Montreal (Midnight Kitchen Collective, 2017). 

One major concern in Canada is that while there are 
various patchwork initiatives that offer access to food 
or aim to increase food security, “there is [currently] no 
comprehensive policy framework in Canada designed 
to address food insecurity either federally or at the 
provincial or territorial level” (PROOF Food Insecurity 
Policy Research, 2017). The federal government 
is currently developing, with consultation from 
professionals and the public, a National Food Policy to 
address food security, health, the environment, and the 
Canadian agriculture and food industry growth (Food 
Secure Canada, 2016). The policy is expected to reduce 
long-term insecurity and poverty in comprehensive 
ways through a better social security system accessible 
by all Canadian residents.
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