
M anaging money is defi-
nitely a dying art among
most Canadians.

We spend more than we should,
often more than we make, we don’t
save enough and we are attracted to
a red sale sign like a gambler to a
blackjack table.

Yet, most of us live with a daily
nagging guilt that we really, really
have to get our act together.

The avalanche of debt isn’t really
a recent phenomenon. Canadians
have been going deeper into the red
since the 1970s. In 1975, Canadians
owed $23 billion (apart from mort-
gages). 

But by March of this year, that
number was a staggering $416 bil-
lion. In fact, our debt level doubled
between 2000 and 2008, a phe-
nomenon that also occurred be-
tween 1990 and 2000.

To add some perspective, average
household income rose to $65,200
in 2008, an increase of 11.6 per cent
since 1990. 

But, at the same time, spending
grew by 24.4 per cent. 

Interest rates were low, real estate
values were climbing, incomes
started to grow faster than inflation.
Many people, including those dol-
ing out the loans, thought the good
times would roll forever. But when
housing prices started to fall and the
market crash crushed investments
and job losses hit family incomes, a
financial perfect storm blew in.

Many Canadians now find their
debt crippling.

“Reliance on debt has eased the
financial pressure of inflation,
growing taxation, ballooning stu-
dent loans and stagnant incomes,”
said Douglas Welbanks, an insol-
vency counsellor and author of
several books, including Julius
Seizure: Secret World of Bankrupt-
cy, Debt Collection and Student
Loans (Chateau Lane, $19.95). 

“There is perceived benefit that
people can buy what they want and
the issue of repayment has been ig-
nored. Governments, retailers,
manufacturers all enjoy the bene-
fits of growing credit.”

Where once people who got into
financial crisis were thought to be
irresponsible or foolish, there are
far too many in that sinking boat to
believe that anymore, says Wel-
banks. 

And when governments have to
step in to save GM, Chrysler and a
host of American banks from bank-
ruptcy, how can ordinary con-

sumers be blamed for getting in
over their heads?

“People who have debt problems
are not stupid. They’re not out-
casts or renegades … Governments
can’t continue to ignore debt as a
problem.”

And neither can most ordinary
Canadians.

Over the next few weeks we’re
going to show you how to get a han-
dle on your money by walking
alongside four families who have
agreed to undergo a financial
makeover.

They’ll be helped along by sever-
al local financial advisers. 

We’ll also present case studies of
about a dozen other families who
asked for help.

There’s nothing quite so raw as a
conversation about finances — we
hope to soften that as we start the
discussion about how you can
manage your money better, and get
ahead instead of constantly falling
behind.

This is the perfect time to embark
on this project. Hamilton, like
many cities in Ontario, has been

battered and bruised in this reces-
sion as the industrial core has taken
a wallop.

The city’s jobless rate rested at 8.2
per cent at the end of July, and con-
sumer insolvencies (which include
bankruptcies and consume propos-
als to pay off creditors) had soared
35.5 per cent for the 12 months end-
ing in June, compared to the year
before.

Across Ontario, insolvencies
grew 33.2 per cent during that
time, and the national increase was
31 per cent.

About 1.8 per cent of Hamiltoni-
ans are at least three months be-
hind on their credit card payments,
compared to 1.6 per cent nation-
wide.

People are searching for answers.
BMO chief executive officer

Frank Techar says the bank recent-
ly did a survey that found that 79
per cent of Canadians need help
with their finances. 

We aren’t looking for advice
about saving for retirement or a
child’s education, says Techar. We
want help with the here and now.

“It’s about managing cash flow in
and out today, not about finances
10 years out,” he said.

One Burlington father who wrote
a letter to The Way We Spend said:

“I am a father of two young chil-
dren, three and five. My wife and I
work full time and have for all of
our adult lives. Our annual house-
hold income comes in at around
$70,000. It is somewhat ironic to
me that though we are both post-
secondary graduates, neither one
of us really understands finance
and debt reduction, and that is

what I suspect is at the root of our
problems. I think we represent a
large group in our generation that
are computer and technologically
savvy, but lack the good, old-fash-
ioned methods of balancing our
personal books.”

He’s probably right. More than
90,000 consumers went bankrupt
in 2008. On top of that, the num-
bers are expected to be much worse
this year. For July, consumer bank-
ruptcies were up 38.1 per cent over
July 2008.

Yet Suzanne Schultz, a Hamilton
financial adviser with RBC Do-
minion Securities and an adviser
on The Way We Spend, said there is
no magic to managing money.

“It’s not rocket science. If you
need to pay off debt, you increase
income and you lower expenses.”

Lori Dawson, a financial adviser
with FundEx in Hamilton, has more
point-blank advice: If you have
any debt, you can’t afford to go
shopping (except for food, shelter
and transportation).

A recent bank ad suggesting
“You’re richer than you think”
makes her knuckles whiten.

“That’s crap. We’re poorer than
we think,” she snapped. 

But how can we think that way
when our governments suggest
that spending is the way out of a re-
cession and an act of patriotism?
When retailers are so good at offer-
ing us zero down, pay in your next
lifetime? When you get the offer of
a credit card in the mail while your
others are maxed out?

That kind of marketing has
worked.

A recent Certified General Ac-
countants Association of Canada
report found although 85 per cent
of indebted Canadians report they
have an outstanding debt on a
credit card, 79 per cent of indebted
Canadians are still confident they
can either manage their debt well
or take on more.

Maybe not.
That same report found one

quarter of Canadians could not
handle an unforeseen expenditure
of $5,000, and one in 10 would face
difficulty in dealing with $500 in
unforeseen expenses.

But roofs do leak and cars do
break down. And people lose their
jobs. It’s clear now our collective
lack of financial know-how is a na-
tional weakness.

