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“Growing Caseloads” of People on ODSP:

Setting Targets to Reduce Caseloads
The provincial government has received a report from a Commission set up to review social assistance programs in Ontario. That report, called Brighter Prospects, makes a number of recommendations on making changes to OW and ODSP. The government is using the report as a starting point to talk to individuals and groups across Ontario about how to change these programs. 

To help individuals and groups with these conversations, the ODSP Action Coalition has created a series of information sheets on a variety of important issues. This information sheet offers a critical perspective on Brighter Prospects’ focus on ODSP caseload growth as the reason for many of their recommendations for major changes that could hurt people with disabilities and their families.

The Commission Recommends: 

The government should set a target for reducing the number of people receiving ODSP. They should invest the money saved from having fewer people get ODSP in a new disability benefit that would be available to all low-income people with disabilities, whether they are working or getting social assistance.

The Commission seems to be saying that more people with disabilities should work, which would reduce the number of people getting ODSP. 
The ODSP Action Coalition says:
There should not be any targets set to reduce the number of people getting ODSP. We support improvements to Employment Supports to help those who are ready and able to work, to improve their skills and find jobs. We support much better enforcement of the AODA so that more people with disabilities might be able to find accessible jobs.

But if there are targets to cut the number of people getting ODSP, some people who need it may be cut off. For instance, if there were a rule that people with disabilities are required to look for work, some people who are not able to find or keep a job might have their benefits cut or stopped. 
We say that setting targets to reduce ODSP caseloads is the wrong answer to the wrong problem. The Commission gives some statistics and some reasons why they think ODSP caseloads are too high. We say they have not looked carefully enough at why so many people in Ontario need ODSP.
What the Commission Says about Why there are Many People on ODSP:

The Brighter Prospects report gives statistics showing that the number of ODSP cases has grown much faster than the number of people getting Ontario Works (see Appendix F). It also says that very few ODSP recipients work. 
The Commission states that the growth in ODSP caseloads is caused by a combination of aging population, a changing labour market, and a misguided focus on “disability” rather than “ability” within the current ODSP program. They also note that mental, emotional and intellectual problems are the reason over half of the people are on ODSP.
The ODSP Action Coalition says: 
There are many reasons for the large number of people getting ODSP which the Commission did not discuss. The government must look at the following issues before considering major changes to the ODSP program:
i) The economy and labour market conditions
ii) Human rights and accessibility laws

iii) How other disability programs affect ODSP
iv) The relationship between OW and ODSP 
i) The Economy and Labour Market
Persons with disabilities generally (not just those on ODSP) have high unemployment rates and lower average incomes. This is not just happening in Ontario, but also in other countries.
Too many jobs that are realistically available to OW and ODSP participants are part time or short term contracts, and don’t have any benefits. These types of jobs don’t provide the security, flexibility, opportunity, and incentives to enable ODSP recipients to work and possibly get off the program.
ODSP recipients will be competing for the same jobs as all other unemployed people, including OW recipients, recent graduates of secondary and post-secondary education and foreign-trained newcomers. Employers’ willingness to accommodate the variety of disabilities is unlikely with high levels of unemployment generally, especially since discrimination against people with disabilities is still common. People with mental illness or intellectual disabilities face particularly negative attitudes.

The government must do much more to invest in labour market development (good jobs) and social capital development (employment training and supports). Otherwise there is very little chance that people with disabilities will be able to get jobs that can actually lift them out of poverty.
iii) Human Rights and Accessibility Laws
The Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act is supposed to set and enforce standards which will make it easier for people with disabilities to participate in society and to work. However, that Act has been criticized because many of the standards are not enforced, and it will not be fully in effect until 2025. Setting targets to reduce ODSP caseloads, or cutting the income of people with disabilities if they don’t work, should certainly not happen when the goal of accessible workplaces and a fully accessible society is so far away.

ii) Other Disability Programs

ODSP is one of eight disability income security programs: 

1) CPP-D
2) EI sickness
3) Veterans
4) RDSP 

5) WSIB
6) Private plans
7) Disability Tax Credits
8) ODSP
Many more people need ODSP now than in the past partly because the other disability programs are either cutting back or not growing. Programs like Employment Insurance, Canada Pension Plan-Disability and private disability insurance plans are only available for those who work. But the labour market has changed: many part-time or contract jobs don’t have coverage for EI, CPP, WSIB or private plans, so even if you work you are not likely to be paying in to these programs. And if you don’t pay in, you’re not going to be eligible to get any income from these programs when you’re unemployed. 
Some of the other seven disability income programs have cut benefits or made it harder for people to qualify, leaving more people with no option other than ODSP. For example, there are a lot of injured workers now on ODSP who should be entitled to WSIB benefits. CPP-D has a stricter definition of disability than ODSP, so it is harder to access even for those who have paid into CPP through employment.
Government must recognize that ODSP is the only program people with disabilities can turn to if they do not qualify for or are cut off other income support programs. It is inappropriate to set targets to reduce the caseload of this “last resort” program. 
iv) OW and ODSP

ODSP caseloads are in part a reflection of the inadequacy of Ontario Works. Prolonged periods on OW, with its dangerously inadequate benefits levels, often results in a serious decline in health. Unaddressed, declining health can lead to serious disability which makes full-time gainful employment unlikely or impossible. Thus, people who have spent a long time on OW can find themselves disabled, where their only option is to turn to ODSP for support. 
ODSP caseloads are in part driven by social determinants of health, particularly prolonged and deep poverty. Without significant improvements in OW, ODSP caseloads will continue to grow. That is why social assistance reform should concentrate on improving OW rates and rules, not on cutting and targeting ODSP.
Conclusion:

People with disabilities have to cope with so many challenges in this society. They must be given support to develop their own sense of how they best contribute to their community – whether this is through sustaining and improving their own health, doing family care-giving or volunteering, and/or through self-employment or traditional employment. 

Setting targets to reduce ODSP caseloads would only mean pushing people with disabilities into a harsh and unforgiving competitive labour market. It is nice to talk about making reforms that “focus on ability rather than disability,” as the Brighter Prospects report does.  But this rhetoric must not be used to cut the incomes of persons with disabilities and leave them in even deeper poverty. Real transformation requires a significant investment and cultural shifts both within and beyond the ODSP program. 
The real problems are clear: 
· there are not enough good jobs available in the labour market, 
· good jobs are often not available or accessible for people with disabilities, 
· accessibility legislation isn’t enough to remove the barriers in the labour market, 

· other disability income support programs are not “pulling their weight”, and 

· the insufficiency of OW makes people sick and disabled. 
This means that the real answers are also clear: The Ontario government has to work with other levels of government to improve all of the income programs, including OW, while also working to create more jobs with living wages and benefits that are accessible for people with disabilities.

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.
