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March, 2009
         EARNINGS AND EMPLOYMENT SUPPORTS WORKING GROUP

1. What were the key activities of your group during the past year-and-a-half (Nov. 2007-present)?
· Completion and analysis of survey:
The Working Group, in partnership with the Centre for Mental Health and Addictions,

completed an Employment Supports Survey.  The survey was completed by a mix of recipients/participants, family members of recipients, service providers, advocates and community-based organizations.  Arising from the results, we noted there were positives, such as the sense that persons on ODSP were no longer “written off” and that they can and were allowed to work.  The deduction of 50% from earnings and the $100 work allowance was thought of as better than before November 2006, as previously, earners were only allowed $160 free and clear with the rest being clawed back at a rate of 75%.

There were issues of concern raised from the survey, which included some concern about the clawback of 50% starting with the first dollar earned.  Further, employment supports service providers under the new funding model were finding it difficult to keep their targets.  There is little incentive or support to work with high-need individuals that require significant pre-employment support and interestingly, little support to provide assistance to those seeking work above the entry level.  The latter group of persons with disabilities often have advanced education, or senior level job experience prior to becoming disabled, which makes it more of a challenge to find higher paying or skilled positions for members of this group.  Another issue is there was little or no support for additional pre-employment training, as the model switched from a “train and work” model to a “work and train” model.  Some service providers wanted to obtain more support and skills development for their staff to aid them in improving their targets.
· Presentation of results of survey:

The Working Group met with officials of the Ministry of Community &

Social Services to present the results of our survey and discuss the main themes.  We indicated that we wish to follow up some of the issues raised by the survey, such as the need for more training and educational opportunities for people with disabilities, and ensuring that Employment Supports are provided in an effective way for people with many different levels of abilities and experience. 

The survey report was also given to the Madeleine Meilleur, Minister of Community and Social Services, and members of this group were part of the Coalition’s delegation to meet with the Minister.
· Submission to Poverty Reduction Strategy Committee

This Working Group contributed a section; with recommendations, to the Coalition’s brief to the Ontario Government’s Poverty Reduction Strategy during the summer of 2008.  We also participated in a meeting with the chair of the Cabinet Committee on Poverty Reduction.  Employment access and incentives appear to be on the agenda of the provincial government when they review social assistance programs this year.
2. Which of your group’s goals for the past year were most successfully accomplished, and what was effective about the way you worked towards those goals?

The Employment Supports survey conducted between November 2007 and January 2008 was very effective as it attracted a substantial response, as well was conducted in a professional manner.  While the survey was only a relatively small sample of self-selected individuals, the responses were dealt with in a sensitive manner and weighed according to appropriate qualitative research models, which provided a good picture of the situation.  Concerns raised in this survey were also echoed in other organizations across the province.  The concerns we were raising about the 50% clawback appear to be garnering some interest among MPP’s, and even achieved notice at pre-budget consultations.
3. Are there issues in your group’s area of concern that you feel still need to be addressed by the Coalition? If so state the key issues.
· Earnings clawback:   The concerns about the 50% clawback should continue to be addressed, as a number of ODSP recipients feel this is a disincentive to take on part-time work.  This Working Group recommends that the first $500.00 of net earnings should be exempted from income, meaning that amount would not be clawed back from the ODSP benefits of a single person.  Any earnings above $500.00 would continue to have a 50% exemption rate as they do now.  The amount of $500 per month, or $6000 per year, is consistent with the amount that an ODSP recipient is allowed to receive in support from family or as income from a trust fund.
· Further review and evaluation of Employment Supports delivery needs to be completed, along with a solution-focused strategy to help address the many concerns raised by service providers and recipients to improve outcomes, as well as opportunities for those that can and want to work.  Training also continues to be an issue.  
· Self-employment and social enterprises are forms of employment that ODSP does not adequately support; our working group would like to bring forward ideas on what the government could do better to support recipients who would like to engage in these activities.

· With the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act implementation currently consulting around the proposed employment standard, the Working Group plans to provide some input into the standard as they may impact on ODSP recipients in particular.

4. Identify any opportunities for making progress in your area of concern within the government’s Poverty Reduction Strategy.

There should be an opportunity within the planned review of social assistance programs for us to propose changes to many of the rules and regulations currently affecting ODSP recipients that can and want to work, as well as their spouses and adult dependent children. This review could look at: the 50% clawback of earnings, benefit unit issues, conflicting rules for self-employed recipients that differ from Canada Revenue Agency policies, barriers to accessing “good jobs” either through Employment Supports or due to additional disability-related expenses, among other issues. 
 There has also been some community-based funding announced as part of the Poverty Reduction Strategy, but there has been no direction as to how this money will be spent or prioritized.  Pilot projects can be developed to address some of the shortcomings of the Employment Support initiative, and later be evaluated to show how certain amendments to the funding formula may work to improve access to employment for a greater number of ODSP recipients.
5. Are you recommending that this Working Group continue? 

This working group is recommended to continue its work into the next operating year.

Respectfully Submitted by,

Wendy Nailer, Angela Browne and Margaret Copeland, Co-Chairs

EARNINGS AND EMPLOYMENT SUPPORTS WORKING GROUP
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