Our hope is that The Way We
Spend can help change that.

C M Y

About the series: The Way We Spend is a 13-week multimedia series appearing each Thursday in 
The Hamilton Spectator and on thespec.com. It will feature four local families who are learning how to 
tighten fiscal belts, cut back on indulgent spending and save in a healthy way. The Lepp, Greenway, Hamilton
and Butler-Morris families were selected from more than 50 submissions. They have been paired with local 
financial experts, set financial goals and are embarking on a money makeover. They will each receive a 
$500 gift card from Staples and other gifts.

‘It’s not rocket 
science. If you need
to pay off debt, you

increase income and
you lower expenses.’

— Suzanne Schultz

GRAEME MACKAY, THE HAMILTON SPECTATOR

CRUSHING. Canadians are going deeper into debt each year. Not counting mortgages, our personal debt is $416 billion.

We need a money makeover
Before we can climb out of our debt pit, here’s what we need to know

Medicine: $900
If this data is giving you a pain, reach
into your well-stocked medicine cabi-
net: Canadians spend about $900
each on over-the-counter and pre-
scription medications (Canadian In-
stitute for Health Information, 2008).

Computers: $290
Internet access: $430
Average spending on computer hard-
ware rose 2.8 per cent to $290 per
household. The share of households
with a home computer increased
from 75 per cent in 2006 to 78 per
cent in 2007.
Surfing in Canada: About 61 per cent
of households reported that they had
a high-speed Internet connection in
2007, up from 56 per cent in 2006.
Only 9 per cent of households report-
ed using a dial-up connection.
Households that reported having an
Internet connection spent $430 on
average for access to the Internet, a
4.8 per cent increase.
DVD players: The share of house-
holds reporting having a digital
videodisc (DVD) writer rose from 32
per cent in 2006 to 39 per cent in
2007.

Smokes 
and booze:
$1,540
Spending on to-
bacco products
advanced 2.1
per cent to
$620 on aver-
age, while spending on alcoholic bev-
erages rose by 5.7 per cent to $920
— about half of that on beer, eh?

Telephones:
$1,130
Nearly three-quar-
ters (74.3 per
cent) of Canadian
households indi-
cated they had a
cellphone in
2008, up from
(72.4 per cent) in 2007.
Average household spending on cell-
phones and other hand-held text-mes-
saging devices amounted to $520 in
2007, up 9.3 per cent from 2006. At
the same time, average spending on
land-line telephone services fell by 6.7
per cent to $610.
How many cellphones do we need?
About 38 per cent reported having
one cellphone, 23 per cent had two,
and about 11 per cent had three or
more.

Food:
$7,310
On average,
households
spent $7,310
on food in
2007, up 3.7
per cent from
2006, the
fastest annual increase in this cate-
gory since 2002. Food prices rose by
2.7 cent in 2007, as measured by the
Consumer Price Index. 
Coffee: Yep, we’re addicted — 81 per
cent of adult Canadians drink coffee
once a day. 

The way we spend as Canadians is reflective of our culture: We value family, gift-giving,
spending oodles ($353 each year) on our kids as they head back to school in September, 
and we like our gadgets such as computers, cellphones. We also like our tipples and beer.

Sources: Statistics Canada, 2007/2008, Coffee Association of Canada, Canadian Institute for Health Information, 2008

Total
household
spending:
$76,650
Clothing:
$2,900
Recreation:
$4,000 per 
person
Food, shelter, clothing:
The one-fifth of Canadian households
with the lowest income spent an 
average of $22,340 in 2007, about 52
per cent of their total spending.
The top fifth of households spent an
average of $143,360 or about 28 per
cent of their total spending.

Stories by Meredith MacLeod and Lisa Grace Marr, Photos by Barry Gray
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The numbers are bleak. 
Cindy, 35, and her husband,

Steve, 37, simply don’t make
enough money to support their liv-
ing expenses and their debt load.

Their net monthly household in-
come comes in at $4,041. An annu-
al income of $54,312 puts them sev-
eral thousand shy of the median af-
ter-tax income for Canadian
households, but a long way from
the poor house.

But credit card debt, an unse-
cured bank loan and personal loans
from Cindy’s parents and sister add
up to close to $66,000. With all the
other monthly expenses of a
$128,000 mortgage for their Gage
Park neighbourhood home, insur-
ance, groceries for a family of four
and a car loan, the Greenways come
up $1,036 short every month.

That’s making only minimum
payments and doesn’t address the
$468 they are behind in their cred-
it card payments. Other accounts
have gone to collections.

The squeeze will soon get tighter.
The couple, married 10 years, has

two girls, Alexis, almost 4, and
Mackenzie, 2. In just three months,
the family will grow by two — a boy
and a girl are expected in December.

Daycare costs will take an even
bigger chunk out of the family’s
budget. Cindy figures that when
she returns to work after her ma-
ternity leave, she’ll bring home ex-
actly $11 a day after paying daycare
for her three youngest.

Cindy, who handles all the bill
paying, is constantly juggling.
What not to pay this month?
Which bill needs a payment before
it goes to collection? How to leave
enough for the bare essentials at
the grocery store? She’s had to wait
two days for a paycheque in order to
buy diaper rash cream.

The stress carries a heavy toll. It
keeps the couple up at night. They
don’t answer the phone at home to
avoid calls from creditors. They
dread opening the mailbox.

It affects their parenting.
“I snap at the kids. I have no pa-

tience for them,” said Cindy, who
estimates she spends 75 per cent of

her day worrying about money. 
Cindy gets frustrated with Steve

because she believes he doesn’t re-
ally understand how dire things are.
“I don’t want him to take over the
bills, but I’d like him to know more
about what’s happening. At the end
of the month he’s questioning why
we don’t have more money or why
that bill didn’t get paid.”

