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If you are living with HIV/AIDS, you may also be 
struggling to make ends meet. You may not be 
feeling well enough to find a job or keep your 
usual job. You may have extra expenses for 
medications and special diets. 

Did you know that you may qualify for basic and 
special needs allowances under Nova Scotia’s 
Employment Support and Income Assistance 
Program or ESIA?

This booklet describes three areas of financial 
assistance:
• Pharmacare and medications 
• Shelter and housing
• Food, nutrition, and special diets
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Pharmacare 
and Medications
Do you need antiretrovirals?
If you are living with HIV or AIDS, you may need prescription 
drugs called antiretrovirals (ARVs) to slow the progression of 
HIV. These can be expensive.

If you don’t have a private medical plan, you can get ARVs 
for free through the HIV Clinic in Halifax at the QEII hospital 
pharmacy. You do not need to qualify for income assis-
tance to use this service. The pharmacy charges only the 
dispensing fee, which is $10.42 for a 3-month supply of each 
prescription. If you qualify for Income Assistance, the dis-
pensing fee may be reimbursed through ESIA.

For more information about the clinic or access to ARVs, 
speak to your HIV specialist or physician.

The Metro Dispensary Clinic, IWK Health Centre, Halifax, 
also provides low-cost prescription medications. You need 
a referral from a social worker at the HIV clinic to use this 
service.

Do you need help with other prescription drugs?
You may be eligible for help with prescription drug costs 
even if you do not receive income assistance under ESIA.

If you do qualify for income assistance, you may also qualify 
for Pharmacare. Pharmacare provides prescription drug 
coverage to ESIA recipients who do not have a drug 
plan. It covers prescription drugs included on a list called 
the Nova Scotia Formulary. You pay only $5 for each pre-
scription, or less in some cases. The dispensing fee charged 
for ARVs through the HIV clinic may be reimbursed through 
ESIA. 



But you may be eligible for Pharmacare benefits even if you 
do not qualify for income assistance. If your income is less 
than your expenses when drug costs are included, you may 
qualify for “special needs assistance” for prescription drug 
costs. If so, you will be advised to register for the Nova Sco-
tia Family Pharmacare Program, which requires you to pay 
annual deductibles and co-pay amounts. The ESIA program 
may be able to help you with these “out-of-pocket” expenses. 

Can I also get help with over-the-counter medications?
Maybe. If they are an “item of special need,” such as 
medications for

• colds and flu, such as Nyquil and Benylin

• allergies, such as Claritin and Allegra

• headaches, such as Tylenol, Aspirin, and Advil

• nausea, such as Gravol

Your medical doctor or registered dietician must recommend 
the medication in writing and explain why you need it. 

Can I get help with drug costs if my income assistance 
benefits have been discontinued?
Maybe. If your benefits have been discontinued because 
your income is determined to be more than your expenses, 
you may still qualify for Extended Pharmacare when your 
drug costs in the last six months are included. 

If you no longer receive income assistance because you are 
now working, you may qualify for Transitional Pharmacare. It 
provides prescription drug coverage for 12 months after your 
income assistance benefits have stopped if you do not have 
coverage at work or through another source.



Other Pharmacare programs that you may qualify for:

• Low Income Prescription Drug Coverage (Pharmacare) for  
 children of low-income families that do not receive ESIA 
 but are eligible for Nova Scotia Child Benefit

• Family Pharmacare

• Senior’s Pharmacare for Nova Scotians who are at least  
 65 years old

• Drug Assistance for Cancer Patients living on a low-income  
 for cancer-related drugs and supplies

To find out if you qualify for any of these Pharmacare pro-
grams, contact the Employment Support and Income Assis-
tance Program (ESIA). 



Shelter 
and Housing 
Do you need help to meet your shelter or  
housing needs? 
We have heard from people living with HIV/AIDS who say 
that rent alone can use up much of their monthly income. If 
you are struggling to keep a roof over your head, you may 
qualify for help through Nova Scotia’s Employment Support 
and Income Assistance program (ESIA). 

