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Media and Lobbying Committee:  2008--2009
1. What were the key activities of your group during the past year-and-a-half (Nov. 2007-March 2009)?
     The Media and Lobbying Committee accomplished the following:
a. Building on the key issues identified at the ODSP Action Coalition’s strategic planning in Nov. 2007, the Committee developed a list of key demands, which were approved by coalition members in March 2008 and revised in May 2008. Developed backgrounders on the coalition’s key demands, updated the Coalition’s pamphlet, and created questions to ask MPPs and an MPP letter template for members to use when lobbying MPPs or promoting the work of the coalition. All materials were circulated to members as part of an MPP Lobby Kit and posted to the Coalition’s website: www.odspaction.ca.

b. Drafted the Coalition’s 2008 and 2009 pre-budget submissions, presented them to the Finance Minister and the Standing Committee on Finance and Economic Affairs, circulated a draft letter members could use to lobby their MPPs for money in the budget, participated in the Budget lock-up (where participants are able to see the budget before it is released), and issued a press release on behalf of the Coalition. 
c. Pursued and got meetings with Education Minister and Liberal Cabinet Chair Kathleen Wynn, Community and Social Services Minister Madeleine Meilleur, Cabinet Committee on Poverty Reduction Chair Deb Matthews, and the NDP Caucus. Also wrote to Premier Dalton McGuinty twice urging him not to delay in implementing the Poverty Reduction Strategy. One letter incorporated quotes from ODSP recipients who talked about why they couldn’t wait for government action on poverty.
d. Posted information on the government’s Cabinet Committee on Poverty Reduction and urged Coalition members to lobby them, participate in government poverty reduction consultations, and endorse the 25 in 5 Network for Poverty Reduction.  When the Poverty Reduction Strategy was released, ensured Coalition members received it and developed “key messages” and a press release template for them to use to respond in their communities.
e. In March, 2008, urged Coalition members to lobby the provincial and local governments to stop the winter and back-to-school allowances from being cut when the Ontario Child Benefit was introduced in August, 2008. (The allowances were extended for a year in several municipalities).
f. Built a stronger relationship with Toronto Star disability columnist Helen Henderson, resulting in improved Toronto media coverage. One column, which featured Nancy Vander Plaats, Cheryl Duggan and Mike Yale responding to how little was in the government’s poverty reduction strategy for people with disabilities, drew a response from MPP Deb Matthews!  
g. Encouraged Coalition members to get media coverage in their communities by drafting a list of “story ideas” and organizing an interview tips and story-telling training session during the Coalition’s 2009 Strategic Planning. 
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 Media and Lobbying Committee was created to lobby all of the provincial parties more effectively to raise social assistance rates and address other ODSP issues. The Committee’s goals included: a) developing a lobbying and media strategy for the coalition; b) preparing public education and lobbying materials and media templates and; c) encouraging members to mobilize around the poverty reduction strategy and other key opportunities and try to get more media attention on ODSP issues in their local communities.

Over the last year, the Committee feels that the Coalition was able to gain considerable media attention and access to key ministers and MPPs. Because the Committee was not focusing on detailed issues, like the other committees, it was able to dedicate the time required to develop the Coalition’s broader demands and media and lobbying strategies and move those forward. This work was done in consultation with the other committees and the Steering Committee. 

The Committee was also successful in creating a very inclusive approach in its lobbying and media work. Rather than focusing only on higher level lobbying, the Committee very consciously chose to focus on providing Coalition members with the information and materials they needed to lobby effectively in their local communities. 

The Committee was also very conscious of including ODSP recipients in our work. Our Committee included seven ODSP recipients who were very actively involved and ODSP recipients were also part of meetings we had with the political parties, in the budget watch, and in speaking to the media. 
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.

With the support of the Media and Lobbying Committee, Coalition members were able to join other anti-poverty groups across the Province in lobbying the provincial government. While we were only able to get a small 4% increase to OW and ODSP rates over the last two years, we were part of a broad lobbying effort that brought other significant changes. In 2008, we were able to ensure that eligibility for the Ontario Child Benefit extended to families on social assistance. Building on that success, we continued to push for the Ontario Child Benefit to be rolled out more quickly and for families on social assistance to get the full benefit of it, without their ODSP cheques being further reduced. On March 20th, 2009, the Ontario Government announced that it would roll out the full amount of the Ontario Child Benefit in July 2009, rather than waiting til 2011. As a result, the Ontario Child Benefit will increase from $600/yr/child to $1100/year. As of this report, the Premier’s Office had indicated that social assistance rates wouldn’t be reduced when families begin receiving the larger amount. If this is the case, we will have won our two key demands around the Ontario Child Benefit! 
This is a huge success, but not our only lobbying success. We were also successful in pressuring the government to hold broad province-wide consultations into the Poverty Reduction Strategy. When it was announced in December 2008, the Government indicated that there will be a review of OW and ODSP over the next year and immediately changed three “stupid” OW and ODSP rules. We have also gotten the government’s attention around the unfairness of clawing back earnings. And on March 20th, the Government announced that it will spend $185 million to create new affordable housing for low-income seniors and people with disabilities and an additional $352 million to repair social housing. So we are much stronger than we were a year ago.

