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INCOME ADEQUACY FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities says that persons with disabilities and their families have the right to an adequate standard of living. This includes adequate food, clothing and housing, and disability related expenses
. The Convention also says that governments have the responsibility to provide education and job training to facilitate employment and full inclusion and participation in the community.

People with disabilities face social and environmental barriers to economic security, including barriers to education, training and the labour market itself. They need an alternate means of support. It makes sense, then, that the role of income support programs for people with disabilities is to provide financial support in light of those barriers. The amount of financial support these programs provide determines not only the standard of living of persons with disabilities, but also the extent to which other rights, like participation in community life, transportation and travel, and work and education, are guaranteed.
Current ODSP benefit levels do not provide enough for even basic needs like food, shelter and transportation. They are certainly not enough to meet the government’s stated goals of helping people with disabilities to “live as independently as possible in their communities, and to reduce or eliminate disability-related barriers to employment.”

Criteria for Determining Rates
From 1993 to 2005, ODSP benefit rates were frozen. In recent years, the provincial government has increased rates by small percentage increments. After a 3% increase in 2005 and four subsequent annual 2% increases, the increase for the last four years has been 1% per year – although in 2013 the family members of people with disabilities received no increase in amounts intended to support them. Overall, these increases have not resolved the decade-long rate freeze nor kept pace with inflation. In fact, rates have actually eroded by 19.3%. People with disabilities have been left with far less real income than they had in 1993. A 24% increase would be required to return to 1993 levels
. 
The rate freeze and subsequent percentage increases were decided by governments without reference to the real needs of recipients. The levels of income support under ODSP (and OW) are not based on rational criteria and are not aligned with real costs. 

ODSP Income Support Directive 6.1 states that the basic needs benefit is intended to “assist with the cost of food, clothing, transportation, personal needs and other non-shelter-related items”. Similarly, Directive 6.2 states that the shelter benefit will provide “assistance for shelter costs up to the maximum amounts allowable”, which are set out in a table. However, the actual costs of these items are not used in setting the benefit rates. The legislation does not define a list of what types of items and services constitute “basic needs”, nor is there any explanation as to how maximum shelter amounts have been determined. There has never been a provincial government review done to examine the extent to which people can pay for their basic needs and shelter costs with the amounts provided. The majority of people on ODSP must use at least part of their basic needs allowance to pay for rent and utilities costs that cannot be covered under existing shelter allowances. 
Not only are actual costs not used in calculating benefit rate amounts, the statements that benefit amounts are only meant to “assist with” costs conveniently ignores two other crucial issues: 1) most ODSP recipients do not have any source of income other than ODSP and the small amounts of tax-delivered benefits (such as GST/HST credits) that they may qualify for. Only about 10% of ODSP recipients have any earned income, and the vast majority of ODSP recipients do not have children and thus do not qualify for child-related benefits; and 2) ODSP recipients who do have another source of income, such as CPP-Disability benefits, have that amount clawed back from their ODSP benefits by 100%.  There are some exemptions for rare special purpose forms of income, but generally all income other than earnings is subtracted from the ODSP benefit amount. For example, benefits are reduced by 50% of net earned income, after the first $200 per month.

This approach – setting a maximum amount for both basic needs and shelter and then subtracting almost all other income the recipient receives – is called the “budget deficit” approach. This approach virtually guarantees that persons with disabilities and their families stay in poverty.

How Well Does ODSP Income Actually Support Recipients?
The following chart shows the current level of income available to a typical ODSP recipient compared with the very basic living expenses of food and shelter in select major Ontario cities. A typical recipient is single, male, and between the ages of 31 and 50
. Food costs are calculated based on the most recent Nutritious Food Basket costs in each city, and rent is based on Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation data on the average cost of a one-bedroom apartment in each city. It’s important to note that more people receiving ODSP live in Toronto than in any other of these cities
.  
ODSP Incomes and Basic Living Expenses in Select Ontario Cities (monthly)

	
	Kingston
	London
	Ottawa
	Peter-borough
	Sudbury
	Thunder Bay
	Toronto
	Waterloo

	Income
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	ODSP Basic Needs

	$607
	$607
	$607
	$607
	$607
	$607
	$607
	$607

	ODSP Shelter

	$479
	$479
	$479
	$479
	$479
	$479
	$479
	$479

	GST/HST credit
	$29.46
	$29.46
	$29.46
	$29.46
	$29.46
	$29.46
	$29.46
	$29.46

	Ontario Trillium Benefit

	$63
	$61
	$65
	$61
	$72
	$72
	$67
	$62

	Total 
	$1,178.46
	$1,176.46
	$1,180.46
	$1,176.46
	$1,187.46
	$1,187.46
	$1,182.46
	$1,177.46

