[image: image1.jpg]/NODSP
Act‘lon

oalition




INCOME CUT COMING FOR ODSP RECIPIENTS WHO WORK

December 2014; updated March 2015
In the 2014 provincial budget, the Ontario government said they are going to change employment related benefits for recipients of OW and ODSP who are preparing for work or who are working. Right now there are three benefits available for ODSP recipients who start a job or training, or who have earnings from a job or from self-employment, or who leave ODSP because their earnings from employment are higher than the ODSP allowance. These benefits are all being eliminated next year. The most well-known of these benefits is the Work-Related Benefit. The money now spent on the Work-Related Benefit and the other employment benefits will be spent on a new benefit designed to help those planning to find employment or increase their earnings.

For any ODSP recipients and members of their family who are working, this change will mean they will each lose $100 per month in income. The Work-Related Benefit currently gives $100 to each person in an ODSP family who has earnings from a job or net earnings from self-employment. This is a mandatory amount that people with earnings get automatically - no one has to apply for it. 
People who currently get the Work-Related Benefit will be able to apply for the new benefit, but will only get it if they have a plan to increase their hours of work or level of earnings. 

The government states that these changes are being made to simplify the benefits and to better encourage people to prepare for employment, look for a job, or increase their earnings if they are working.  However, it is clear that many if not most ODSP recipients who currently work will be hurt by this change. How does a $100 cut in monthly income fit in with the government’s Poverty Reduction Strategy? Rather than increase incomes, it will mean those people who are doing exactly what government wants them to do– which is work – will lose income.

ODSP Action Coalition Positions on Changes to Employment Benefits

1) ADEQUACY of the level of income provided for ODSP recipients and their families is the most important priority that must be addressed. Eliminating the Work-Related Benefit is a cut in income for every ODSP recipient who works or has a family member who is working. 
Since 1993, the amount of monthly income support provided for people with disabilities in Ontario has not kept up with the increase in the cost of living. This is because rates were frozen for 10 years and subsequent annual small rate increases did not keep pace with the rate of inflation. To have the same level of purchasing power as a disabled recipient had in 1993, current ODSP rates would need to be raised by 24.4%. 

There have also been other cuts and policy changes that have reduced the level of income that families on ODSP have to provide for their needs. The children’s Back-to-School and Winter Clothing allowances were eliminated and the money moved into the monthly Ontario Child Benefit, leaving people without a critically important lump-sum source of funds to buy necessary items for their children. Amounts provided for children’s basic needs in social assistance have been reduced because of the Ontario Child Benefit, leaving many families with very little net benefit from the OCB. The Community Start-Up and Maintenance Benefit and a benefit to pay for home repairs were eliminated from social assistance. Rules around medical transportation for mental health treatments were changed so that many people who used to get transportation to attend community mental health programs now cannot get support for those expenses. 

For the last two years, the 1% increases that have been given to the ODSP recipients have only applied to the individual with a disability, with no increase at all for family members. Obviously the costs of rent, food, and other needs of the family continue to rise, so these families are falling even further into poverty.

The Work-Related Benefit should be maintained as recognition of the costs of employment. There should never be any cuts to the incomes of people with disabilities and their families, until ODSP incomes reach an adequate level to provide for the costs of nutritious food, shelter, transportation, all other basic needs and the additional costs related to disability.

2) EARNINGS CLAWBACK

Until 2013, earnings were clawed back at a rate of 50%from the very first dollar of earned income. That was changed to allow people to keep the first $200 of net earnings, with 50%of all earnings higher than $200 deducted from benefits. People had complained for years that it was not worth working if half of your earnings were taxed back, which resulted in people working for less than minimum wage. And a Private Members Bill that had all-party support had proposed that the first $750 of net earnings be allowed before any deductions.
The government now states that people should use the $200 earnings exemption to pay for ongoing expenses associated with working, such as transportation, which they would have been using the Work-Related Benefit to fund. 

When the $200 earnings exemption was put into law last year, the government called it an incentive to work. There was never any indication that people on ODSP were going to have to use that money to pay for ongoing costs of working, which were at least in part covered by the Work-Related Benefit. To now require them to do so means they will lose any benefit that the earnings exemption provided. 

Our Coalition has long advocated for at least $500 per month to be allowed as an earnings exemption, based on the fact that ODSP recipients are allowed to receive up to $6000 per year in support from families or charities without deduction. Many people have also made the point that since ODSP incomes are so far below the poverty line, people should at least be allowed to earn enough to bring their incomes up to the poverty line.

