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Submission to the Honourable Deb Matthews
Chair, Cabinet Committee on Poverty Reduction

“Disability should not be a life sentence to 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. 
In June 1998, the Ontario Disability Support Program was created. 

The government of the day said that ODSP would meet the unique needs of people with disabilities, provide the supports that they require to participate fully in Ontario society, and remove people with disabilities from inappropriate inclusion in the welfare system (Minister Janet Ecker in the House on June 2, 2nd session, 36th parliament).  

But none of these expectations have been adequately met.  
In the ten years that have passed, numerous surveys, reports, and investigations have chronicled the many problems in the ODSP system. Our recent review of many of these documents demonstrates that many of the same problems that were built into the system in 1998 persist, and that people who have disabilities and need adequate income support continue to face enormous challenges.

Ten years on, it’s time once again to take the pulse of ODSP. The current government is instituting a Poverty Reduction Strategy for Ontario. This means that it’s time to think again about the real impacts that ODSP has on real people. It’s time to think about how ODSP could be improved – and how much real peoples’ lives would improve as a result.

This document outlines the ODSP Action Coalition’s initial recommendations for making ODSP a program that actually meets the challenge of providing supports for people with disabilities in Ontario.  

1.    A comprehensive Poverty Reduction Strategy needs to address the needs of people with disabilities beginning immediately
Your 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 government has made the needs of low income children a key priority—to such an extent that any adults living in poverty are relegated to an “other” category (question 5 of the consultation form “Help Us Tackle Poverty”).  Of course the Coalition supports any efforts that would truly make a substantial reduction in child poverty.  Yes, children are the future, and better opportunities for today’s kids will give us a more equitable and vibrant  province.
But it is worrisome that the Cabinet Committee on Poverty Reduction will only talk about a vague “long term strategy” for people with disabilities and any other adults living in poverty.  People with disabilities are suffering now.  Their physical and mental health is deteriorating due to the lack of sufficient income support, and the many systemic barriers in ODSP which impede access to a healthier life, participation in the community and employment.

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.  

There will always be many priorities competing for our society’s resources, whether we are in a period of economic growth or not.  Should people with disabilities be told to just be patient, that at some time in an unspecified number of years, when things might be better, and provided there is money left over from all the other sectors, that a future government might begin working on the long term goal of lifting people with disabilities out of poverty?
We urge the Cabinet Committee to develop specific  recommendations for actions the government should take in the next provincial budget, and continuing in the budgets of the current mandate and beyond, to begin to address the poverty of people with disabilities.
2. Raise levels of support under ODSP and OW to cover the real costs of living
There is no need for months of research or consultation on what is the absolutely most fundamental thing that needs to be done to make any difference in poverty in this province:  raise people’s incomes, including the incomes of those who have been condemned to a life of poverty because of a physical or mental disability.  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, academics who study the social determinants of health, 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. 
People on ODSP get a maximum of $445 for shelter, far below the average cost of a bachelor ($677) or one bedroom unit ($812) across the province.  Average rent costs in Toronto, where half of the people on ODSP live, are $752  for a bachelor and $919 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.
 Recipients must spend food money to pay their rent.  Often, there is little or no money left for personal needs, household supplies, clothing, transportation, and 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. People with disabilities also need money for the extra expenses associated with the long-term costs of their disability.  A substantial double-digit increase to OW and ODSP rates in the next budget would indicate that your government does not plan to leave social assistance recipients behind as you roll out a broader anti-poverty strategy in the coming year.  
Raising the levels of support under ODSP must also include increases in the Assistance for Children with Severe Disabilities (ACSD) and by extension Special Services at Home (SSAH).  Also, any comprehensive poverty reduction strategy must include a review of these two programs to ensure that Ontarians know about these programs and  receive the maximum entitlement from them.  
3. Index Ontario Works (OW) and Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) rates to inflation.
The current government has made several increases to the rates that are each roughly equal to the increase in the cost of living for one year.  However, these have been made piecemeal, one at a time, with no commitment that there will be increases each year so  that people do not fall even further behind.  
In contrast, when giving themselves a 25% increase in 2006 the Members of Provincial Parliament added an automatic cost of living raise each year so that their yearly incomes keep growing without having to vote for an increase each time.  The very least that should be done for people in need is to ensure that they do not end up with greatly reduced purchasing power at the end of this government mandate, than they had when it began.
4.  An Independent Social Assistance Rates Board should be established to develop rational and just criteria for setting social assistance rates
Currently, levels of income support under OW and ODSP 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 use your “basic needs” money.
 A single person on ODSP receives $554 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 is a person expected to be able to buy on from the Basic Need amount? Recently, independent health professionals commissioned by the Minister of Community and Social Services to review the Special Diet Schedule  took pains to point out that “The delivery of this report in no way advocates for the current rates of social assistance in regard to proper nutrition and health, nor does it confirm their adequacy.”
  These medical experts found it necessary to make that statement because, for the purposes of determining costs for special diets related to specific medical conditions, they were forced to assume that the OW and ODSP rates were sufficient to purchase the minimum daily  recommendations in Canada’s Food Guide.  But it is clear that this is a theoretical assumption only—not based on the amount that recipients actually have to buy food.
Beyond food, what else is supposed to be covered by Basic Needs?  Does it include a telephone, transportation, clothing, bank fees, newspaper, cable, household supplies and personal hygiene items?  What about the extra costs that people on long term disability encounter?  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, your 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 board 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.  
5.  Eliminate the many barriers in accessing the ODSP, both for new applicants and once on the program 