	Expenses
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Food

	$270.56
	$220.18
	$254.40
	$264.06
	$278.09
	$267.33
	$266.50
	$259.64

	Rent

	$859
	$752
	$932
	$778
	$741
	$705
	$1,032
	$810

	Total 
	$1,129.56
	$972.18
	$1,186.40
	$1,042.06
	$1,019.09
	$972.33
	$1,298.50
	$1,069.64

	Amount Remaining 
	$48.90
	$204.28
	-$5.94
	$134.40
	$168.37
	$215.13
	-$116.04
	$107.82


The chart shows that the income of the typical recipient either doesn’t cover these basic costs or leaves very little to cover other expenses. Two important other expenses are telephone and transportation, which are needed for setting and travelling to medical appointments and for regular activities like contacting friends and family as well as shopping, volunteering, working, etc. 

The cost of telephone varies from community to community and depends on what type of service is purchased and which company provides the service. One way to calculate a “typical” telephone cost is to average the basic telephone packages of the two major companies serving Ontario and add GST/HST. Doing this yields a monthly cost of $36.15. Subtracting this amount from the Amount Remaining in the chart above means an even lower amount of money remaining each month for other expenses. 
	
	Kingston
	London
	Ottawa
	Peter-borough
	Sudbury
	Thunder Bay
	Toronto
	Waterloo

	Amount Remaining
	$48.90
	$204.28
	-$5.94
	$134.40
	$168.37
	$215.13
	-$116.04
	$107.82

	Telephone
	$36.15
	$36.15
	$36.15
	$36.15
	$36.15
	$36.15
	$36.15
	$36.15

	New Amount Remaining 
	$12.75
	$168.13
	-$42.09
	$98.25
	$132.22
	$178.98
	-$152.19
	$71.67


Transportation costs can also vary from community to community. Costs vary depending on whether or not a person has a car or uses public transit. This often depends on whether or not their community has a public transit system or one that is accessible; many smaller communities in Ontario have neither. And the cost of public transit varies a lot, depending on whether a subsidized program exists for people with low incomes and/or people with disabilities, and depending on the particular type of disability a person has. For example, costs can be high, like $133.75 a month in Toronto, or low, like $10 a year for people in London who have vision impairments. The chart below shows the monthly costs of regular, subsidized, and specialized transit in the cities we’re looking at as examples of the different costs that people with disabilities face for transportation. Of course, these costs must also be paid for out of the limited funds remaining after other expenses. Information about fares for people with CNIB cards is in the end notes on page 5.
	
	Kingston

	London

	Ottawa

	Peter-borough

	Sudbury

	Thunder Bay

	Toronto

	Waterloo


	Regular Monthly Bus Pass
	$72.00
	$81.00
	$98.75
	$60.00
	$80.00
	$74.00
	$133.75
	$72.00

	Subsidized Pass (i.e., low-income)
	$46.75
	n/a
	$35.00
	$26.00
	$48.00
	$63.50
	· 
	$40.00

	Specialized Transit for people with limited mobility 
	$2.75/trip
	As above 
	$35 + $2/trip
	As above, depending on income
	As above, depending on income
	As above, depending   on income
	As above
	As above, depending  on income


Another major cost for many low income people is energy. But calculating a “typical” cost of energy in any given community is virtually impossible. The cost of energy varies from community to community depending on the local utility provider. Some people have utilities included in their rent while some do not. People who own their own homes (which, for people on ODSP, is typically in rural areas) must pay utilities separately. How much

energy a person uses has a huge bearing on their monthly costs, as does their energy source – whether it’s natural gas, electricity, or oil. The quality of a person’s housing also has an impact – lower quality housing is typically less energy efficient, which increases cost. Many people on low incomes, particularly those who rent, have very little control over how energy efficient their suite or building is. It’s also important to remember that the provincial government is projecting a 42% increase in energy costs by 2018
. 
Beyond food, rent, telephone, transportation, and energy are a number of other basic costs. These include items such as clothing, insurance, cleaning supplies, laundry, personal care and grooming items, banking fees, internet, television, books, pet food / care items, and a number of others. Clearly, the amount of income available to people receiving ODSP does not account for the cost of the regular expenses that people typically incur. 
Additional Costs Related to Disability and Longer Term Needs

The current level of income available to people receiving ODSP benefits is inadequate to meet regular monthly costs. But for a program to respect the dignity of people with disabilities and promote their full inclusion in the community, there must be provision for more than just regular levels of support. Government, in partnership with people with lived experience and disability organizations, must also assess and determine the extra costs associated with disability. 
In tackling this challenge, the government must bear in mind that the costs of disability are both direct (e.g., health supplies and assistive devices) and indirect (e.g., taking a much longer time to complete tasks of daily living). Both these elements of cost must be considered in determining the adequacy of income support for people with disabilities.
In addition, the amount of assistance must make provision for people who need long-term and, in many cases, permanent support. Neither ODSP nor Ontario Works provide for household infrastructure such as furniture, utensils, bedding and linens, winter clothing, small appliances, etc. People are expected to obtain these when they are working and survive without them for as long as necessary while they are un- or under-employed. However, people with disabilities who may require income support for years need to be able to obtain, replace or repair the household infrastructure and items we all need for a decent quality of life.

