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SPEAKING UP ON ODSP! Conference Report

About 100 people participated in the ODSP Action Coalition’s two days of workshops and strategy planning, on November 15 and 16, 2007, at College United Church.  The first day of the conference was intended to help people develop their skills in various ways of telling the story of what life is really like on ODSP.  The second day was intended to plan our priorities and how we would work together to push the government to improve ODSP.
DAY 1:  Creative ways of telling our stories

Thursday, November 15 Morning session

We opened the conference with a panel of ODSP recipients who have used various methods of telling their story, doing self-advocacy, or joining with other recipients in mutual support.  The session was moderated by Terrie Meehan, ODSP recipient and member of the Coalition’s Steering Committee.  The presenters were: Mike Creek, from Voices from the Street, talking about effective public speaking and how the training they receive is used to generate public awareness about issues of ODSP, poverty, and homelessness; Sharon Dever, facilitator of the Toronto Region OW/ODSP Recipient’s Support Groups,  explaining what they do in their groups and how they also go out to speak to agencies and community groups about ODSP; Donald  Shultz, from Ottawa CMHA Financial Assistance Committee, talked about he learned to use humour to convey issues of poverty and mental health through the Stand Up for Mental Heath process; Steve Muir, Community Living Ontario Self-Advocates Council, on what it means to be a self-advocate and the kinds of actions they do, such as circulating petitions, and doing workshops; and Beverley Halls, an activist in the Hands Off! Campaign, who shared her experience with getting involved in the campaign and legal challenges against the clawback of the National Child Benefit Supplement.
 We took a little time at the end of the morning to hear about two surveys that two committees of ODSP Action Coalition were doing.  One of them, by the Earnings/Employment Supports working group, asked recipients, employment service providers or anyone else who had any experience with ODSP Employment Supports, to give their opinions and experiences with how well the Employment Supports program is meeting needs.  The other survey, by the Coalition’s Access committee, asked recipients to indicate how their accessibility needs are being met by ODSP, and other questions related to client service at OODSP offices.
Thursday Afternoon Workshops

A) How to Tell Your Story: The Dream Team and Mike Yale

The Dream Team is a group of psychiatric consumer/survivors, and family members who advocate for more supportive housing in Ontario for people with mental health issues. They speak to politicians, professionals and students etc. on how finding supportive housing transformed their lives.  This workshop helped ODSP recipients think about writing and speaking of their own experience of poverty and the limitations of ODSP.  The workshop began with several members of the Dream Team telling their stories.  Then after some introductory exercises, the group was introduced to the ‘Four Corners’, which consists of four questions they were asked to answer: what were they doing before receiving ODSP, how has ODSP effected their life, what is important for people to know about living on ODSP, and how might their life be different if they received enough money to live on from ODSP.  It was then explained how answering these four questions can form the basis of telling one’s story.

The workshop then came to a close with a short presentation by Mike Yale.  Mike is a community activist and organizer, primarily among consumer groups representing people with disabilities.  He is an ODSP recipient, active in the Coalition’s Media and Elections Committee.  He talked about how to prepare oneself to tell one’s story, and told anecdotes of his own experiences telling his story and getting his voice heard.

B. Photovoice:  Using Photography to tell your story

This workshop, facilitated by Judy Kondrat, community legal worker, Dianne Wintermute, legal clinic lawyer/director, and Cheryl Duggan, ODSP recipient and photographer showed how to change the world by using a camera. Particpants discussed the theme and then took photos using disposable cameras. Each participant also wrote a small amount of text to go with the photo. The idea behind PhotoVoice is that it is a way for people who don’t normally get heard by people in positions of power to tell those people what they’d like changed about their lives. 

The planning that went into our workshop allowed for the flexibility necessary to jungle the activities necessary to create a final product.  The group process was unique in that everyone was allowed to make comments about what they personally saw within each photograph.  This allowed the teams to modify or clarify their perspective on a chosen image.  The final product was constructed in what most would consider record time ... in a way that was easily accessible to all members of the conference.  The photos were put up on the wall, and will also be posted online so others can see them.
C. Media Work
Participants in this workshop were given basic media skills and an opportunity to write a press release and a letter-to-the-editor.  Leon Mar, Director of Communications for the Canadian HIV/AIDS Legal Network, gave an easy-to-understand overview of the key points to know about press releases, advisories, media conferences, and how to handle interviews.   Angela Browne, paralegal, ODSP recipient and activist in the Coalition, shared insights she had gained in her own experience dealing with the media as a member of the editorial board of her local newspaper.  The participants then split into groups to practice writing press releases and letters to the editor.

