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Special Benefits and the Special Diet Allowance 
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 special benefits – those benefits that help people on ODSP with the costs of health-related needs, employment-related expenses, and other special benefits. This sheet will also talk about the Commission’s ideas about the Special Diet Allowance. It then gives the positions of the ODSP Action Coalition on these ideas.

1. Health-Related Benefits

This includes benefits like diabetic supplies, prescription drugs, and dental care. 

The Commission Recommended: 

Health-related benefits should be consistent across the province and available to everyone who lives on a low income in Ontario. This is because fewer jobs provide these kinds of benefits, so not only would this make it more fair for people who work, it would also get rid of one of the barriers to work that people on social assistance experience. 
First, government should make all health-related benefits the same for people on social assistance, no matter where they live in Ontario. Second, government should move responsibility for these benefits to the Ministry of Health. Third, government should find a way to provide these benefits to everyone who lives on a low income in Ontario, whether they are on social assistance or not. 
The ODSP Action Coalition says: 
We agree with these recommendations. People should not get different kinds of benefits depending on where they live. And all low income people should get health benefits.
The Trillium Drug Benefit should not be used to deliver an enhanced health benefit program for all low-income Ontarians. The TDB is inefficient, the deductible causes hardship for many people, and the standards of eligibility should be expanded to include self-employment income. 

2. Employment-Related Benefits

This includes benefits for expenses like work clothing, transportation, etc. 

The Commission Recommended:

The money that currently goes to fund each of these benefits separately should be put into one fund. That one “block fund” should then get transferred to local municipalities. The municipalities would then have the flexibility to pay people on social assistance in their areas for their employment-related expenses. The municipalities would not be required to pay for these expenses, but could pay for them if they want to – i.e., on a “discretionary basis”. 

The Commission also recommended cutting the Work Related Benefit in ODSP, which is not a discretionary benefit like other employment related assistance, but automatically is given to people with disabilities who have earnings. 

The ODSP Action Coalition says: 

We disagree with transferring all employment benefits to municipalities.  People on ODSP have noted there are different benefits available depending on where in the province they live.  For example, ODSP recipients in Toronto can get a “participation allowance” for transportation if they volunteer in the community as part of an employment plan.  This is not available in other communities.  Giving municipalities more discretion over whether or not people can get benefits will only increase the unfairness. 

The current Work Related Benefit in ODSP was not cut in the 2013 Ontario budget when there was a change made to allow people to keep the first $200 of earnings.  However, there is the possibility that this benefit might be lumped in with all other forms of employment assistance and given to municipalities.  

This recommendation is especially hard to understand, since the Commission seems to be focused on getting people on social assistance to work at paid jobs. The benefits that people need in order to pay for costs associated with working should be made more accessible. They should not be made dependent on different rules made by each of the 47 municipalities about who may or may not be eligible. 

3. Other Benefits

This category is for expenses that don’t fit into the other two categories – these are expenses like travel for non-health related purposes, replacing household items after a fire, or covering the cost of utility arrears in emergencies.  

The Commission Recommended:

Just like with employment-related benefits, the funds for these benefits should be put into one fund and given to municipalities to pay out if they want to. 

The ODSP Action Coalition says: 

Again, the Coalition disagrees with this, for the same reasons as outlined above. 

It’s important to remember that current levels of income support are so far below anybody’s definition of adequacy that people on OW and ODSP are barely subsisting. Special benefits are necessary to meet real needs. They should be mandatory and available to all. 
4. Special Diet Allowance

The Commission Recommended:

The Special Diet Allowance should end. A small amount of money that currently goes to Special Diet should be moved to the Ministry of Health and used to pay for nutritional supplements for people who have unintentional weight loss. The rest of the money should be “rolled in” to the Standard Rate that everyone on assistance gets each month. 

The ODSP Action Coalition says: 

We completely disagree with this recommendation. 

First, it is important to recognize that the Special Diet Allowance is not a “special benefit” like the ones discussed above. Instead, it is part of the monthly income support they are entitled to, and part of determining  whether a person is eligible for OW or ODSP.  

When a person applies for one of these programs, they can be found eligible if their income is lower than the amount of money that they could get from the program. That amount of money is calculated based on three benefits: the Basic Needs amount and the Shelter amount for the person’s family size and type, and the amount of the Special Diet Allowance for any member of their family that has a confirmed disability that is on the Special Diet Allowance schedule.  

The Special Diet Allowance is therefore a central part of the benefit structure in both OW and ODSP. The government cannot and should not think about Special Diet as a “special benefit” like the ones discussed above. 
Second, the Special Diet Allowance gives people extra money to pay for the extra costs, above and beyond regular food costs, that come with buying the foods that are recommended to treat their medical conditions. 

As we have said on many occasions, the Special Diet Allowance must continue to be available to people with medical conditions, since the need for money to pay for these extra costs would exist no matter what the level of basic income supports is. 

The Coalition made three other recommendations about the Special Diet Allowance:

· The Special Diet Allowance schedule should be expanded to include other medical conditions;

· The amounts of money that people get from the Special Diet Allowance should be indexed to the rate of food inflation; and,

· Ongoing review of the Special Diet Allowance schedule, to tell if the schedule continues to include the right kinds of disabilities and the right amounts of money, should be done by a special committee set up for that purpose. 

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 
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