Many of the barriers that persist in ODSP were first identified back in 2003 by the Income Security Advocacy Centre in its report, Denial by Design… the Ontario Disability Support Program. 
  Issues have continued to be identified, including most recently by the ODSP Action Coalition during its community consultations in 2007.  The barriers that people experience with ODSP run throughout the program; from the initial application, to accessing benefits once on the program and even include barriers when people try to exit the program for employment. 
  

The barriers at the time of application to ODSP straddle both the financial and medical eligibility determination process.  As ODSP is a program for people with disabilities, the high degree of self-reliance required from applicants means that the ODSP’S program design is flawed.  The very limited supports for applicants in going through the application process means that many people who may be eligible never access the program.  Others are unable to follow through or complete the process, often on account of their disability. The statistics from the Social Benefits Tribunal Annual Report 2006-07 reveal that of the 3,962 appeals on the issue of disability determination, 66% were granted (35), and where the appellant was represented, 77% of the appeals were successful (37). These figures suggest that the application process itself is a barrier to many people with disabilities.      

Improving access to all aspects of ODSP requires systemic changes in how the program is delivered.  Sufficient staff must be hired to adequately manage the ODSP caseload and new and experienced staff must be provided with appropriate training.  ODSP must conform to the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) by ensuring that the service delivery is respectful and accommodates the varying needs of people with disabilities.  Indeed, the Ontario Government has important legal obligations under the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) and should be setting an example of ‘best practice’ service.  
Caseloads have been reported to be 530 cases per worker on average and possibly higher in some jurisdictions
.  Related to the exceptionally high caseloads, recipients report that once on the program, they are not advised of other benefits and services available to them (see ODSP Action Coalition Accessibility Survey – Canvassing the Views of ODSP Recipients, April 2008).  They cite uneven service and provision of information from local offices around the province. Frequently people complain that discretionary benefits contained in the legislation may be issued to one person depending on their location in the province, while not made available to another; with no adequate explanation provided. Moreover, the provision of additional benefits at the discretion of municipalities is inherently unfair and prejudicial to those with disabilities.  

Increasing staffing levels and staff training would help the service delivery to reflect the program design.  An example is with the rapid reinstatement provisions.  Although the government says it wants people to try working, based on our experiences, many recipients have very little confidence of being able to return to the ODSP readily if necessary.  The provisions for rapid reinstatement do not appear to be widely understood by the bureaucracy.  People who meet the criteria are told to make a new application, start all over.  This is not what the program design would predict.  Instead, people who meet the criteria must be able to access the rapid reinstatement provisions available in the ODSP.  This is just one example of how the service delivery does not mirror the program design and erodes people’s confidence in the ODSP.   
Taken with our other recommendations, improving access to all aspects of the ODSP is one component of an effective Poverty Reduction Strategy.  