D.  “Skits for Change” 
This 2 ½ hour workshop was designed to help participants learn how to tell their story using skits or theatre. Facilitators Kate Lushington, dramaturge and director of “Easy Money”, a play about injured workers, and Orlando Buonastella, an organiser with Injured Workers Consultants illustrated how a small group of people could easily turn a scenario or story into a short, five-minute skit using only very basic props. Participants then divided into small groups and developed their own skits using their experiences on ODSP. As each skit was performed, Kate and Orlando offered suggestions for how props could be used more effectively or how people should position themselves so they’re always facing the audience. Participants then combined all three skits into one and with about 10 minutes practice, performed following dinner at the conference. We had the audience rolling in the aisles with laughter – and learned that using theatre is a very effective way of getting your point across, and is easy to do. 

Thursday, Dinner and Entertainment
After a great dinner, we were treated to two theatre presentations.  The group who had attended the afternoon theatre workshop presented the hilarious skit they had developed, about what it is like to wait for hours in line at the ODSP office to try to get some help, only to run into all kinds of bureaucratic road blocks.  Then the Friendly Spike Theatre Group, represented by three people with disabilities led by Ruth Ruth, used innovative theatre techniques to present several short pieces about common issues that happen to ODSP recipients.  

Day 2--Friday, November 16

“Election Reflections” Session
We opened Day 2 by discussing the current political landscape and the opportunities and challenges that lie ahead as we push for substantial improvements to ODSP so that people with disabilities can live with dignity and not have to live in poverty. Josephine Grey, a long time human rights activist, now on ODSP, commented that she was encouraged by the “poverty reduction strategy” promised by Premier Dalton McGuinty during the provincial election and the Liberals’ commitments for increasing the minimum wage and the number of child care spaces, introducing full-day junior and senior Kindergarten, a new Ontario Child Benefit and dental care for the working poor, and improving employment supports for people on OW and ODSP. While Madeleine Meilleur has been reappointed as Minister of Community and Social Services – and is unlikely to be sympathetic to many of the ODSP issues we plan to raise - the Liberals have appointed Deb Matthews, Minister of Children and Youth Services, to get the poverty reduction strategy underway and appointed several key ministers to the first-ever Cabinet Committee on Poverty Reduction, which is encouraging. However, as Grey said, groups like the ODSP Action Coalition will need to continue pressuring the government to develop a poverty strategy that’s adequately funded, rolled out quickly and alleviates poverty for everyone in Ontario, not just families. In the discussion which followed, moderated by Sharon Dever, participants made the point, among others, that we will have to work hard to overcome the stereotypes about people on OW and ODSP and ensure that the government’s poverty reduction strategy includes people with disabilities. 

CAUCUSES

RECIPIENTS CAUCUS 
In recent years the ODSP Action Coalition has become increasingly aware of the benefit of encouraging ODSP recipients to advocate for ourselves.  At the most recent AGM there was a Recipient's Caucus.  This group focussed on, and clearly identified, a number of issues related to problems associated with being on ODSP.  It is important to note that there were also many solutions voiced within this particular workshop.

In regards to ODSP, there are still obvious external issues around the application process, access to information regarding "special benefits" & "allowances", and access to case workers (with Northern Ontario communities feeling particularly left out in the cold).  There was also the internal implications of helplessness and constant struggle associated with being an ODSP recipient.   

The Recipient's Caucus indicated the need for more recipient support systems (including funding for teleconferencing), for outreach to allies within other organizations that deal primarily with people with disabilities (CNIB, March of Dimes, & Toronto Rehab mentioned but there are others too numerous to list) and other marginalized groups (including injured workers groups and anti-poverty groups), for a consultation process with ODSP recipients before changes are made to benefits or staff training (i.e Special Diet and the PACE Program), and for a systemic change that would allow for the transfer of benefits from one community to another (both within the province and inter-provincially).  

There was a repeated call for the public officials to be challenged to live on ODSP entitlements for a minimum of two months.   There was also the intriguing request made that ODSP workers be required to complete an apprenticeship program with funding equal to the ODSP recipients benefit allowance only.  

There were discussions about strategies that worked.  They included educating ourselves - and others - about our rights as ODSP recipients. There was also the indication that we needed to be aware that we are taxpayers too!  This entitles us to equal access to our MPP's and Ombudsman.  

Recommendations were made  to strengthen the leadership role of ODSP recipients within the coalition, including the primary goal of ODSP recipients as co-chairs of all committees, and at least 50% of Steering Committee members being recipients. With equal representation ODSP recipients will have a "strong voice" that will influence the future of both - the ODSP Action Coalition and ODSP recipients in general.
AGENCY CAUCUS
The staff from community agencies met on their own while the ODSP recipients were meeting.  Those agencies present first reviewed the things we do to support recipients in developing a stronger voice.  Some examples were, having recipients on the Board or committees of the agency; doing advocacy training; doing education through newsletters, workshops, etc; encouraging clients to get out into the community and involved in things such as rallies, meetings or elections; supporting recipients in media work and as spokespersons.

