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The ODSP Action Coalition is a network of disability service providers, community agencies, community legal clinics and recipients of the Ontario Disability Support Program. Our mandate is to advocate for improvements to the income and employment supports available to people with disabilities.

It is important that the 2015 Ontario Budget take real concrete steps towards reducing the poverty experienced by people on ODSP.    There are no specific goals or targets related to reducing poverty among people with disabilities in the current Poverty Reduction Strategy. Although there is a commitment to improving employment supports for those people with disabilities who can work, there is no discussion of what happens to those who cannot maintain employment because of their disability and societal barriers. The needs of people who receive Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) benefits for adequate income, dignity, and social inclusion have been neglected for too long. 
Meanwhile, the government has indicated it plans to continue the process of reform of OW and ODSP that was begun with the report of the Commission for the Review of Social Assistance in Ontario. But the changes to ODSP regulations which have been made to date, with the exception of the $200 earnings exemption, have made life more difficult and stressful for ODSP recipients and their families, rather than less. Eliminating the Community Start-up and Maintenance Benefit and the Home Repairs Benefit, providing no yearly rate increase to support the dependent spouses and adult children of ODSP recipients, and the upcoming elimination of the $100 per month Work-Related Benefit are all actions which actually increase the poverty of people with disabilities.
Two things the government must do in 2015 to support people with disabilities and their families are:
1. Significantly increase monthly income support, and 

2. Keep the $100 / month Work-Related Benefit for ODSP recipients and family members who work.
1. Move toward adequate rates of income support
The monthly amounts paid for food, shelter and all other basic needs for recipients of ODSP were frozen from 1993 until 2003, and the subsequent tiny increases have not come anywhere near to restoring the purchasing power of the allowance for people with disabilities. 
The current rates do not allow most ODSP recipients to adequately pay for shelter, utilities, nutritious food, transportation or other necessities. Our Coalition has researched some of the costs and shown that the ODSP rates do not cover average basic needs in most communities, without even accounting for personal grooming, clothing, banking fees, any form of recreation or social inclusion, or additional costs related to disability.
  A recent report by the Daily Bread Food Bank indicated that people with disabilities on ODSP represent a growing proportion of those who require emergency food supports from food banks.

There has never been a review that actually looks at how adequate social assistance incomes are. The ODSP Action Coalition has long argued for a rational approach to setting social assistance rates. The amount people receive must bear a relationship to the actual costs of shelter, utilities, food, transportation, telephone, personal needs and clothing. For people with disabilities, the additional costs related to accessibility and coping with a disability must be provided for. 
· We ask the Standing Committee to urge the government to set up an expert panel including people with lived experience of poverty, to provide research and advice on the criteria that should determine the level of income support for OW and ODSP.
· In the meantime, a significant raise of at least $100 per month should be provided for all social assistance recipients to make a start towards a level of income that would let people pay the rent, eat healthy foods and participate in their community. 
2. Reinstate the Work-Related Benefit
The Work-Related Benefit provides $100 per month to ODSP recipients and their adult dependents who have earnings from employment or self-employment. It was introduced in 2006 in recognition of the costs of employment, such as transportation, clothing or other needs related to going out to a job. In the 2014 budget, the government announced changes to employment-related benefits that will eliminate the Work-Related benefit in April 2015 with a transition period for some until September 2015.

The government plans to use the money saved by this cut to support others who are planning or attempting to get into the workforce. It may be laudable for the government to provide better assistance to those who want to work but are not currently working. However this should not be paid for by cutting the incomes of those who already work.
In its implementation of this change to employment related benefits, the government continues the recent trend of treating people with disabilities who have families, as if they are not living in a family unit. For the past two years a 1% rate increase has been provided for individuals with disabilities on ODSP, but no increase at all for their non-disabled spouses or adult dependent children. The income cut resulting from the elimination of the Work-Related Benefit to a family on ODSP where the non-disabled spouse works will occur in April 2015, with no transition period as provided for disabled ODSP recipients. And these families would be eligible for a smaller amount in discretionary employment benefits. 
It is unfair to cut support for families of persons with disability, while still deducting all income of non-disabled family members from the ODSP recipient’s allowance.
  
· We ask the Standing Committee to urge the government to reinstate the Work-Related Benefit for all ODSP family members. 

Conclusion
If the government of Ontario is truly committed to Poverty Reduction it must support people with disabilities much better. The 2015 Budget should contain a commitment to develop a rational approach to setting OW and ODSP rates which recognizes actual costs. As a first step there must be a significant raise to ODSP and OW rates. The process of reforming or streamlining social assistance should never result in cuts to incomes until full adequacy of levels of income support is reached. 
� � HYPERLINK "http://www.odspaction.ca/resource/adequate-incomes-people-odsp" �http://www.odspaction.ca/resource/adequate-incomes-people-odsp�





� � HYPERLINK "http://www.dailybread.ca/learning-centre/whos-hungry/" �http://www.dailybread.ca/learning-centre/whos-hungry/� 


� For more on the work Related Benefit see:  � HYPERLINK "http://www.odspaction.ca/resource/odsp-recipients-who-work-lose-100-month" �http://www.odspaction.ca/resource/odsp-recipients-who-work-lose-100-month�








