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Social Assistance Rates: A New Benefit Structure, New Benefit Rates, and the Costs of Disability
The provincial government got a report from a Commission that reviewed social assistance programs in Ontario. That report, called Brighter Prospects, suggests many different changes to OW and ODSP. The government is using those ideas as a starting point to talk to individuals and groups across Ontario about how to change the programs. 

To help individuals and groups with these conversations, the ODSP Action Coalition has written a few information sheets on some of the ideas for changes. This information sheet explains the Commission’s ideas about how benefit rates should be structured, how much people should receive in their income, and how the additional costs of disability are treated. We then give the positions of the ODSP Action Coalition on these ideas.

1. A New Benefit Structure

The Commission recommended:

There should be one, basic income amount for every person who qualifies for social assistance in Ontario. There should also be three additional supplements that people can qualify for – one for people with disabilities, one for people who have children, and one for people who are single parents.  

This is different from the situation now. The Commission says that right now there are more than 240 different amounts of money that people can be eligible for. These amounts depend on which program a person qualifies for (OW or ODSP), the number of children they have, whether or not they have a spouse or live in a boarding house or with their parents, and lots of other variables. The Commission says having all these different rates makes the system too complex to administer and so the benefit structure should be simplified. 
The basic income amount – which the Commission calls the “Standard Rate” – would replace the Basic Needs and Shelter amounts that are currently calculated separately. It would also replace the Board and Lodger amount and the Living with Parents amount. 

People with disabilities who get the Standard Rate would also be able to get a “Disability Supplement” as long as they meet the current definition of disability.  
The Commission also recommends that the Standard Rate be reduced for people who have roommates or live with a spouse, regardless of whether or not that other person is also on social assistance. The “Modified Standard Rate” would be 86% of the regular Standard Rate. 
The Commission states that many people with disabilities would lose money as a result of the new benefit structure and therefore recommends “grandparenting” those people on ODSP who fall into this category. This means that people currently on ODSP would continue to get the same amounts of money after the changes are made, but new people would get different amounts.

The ODSP Action Coalition says:

The focus of changes to social assistance must always be on how changes improve things for the people who are on the system, not just for the system itself. Changing the benefit structure is only a good idea if people don’t lose money as a result.  

But that’s not what the Commission proposes. Many of the Commission’s ideas about a new benefit structure would be bad for people with disabilities.  

· The amount of the “Disability Supplement” would be the difference between the current ODSP rate for a single person and the new Standard Rate. This would mean that people with disabilities who are single (they have no spouse or partner and no children) would not get any more money than they do now. 
· The “Child Supplement” for people with children would be the same amount, no matter whether or not the person has a disability. This would mean that people on ODSP who have children would get less money than they do now. 
· The “Sole-Support Supplement” for people who are single parents would also be the same amount, even if the person has a disability. This means that people on ODSP who are single parents would get less money than they do now. The Commission also recommends that this supplement be eliminated over time.
· The Modified Standard Rate would mean less money for people if they live with someone else. But people on OW and ODSP already live in poverty. The amounts of money that people get from OW and ODSP are already very low. The idea that people’s incomes should be reduced since it may be cheaper when people live together only makes sense when their incomes are already more than enough to pay for all the things they need. Reducing incomes when people don’t already get enough money – and when they are just trying to save by sharing the rent – only punishes them for making the same choices that any other person would make to try to make ends meet.   
The Modified Standard Rate would punish people with disabilities the most. For couples on ODSP, the new amount of money they would get would be less than what they get now. For single people on ODSP, the modified standard rate would not only punish them financially, it would punish them socially and emotionally. 

People with disabilities who rely on ODSP already face enormous barriers to forming intimate relationships, simply because of ODSP rules. These rules say that the money that a person’s spouse earns from a job has to be included in that person’s calculation for eligibility for support. This means that working spouses have to take on the financial responsibility for the person with a disability, and this sometimes includes costly medication and health care needs. Combining these rules with the new Modified Standard Rate would mean that people with disabilities would be doubly-disadvantaged in terms of their ability to form relationships. This would mean even more social exclusion and loneliness for people with disabilities on social assistance. See our position paper entitled “Issues for People with Partners or Roommates” for more information. 
· The Commission’s recommendation to “grandparent” people shows that the proposed benefit structure would hurt people with disabilities who are not currently on ODSP. The Coalition rejects this approach. The Coalition believes that changes to the social assistance system should benefit everyone. New people coming onto the system should not get less money. There should be no “winners” and “losers” created as a result of social assistance reform.
Simplifying the benefit structure may be a good idea, but only if incomes are adequate to pay for the things that people need.

