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Income of ODSP and OW Recipients

The ODSP Action Coalition calls on the Ontario Government to:
a) Increase social assistance rates to reflect average market rents (as determined by the Canada Mortgage and Housing corporation); average utility costs; average cost of a nutritious food basket (as determined by municipal boards of health); and money for all other basic needs such as medical and accessibility needs, transportation and telephone. 

b) Index Ontario Works (OW) and Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) rates to inflation.

c) Create a Social Assistance Rate Board that would include people on OW and ODSP and anti-poverty and disability groups to recommend rational and just criteria for determining OW and ODSP rates. 

d) Let ODSP recipients who are able to work keep at least enough of their work income to get them to the poverty line (as defined by the Low-Income Cut Off), before their earnings are clawed back.  
A)  Rates must reflect the real costs of rent, food and other necessities of life:

The current provincial government has provided small increases roughly equal to the cost of living (2 or 3%) in three out of the last five years.  
But these raises come after more than a decade of no increases at all to ODSP. The situation is even worse for people on OW, where rates were cut by 22% in 1995 and then frozen.  So even with the recent increases, the real incomes of people on OW and ODSP have declined greatly when inflation is taken into account.  The value of ODSP benefits for a single person dropped by 18.2% from 1992 to 2005.  The value of OW benefits for a single person dropped by 34% during the same period.

However, percentages and statistics are not what count for people—what matters is whether they have enough money each month to cover their needs. 
Even with the most recent 2% increase to ODSP rates, people with disabilities still have problems paying their rent and trying to eat nutritiously.  They still have to worry about whether they can afford a bus ticket to go visit a friend.  The isolation and mental stress of having a disability and being poor continues to negatively affect their health.

Similarly, since this latest increase in OW rates, parents on OW still have to go hungry to feed their kids Kraft dinner. They still have to shop at food banks. And they  still worry every month about whether they will be able to pay their rent and all their bills. 

Single people on ODSP get a maximum of $445 for shelter, far below the average cost of a bachelor ($668) or one bedroom unit ($797) across the province.  Rent costs in Toronto, where half of the people on ODSP live, are $740 for a bachelor and $900 for a one-bedroom unit.
 
Rents supplements and public housing are only available to a small percentage of ODSP recipients; as a result 54% of ODSP recipients are paying private market rents.
 They are forced to dip into their food money to pay their rent.  The little that remains has to cover all their personal needs and household supplies, clothing, transportation, and often additional costs related to their disability.  Therefore it is not surprising that 48% of food bank clients with a disability have been using a food bank for over 18 months.

 If MPPs had to survive on $999 a month, they would realize how impossible it is. Getting through life with a disability is hard enough. Try doing it when your expenses exceed your needs—sometimes by hundreds of dollars each month.  Recipients from the Toronto region ODSP Action Coalition have shared their monthly budgets:  those in private market housing are going deeper into debt each month.  Even those lucky enough to have low cost housing cannot afford to eat adequately, pay for transportation and personal needs, and cover additional costs related to their disability such as medications or supplements, special clothing or accessibility aids that are not funded elsewhere. 
Continuing to ignore poverty comes with dire consequences. According to Dennis Raphael, a professor at York University’s school of health policy and management, “poverty” — and the material and social deprivation associated with it — is a primary cause of poor health among Canadians.  The evidence for this assertion comes from hundreds of studies in Canada and elsewhere”.

Ontario’s Public Health Authorities have urged the provincial government to raise ODSP and OW rates for several years so that people can afford to eat nutritiously.  In 2005, they adopted a resolution urging the government to review the adequacy of OW and ODSP from a health perspective and to base rates on actual costs
.  They repeated that resolution in a letter to the Premier after the 2007 budget, saying that the recent 2% increases to social assistance rates “fall well short of what will ultimately be required to ensure that all Ontarians are able to meet basic needs not only to survive, but also to be healthy.”

Calls for adequate social assistance rates are also supported by the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which reviewed Canada’s compliance under the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in May 2006. The Committee noted with concern that in most provinces and territories, social assistance rates do not provide adequate income to meet basic needs for food, clothing and shelter.  They urged Canada “to establish social assistance at levels which ensure the realization of an adequate standard of living for all.”

B) Social Assistance Rates should be indexed to the rate of inflation 

The Liberal Party promised, before they were elected, to raise social assistance rates to reflect the annual cost of living.  They have basically done that, with the 3% increase in 2005 and the 2% increases in 2006, 2007 and just promised again for the end of 2008.  However, they have not promised, nor put into law, a commitment to continue indexing social assistance rates to inflation the way that Old Age Security and Canada Pension are indexed.