Steve admits it’s partially about
denial: He doesn’t want to know
how deep their troubles are.

The family lives according to a
budget, buys few if any clothes,
rarely eats out and limits entertain-
ment spending to $40 a month.

The only vacation this year was a
five-day camping trip to Algonquin
Park, and the last time Steve and
Cindy had a date was a dinner out in
October for their ninth anniversary.

“It’s just all stupid stuff,” Cindy
said of the debt. “We have nothing
to show for it all. We don’t have a
big-screen TV, we haven’t taken
vacations. A lot of it was just after
buying the house, car repairs, gro-
ceries and gas for the car.”

Bennett says that’s typical. Most
people with high consumer credit
have relied on it just to get by.

There is no room in the Greenway
budget for items such as haircuts,
home maintenance, school sup-
plies. They don’t have grass in their
front yard because they can’t afford
sod or seed. “If we need sheets or
something, we buy fewer groceries
or don’t pay a bill,” said Cindy.

Even a four-month reprieve on
paying their mortgage granted by
their bank this summer did not put
them ahead. “We had a car repair

and just got caught up on other bills
and spent a little more on gro-
ceries,” said Cindy.

Bad luck and a worse economy
has taken a toll. Steve, who works
in shipping and receiving for a
Burlington construction supply
company, injured his knee in March
2008 and was off work for 10
months. In January, Cindy lost her
waitressing job, a part-time post to
boost the family income.

Her full-time job is with a
Hamilton manufacturer that re-
cently trimmed its work week to
four days. Ironically, she spends
her days making accounts-receiv-
able calls.

Both their credit ratings have
taken a hit, thanks in part to a his-
tory of late payments and some
collection action against at least
one department store account.
Mostly, though, the hit has been
from a high debt-to-income ratio.

They’ve applied to roll their con-
sumer debt into their mortgage,
but the interest rate was a ridicu-

lous 22 per cent. Cindy has even
borrowed from family members.

Recently, they’ve been turned
down for a debt-consolidation
loan.

Both talk at length about wanting
to be good financial role models for
their kids. Cindy’s parents have re-
mortgaged their house several
times and were always behind the
eight ball. Steve’s parents bailed out
their two sons and never budgeted.

“My dad said if you can’t pay for
it, they can’t get blood from a
stone,” said Steve.

Bennett, a credit counsellor for 15
years, says she’ll wear two hats in
helping the Greenways.

First, she’ll act as a credit coun-
sellor, offering advice and guidance
to deal with the current crisis, per-
haps directly dealing with creditors
on behalf of the couple to negotiate
payment programs and lower in-
terest rates. But she warned the
couple early on that bankruptcy
might be the only recourse.

Second, she’ll take the Green-
ways through the structured Fi-
nancial Fitness program, which
aims to teach Canadians how to
evaluate their financial health, set
and achieve goals, budget and save
and critically examine their spend-
ing habits.

The goal here will be to teach the
Greenways how not to repeat their
mistakes. “I will hold you account-
able,” said Bennett. “You both have
enough resources to solve these
problems. I have faith in you.”

mmacleod@thespec.com
905-526-3408

There is no room in
the Greenway bud-
get for items such
as haircuts, home

maintenance,
school supplies.

The stress of falling behind
takes toll on frazzled couple
They lose sleep, don’t answer the phone, dread getting mail and snap at the kids

C M Y

Financial counsellor Terry Bennett with Steve and Cindy Greenway. Cindy says: ‘We have nothing to show for it all. We don’t have a big-screen TV, we haven’t taken vacations.’

BY MEREDITH MacLEOD

If the Greenways paid all of their bills on time, they would
find themselves in the red a staggering $1,036 each and
every month.

“No wonder you’re under such stress,” financial counsellor
Terry Bennett of Catholic Family Services told a teary-eyed
Cindy Greenway during their first meeting for The Way We
Spend project.

About the series: The Way We Spend is a 13-week multimedia series appearing each Thursday in 
The Hamilton Spectator and on thespec.com. It will feature four local families who are learning how to 
tighten fiscal belts, cut back on indulgent spending and save in a healthy way. The Lepp, Greenway, Hamilton
and Butler-Morris families were selected from more than 50 submissions. They have been paired with local 
financial experts, have set financial goals and are embarking on a money makeover. They will each receive a 
$500 gift card from Staples and other gifts.Stories by Meredith MacLeod and Lisa Grace Marr, photos by Barry Gray
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Maybe that month was an anom-
aly. It was summer, after all.

So their financial coaches, Donna
Sheppard and Cathie Vaillancourt
at Teachers Credit Union, asked
them to keep track of their spend-
ing for another month.

It didn’t get better — that month
they had a shortfall of about $650.

John Lepp is clearly frustrated.
“I’m tired of it. I work my ass off,”

he says in their first meeting at
TCU. “We’re always playing catch-
up. The longer you go, the catch-up
gets bigger and bigger.”

Two years ago, John devoted
himself full time to his home-based
marketing company, Idea Design.
He designs fundraising materials
and campaigns for charities.

A little over a year ago, his wife,
Tara, took a job as a fundraiser with
Hamilton Health Sciences, and
quit commuting to Toronto.

Their gross income, at about
$130,000, puts them well up the
income ladder: They’re in the 90th
percentile — 10 per cent of Canadi-
an families have higher gross in-

comes and 90 per cent make less,
according to Statistics Canada.

But the Lepps struggle under the
weight of a $69,000 home-equity
line of credit, a $13,600 personal
line of credit and about $3,800 in
credit-card debt. John’s business
owes about $20,900 between a line
of credit and a credit card.

Last year, Idea Design had a good
revenue year. John thought he
might be able to dig into some debt.