Net earnings of at least $500 per month, per family member who is working, should be allowed before any deductions. 
3) TREATMENT OF FAMILIES
The change to employment benefits also continues a disturbing trend in which the government is penalizing the families of people with disabilities and treating family members as though their well-being is somehow not connected to the well-being of the person with a disability. Non-disabled spouses and dependent adult children who work will lose the $100 per month starting in October
, while people with disabilities on ODSP will receive a six-month “transition period” for eligibility. The cut in income for family will clearly also hurt the ODSP recipient.  

As well, the spouse or adult child of an ODSP recipient will have to go to Ontario Works to access the new employment related benefit, instead of to their ODSP caseworker, and will have access to $600 less per year than the family member with a disability would have.  

This treatment of families of persons with disabilities follows the same logic as the government’s two year refusal to provide a rate increase to spouses and dependent adults in ODSP families. The government says that non-disabled family members should be treated the same as the family members of people on OW. But this logic is flawed. “Equality” is not achieved by taking away income and benefits from families of those on ODSP. That is a very bad and punitive kind of equality. Instead, equality should be achieved by providing even more support to everyone, including families on Ontario Works, due to the terrible inadequacy of the allowance and benefits provided.  

The ODSP Action Coalition has called for a move to a benefit unit based on the individual, not counting the assets and income of a spouse or dependent adult. As long as the family remains the benefit unit for ODSP purposes, and as long as the basic incomes remain so inadequate, no one in the family should lose income or benefits when changes are made. 

Non-disabled spouses and dependent adults of ODSP recipients should be entitled to the same transition period and amount of benefits as the main ODSP recipient, and should be able to access those benefits from the families’ ODSP caseworker.
4) APPEAL RIGHTS LOST
All three of the benefits that are currently provided under ODSP – the Work-Related Benefit, the Employment and Training Start Up Benefit and the Employment Transition Benefit – are mandatory benefits. This means that if you are told you do not qualify, you can appeal to an independent tribunal. The new Employment-Related Benefit will be discretionary, which means that if you are denied the benefit there is no way to appeal. You will be able to ask for an internal review, but that is very different from an independent tribunal reviewing your appeal. 

Making the new benefit discretionary is similar to another recent change. When the government cancelled the Community Start-Up and Maintenance benefit, they gave money to the municipalities for a new program with a similar purpose. But benefits provided through that program are discretionary so decisions cannot be appealed. The Coalition opposes this trend of taking away rights for recipients to have an independent review of decisions that affect their lives so seriously.
Making benefits discretionary is also used to cap the amount of funding available. When the budgeted amount runs out before the end of the year, people who ask for the help are refused, regardless of how strong their need is.
All decisions on eligibility for ongoing or one-time special benefits should be appealable to the Social Benefits Tribunal. The government should not cut any more special benefits, nor make any of the current mandatory benefits discretionary.

5) PARTICIPATION / SOCIAL INCLUSION ALLOWANCE
There is a huge variety of levels of employability among ODSP recipients. Some may be ready and able to work now, some could work part time if the right supports and accommodations were available, and some likely will never be able to sustain employment. 
The difficulty with the changes being made to employment benefits is that these different levels of employability are being ignored. The new Employment-Related Benefit will only help those who are ready or planning to become employed. Some people with disabilities may not be able to sustain paid work but still need and want to participate in the community. People who volunteer should be provided with an allowance to encourage their inclusion in the community and recognize that there are costs, such as transportation, to do so. 

Currently, OW discretionary employment benefits can be used for “participation” or “volunteer” allowances. Toronto has provided this for ODSP recipients, but eligibility has been tightened in recent years and most other areas of the province do not provide this kind of benefit.

A participation allowance equal to the cost of a monthly transit pass should be provided to social assistance recipients who do volunteer work, whether it is related to their employment or not. 
If you wish to join the ODSP Action Coalition in fighting this cut and promoting positive reform to ODSP, contact us through our web site: � HYPERLINK "http://www.odspaction.ca/contact" �http://www.odspaction.ca/contact�











� For more information on the planned new Employment-Related Benefit and the current benefits it will replace, see the issues backgrounder “Important Changes Coming in 2015 to ODSP Employment Benefits” by the Income Security Advocacy Centre, at � HYPERLINK "http://www.incomesecurity.org/" �http://www.incomesecurity.org/�ODSPEmploymentBenefitsarechangingin2015.htm. 


� For more discussion of the need for adequate incomes for ODSP recipients and their families, see:  � HYPERLINK "http://www.odspaction.ca/resource/adequate-incomes-people-odsp" �http://www.odspaction.ca/resource/adequate-incomes-people-odsp�.


� The provincial government announced in February 2015 that this change was being delayed until October 2015. They had previously said the change would start in April 2015, which was reflected in an earlier version of this position paper.





