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2008 Pre-budget Submission 
to the Standing Committee on Finance and Economic Affairs
“Disability should not equal poverty”
Introduction
The ODSP Action Coalition is a province-wide coalition of community agencies, provincial organizations, anti-poverty groups, legal clinics and people who receive income support under the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP).  The coalition was formed in 2002 following province-wide community consultations that found deep problems with ODSP.  Our aim is to advocate for improvements to ODSP so that people with disabilities can live with dignity.    
1.    Poverty Reduction Strategy

The government’s commitment to developing a comprehensive poverty strategy is crucial to the future economic and social wellbeing of this province.  The levels of poverty in this province result in increased costs for our health, education and justice systems.  Investing in a meaningful poverty reduction strategy with clearly defined targets needs to be a priority.

The centerpiece of this strategy is the new Ontario Child Benefit, which certainly could become a valuable tool in reducing child poverty if implemented fully and in a way that benefits all families.  However, we ask that the Government make sure that all poor people are included when developing the broader anti-poverty strategy, including people without children such as single people and childless couples who rely on Ontario Works or ODSP for their income.  In fact, most people with disabilities do not have children, or are in their later years so their children have left home.  The poverty reduction strategy must include measures to address the needs and barriers that condemn so many people with disabilities to a life of poverty.  
People with disabilities and the organizations that work with them know what the barriers are and what solutions are needed.  Therefore these groups must be included in consultations to develop the specific targets and policies to achieve the goal of reducing poverty in this province.  Consultations must be adequately funded and accessible in every way, to support real and meaningful input from people with all types of disabilities.
2. Raise levels of support under ODSP and OW to cover the real costs of living
In 2008, the government needs to do more than just study poverty, develop measurements and targets, and wait for all of the research before starting to act on poverty reduction.  Everyone who works in any way with people in need, from food banks to Ontario’s Public Health Authorities, from faith groups to registered nurses, psychiatrists and other health professionals, as well as many municipal governments, have called on the province to provide incomes that allow people on ODSP and OW to eat nutritious diets and maintain adequate safe shelter.   
Presently a single person on ODSP can receive a maximum monthly benefit of $999 per month to live on (after the most recent 2% increase).  With this income they must cover everything from rent, to food, clothing, transportation, household items etc.  These rates fall far below the poverty line.  It is difficult enough for anyone to live on this amount of income.  But it is even harder for those who are grappling with chronic illnesses, or who are physically disabled, mentally disabled, or dealing with psychiatric illness.  Often these people have extra expenses needed to accommodate their disability, many of which are not covered by health benefits. Thus their poverty often exacerbates their disability or illness. The fact that so many people with disabilities in our Province are living in poverty, is not an issue that receives much attention.  This may be because there is a belief in our society that we provide for our citizens with disabilities.  But that is just a myth, for many are living in extreme poverty.  
People on ODSP get a maximum of $445 for shelter, far below the average cost of a bachelor ($665) or one bedroom unit ($787) across the province.  Average rent costs in Toronto, where half of the people on ODSP live, are $738 for a bachelor and $907 for a one-bedroom unit.  
Rent 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.
 These people 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.

Anyone on social assistance who is fortunate enough to have subsidized or lower rent, will receive less than the maximum allowance; therefore even those individuals and families cannot afford nutritious diets, or to participate in community life. 

If the government really is committed to reducing poverty, OW and ODSP rates need to reflect average market rents (as determined by the Canada Mortgage and Housing corporation); the average cost of a nutritious food basket (as determined by municipal boards of health); and include money for all other basic needs such as transportation, telephone and utilities. A substantial double-digit increase to OW and ODSP rates in this budget would go a long way in illustrating that your government does not plan to leave social assistance recipients behind as you role out a broader anti-poverty strategy in the coming year.  

3. An Independent Committee should be established to develop rational and just criteria for setting social assistance rates
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 $543 a month to cover their “Basic Needs.” No government has ever spelled out exactly what needs that amount is supposed to cover.  What type of a diet do you suggest a person can afford from that?  Does that include a telephone, transportation, clothing, and personal hygiene items?  There are no clear answers. 

