The Ontario Government’s Poverty Reduction Strategy was announced at 1 pm on Dec. 4th. The ODSP Action Coalition’s Steering Committee and Media and Lobbying Committee met to discuss our initial response. We would like to encourage members to approach media in their communities to comment on the government’s announcement. Please feel free to use our key messages below in any interviews you do.
ODSP Action Coalition’s Response
Key Messages:

1. The Poverty Reduction Strategy that was announced today is a foundation that we can all build on to reduce poverty. 
2. As more details become available and the strategy is rolled out, we’ll be looking for how much it will help people with disabilities. The strategy mentions a number of initiatives that the government has introduced in the last few years but their section on people with disabilities offers nothing in terms of new commitments. 

3. People with disabilities experience higher rates of poverty than the general population. We understand that the initial focus of this strategy will be on families and children. However, if the government is going to be successful in reducing poverty, the strategy will need to reduce poverty for everyone, including people with disabilities. 
4. We have been working for years to get improvements to the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP), which many people with disabilities struggle to live on. So we are pleased to see that a review of social assistance will be part of the strategy. We would like to see the review focus not only on supporting people to move from OW or ODSP into the workforce but also how to make the program easier to access and more responsive to the individual needs of people with disabilities. It’s crucial that people with disabilities find work that pays well enough to live on and fits their skills and abilities. It’s also crucial that people with disabilities who are not in the workforce aren’t left out of the strategy.

5. We want to be actively involved in the review and bring a lot of experience to the table. Many of our members are on ODSP and have lived experiences of the many barriers in the current system. Our coalition has also done a lot of work in developing recommendations for how to restructure social assistance so that people with disabilities can live with respect and dignity.

6. The current disability program has many punitive and counter-productive rules that hinder rather than help people. The government announced changes to three rules today. We hope that these small steps will lead to more significant reforms that will help people with disabilities escape poverty. From this strategy, we want to see social assistance transformed so that the focus is on reducing poverty and supporting people, whether they are working or not. 
7. ODSP rates are not adequate to meet people’s needs, let alone accommodate the additional costs of their disability. We are pleased that the government has indicated that it will be improving people’s incomes as part of the strategy. We would like to see that happen early on. The increases need to be significant and extend not only to families and children, but also singles and couples. 
8. The coalition will be looking for a significant financial commitment in the upcoming provincial budget to back-up the commitments made in this strategy to reduce poverty. Not only will it help people who are struggling in poverty, but it will also pump much needed money into the local economy. 
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