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O.D.S.P. ACTION COALITION
C/O Scarborough Community Legal Services, 695 Markham Rd, Ste 9, Scarborough, ON, M1H 2A5    www.odspaction.ca
Accessibility of ODSP must be improved

In order to meet its obligations under the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) the provincial government must undertake a thorough accessibility audit
 of the entire ODSP system. The audit must include a review of income and employment supports and an audit of each individual office.  The audit must include extensive and meaningful consultation with ODSP recipients and other stakeholders.  The result of the audit will be a comprehensive and binding accommodations plan for ODSP service delivery.  
The Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) is intended to provide income and employment supports to working age adults with physical, mental and/or developmental disabilities. The Ministry of Community and Social Services is responsible for the delivery of ODSP. This is the same ministry that introduced the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA). The stated purpose of the AODA is to “achieve accessibility for Ontarians with disabilities with respect to goods, services, facilities, accommodation, employment, buildings, structures and premises on or before January 1, 2025.

Despite the fact that the Ministry responsible for promoting the AODA also delivers ODSP services, many people with disabilities who apply for ODSP or are currently receiving it find that ODSP is not accessible. ODSP applicants and recipients experience many barriers both in the application process and in accessing all the benefits and employment supports that they are eligible to receive.  
Barriers to accessing ODSP
The ODSP application process is so complicated that many applicants cannot navigate it on their own. Some disabilities, such as mental illness, developmental disabilities or a learning disability make it particularly hard for people to complete the application process. In the 2000/2001 fiscal year, almost 40 per cent of applicants referred to the Disability Adjudication Unit, which decides if a person is eligible to receive benefits under ODSP, did not ultimately submit a completed application package.
 Their disabilities made it too difficult to deal with the barriers in the system.
In order to truly have their disabilities accommodated, applicants must be provided with assistance in navigating the ODSP application process.

What we need

· Fully trained Applicant/Recipient Advocates throughout Ontario (such as the patient advocates in hospitals).
· Improvements in communication with applicants, recipients and the community. This must included an outreach program.
· A more flexible intake and application process to ensure everyone who qualifies for ODSP benefits is able to complete the application process.

Barriers to accessing benefits available to recipients

ODSP recipients often report that they did not understand, were not informed, or were misinformed about their eligibility to receive certain benefits such as the full amount of monthly assistance entitlement, employment supports, extended health benefits or coverage for repairing assistive devices. As a result, many recipients do not receive the full amount of benefits they are entitled to receive. 
People with disabilities often encounter stereotypes and prejudices. Some of that stereotypical treatment occurs at ODSP offices. The accommodations plan set for all ODSP offices should include a process for reviewing policies, practices and training to ensure that the principles of fairness, dignity, equity, inclusion, respect for independence and responsiveness are applied each time a person with a disability is receiving services under ODSP, regardless of the nature of the person’s disability.  
What we need

· Applicants must be given accurate, complete and easy to understand information about the benefits available, their rights and responsibilities.  

· Increase staffing at local ODSP offices to allow staff to properly deliver services.
  
· ODSP must engage in training and educating staff on human rights laws in Ontario at all levels of the organization. This training must be aimed at ensuring that all staff develop an understanding of the rights of all persons with disabilities and at removing the barriers that are caused by stereotypical understandings of persons with disabilities. 
· The rights of persons with disabilities under the Ontario Human Rights Code must be reflected in all policies, practices and procedures of ODSP.
· ODSP must develop the capacity to ask and accommodate the needs of all applicants and recipients who receive ODSP services.  
Barriers to accessing Employment Supports

Both recipients and Employment Support service providers have concerns that the current employment support (ES) guidelines and practices also have barriers which prevent people from reaching their employment goals.  The process of applying for ES, like the determination of disability for ODSP, is complex and difficult for people with disabilities (particularly those with mental health issues) to navigate. Insufficient resources are put into assisting clients with this process. There is a lack of “user friendly” information given to recipients about what types of employment supports, skills training or education may be available for them, and little coordination of the various programs. There is no comprehensive resource guide / system / policy that gives service providers and the Ministry staff up-to date information for referring recipients outside of the ES program based on the individual’s goals. Recipients report being pushed into jobs unsuited to their skills, talents, accommodation needs and other requirements. The funding formula, current guidelines and extensive paperwork requirements for service providers may be exacerbating the barriers for people with disabilities to find employment.

What we need

· There should be more information and a well resourced employer outreach strategy, to educate employers on the benefits of hiring people with disabilities, including people with mental health issues. Employers need to be informed about the obligation to accommodate people with disabilities in the workplace.  Employers require knowledge and information on the benefits of hiring people with disabilities and should be recognized for hiring people with disabilities in the workplace.
· ODSP recipients who want to work should have an individualized plan that is attainable based on their skill level, talents, interests and the accessibility needs related to their disability.
· There needs to be increased opportunities for training and education to reflect the full spectrum of recipient needs, including pre-employment. ODSP recipients should be given whatever help they need to access appropriate training opportunities, even where those programs are not funded by ODSP.
· Transportation costs and access to quality affordable childcare need to be provided to allow ODSP recipients to engage in employment supports and become employed.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Questions to ask candidates:

1) Is your party committed to making ODSP easier to access for people with disabilities who are eligible?

2) The provincial government is mandated under the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act to ensure government programs are accessible.  Will your party implement an accessibility audit of the ODSP program to properly identify the barriers that prevent people from completing the application process or accessing benefits that they’re entitled to? 

3) What guarantees will your party provide to ensure that people with disabilities who want to work will have access to jobs that reflect their education and work experiences, as opposed to becoming stuck in low-wage jobs where an escape from poverty is unlikely?
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� An accessibility audit is a full review of how ODSP programs, services and activities are delivered to identify and remove all barriers to access in order to ensure that all applicants and recipients have equal opportunity to access all benefits and supports available to them under the ODSP Act.  Examples of some of the barriers the audit should consider would be: a) Are there policies or procedures that prevent someone with a disability from applying for benefits (such as requiring applicants to use the telephone to make an initial appointment, which excludes people who have no phone or have difficulty using one)?; b) Do caseworkers have a good enough understanding of the various disabilities of recipients to be able to provide any necessary accommodations such as alternate formats?; c) Are there any eligibility requirements that tend to screen out people (such as requiring people to have large numbers of documents returned within a short time period)?; d) Does the language or format used in forms and letters make them inaccessible to some people with disabilities? 


 


� AODA section 1.


� Based on statistics provided by the Ministry of Community and Social Services, ODSP branch, 2002.


� Failing the Homeless: Barriers in the Ontario Disability Support Program for Homeless People with Disabilities [Street Health Report] June 2006 - 100% of the project participants could not navigate the ODSP application process without help


� For information on the impact of staffing levels on ODSP staff see the internal government report ‘The New Framework for Service Delivery and its Impact on Working Conditions and Client Services’, Wayne Lewchuk & Sam Vrankulj, McMaster University, June 2007.  The report reveals many problems that the staff experience due to underfunding, high caseloads and health problems. 


http://www.opseu.org/news/Press2007/June%2007%20Lewchuk%20report.pdf
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