We also reviewed the evolution of recipient participation in the Coalition, which started as a network of agencies and legal clinics. A recipient was one of three people who attended our very first meeting with the Minister of Community and Social Services in January 2003.  Whenever we meet with the Minister or ODSP officials since then, we include both recipients and agency staff.  Our working groups originally did not have very many recipients actively involved, but in the last couple of years there has been more participation of recipients.  Our Terms of Reference provide that at least two members of the Steering Committee are recipients.   This conference, where we raise funds to bring recipients from around the province and emphasized training in creative ways to tell our stories, is an indication that the Coalition is committed to increasing the level of involvement of recipients from around the province in the Coalition.

We then brainstormed ideas for strengthening recipient’s voices:

· As coalition structure develops, ensure process is inclusive / “grass roots”

· Committees are important part of our structure; that is where the work happens – recipient  participation most important in those working groups

· Try not to be Toronto-centric 

· Flexibility key to participation:  not everyone likes meetings, how to participate, value of different participation

· Want to embrace interest and support this with money support

· Greater use of regional coalitions.  Greater tie in and links

· Increased knowledge exchange between coalition agencies

· Peer – peer ‘pool’ of people – train the trainer principles / training

- 
Limited resources – time/money – impact practical outcome inclusion

· How – models to have broader participation at coalition meeting.  Participation might start at committee level.  Pre-meeting support Houselink as: ie. “buddie”

· Look at ‘progressive involvement model

November 16, 1:00 pm
Committee Sessions:  Participants at the conference broke up into four smaller groups, reflecting the four main working groups of the Coalition.
A) Media and Elections Committee

Participants briefly discussed the six key demands that the ODSP Action Coalition’s Steering Committee was recommending the coalition focus on this year and agreed these were all important and should be the focus of our lobbying and media work. It was also agreed that we wouldn’t focus on the federal election, even if one was called, since ODSP issues are all provincial. Given this, the Committee decided to change its name to the Media and Lobbying Committee and will focus on lobbying the province and getting more media and more attention to the coalition’s key demands. Participants decided that, when the committee meets next, we will discuss our lobbying strategy, including which ministers we should lobby and what kinds of materials and skills training we will need to develop to help coalition members lobby more effectively. Participants also felt we should try to get a meeting with the Toronto Star Editorial Board and come up with several story ideas that coalition members can pitch to their own local newspapers and broadcast outlets. Everyone agreed that we also need to support recipients more – in speaking to the media and speaking out in the community. Then Andrea Calver, government and communications director for the Ontario Coalition for Better Child Care, led a discussion on how people could organize around the coalition’s demands in their own communities. Ideas included: 

· lobbying the media for supportive stories on disability issues.

· producing newsletters (but getting funding may be a limitation)

· writing letters to the editor (second most read page of newspapers)

· working with churches (eg. articles in church bulletins)

· identifying coalition contacts in each riding and organizing a one-day blitz on MPPs and media to get coverage of disability issues.

· getting your networks involved speaking out about disability issues.

· don’t be afraid to speak out… to media, groups, schools, etc.

· write your personal story.  Focus it. Practice it.

· write letters to MPPs.  And get meetings.

· use theatre

· develop relationship with MPPs – so they know who you are or, if in an organization, attend your events, respond to letters you send, etc. 
B) Earnings/Employment Supports Working Group:
Participants in this session raised the following concerns:

· 50% clawback of earned income

· Poor communication from the office to recipients – this consists of both inconsistent information from office to office and/or misinformation

· How to access benefits (such as start-up) is not shared

· Self-employment is a neglected area. Some concerns expressed include how and which expenses are deducted and expenses regarding rental properties. The whole area around transition from ODSP to self-employment needs clarity. More time should also be allocated for that transition given the nature of business start-ups

· Example of home jobs that work but are not given proper support (i.e providing computers) are call centres.

· More investment in education is needed. Tuition in a post-secondary institute is free for seniors after age 60-65. Why not create the same type of opportunity for ODSP recipients? The government purports to support live-long learning. This philosophy should be extended to recipients so they can access better jobs

· There is a need for higher level jobs but barriers such as lack of transportation (driver’s licence) create a barrier to this. There needs to be a commitment on the Ministry’s part to offer employer incentives and other work-related supports (such as increasing the $500 currently allocated for back to work start-up costs).