Monthly shelter allowance  
for those renting or living in their own home
 $300  for a single person

 $535  for a single person living alone with a chronic 
  condition that means you are unable to work 
 $570  for a family of 2

 $620  for a family of 3 or more

Special shelter allowance
Do you use a cane, walker, or wheelchair? Can you get 
around safely in your living space? Can you get into and out 
of your home or apartment easily?
 If you need renovations to allow you to get around safely, 
explain this need to your caseworker. Your caseworker can 
help you request money for renovations necessary to create 
barrier-free access. Your caseworker’s supervisor can ap-
prove the most economical option that meets your needs.

Affordable housing  
For information about public housing and affordable renting 
programs, ask your caseworker or visit the Housing Nova 
Scotia website at http://housingns.ca/programs/public-hous-
ing-and-other-affordable-renting-programs 



Food, Nutrition, 
and Special Diets
Do you need help to meet your food,  
nutrition, or special diet needs? 
We have heard from people living with HIV/AIDS who say 
that their money runs out before the end of the month. Then 
they depend on friends or food banks to keep themselves 
fed. If this is your experience, you may qualify for help 
through Nova Scotia’s Employment Support and Income 
Assistance program (ESIA). 

Monthly personal allowance
If you qualify for Income Assistance, you will get a monthly 
personal allowance of $255. This is meant to cover basic ex-
penses like clothing, haircuts, household products, hygiene 
products, and food. 

Special dietary or nutritional needs allowance 
If you are living with HIV/AIDS, you may need a high caloric, 
high protein diet. If so, you may qualify for up to $150 extra 
each month to help pay for food and supplements. 

You can ask for more than one special diet. Special diets 
that qualify for the extra amount include

• Modified fat diet, such as low fat diet or low cholesterol diet

• Low salt diet

• Nutrition supplements, such as Ensure, Boost, and  
 Pediasure

• Calorie supplement

• Diabetic, dialysis, or gluten-free diet

• Maternal nutritional allowance for pregnant women and  
 women with children under the age of one



To apply for a special diet amount, you need a letter from a 
doctor or dietician that describes your specific medical condi-
tions and your dietary needs. Bring this letter to your Income 
Assistance caseworker. You need a new letter each year. 

Other special needs
You may also be eligible for special needs assistance to 
help you find work or start a job, and for your health and 
safety (over and above an amount for a special diet). These 
include items such as a telephone, work clothes and shoes, 
childcare, transportation, emergency heat, eyeglasses, and 
other special need items. The dollar amounts and criteria for 
eligibility vary by item of special need.

About this booklet
The need for this booklet emerged from research for the report In-
come Support and HIV/AIDS: The Experiences of Persons Living with 
HIV/AIDS in Nova Scotia (2007) prepared for the NS Advisory Com-
mission on AIDS by Carolyn Marshall, Marshall Consulting. The fact 
sheet explains benefits under the ESIA program to which people liv-
ing with HIV/AIDS may be entitled based on their medical or disability 
status. The report is available at www.gov.ns.ca/aids. Print copies 
may be obtained by calling (902) 424-5730 or aids@gov.ns.ca.
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This booklet contains general information only. The information and 
assistance rates cited were valid at the time of publication and sub-
ject to change. 



For more information 
about Employment Support and Income Assistance Program

Visit the NS Department of Community Services website: 
www.gov.ns.ca/coms/employment/
income_assistance/BasicAssistance.html

Call toll-free 1-877-424-1177, or contact your nearest  
Community Services office. If you are already a recipient of 
income assistance, speak to your case worker.

For more information 
about HIV/AIDS

NS Advisory Commission on AIDS
(902) 424-5730
www.gov.ns.ca/aids

AIDS Coalition of Nova Scotia, Halifax
(902) 425 4882
1-800-566-2437 (toll-free)
http://acns.ns.ca

AIDS Coalition of Cape Breton, Sydney
(902) 567-1766
1-877-597-9255 (toll-free)
http://www.aidscoalitionofcapebreton.ca/

Northern AIDS Connection Society, Truro
(902) 895-0931
1-866-940-2437 (toll-free)
http://northernaidsconnectionsociety.ca

Healing Our Nations
(902) 492-4255
1-800-565-4255 (toll-free)
http://www.hon93.ca/