Additional Costs of Disability

The problems with the Commission’s benefit structure are bad enough for people with disabilities, since the incomes of people on ODSP are already so low. But the problems are made even worse by the fact that ODSP incomes already don’t take into account the extra costs that people have simply because they have a disability.  
In our first submission to the Commission, the Coalition recommended that an additional amount of money be given to people with disabilities to help them cover the extra costs related to disability. Examples of these costs are things like medical supplies or special equipment. Or they can be things that are harder to put a number to, like the extra costs associated with the extra time it can take for a person with a disability to do regular things that other people can do more quickly. The Coalition did not recommend a particular amount, because it’s difficult to do that when people’s disabilities are so different, and when different disabilities impact different people in different ways. 
Since the Commission was given the responsibility to review the social assistance system, the Coalition wanted the Commission to do a study to figure out what the additional costs are for people with disabilities, or at least to review other studies that look at this issue, in order to decide what the additional amount of money should be.  

But the Commission did not do this. Instead, they recommended a Disability Supplement set at an amount that would mean that people with disabilities would not get any more money than they already get. The Disability Supplement does not provide for an adequate income, and it does not account for the additional costs of disability. And the amounts recommended for the Modified Standard Rate, the Child Supplement, and the Sole Support Supplement would mean that people with spouses or children would get even less than they do now. 
2. New Benefit Rates – a new “methodology” 
The Commission recommended:

In order to figure out how much money people should get in their benefits, the government should do a study. The study should be based on setting benefit rates in a way that would meet three objectives, which the Commission says are widely accepted. 
The three objectives are: adequacy of income, making sure there is fairness between social assistance and working, and creating a financial incentive for people on social assistance to work. The Commission says that the government should create “benchmarks” for each of the objectives. The benchmarks would set an amount of money that would be the standard for whether or not each objective would be met. 

The Commission recommends the following benchmarks for each objective:

For Adequacy, the Commission says that, because social assistance is intended to be a temporary program, the benchmark for adequacy should be relatively low. The Commission recommends that the government create a new “Basic Measure of Adequacy” that is lower than other poverty or low-income measures. 

For Fairness, the Commission says that people who work should not be at a disadvantage compared to people who are on social assistance, so the benchmark for fairness should be the minimum wage. 
For Financial Incentive, the Commission says that people on social assistance who work should have some of their benefits reduced as a way to encourage them to work more. That way, the more a person earns from work, the less money they get from social assistance, until they earn enough to be completely off the system. The benchmark for financial incentive should be that benefits should be reduced by 50% of the amount that a person earns from a job. 
The Commission says that it’s very hard to achieve all of these objectives at once, so the government will have to do a lot of work to figure out how to decide on how much money people should get in order to meet these objectives.

The ODSP Action Coalition says:

We do not accept the reasoning about the need to balance adequacy with both “fairness” for low income people in the workforce and the creation of work incentives. 

The amounts of money that people on ODSP (and OW) get now are not based on the real costs of living. People on ODSP (and OW) continue to live in poverty and continue to struggle to live with dignity and health. The small increases that the government has made to benefit rates have not kept up with inflation. The benefit rates are lower, in real terms, than they were when the programs were created in the 1990s. 
The Coalition recommended that income support for people with disabilities must reflect the real costs of living, based on average market rents, average utility costs, average cost of a nutritious food basket, transportation costs, costs for communication devices including telephone and internet, all personal basic needs. And income support benefits should be indexed to the rate of inflation so that people don’t fall behind when the cost of living goes up. And many people with disabilities on ODSP need long-term and, in many cases, permanent support. Income support for people with disabilities must therefore also include an allowance for household infrastructure (furniture, utensils, bedding, linens, winter clothing, small appliances, etc.) and the additional costs related to disability (see above). 
The UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities says that people with disabilities have the right to an adequate standard of living for themselves and their families. Canada ratified the convention in 2010. Making sure that people with disabilities have a level of income that meets their needs and lets them participate in the community should be at the core of any program for people with disabilities. 
The adequacy of income for people with disabilities should not be set at a rate that is not higher than the lowest level of income available in today’s precarious labour market. 
Low income working people are not more fairly treated if people with disabilities are deprived of adequate incomes. 

Despite the fact that people with disabilities want to work, they face a number of barriers to supporting themselves independently. Some recipients have a very hard time working because of their disabilities. Some recipients could work part time or even full time – if employment supports were better, if employers really gave them whatever accommodations they need, and if there are suitable jobs for them in their community. But that is not the reality today. In fact, even people who don’t have disabilities are finding it harder and harder to get a good job.  
The problems with finding a good job don’t get fixed if incomes from social assistance programs are kept very low. The problems can only be fixed by improving employment supports, ensuring that accommodations are available, improving the quality of jobs, and making sure there are enough good jobs for everyone. Setting income support rates at low levels – because of the “fairness” and “incentives” objectives that the Commission recommends – will only mean that people with disabilities will continue to live in poverty.  
The Commission did make recommendations for ways to improve employment supports and to help people on ODSP or OW get jobs. We support improving employment supports. 
For More Information

The Coalition wrote three detailed papers that we submitted to the Commission. These papers contain more information about our recommendations for improving supports for people with disabilities. You can read these submissions at: 

http://www.odspaction.ca/node/157
July 3, 2013
PAGE  
5