Then Revenue Canada swooped
in for what John calls its $25,000
“chunk of flesh.”

John wonders how they’ll ever
dig out of the hole.

“I try to keep most of it from Tara
because I don’t want her to worry
about it like I do,” he said. “It does-
n’t matter how hard I work, it won’t
matter. We’re not getting any fur-
ther ahead. I have no idea where our
money is going. We make good
money. We know people who make
far less who don’t seem to struggle
like we do.”

Tara says she wants to reduce
their debt and pay down more of

the mortgage. They had looked for
a house in the country, falling for a
place in Binbrook, before realizing
they couldn’t swing increasing
their mortgage.

John says he simply wants the fi-
nancial dark cloud to lift.

“One of my personal and busi-
ness goals is to not worry about
money. When I was making
$25,000 a year, I didn’t worry
about money like I do now.”

The couple says they don’t
“whoop it up.” They rarely go out to
eat or to the movies. They drive a
2005 Dodge Caravan they’ve paid
off. But they also don’t save for
trips or big purchases. They buy
what they want when they want it.

In one month, they also spent
just over $2,000 on food. Trips to
the grocery store are frequent, says
John, who does much of the fami-
ly’s cooking.

“Even if you had no debt, you
should still have a budget,” Shep-
pard told the Lepps at their first
meeting. “It allows you to achieve
your goals for kids’ education, re-
tirement, purchasing a vehicle or
paying off a house or relocating.”

Vaillancourt urges them to plug
their household numbers into a
home budget available on the TCU
website (teacherscu.on.ca).

It calculates percentage of in-
come spent by category and gener-
ates a report.

“It gives benchmarks of spend-
ing and will point out where you’re
overspending and where there’s a
chance to grab a few dollars.”

She says the family clearly has
room to cut back on discretionary

spending. In June, the Lepps spent
about $800 on trips to stores such
as Zellers and Canadian Tire.

Vaillancourt suggests they set up
different bank accounts for differ-
ent purposes: rainy-day savings,
vacation, gifts.

If you don’t see it, it won’t get
spent, she says, likening it to the
old-fashioned cash-in-envelope
budgeting systems of our parents
and grandparents.

John is skeptical. Saving $50 here
and there won’t change much, he
says. “It just feels like $20 here or
$30 there is like chipping ice cubes
off an iceberg. 

“We have close to $100,000 in
debt.”

Vaillancourt counters that it adds
up fast. She knows from experi-
ence.

Tired of worrying about how she
and her husband would pay for
their yearly vacation, she figured
out ways to cut monthly costs and
funnelled all the savings into a va-
cation fund.

Vaillancourt bundled her cable,
Internet and phone, shopped for

better house and car insurance and
raised her deductible, started doing
laundry and running the dish-
washer at night and on weekends,
and switched to energy-efficient
light bulbs. She started dyeing her
hair at home, and her husband can-
celled his magazine subscriptions.

The savings added up to $320 a
month and a worry-free vacation.

Vaillancourt says many house-
hold budgets fail to account for a
big yearly item — gifts for holidays
and special occasions.

In fact, she says the average fam-
ily should figure on at least $2,000
a year for Christmas, birthdays,
weddings and other gift-giving oc-
casions.

Not building that into a budget
can mean relying on credit cards or
overdraft.

“It used to be out of vogue to
budget, but now it’s really in vogue
again,” Vaillancourt says. “We had
it too good for too long.”

It takes a long time, perhaps nine
months or so, to get used to a new
budget, she said. “It’s really a
whole behavioural change. You
have to condition yourself to do
things differently.”

Vaillancourt also advised the
Lepps to put RRSP contributions in
John’s name as his income is high-
er, and he won’t have a company
pension to draw on in retirement.

She urged them to get a will and
power of attorney, and to go over all
their insurance coverage to ensure
they’re well protected.

mmacleod@thespec.com
905-526-3408

High debt stresses 
high-income family

They don’t budget, have ‘no idea where our money is going,’ and are ‘struggling’

C M Y

John and Tara Lepp of Waterdown, with daughters Evelyn, 5, and Julia, 3. ‘We’re not getting any further ahead,’ says John. ‘We have close to $100,000 in debt.’

BY MEREDITH MacLEOD

After tracking their income and expenses for one
month, the Lepps realized they spent about $400
more than they took in. 

It was clearly a shock to them. They had never documented
their cash flow before. They have no monthly budget, and
don’t look back through bank statements to see where their
money goes.

About the series: The Way We Spend is a 13-week multimedia series appearing each Thursday in 
The Hamilton Spectator and on thespec.com. It will feature four local families who are learning how to 
tighten fiscal belts, cut back on indulgent spending and save in a healthy way. The Lepp, Greenway, Hamilton
and Butler-Morris families were selected from more than 50 submissions. They have been paired with local 
financial experts, have set financial goals and are embarking on a money makeover. They will each receive a 
$500 gift card from Staples and other gifts.Stories by Meredith MacLeod and Lisa Grace Marr, photos by Barry Gray

‘One of my goals is to
not worry about mon-
ey. When I was making
$25,000 a year, I didn’t
worry about money
like I do now.’
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Qtrade Financial Group.
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BY MEREDITH MacLEOD

Have you made the shift to thrift?
That’s the phrase used to de-

scribe the move North American
consumers have made to discount
retailers in an effort to squeeze
more out of their spending.

Retail consultant Len Kubas says
this downturn has been particular-
ly nasty; and this time around pen-
ny pinching is also tied in with the
green movement and the quest for
simplicity and uncluttered living.

“Classified, consignment stores
and thrift stores are all packed with
items for sale … I think the trend
will outlast the recession.”