6. Increase the amount that ODSP recipients can earn before deductions

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 find the 50% tax back rate unfair.  While being “allowed” to keep 50% of earnings may be considered by the government to be an incentive, recipients view the clawback of half their earnings as punitive. People with disabilities want to work but having a job can cause extra stress and difficulties for them. Earning enough money to live above the poverty line would help those with disabilities stay healthy enough to work to their full capacity. Otherwise, the dual challenges of living in poverty with a disability can make working seem 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 2006 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 single person to make enough earnings to bring him or herself up to the poverty line.  
We therefore urge the government to bring in a flat rate exemption of at least $460 on all earnings from employment and net earnings from self-employment.
7.  Struggling families need the full amount of the Ontario Child Benefit immediately – and without penalty.

The new Ontario Child Benefit will be implemented in July 2008 and will increase gradually from $50/month/child to $92/month/child by 2011.  Thus, one would think that all poor children will be better off by at least $50 per month.  But families on OW and ODSP will not benefit fully from the OCB because social assistance rates are being reduced and the winter clothing and back-to-school allowances are being cut. 
These changes mean that, for example, a single mother on ODSP with one child will only be better off by approximately $32/month as of July 2008 – not $50/month. By 2011, she will have an extra $50/month, not $92/month. If the provincial government is truly serious about reducing poverty, why are children on social assistance getting less than other children?

Families on OW and ODSP are struggling just to meet their basic needs. Currently, a single parent with one child on ODSP receives $829 for shelter, while the average cost of a two-bedroom apartment in Ontario was $919
 in 2007. A single parent on OW receives even less - $549. No one should have to choose between paying the rent and feeding the kids.

Families with children make up 14 per cent of people on ODSP and 40 per cent of people on OW
. They desperately need the full amount of the new Ontario Child Benefit as quickly as possible – and without penalty. 
Meanwhile, families on social assistance are losing two very small but timely lump sum benefits that they have come to rely on.  The Back-to-School Allowance of $73 per child under 13 or $143 per child over 13 is being eliminated in the very same month that the OW/ODS rates are first being reduced to reflect the new method of delivering child benefits.  And the Winter Clothing Allowance of $111 per child is also being cut.  These allowances are said to be “rolled in” to the OCB because some of the funding for the new benefit comes from them.  But the reality is that there is no extra money left in families subsistence budgets each month to save for school supplies and winter coats.  It is ironic that the very month that the centerpiece of this government’s Poverty Reduction Strategy comes into effect, families on social assistance will be worse off than they were 12 months before.
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.  And the Back-to-School and Winter Clothing Allowances should be continued.
8.
Improve ODSP Employment Supports to Provide Greater and More Meaningful Support to ODSP Recipients who can and want to work

Although employment supports have been part of ODSP legislation since its introduction,  amendments to the regulation governing ODSP (O. Reg. 222/98) that were enacted in 2006 placed new emphasis on supporting ODSP recipients who are interested in pursuing or maintaining employment.

The following recommendations are informed by the results of a survey of key stakeholders (recipients, family members, and service providers) conducted by the ODSP Action Coalition, and input from Committee and general members.  These recommendations must be read as a starting point to develop ODSP employment supports within a broader poverty reduction strategy.

Prior to articulating the specific recommendations, it must be repeated that any strategy to support ODSP recipients in employment must be based on principles of helping people prepare for sustainable, meaningful employment that takes into account the strengths and accommodation needs of recipients, their vocational goals and preferences, and that alone or in combination with ODSP income support, will lift them and their families out of poverty (consistent with recommendation #6 above).  In order to do so, ODSP Employment Supports should be re-oriented towards:

(a) Increasing Access to and Co-ordination of Education and Training 
In the current labour market, education and training are important for accessing well-paying, secure jobs, and are key factors in determining whether a person entering the labour market will be able earn a wage high enough to sustain their family and to develop a secure attachment to the labour market.  Low pay is four times as prevalent among workers who did not complete high school, and three times as prevalent for those with only a high school diploma, as it is among university graduates
.

Education also plays a significant role in determining who will move up and out of low-income.  Workers with a university degree were almost twice as likely to improve their situation and move out of low-paying jobs, as those with a high school education or less
.

Under the current employment supports model, ODSP recipients are not fully supported in their efforts to obtain additional education or skills training in order to improve their range of job opportunities and improve their prospects of finding employment.  ODSP recipients may not be eligible for funding through OSAP and, for those who are, the prospect of entering into a long-term financial commitment in an environment where it is difficult for persons with disabilities to secure employment
, may discourage them from applying for student loans to finance their education.