C:  Train The Trainer Committee
Purpose:
1) Train others, recipients, about ODSP rules and benefits
2) Content/kit to pass on information

3) Train how to lobby

4) Presentation skills

5) Keep kits up to date.  Password protected website

6) Recognition of differences Rural vs. Urban

7) Use of other agencies/organizations training models, content, skills set

8) Modules

9)  Funding component

· Create proposals to present to coalition

· Create funding for committee to get started

10) Peer support  and peer training

11) Need for a value statement/philosophy - Inclusiveness

Goal: 1 year plan, to hold a Train the Trainer Workshop – 2 days

Could be added to next year’s Strategic planning conference

D:  Access Committee
The first discussion of the Access Committee was on the priorities set out by the Committee in its report of the previous year’s activities, mainly:

-     Access to Program

· Access to Program Benefits 

· Identification of  both  physical and attitudinal barriers in the ODSP program with a view to work towards their removal

The priorities were overwhelmingly accepted, and a discussion ensued as to how best to accomplish these objectives.   

It is important to get out to the different regions the work of the Access Committee.  A survey was distributed at the Conference, as well as put on the website, asking information on accessibility (both physical and attitudinal) to the ODSP offices.  It is hoped that this would give us a provincial view of the problems/concerns.

One concern that came up a number of times with respect to accessibility, was the simple fact of not getting return calls from ODSP workers (either in a timely manner or not at all).

There has been a number of reports on ODSP, and accessibility, such as the Street Health Report (Failing the Homeless), the Ottawa CMHA and Anglican Social Services Pilot Project (September 2005-April 2007), the District of Nipissing Social Services Administrative Board Report of October 2006, as well as the Ombudsman Report and the Lewchuk/Vrankulj Report.  It was agreed that the Committee review these Reports and compile the Recommendations. These, along with the survey results will give us credibility in meetings with the Ministry/Minister.

The Ontario Government is slowly implementing the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disability Act (AODA).  As well, each government ministry is to prepare its own accessibility plan.  The Committee is in an ideal position to monitor and provide input at both levels.

Finally, the Committee had started a “webcam” project, whereby one of the members who uses a scooter used a camera in her travels so that we could actually see the lack of accessibility at the most common places.   The first attempt did not work very well (technical difficulties), but the Committee encouraged a second try.

Final Session:  Adoption of Action Plan

This session was facilitated by Deborah Gardner.  The Coalition chair, Nancy Vander Plaats, presented the Steering Committee’s proposal for the Strategy Plan for 2008.  This was drafted after getting the evaluations from all the committees, and their input as to what should be done in the next year.
There was discussion of the plan and the following suggestions and ideas were raised:

· Do an open letter to the Premier, Deb Matthews,(chair of Cabinet Poverty Reduction Committee) and Dwight Duncan (Finance Minister)

· We need to emphasize the needs of singles, not just families with children
· Increasing ODSP rates is still our key priority

· Real employment supports for people with a range of disabilities

· Back to School and Winter clothing shouldn’t be rolled into OCB

· The phrase “real cost of living” could be misinterpreted to look like we are only asking for yearly cost of living increase.  Our materials need to explain that we are talking CMHA average rents, cost of nutritious food basket, and all other needs.
· Older adults on OW/ODSP face unique barriers

· Economic arguments should be used to argue for increasing OW/ODSP rates. Recipients spend the money in their communities.

· Ensure rates are adjusted to inflation—put that in legislation

· Get politicians to live on OW/ODSP incomes for a month

· Need to consider regional differences (costs, available services, transportation, etc)

· Make links between poverty and ill-health (can’t afford to eat nutritionally)

· Point out the amount of money governments spend on consultants.  Emphasize money needs to be reallocated to dealing with poverty.

· Clawback focus should be broadened to deal not only with the NCBS, but other clawbacks like CPP, child support, and earnings clawback of 50%
· Draw on work on social assistance years ago—the Thomson SARC report

· Point out the special diet cuts were much more for most people than the rate increases the Liberals have done.

Following this discussion, people agreed to the 6 priority issues in the Strategy Plan proposal.
All of our issues can be summarized with the phrase:  “Disability should not equal poverty”.  We should use this as a “tag line” on all of our materials.

The participants agreed that we would carry out our work through the four working groups, plus our web site committee and our Steering Committee.  It was suggested that each committee or working group should ideally be co-chaired by an agency staff and a recipient.  This will help us work toward a goal of having at least 50% of the Steering Committee be recipients.  

There was discussion of the need to recognize the particular problems of life in Northern Ontario as an ODSP recipient, and build something into the Coalition structure to ensure Northern representation.  A couple of people volunteered to set up a discussion among the Northern participants which could possible lead to a Northern caucus.

The conference participants then agreed by consensus to adopt the Strategy Plan for 2008, with the understanding that the work we do will reflect the discussions we had at the conference.   The planners and participants were all thanked for their contributions.    
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