Even if many of us have less to
spend these days, there has been no
better time to be a consumer, ac-
cording to Toronto-based retail ex-
pert Anthony Stokan.

Competition is deep and cut-
throat. Walmart has forced our na-
tional chains to be more efficient
and slash prices. Thrift stores have
cleaned up their acts. Member-
ship-based retailers such as Costco
offer great prices in huge volumes.

“The value offered to consumers
has never been better,” he said.
“Consumers have a voracious ap-
petite for low prices, and believe
quality can be had for next to noth-
ing.”

This is probably no more evident
than at dollar stores. The extreme-
value retailers, as they are called in
the industry, are big business.

According to Stokan, author of
Naked Consumption: Retail
Trends Uncovered, dollar stores
were North America’s fastest-
growing retail segment even before
the recession hit.

And the fastest-growing dollar-
store consumer group? People with
incomes of more than $70,000.

For them, thrift shopping is often
a means to save in some areas — say
cleaning products and party sup-
plies — while splurging on new
shoes or restaurant meals.

By snapping up end runs, over-
runs, closeouts and buying direct-
ly from manufacturers, profits and
sales at dollar stores are climbing at

a pace traditional retailers can only
dream of.

A good example is Canada’s Dol-
larama, which has averaged 31 new
stores a year since 2000 and earned
about $126 million last year. The
company plans to open 50 stores a
year for the next three years, and
sales are expected to top $1 billion.

Once the purview of shady strip
plazas and dying downtown malls,
practically every new big-box
complex now has a dollar store.

Thrift stores have also hit the
mainstream. One of the leaders in
Canada is Value Village.

When its 111th Canadian store

opened in Waterdown a few weeks
ago, hundreds crammed in that
first day. Young fashionistas
searching for vintage T-shirts
rubbed shoulders with seniors
complaining about low-rise jeans.
Elderly couples perused the jew-
ellery case while moms pushing
strollers searched for kids’ clothes.

“It’s fabulous here,” said Karen
Baines of Hamilton. “These days
I’m looking for great deals. I wish
I’d started coming here a long time
ago because I’ve been spending a
lot more on retail all these years.”

Sean Minnick, director of the
company’s eastern division, says
the chain has opened seven stores
this year, including outlets in big-
box developments.

“The way we build our stores
now, with the colours, the signage,
the fixtures, people would never
know it’s a second-hand store. 

“Like every retailer, we’re mod-
ernizing and getting better at mer-
chandising and serving our cus-
tomers.”

During recessions, more people
discover Value Village, says Min-
nick. The company balances off
lower-average spends with higher
traffic. 

mmacleod@thespec.com
905-526-3408
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THE WAY WE SPEND
Paid $269,000 for house in 2003
Mortgage still owing, $221,707,
variable interest

NET MONTHLY INCOME
❚ Tara wages: $3,117
❚ John wages: $4,333 

(no taxes taken off at source)
❚ Child tax benefit: $200 

Total: $7,650

Equity in real estate: $159,000,
(estimated) 
RRSPs (combined): $41,856
RESPs: $600
Tara’s pension: $3,179
Total assets: $204,635
Liabilities: $86,395
Net worth: $118,240

MONTHLY EXPENSES
❚ Housing
Mortgage: $1,224 
Property tax: $391
House insurance: $116
Gas: $106
Water heater: $33
Hydro/water: $51
Cable/Internet/two landlines:
$188 
Cleaning: $160

Housing subtotal: $2,269
(30 per cent)

❚ Work
Gas: $222 
Lunches and breaks: $26 
Day care: $1,300 

Work subtotal: $1,548 
(20 per cent)

❚ Living
Food/sundries: $1,650 
Home entertaining (hosted two
parties): $575 
Clothing: $75
Occasional driving/vehicle 

licence/maintenance: $50
Vehicle insurance: $131 

Living subtotal: $2,481 
(32 per cent)

❚ Personal
John’s cellphone: $95
Tara’s cellphone: $13
Entertainment/ meals out: $175 
Amnesty donation: $25
YMCA membership: $48
Gifts, including Christmas: $140 
Miscellaneous (drugstore, hard-
ware store, coffee shop): $200

Personal subtotal: $696 
(9 per cent)

MONTHLY SAVINGS
❚ Life insurance: $46
❚ RRSP: $200
❚ RESP: $200

Savings subtotal: $446 
(6 per cent)

MONTHLY DEBT 
❚ Visa: $3,749, limit of $12,000, 

19.5 per cent interest, 
minimum payment of $104

❚ Personal line of credit: $13,652, 
limit $14,700, minimum 
payment $360, 5.25 per cent 
interest

❚ Home equity line of credit: 
$68,994, limit $70,000, 
minimum payment $250, 
3.25 per cent interest

Total: $714
(9 per cent)

Total monthly expenses and 
savings: $7,440 (97 per cent of
income)
Debt payments: $714 
Total expenses: $8,154
Net income: $7,650
Funds available: –$504

Note: Since the Lepps didn’t have
a set budget, these numbers are
the averages of two months of
spending. That isn’t entirely 
reflected in some categories.

BY MEREDITH MacLEOD

Every time I walk through the doors
of a second-hand store, I’m step-
ping onto the shores of my very
own Treasure Island.

There is no challenge in finding
clothes I like at Gap or Old Navy
(hardly trendy, I know, but that’s
the kind of girl I am). But at a reuse
store it takes patience and will to
weed through the painted puppy
sweatshirts and the horrible exam-
ples of sequins gone wrong.

There’s the pink angora and the,
god help me, elasticized jeans. 

But hidden among all the fashion
flubs are fabulous gems waiting to
be discovered. Tailored dress shirts
for work, cool vintage T-shirts for
weekends.

