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“Pathways to Employment Plans” for Persons with Disabilities

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 employment for persons with disabilities, and gives the positions of the ODSP Action Coalition on these ideas.

1. Employment Supports

The Commission recommended:

People with disabilities should be able to get help from all the employment programs and training that people without disabilities get, and also get special disability related support. As well, there should be programs to help people before they are ready to get a job, and to help them keep a job when they get one. 

The ODSP Action Coalition says:

The Coalition agrees with this. We made many recommendations to the Commission about how employment supports need to be improved. We have always said that if there were much better training and employment programs, more people would try to work. There would need to be adequate funding in order to really improve the programs.

But besides better employment supports, there needs to be a labour market strategy for people with disabilities. There are not enough jobs in Ontario, even for people without disabilities. Far too many jobs are part time and have no benefits. It is unrealistic to think that employment supports will help large numbers of people with disabilities if there are no jobs for them.
2. Pathway to Employment Plans

The Commission recommended:

Everyone who gets social assistance, including people with disabilities, should be required to get ready to get a job and look for a job. They would have to have a plan, which is agreed on by their worker, that says what they need to do in order to get a job, and what supports will be given to them. If they do not make a plan or do what they say they will do in order to find a job, they could be cut off income support or have their income support reduced. The Commission says this new rule forcing people with disabilities to work should not happen until there are more supports in place and a new system is set up.
The ODSP Action Coalition says:

The Coalition has always been against making people with disabilities look for a job in order to be eligible to get income support.

Being accepted as “disabled” for ODSP does not necessarily mean you cannot work at all, but people have to show that they have very serious health problems which makes it very difficult for them to work, or function in the community or manage their personal care. Yes, 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. Until accessible jobs with the necessary accommodations are readily available for people with disabilities, no one should have their income reduced or suspended if they do not follow a plan for getting employment that is set up by their worker.

The Coalition believes that many people with disabilities would love to try working – if the right supports are given to them, if they can find jobs that are suitable, and if they know they would have no problems getting disability benefits again if they need them. In addition, more people would work if they were allowed to keep more of their earnings.
The way to get more people with disabilities to work is to give them the help they need and to reduce the barriers to working that they experience. There is no need to punish people or cut off their income. All that would do is make them poorer and more desperate.
3. Mental Health and Addictions Strategy and ODSP

The Commission recommended:

The government should work to improve mental health and addictions services according to a plan that has already been developed, but has not yet been put into place. The key objective of mental health and addictions services should be getting people into a job. 
The ODSP Action Coalition says:

The Coalition supports improvements in mental health programs. But we are concerned that employment and employability are being prioritized over health and well-being. 

For some people, preparing for employment or getting a job might be a good part of their mental health recovery plan. But that should always be a decision for the person to make with the advice of their doctor or mental health worker; the ODSP system should have nothing to do with the decision on whether they should be working. 
For More Information
The Coalition prepared several detailed papers outlining our recommendations for improving supports for people with disabilities, and submitted these papers to the Commission. Our submissions, which deal with this and other issues, are available at: 

 http://www.odspaction.ca/node/157
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