Much more needs to be done to reverse the cutting and loss of value in the rates that occurred between 1993 and 2004.  Right now, whatever is done to lift ODSP and OW recipients into a more reasonable standard of living can so easily be undone in a few years if the rates are not indexed.   Much work is being put this year into a Poverty Reduction Strategy.  That could become meaningless in 5 or 10 years if there is no provision for incomes to keep up with increases to the cost of living.

C) An independent Social Assistance Rates Board should recommend the level of income for OW and ODSP

In late 2006, MPPs voted themselves a 25% raise, arguing that salaries hadn’t kept pace with the cost of living.  Just a few months later another 2% was added as a cost of living raise. They based the amount on the recommendations of an independent commission.   We suggest that a similar independent process should apply to setting the levels of support provided for people with disabilities and others in need. The decision should be taken out of the realm of politics and based on independent, objective criteria. 

Currently, OW and disability rates are not based on any rational criteria. For example, a single person on ODSP only receives a maximum of $445 a month to cover rent and utilities. If you are lucky enough to find housing for less than that, you are only given the actual amount of your rent. If your rent is much higher, as it is for the majority of people on ODSP, then you have to dip into your “basic needs” money.
A single  person on ODSP receives $554 a month  to cover their “Basic Needs,” The government has never spelled out exactly what needs that amount is supposed to cover.  What type of a diet do they suggest a person can afford from that?  Does that include a telephone, transportation, clothing and personal hygiene items?  The government never answers those questions.
Instead of basing the rates on real costs, the government just decides on an arbitrary figure. Under the Conservative government, there was no increase at all to ODSP, and a huge cut to OW rates. In recent years the Liberal government has given increases roughly equal to the current inflation rate while failing to take into account how far below the real cost of living the rates had fallen.
People’s lives shouldn’t be left to political whim. There should be an evidence-based process that leads to recommendations for the level of incomes needed by people on assistance. Creating an independent committee that includes people on OW and ODSP, anti-poverty and disability groups as well as experts in the social determinants of health, would ensure that the criteria developed reflects the real needs of individuals and families on social assistance.  
No one wants to be on social assistance but many people have no other options. While it’s easy to tell people to get a job, it’s a lot harder to find one. Not everyone on OW and ODSP can work.  People on ODSP live with significant disabilities, many of which are not easily accommodated by employers. Others may never be able to work full-time or may go through periods where they cannot work. 

The government has committed to developing an anti-poverty strategy with targets and timelines.  That strategy will presumably deal with many issues:  the needs of children, housing, childcare, minimum wage, etc.   Obviously, the strategy also has to deal with the incomes of people with disabilities and others who are out of the workforce through no fault of their own.  The establishment of an independent Social Assistance Rates Board would be a very logical part of an overall Poverty Reduction Strategy.
In the last legislative session, a Liberal MPP introduced a private members bill that would establish this Social Assistance Rates Board.  That bill will be introduced again in the current legislature.  We call on members of all parties to support this bill so that a rational and just process is established.

D) Let ODSP recipients who are able to work keep at least enough of their work income to get them to the poverty line (as defined by the Low-Income Cut Off), before their earnings are clawed back.  

ODSP recipients who work have 50% of their earnings deducted from their monthly income support.
  
With monthly ODSP rates so low that many people cannot afford to eat nutritiously or cover all of their other needs, people with disabilities feel it is unfair to have a 50% tax back rate.  Whether it’s considered a disincentive or an incentive is irrelevant. The reality is that most people with disabilities desperately want to work but having a job can cause extra stress and difficulties for them. Flexibility in the workplace and being able to earn enough money to live above the poverty line are crucial to helping people with disabilities take care of their health so they are well enough to work and continue working in the longer term. Otherwise, the dual challenges of living in poverty with a disability can make work impossible. 
The Coalition believes that there should be no deductions of earned income from ODSP until a recipient can at least bring themselves up to the poverty level.  The most recent StatsCan after-tax Low Income Cutoff for a major city is $17,570 a year for a single person
, which works out to about $1460 per month.  The maximum ODSP allowance is currently $999 per month.  It would require a flat rate exemption of $460 per month to allow a person to make enough earnings to bring him or herself up to the poverty line.  
We therefore urge the government to allow a single person on ODSP to earn up to $460 per month before any deductions are made from their monthly ODSP income.
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Most ODSP recipients live in cities of over 500,000.
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