I can’t count the number of times
I’ve cast a glance down at my outfit
and realized that everything (at
least all that’s visible) was pur-
chased at a second-hand store.

I was once squeamish about
wearing someone else’s castoffs. I
got over it.

I now buy a slim fraction of my
wardrobe at full price. A recent trip
to Value Village netted me two pairs
of practically new jeans, three pairs
of dress pants (at $7.99), three
dress blouses, a pair of yoga pants
and two vintage-style Christmas
decorations for $109.

A pair of jeans and a blouse alone
would have set me back that much
at the mall.

For whatever reason — clothes

grow too small (or too big), buyers’
remorse, spring cleaning, reloca-
tion — people cast off both gems
and junk to charities such as Salva-
tion Army or Goodwill, or directly
at the doors of thrift stores such as
Value Village or Talize.

There are great housewares, fur-
niture and toys to be found, too. But
mostly I stick to the clothing aisles.

Hamilton and area also has some
wonderful consignment stores and
vintage shops. The quality is top-
notch, but the price is usually high-
er. For the most part, I stick to the
thrift stores.

There are fruitless trips, to be
sure. What treasure-hunter finds a
bounty every time out?

And if you’re looking for ambi-
ence or frills or friendly, even inter-
ested staff, these often aren’t the
places to go.

But Ken Hardy, professor emeri-
tus of marketing at the Richard Ivey
School of Business at the Universi-
ty of Western Ontario, says sec-
ond-hand stores have stepped up
their game in terms of merchandis-
ing and atmosphere. 

“Some people see intrinsic value
in the search, they see the hunt as
sport or hobby. It’s a different style
of shopping.”

Some have even turned the hunt
into income. A woman searching
through plus-sized clothes at Val-
ue Village says she earns at least
$300 a month selling the clothes
online.

The Canada Revenue Agency has

vowed to crack down on big online
sellers, so this shopper won’t give a
name. But she offers a glimpse of
her business model. If she buys a
pair of pants for $10 at a second-
hand store, she sells them for $20
or $25, plus shipping, online. 

“That’s still a great deal for a pair
of jeans.”

And in this age of frugality, that’s
what it’s mostly about. I no longer
take pleasure or pride in paying
$100 for jeans or that $500 leather
jacket I just had to have.

I have a house now, and that Vic-
torian money pit is eating a big hole
into what used to be disposal in-
come. That, combined with ad-
vancing age and the tightening grip
of my Scottish roots, means I’m
now all about the deal.

When we bought our house, we
turned to classified ads to buy fur-
niture, home-decor items and yard
tools. We’ve even found our two
dogs through classified ads.

Our best deals?
A handmade, 12-foot pine har-

vest table stained a dark brown that
easily sits 12 people. We paid $400.

A Burlington couple downsizing
to a condo sold us a huge handmade
entertainment cabinet for $200.
We use it as a pantry.

Of course, there are things I still
buy new. But that’s usually after
I’ve struck out in the thrift store
and classifieds.

mmacleod@thespec.com
905-526-3408

Our experts
Cathie Vaillancourt, left, is director of wealth management at
Teachers Credit Union. She has more than 25 years of experience in
the credit union system, five with TCU. She resides in Hamilton
with her husband, and has been voted Best Financial Planner by
Hamilton Spectator readers for three consecutive years. 

Donna Sheppard, right, is director of retail services
for Teachers Credit Union. Donna has worked with 

TCU for more than 20 years. She resides with 
her husband and two daughters in the Hamilton area.

Pleasure in treasures

The team

Barry Gray, an award-winning
photojournalist, has been at
The Spectator for 23 years.

Writer Meredith MacLeod is
a National Newspaper Award
winner.

Lisa Grace Marr, an award-
winning journalist, has been
at The Spectator for 15 years.

Shopping tip
Develop a backbone before
pushing that cart.

Sounds easy, but write out a
shopping list, remember to take
it with you and stick to it.

This applies to more than gro-
ceries; use it for back-to-school,
Christmas, birthdays, any spe-
cial-occasion shopping.

DO NOT get sucked in by red-
sale flyers. 

If it’s browsing you like, get a
cart, fill it up with everything you
like, then before checking out,
ask yourself, do you really need
this? What if you were to wait
one more day or one more
week? Walk away — if you real-
ly, really need the item, it’ll likely
be there same time next week.

— Lisa Grace Marr

Tara and John Lepp meet with Teachers Credit Union financial adviser
Cathie Vaillancourt to discuss budgeting.

C M Y

Make a list and stick to it;
don’t get fooled by flyers.

Many shoppers drifting to thrift
So just how big 
is Walmart?
❚ For the fiscal year ended Jan. 31,
2009, Walmart’s worldwide sales
topped $401 billion.
❚ That’s close to $46 million each
and every hour of every day.
❚ That’s more than the gross do-
mestic product of Taiwan, Greece
and Denmark, and double that of
Romania.
❚ Walmart discloses its operating
margin at 5.8 per cent, which to-
tals a profit of $44,250 every
minute.
❚ Walmart’s U.S. sales tops Home
Depot, Kroger, Target, Sears, Cost-
co and K-Mart combined.
❚ If Walmart continues to grow at
its current rate, revenues will be
$3 trillion by 2020, as much as
economies of France and Britain
combined, and it will employ 8.2
million people.
❚ Walmart is already the biggest
private employer in the U.S.
❚ Walmart develops more real es-
tate, consumes more energy than
any other American company.
❚ How’s this for diversity? 
Walmart sells more dog food, 
disposable diapers, guns, tooth-
paste, CDs and diamonds than
any other retailer.
❚ It’s estimated that one-third of
American shoppers visit Walmart
once a week.
❚ In a little over a decade, the 
retailer went from selling no 
groceries to being America’s No. 1
grocer.
❚ Industry estimates suggest that
70 per cent of merchandise has
left the store before Walmart has
paid its suppliers for it.