Instead of basing the rates on real costs, they are based on an arbitrary figure. From 1993 to 2005, there was no increase at all to ODSP, and a huge cut to OW rates. In recent years, the 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 have fallen.
People’s lives shouldn’t be left to political whim. Creating an independent committee that includes people on OW and ODSP and anti-poverty and disability groups would ensure that the criteria developed reflects the real needs of individuals and families on social assistance.  
4. Increase the amount that ODSP recipients can earn before deductions
At the present time, if an ODSP recipient works part-time (and many do), 50% of their earnings are clawed back from their monthly ODSP income.  At a time when the government is trying to encourage people on ODSP to find work, this 50% tax does exactly the opposite. Furthermore, the clawback makes it very difficult for people on ODSP to lift themselves out of poverty, since they are only keeping half of what they earn.  
We are asking that ODSP recipients be allowed to keep at least enough of their work income to get them up to the poverty line, before their earnings are clawed back.  A flat rate exemption of $430 per month before the 50% tax back rate, would be a significant incentive to people with disabilities to find employment or increase their earnings.  Surely Ontarians agree that disability should not be a life sentence to poverty.  Yet with the ODSP rules the way they presently are, that is often the case.  
5. Increase the Ontario Child Benefit and roll it out more quickly.

The government has committed to implementing the Ontario Child Benefit as of July 2008 and increasing it gradually from $50/month/child to $92/month/child by 2011. 

Families struggling on OW and ODSP need the full $92 a month now - especially with social assistance cheques being reduced the same month the Ontario Child Benefit is introduced.

Families with children make up 14 per cent of people on ODSP and 40 per cent of people on OW. While these families have been assured they will be better off as a result of the new Ontario Child Benefit, the amount they will get is significantly less than it appears. As of July, 2008, monthly ODSP and OW benefits for families will be reduced and families will no longer receive a separate winter clothing allowance or back-to-school clothing allowance.

The changes mean that, for example, a single mother on OW with one child will only be better off by approximately $31/month as of July, 2008 growing gradually to $50/month by 2011. This is simply not enough money to make a difference for families on OW and ODSP who live thousands of dollars below the poverty line.  As of 2006, a single parent on ODSP with one child lived 23 per cent below the poverty line. A single parent on OW with one child lived 47 per cent below the poverty line. 

Families on OW and ODSP desperately need the full amount of the new Ontario Child Benefit as quickly as possible. The Ontario Child Benefit should also be increased, without a corresponding decrease in OW and ODSP rates for families. 

Conclusion

The ODSP Action Coalition recognizes that there may be challenges ahead in Ontario’s economy this year, and that many needs compete for our public resources.  We ask the government to not to let the ups and downs of the economic cycle sidetrack its commitment to poverty reduction.  We also agree that Ontario must push for fairness in the fiscal relationship with the federal government.  Ontario workers who are unemployed should receive the employment insurance benefits they need.  However, the Ontario government cannot wait for the federal government to address these issues.  The only meaningful poverty reduction strategy, is one that increases incomes of the families and individuals who are most vulnerable in our society.  The government should take concrete steps in 2008 to do just that. 
In this budget, the ODSP Action Coalition calls on the government to:
1) Announce public consultations to develop a broader anti-poverty strategy and ensure there is adequate funding so that people with disabilities and other low-income people and the organizations that work with them can participate.

2) Make sure that all poor people benefit from the broader anti-poverty strategy that is developed, including people without children such as single people and childless couples who rely on Ontario Works or ODSP for their income. 

3) Announce a double-digit increase to OW and ODSP rates, as a down payment on a commitment to ensure that social assistance rates reflect average market rents (as determined by the Canada Mortgage and Housing corporation); the average cost of a nutritious food basket (as determined by municipal boards of health); and include money for all other basic needs such as transportation, telephone and utilities. 

4) Index OW and ODSP rates to inflation.
5) Create an independent committee that includes people on OW and ODSP and anti-poverty and disability groups to advise your government on rational and just criteria for determining OW and ODSP rates in the future. 

6) Let ODSP recipients keep at least enough of their work income to get them up to the poverty line, before their earnings are clawed back.  A flat rate exemption of $430 per month before the 50% tax back rate, would be a significant incentive to people with disabilities to find employment or increase their earnings.  
7) Increase the Ontario Child Benefit and roll it out more quickly so that low-income families get the full benefit sooner than in 2011. 

Submitted January 24, 2008

Thunder Bay Pre-budget Consultations

Andrea Luey

member, ODSP Action Coalition
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� Ministry of Community and Social Services (December 2005) Statistics and Analysis Unit, social Assistance and Employment Opportunities Division, quarterly report of OW/ODSP cases.


� Daily Bread Food Bank (2006), “Who’s Hungry”.
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