A comprehensive program of Employment Supports must invest in education and skill training opportunities for ODSP recipients.  Educational and training options should lead to meaningful and competitive employment that is tailored to individual choice and ability, as well as future employment opportunities.

There should be co-ordination between ODSP Employment Supports and Employment Ontario education and skills training opportunities, in order to provide access to essential employment preparation activities.  Providing market appropriate education and skills training to ODSP recipients would increase the chance of finding and maintaining meaningful employment and developing career options.

Higher levels of education and skills training will be important in expanding the range of job opportunities available to ODSP recipients, but they will not - on their own - result in recipients accessing the labour market in a meaningful way, or even at all.

Persons with disabilities who have a post-secondary degree are more likely to be employed full-year than those with high school diploma or less, but their full-year employment rates are still almost half of that for their non-disabled counterparts
.  Men with a disability and a post-secondary degree are 10 times more likely to be unemployed full-year than their non-disabled counterparts, while women with a disability are 4 times as likely to be unemployed full-year as their non-disabled counterparts.

While education is important for people with disabilities, they encounter other barriers when accessing jobs once in the labour market.  In order to improve the likelihood of success in the labour market for ODSP recipients, it is and will be important to:

(b) Eliminate the barriers faced by ODSP Recipients when accessing ODSP Employment Supports and Expand the Kinds of Supports Available
ODSP Employment Supports are voluntary and are initiated at the request of the recipient.  However, not all requests for employment support result in referral to a community service provider, and not all referrals result in employment assistance
.

The current model of service delivery focuses on placement as its only compensable measure of success
.  This may discourage service providers from providing job placement and retention assistance to those individuals who are not “job ready” at the time of referral.

The service delivery model is not appropriate for individuals who require additional pre-employment or job retention assistance, for example, individuals with multiple barriers to employment (e.g., a person with a low level of education and a disability that carries a stigma or may be challenging to accommodate in the workplace, living in a community with poor local labour market conditions), or those with advanced education, job skills and/or significant job experience beyond entry level.  Both groups would likely require additional, highly individualized pre-employment assistance from service providers.

In order to improve the service delivery model, it must recognize and address the needs of ODSP recipients who are currently under-serviced, notably individuals with great and/or multiple barriers to employment, as well as individuals with higher levels of education/skills.  The service delivery model must recognize that some ODSP recipients require additional and/or more flexible supports that are currently not recognized under the current “rapid placement” model.  We reiterate and support the recommendations made by Minister Deb Matthews in her Review of Employment Assistance Programs in Ontario Works and Ontario Disability Support Program (December 2004)
 that an effective employment supports program should:

1. Provide all applicants with a job readiness assessment.

2. Develop an individualized plan with each applicant.  We would add that applicants who are not “job ready” at the time of their assessment should not be disadvantaged by the fact that they are not ready to move into employment.  Where possible, a personalized, long-term plan should be developed and applicants should be provided with appropriate financial and community supports to participate in community-based initiatives, which will give them the opportunity to acquire skills for future employment and prevent the detrimental impacts of social exclusion and isolation.

3. Co-ordinate additional, non-employment-related supports for applicants.

4. Ensure that there are adequate supports throughout the entire process, from pre-employment services to job retention services, as well as non-employment-related supports.

The service delivery model should be revised to include support for incremental steps and successes in the employment process, as this would likely lead to increased job placement and retention rates for persons with more significant barriers to employment.  This would include compensation for pre-employment activities that would remove or address barriers to employment, job development, job searches, as well as individualized and on-going on-the-job support once the person is employed.

In conjunction with a greater range of services provided to ODSP recipients, the service delivery model should be revised to:

(c) Improving Financial Compensation to Service Providers

Service providers should be compensated for a full range of employment support activities, including pre-employment/job readiness activities, job development and job coaching, and on-going on-the-job support and job retention services.  Funding the full range of employment support activities for ODSP recipients would encourage service providers to work with individuals who require additional, individualized, lengthier supports, such as those with multiple barriers to employment.

Service providers should be compensated for the quality – not simply the quantity – of job placements.  A funding model that emphasizes job quality might encourage service providers to assist and place ODSP recipients with higher levels of formal educations and skills into appropriate employment.