Join the discussion Check out thespec.com — Special Reports for our 
The Way We Spend website and blog. Feel free to e-mail us at business@thespec.com
with tips, comments, insights — your experience is valuable.

Saving tip
Set up a bank account that you
can’t withdraw money from
through a bank machine or by
cheque. 

Set up an automatic with-
drawal for the day your pay-
cheque is deposited. Consider
making it for 5 or 10 per cent of
your paycheque to build up an
emergency fund. You will be sur-
prised how much that balance
grows in just a year.
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Bob Thaves in his “Frank and
Ernest” comic strip said,
“Remember, Ginger Rogers did
everything Fred Astaire did, but
backwards and in high heels.”

Would she have found it easier in
low heels?

This week we have been wonder-
ing whether to play high or low from
the dummy at trick one. In this exam-
ple, you are in three no-trump. West
leads the spade six. What would you
do?

You start with eight top tricks: one

spade (given the lead), three hearts,
two diamonds and two clubs. The
extra winner can come from clubs.
But if you lose a club trick, the oppo-
nents might be able to run spades.

The key play, since there are only
two spades in the dummy, is to put up
dummy’s king. Then, what would
you do if the king wins, or if the king
loses to East’s potential ace and a
spade comes back?

Here, the king wins, so you run
the club jack, confident that you will
win at least nine tricks via one spade,
three hearts, two diamonds and three
clubs. West cannot continue spades

with effect.
If, though, East can take the first

trick, you should hold up your spade
queen until the third round, then play
the ace, king and another club — do
not finesse, because you cannot
afford to let West win a trick.

Finally, note that if you play low
from the dummy at trick one, East
will put in his jack. If you win, cross
to dummy, and take the club finesse,
West wins with his queen and cashes
four spades. If you duck completely
at trick one, East will return the spade
nine, establishing the spade suit while
West has an entry in the club queen.

BRIDGE AND CHESS

The high-or-low decision is back
BY PHILLIP ALDER

Look for the Saturday Bridge and Chess and local Bridge results in the new Saturday Fun & Games section

By Shelby Lyman

CHESS QUIZ

WHITE HAS A CRUSHER
Hint: Threaten mate.
Solution:  1. Ba3! (threatens 
2. Nc7ch! Bxc7 3. Rxf8 mate).
If 1. … Bxh3, 2. Nc7 mate
[from Smirin-Mazi ’10].

Look for the Saturday Bridge and Chess and local Bridge results in the new Saturday Fun & Games section

C M Y

Cindy Greenway is a different person from
the shaken, frazzled woman we met 18
months ago.

Then, she was on edge, hopeless and un-
able to talk to husband Steve about the fact
their financial black hole was getting deep-
er. She was always on the verge of tears when
talking about having no money for food and
constant calls from collection agencies.

Now she’s relaxed and happy, feeling in
control of her life again.

She says participating in The Way We
Spend series was “the best experience of our
life.” 

The couple was in the most dire situation
of the four families. Their income of about
$50,000 a year after taxes was not enough to
meet their mortgage and day-care costs,
and were $66,000 in debt.

After trying to get help and making what
they acknowledge were poor money deci-
sions, the Greenways came to us for help.
During their six-month financial makeover
led by financial counsellor Terry Bennett of
Catholic Family Services, the Greenways
made the difficult decision to declare bank-
ruptcy.

They were allowed to keep their small
Gage Park home and van because there was
not enough equity in either for creditors to
fight over. The bank allowed them to re-
mortgage at a lower interest rate.

Cindy, 36, now works in the shipping and
receiving office of a Hamilton manufacturer
and loves her job. Steve, 38, is on voluntary
layoff from his job as a forklift driver in Bur-
lington to stay home with Alexis, 5, Mac-
kenzie, 3, and twins London and Sienna, 13
months. 

Their income is about the same as it was,
but it goes much further without the debt
obligations.

Since the series wrapped up, the couple
has paid cash for all purchases, stuck to a
monthly budget and hashed out their fi-
nances. They are rebuilding their credit,
starting with credit cards with small limits
that they pay off monthly. 

They have a little set aside for unexpected
expenses, such as new tires they needed last
year.

They are no longer turning to family and
friends.

“The stress is gone. You’re no longer afraid
to answer the phone. It was huge, life-
changing,” she says of the makeover. “I sleep
at night now, mostly. 

“It’s the kids who keep me up, not the
money.”

Cindy and Steve say they fight less and
communicate more. They were over-
whelmed with the support and encourage-

ment of the community which offered kind
words and delivered gifts for the kids. It has
strengthened their religious faith.

Another change — the couple is expecting
a fifth child in May. The pregnancy was not
planned and it will challenge their finances.
They’ll need a bigger van and day-care costs
will climb once both are back to work. Cindy
is confident they can find a way.

Their advice to people facing the same
plight?

“There is help,” says Cindy. “Everything is
fixable, even if you think it’s not. The longer
you hide, the longer it will take to get out of
it.”

Steve says it’s a matter of planning. 
“Understand your needs and wants and

set goals.”

THE WAY WE SPEND: ONE YEAR LATER

Makeover made them start over

BARRY GRAY, THE HAMILTON SPECTATOR

Steve and Cindy Greenway with Alexis, Mackenzie, and twins London and Sienna, now pay cash for all purchases.

Patricia Hamilton is feeling positive about
retirement and her daughter Jennifer, at 23,
is already thinking about saving for her
future.

They were both struggling with consumer
debt when they signed up for The Way We
Spend makeover.

A year later, Patricia is slowly building her
retirement savings with monthly lump sum
payments, has cut her debt significantly and
says stress has lifted.