In the coming year, we will need to continue raising the public’s and politicians’ awareness of the unique barriers facing people with disabilities. Too often, politicians and policy analysts still see ODSP as synonymous with OW, leading to a disproportionate emphasis on employment supports over other issues such as accessibility and client service, which we consider just as important. 
There also continues to be significant resistance to increasing OW and ODSP rates.  While we have always argued that ODSP rates are not enough to meet people’s basic needs (and, indeed, ODSP rates for singles are well below the Low Income Measure adopted recently by the provincial government), it is increasingly important that we research what the additional costs of having a disability are.

And while there are opportunities in the Government’s Poverty Reduction Strategy, the overall framework is focused on child poverty, which is limiting for people on ODSP, since the majority do not have kids. However, the government has promised to review social assistance over the next year, creating an ideal opportunity to push for getting rid of more “stupid rules” in the short-term and restructuring ODSP in the longer term so that it is more person-centred and truly supportive. 

Media

Our Committee had hoped to be more successful in getting broader media coverage but found that lobbying work dominated our meetings. We had hoped to get a meeting with the Toronto Star’s Editorial Board to suggest story ideas highlighting the impact of poverty on people with disabilities and the many problems with ODSP. However, with the Star’s “War on Poverty” series, we felt we should refocus our energies in building relationships with specific reporters. We were successful in doing this with the Star’s disability columnist, Helen Henderson, but now need to focus on getting coverage from other reporters.
We also still struggle with how to more effectively engage Coalition members, particularly ODSP recipients, in lobbying and media work in their communities. We are no longer recommending that the Coalition have a Speaker’s Bureau. Instead, we feel it would be more effective to explore how to better support and encourage members to lobby their MPPs and get media attention in the coming year. We would also like to explore how to more effectively include quotes and recipients’ stories in our Coalition materials.
4. Identify any opportunities for making progress in your area of concern within the government’s Poverty Reduction Strategy.
The Government commits to engaging with people living in poverty as the Poverty Reduction Strategy is implemented. This creates room for the ODSP Action Coalition to get meetings with MPPs and key ministers.

Probably the greatest opportunity within the strategy is the Government’s announcement of a review of OW and ODSP from a “person-centred” approach. While it appears to be “particularly focused” on moving people from social assistance into the workforce, the parameters of the review are still being determined. So there could be an opportunity for the Coalition to lobby to broaden the scope of the review and shape the restructuring of ODSP from a punitive program to a person-centred, supportive approach. 

While the Strategy is focused on children, the Government does acknowledge the need to develop tailored solutions for groups that are at a higher risk of poverty and identifies people with disabilities as one of those groups. This creates an opportunity to push for more specific commitments relating to people with disabilities, including the importance of significantly increasing people’s incomes. 

The strategy does include a promise to increase the Ontario Child Benefit to $1310 annually, although it isn’t clear when within the next five years this would occur. The Coalition has advocated for increases to the Ontario Child Benefit in the past and this is something that would benefit many families on ODSP.

Another area where we could have some influence is in helping to shape how the Government measures whether it has been successful in reducing poverty through the Strategy. The Government is still developing the indicators it will use. Measuring the depth of poverty for particular groups like people with disabilities, for example, would be better than simply measuring how many people are no longer living in poverty

The Government also intends to introduce legislation that would make it more difficult for future governments to drop the Strategy. The Coalition has done a lot of work to get poverty on the government’s agenda so, if legislation could help keep it there, this is something we might want to lobby MPPs to vote in favour of.
5. Are you recommending that this Working Group continue? 

We are recommending that the Committee continue but as the Public Awareness and Advocacy Committee, not the Media and Lobbying Committee. As the government begins to implement its Poverty Reduction Strategy and initiates a review of OW and ODSP, it will be important for the Coalition to continue building awareness of the rights of people with disabilities and organize for immediate improvements to ODSP in the short-term and a transformation of ODSP in the longer term. While media work and lobbying are important strategies, we felt we also needed to consider other kinds of organizing and public education strategies, which our new name better reflects. 

In our experience, a committee dedicated to developing the Coalition’s advocacy strategy is valuable as neither the Steering Committee, nor the other committees have been able to dedicate much time to this in the past. That said, there needs to be improved communication between this committee and the other committees so that we can more effectively identify public education and advocacy opportunities, particularly in regards to the Access Committee and Earnings and Employment Supports Working Group. 
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