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Combined Delivery of Ontario Works and 
Ontario Disability Support by Municipalities

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 combining OW and ODSP into one program, and having both income support and employment supports for all social assistance recipients delivered by the cities and towns. We then give the positions of the ODSP Action Coalition on these ideas.

1. One new program to replace OW and ODSP

The Commission recommended:

The laws and programs which are now separate for Ontario Works and Ontario Disability Support should be scrapped and replaced with one new law and program for everyone on social assistance, including those with disabilities. 
The Commission stated that the amount of monthly income support given to people with disabilities would still be higher than what is given to people without disabilities. The definition of disability, for the purpose of qualifying for the higher income, would be the same one as is used now. (A person is “disabled” if they have a substantial mental or physical impairment, which results in substantial restrictions in their ability to attend to their personal care, function in the community, or function in a workplace). 
The ODSP Action Coalition says:

The provincial government should keep responsibility for both funding and delivering a separate income support program for people with disabilities. 

There is a good reason that ODSP is a separate program from Ontario Works. When ODSP was started, the government stated that they were “taking people with disabilities off social assistance.” They recognized that people with disabilities have very substantial barriers to participation in the workplace; the barriers include not only their own physical or mental limitations, but also the many physical, environmental and attitudinal barriers that exist in society. And the reality is, many people on ODSP are not able to work, and there are not enough good jobs that accommodate disability for those who would like to work.
People with disabilities have unique needs and many need long-term, ongoing support. Unlike the Ontario Works program, which assumes people need short-term assistance, ODSP recognizes that people with disabilities may be relying on financial and other forms of assistance for longer periods of time. For many, this may be for a lifetime. They need a specialized program with specialized rules to ensure that people with disabilities are supported for as long as necessary.  

Ontario has the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act and the Ontario Human Rights Code. But these are not adequately enforced to ensure that the rights of people with disabilities are respected. It will take years and lots of public education and advocacy for significant progress to be made in achieving equality. Because of this, the province should recognize that it has a responsibility to keep having a separate income support program to meet the needs of people who face the discrimination and barriers of having a disability in our society.
2. Local Municipalities to Deliver the new Combined Program:

The Commission recommended:

The combined program should be delivered by the municipalities. Currently Ontario Works is run by each local city or town, while ODSP offices are run by the provincial government. 
The Commission says that cities are better for delivering employment supports than the province, since they know their local labour market and the needs of local employers better. They also say that combing the two programs at the local level will be more efficient and save money.
The Coalition says:

The provincial government should continue to both fund and deliver a separate income program for people with disabilities. 
ODSP recipients already have some experience dealing with municipalities for some benefits. Currently some benefits for special needs are provided by cities and towns rather than through ODSP. This includes certain special health benefits like oxygen tanks, orthopaedic footwear, or air conditioners for people with breathing problems. It can also include extra money for transportation, such as the “volunteer allowance” or Community Participation Allowance given in Toronto to some ODSP recipients. 
But because cities and towns control these benefits, there is very unequal access for ODSP recipients depending on where in the province you live. Some places are much more generous and provide more benefits than others do. We fear that if the entire income support system for persons with disabilities is managed by local municipalities, there could be very different treatment depending on where you live. That shouldn’t happen in a provincial program, where everyone should have equal access to the same benefits. 
Another concern is the amount of staffing there would be in a new combined program at the municipal level. Currently each individual OW caseworker has a much smaller number of recipients that she or he is responsible for. That’s because they need to meet with OW recipients much more often, because they have to check up on their employment plans frequently, and the recipient might have changing needs. ODSP caseworkers have much higher caseloads. Some ODSP recipients do not meet with their worker for a year or more at a time, because their needs are quite stable and don’t change for a long time. Therefore combining the two programs and making people with disabilities look for work could very well actually result in higher costs since there might be a need for many more caseworkers than the two separate programs have now.

Municipalities should not assume the responsibility for delivering long term income supports for people with disabilities because they cannot pay for that program through their property tax base.  Although the province might promise to pay all costs, some municipalities reasonably fear that this could change.  The province should continue both to pay for disability income support, and to administer it.  
3. Other issues with one program

The Commission recommended:

Asset rules for people on Ontario Works should be raised to be the same as those for ODSP recipients ($5000 for a single person and $7500 for a couple). Also, people on the new combined program should be allowed to have RESP’s, RRSP’s, and other long term savings plans, up to a maximum of $60,000.

The Coalition says:

We support raising the allowable savings amount for people on Ontario Works. But there are a number of other “exempt assets” or allowable savings plans for people on ODSP that can be worth more than $60,000, such as RDSP’s or trust funds from an inheritance. These are important for people who may never be able to work enough to save up money for the future, so they should continue to be exempt for people with disabilities. People with disabilities are much more likely than people on OW who are employable to need income support for a long period of time—sometimes their entire life.  Therefore there must continue to be a separate program and income and asset rules that recognize the long-term needs of people with disabilities.
The government should go further on updating asset rules, such as allowing people who have been able to save for retirement through RRSP’s to keep these savings, rather than depleting them in order to access social assistance
4. Summary

The ODSP Action Coalition is very concerned about the Commission’s recommendation to combine OW and ODSP into one program that would be delivered by towns and cities. 

Combining the programs may mean that the unique needs of people with disabilities and the ways in which environmental, social and attitudinal barriers affect them would stop being recognized by the program that is supposed to be there to help them. 

Delivering the programs locally could well result in greater inequity across the province, as local towns and cities get to decide who in their community would be eligible for which supports, and even which supports would be available. 
It could also mean increased costs for government because of the need to have more caseworkers to monitor the employment plans that people with disabilities would be required to sign. 

The Coalition supports improving asset levels and basic rates for people on Ontario Works. But it would be wrong for the province to merge the two programs and download the delivery of income supports for people with disabilities to the municipalities.

For More Information:   The Coalition wrote three detailed papers that we submitted to the Commission on ways to improve supports for people with disabilities. You can read these submissions at: http://www.odspaction.ca/node/157       
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