“There isn’t the unease about whether
there is enough money to buy food or a pair
of boots if I need them. I’m not as stressed as
I was.”

She always kept a tight budget while rais-
ing two children on one modest salary. But
she says that didn’t prepare her for the re-
alities of life, such as unexpected car repairs.

“I have a buffer zone now.”
On the advice of financial expert Marta

Stiteler, Patricia, 52, took $3,600 from
RRSPs and paid off high-interest credit card
debt. Now she pays any balance on the card
each month.

“Tackling the debt has been key. It’s made
a huge difference.”

Patricia, a bargain grocery shopper, has
done even better at paring down her month-
ly $100 bill. She once experimented to see
how far $25 would go and dined on pork
chops, sandwiches, soup, fruit and vegeta-
bles for three weeks.

Jen has been working at a small manufac-
turing plant for about 14 months. A key
piece of advice was for her to find a job that
paid better than the retail wage she was
earning.

She has paid off the $1,500 in consumer

debt she was carrying and is more careful
about her spending.

Jen and her fiancé, who plan to wed in
September, have bought a small house on
the Mountain and will do the work on the
fixer-upper themselves.

“I’m in more debt now but I feel good
about it. I’m making more money than I was
in retail. I’m not struggling like I was.”

The makeover made her realize she bought
on impulse too often, something she has
stopped. After a month or so in the house,
Jen says she will create a budget for expenses
and establish a savings plan after paying for
the wedding.

“(The series) has definitely changed my
view and perspective on money. It opened
my eyes to things I wasn’t thinking of. I
never thought of saving,” says Jen.

“I worry more about money now but that’s
because I’m knowledgeable about it.”

Patricia has been pushing to pay off her
2004 Chrysler Neon loan and has just two
payments left. After making car payments
for about 22 years altogether, she’ll put the
money toward a line of credit and then sav-
ings.

She’s more positive about how she’ll fare
in retirement. 

“I will not be rich but I’ll be comfortable.
There is light at the end of the tunnel for my
retirement,” says Patricia, an administrative
assistant at an industrial supply company.

“I’ve come out farther ahead than I ever
thought. 

“It has been life-changing.”

Money makeover
was ‘life-changing’

BARRY GRAY, THE HAMILTON SPECTATOR

Patricia Hamilton and daughter Jen have both worked hard to cut their debt load and think
about the future.

mmacleod@thespec.com
905-526-3408
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The Lepps may not stick to a strict budget
but they certainly have a much clearer pic-
ture of where their money is going.

The Waterdown parents of two young girls
had never thought twice about their spend-
ing. They overindulged on groceries and
entertainment. Debt mounted quickly and
John Lepp started to worry the slide would
never let up.

He hoped his new graphic design business
would get on firm ground, but when the
family signed up for our Way We Spend
makeover, he was dipping into a line of cred-
it to pay his income tax.

Along with a $240,000 mortgage, the
couple was carrying $88,000 in loans, lines
of credit and credit card debt. Their
$132,500 income would be the envy of many
but they didn’t feel in control.

When financial advisers Cathie Vail-
lancourt and Donna Sheppard at Teachers
Credit Union had the couple track their
monthly spending for two months, John and
his wife Tara were shocked to see they spent
$400 and then $650 more than they earned.

A little more than a year later, things are
much better.

“We have a good budget set up and we’re
getting a handle on where our money is
going,” said John. 

His income has climbed thanks to a re-
launch and refocus of his business toward
strategic communication and marketing in
the nonprofit field, and the extra money has
been reducing their debt.

The couple now makes coffee at home and
buys food in larger quantities. John, a ded-

icated amateur chef, now builds meals
around what’s on sale and serves leftovers.
Their youngest, Julia, 4, is in junior kin-
dergarten so day-care costs have fallen by
$300. They considered putting that money
into a vacation fund but decided to use it to
pay down debt.

They made bigger moves, including rolling
a $68,000 home-equity line of credit into
their mortgage at a lower interest rate and
paying it off more aggressively.

“John’s had a good year and we can see the
debt go down,” says Tara, a fundraiser with
Hamilton Health Sciences Foundation. “It’s
a relief. It makes you able to breathe a little
bit.”

They’ve also managed to cut the balance
on a personal line of credit by half. John’s
business tax is now paid in cash, and a busi-
ness line of credit has been paid off.

“We’re in a much better financial position
but really, we have to be careful,” says John.
“We’re much more in control than we were a
year and a half ago, but it’s not ingrained in
me to count $5 here or $10 there. I’m not
capable of it.”

One of the family’s goals was to get their
finances in shape to buy a house with more
property in a rural area outside Hamilton.
They feel they will be ready to take the
plunge in a year. Their home is in a desirable
area and a few upgrades should bring a good
selling price.

They plan to seek advice from Vaillancourt
and Sheppard as their debt comes down and
start investing in retirement and education
savings funds.

BARRY GRAY, THE HAMILTON SPECTATOR

John and Tara Lepp, with Evelyn and Julia, have more financial control and hope to realize their dream — a house with a larger property outside Hamilton — in a year.

Family cuts its heavy debt 
and dreams of a larger home

BY MEREDITH MACLEOD

Continued on Go 7

Tough lessons were meted out during our financial makeover
series last year. One family declared bankruptcy to begin a new
life free of debt. Another family slashed its spending habits and
began saving for retirement and their children’s education. A
working single mom and her adult daughter worked to come to
grips with their debt and find ways to save. One couple chose
not to participate in the update, but the other three families let
us look into how they’ve fared a year after opening their wal-
lets, bank accounts and credit card statements. No secrets, no

financial sins unconfessed.

The Way
We Spend

Here’s how our families are coping
a year after their money makeovers