In order to ensure accountability and quality control, ODSP participants should be consulted periodically in order to measure the overall success of the employment supports program.  As well, participants in specific programs can complete periodic evaluation reports on the quality of services received.

(d) Educating Employers and Service Providers about the potential and workplace contributions of persons with disabilities
There is a growing skills and human resources shortage in almost all types of employment.  ODSP recipients who are willing and able to work could help meet some of the needs.  However, ODSP recipients, and persons with disabilities generally, continue to face significant physical and attitudinal barriers to securing and maintaining employment, including stereotyping by employers and the service providers who are assisting them.

A key component of a revised model of Employment Supports would include education for employers and service providers as to the abilities and accommodation needs of recipients, so that both better understand and support the potential of ODSP recipients.

Employers, service providers and recipients should also be educated about the value and requirements of workplace accommodation, and opportunities that flexible options, like job-carving, provide.

In order to ensure that ODSP recipients receive the highest quality employment assistance, employment supports should also support the development of skills and competencies of professionals engaged in providing employment supports, by providing funds for professional development and the creation of a professional body, that would develop standards and best practices among service providers. 

(e) Educating ODSP Recipients about the Employment Supports Program and the Impact of Working and receiving ODSP Income Support

For all too many ODSP recipients, it has taken years to be recognized as a person with a disability under the ODSPA.  In addition to stripping themselves of assets and struggling to survive on low-income for many years, applicants for ODSP faced a government bureaucracy that denied recognition of their disability.  Many recipients are justifiably concerned about the impact of engaging in employment and earning income, on their ODSP income support and health-related benefits, and do not access the employment supports program.

Additionally, those who are interested in working or who have worked in the past, may not be fully aware of the impact of the 2006 amendments, that is, changes to the earned income rules, new financial and health-related entitlements, or innovative opportunities that might be open to them.

In order to ensure that ODSP recipients are aware of and obtain maximum benefit from the Employment Supports program, and that they understand the impact of working on their income and other benefits, OSDP Branch should hire ODSP recipients and their support groups to provide community-based educational sessions to ODSP recipients on such topics as:  completing income report cards, impact of earnings on ODSP income supports, or employment initiatives and supports available.

(f) Improving Accessibility and Expanding Financial Components of the Employment Supports Program

ODSP recipients continue to face financial barriers to employment, such as those associated with background checks, pardons, professional licensure, transportation and self-employment.

While the introduction of new benefits in 2006, such as the Employment-Related Benefit, the Employment Start-Up Benefit, and the Employment-Transition Benefit, may have assisted in defraying some of these costs, they are not applicable or not sufficient in some cases.

Financial supports of this nature should be expanded to cover the actual cost associated with employment.

Conclusion

Government, social policy experts and academics could debate various measurements for poverty for months, indeed years, and no come up with a consensus.  However for people with disabilities living in poverty, the numbers, targets, timelines and measurements do not mean anything unless they can experience a significantly improved quality of life.  People will know that our government is committed to ending poverty when they can afford adequate shelter and pay their utilities bills; when they can eat a nutritious diet, including any special foods required by their health conditions; when they can afford a telephone in case of emergency; transportation, personal care needs, household supplies, and deal with the additional costs created by their disability.    People will believe that action on poverty is being taken when they see significant increases in ODSP and OW rates yearly (substantially above the cost of living) until these basic needs are met, coupled with indexing to maintain those gains.  
People with disabilities should not be told to wait for some “long term plan” to have their needs addressed.  Action needs to be taken now, beginning with the next provincial budget.  Anything less would mean that having a disability would continue to amount to a life sentence to poverty.
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� The Earnings and Employment Supports Working Group of the ODSP Action Coalition meet regularly with representatives of MCSS, SAMO, and ODSP, who kindly shared the following data relating to the first year of implementation of the new employment supports model (2006-2007) with the group:





Of 7,000 applications made for employment supports, 6,800 were determined to be eligible for service, and were referred to community service providers.  Of the 6,800 individual referrals, 2,100 were placed in employment (it is not known whether the remaining 4,700 individuals saw their files closed or whether they obtained some employment services of some kind).  Of the 2,100 individuals placed in employment, approximately 2,000 were able to accumulate 13 weeks of employment.





� Under the current funding model, service providers are compensated only once ODSP recipients are placed in employment and have completed 13 weeks of employment.


� Supra, note 6, page 22.
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