Recommendations for Adequate ODSP Incomes:

· Increase the levels of income support for people with disabilities to reflect average market rents (as determined by the Canada Mortgage and Housing corporation); average utility costs; average cost of a nutritious food basket (as determined by municipal boards of health); transportation costs; costs for communication services, including telephone and internet; costs for clothing; and all personal basic needs;

· Include an allowance for household infrastructure (such as furniture, utensils, bedding and linens, winter clothing, small appliances, etc.) and additional costs related to disability (both direct and indirect) in the income support for people with disabilities;

· Index the rates to the All-items Consumer Price Index; and,

· Create an independent panel of experts, including people with disabilities and social policy experts, to recommend rational and just criteria for determining levels of income support in Ontario’s social assistance programs.
� 	UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Article 28: � HYPERLINK "http://www.un.org/disabilities/default.asp?navid=14&pid=150" ��www.un.org/disabilities/default.asp?navid=14&pid=150�.


� 	Ministry of Community and Social Services, “Commission for the Review of Social Assistance in Ontario: Terms of Reference”, p.2: � HYPERLINK "http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/documents/en/mcss/social/what/TOR_english.pdf" ��www.mcss.gov.on.ca/documents/en/mcss/social/what/TOR_english.pdf�. 


� 	Calculations are based on the benefit rate for a single person on ODSP, which was $930 in 1993. With average annual inflation since 1993 of 1.78%, the adjusted rate would be $1,347. The current rate is $1,086, leaving a shortfall of $261/mo. 


� 	The majority of ODSP cases are singles without children (78% as of Dec 2012). Of those, 56% are male. Most singles on ODSP are in the 45-54 and 55-64 age groups. This corresponds to the Nutritious Food Basket grouping of 31-50 (see note ix below). This data is current as of December 2012.


� 	This data is current as of December 2012. 


� 	ODSP benefit rates are divided into two portions – the “basic needs” benefit amount and the “shelter” benefit amount. These amounts are current as of February 2014. 


� The shelter benefit amount is the maximum amount available under the regulation in force, and is intended to address all shelter-related costs including utilities, insurance, etc. If a person’s actual shelter costs are higher than the maximum, they will not receive additional monies except under specific circumstances. And if a person’s actual costs are less than the maximum amount for their family type, they will receive only their actual costs, not the maximum amount.


� The Ontario Trillium Benefit combines the Ontario Sales Tax Credit, the Ontario Energy and Property Tax Credit, and the Northern Ontario Energy Credit. Calculations were made using average one-bedroom private market rental costs for each city, as indicated elsewhere in this table, resulting in different amounts of the OTB for each city. In addition, amounts for Sudbury and Thunder Bay include the Northern Ontario Energy Credit. See the provincial government’s benefit calculator here: � HYPERLINK "http://www.fin.gov.on.ca/en/taxcredits/calculatorquestions.asp" ��http://www.fin.gov.on.ca/en/taxcredits/calculatorquestions.asp�. 


� The Nutritious Food Basket is an annual survey undertaken in Ontario by local public health authorities, as mandated by the provincial government using Ministry of Health guidelines. Each local authority publishes its own NFB, which reflect the local costs of a healthy diet recommended in the Canada Food Guide. Costs displayed in this section of the chart were gathered from each city’s public health department and are current as of February 2014. 


� 	Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation. Fall 2013. Rental Market Report: Ontario Highlights. Table 1.1.2_1 Private Apartment Average Rents ($) by Bedroom Type, Ontario CMAs, p.8: � HYPERLINK "http://www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/odpub/esub/64507/64507_2013_B02.pdf" ��http://www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/odpub/esub/64507/64507_2013_B02.pdf�. 


� 	Kingston’s Affordable Transit Pass is available through an application process to people with total annual household income below the Low Income Cut Off (LICO) defined by Statistics Canada (� HYPERLINK "http://www.cityofkingston.ca/documents/10180/14511/ Municipal+Fee+Assistance+%26+Affordable+Transit+Pass+Application/de47d8bc-175e-493b-a3e9-624d3392575f" ��http://www.cityofkingston.ca/documents/10180/14511/ Municipal+Fee+Assistance+%26+Affordable+Transit+Pass+Application/de47d8bc-175e-493b-a3e9-624d3392575f�). Partial subsidy may be available for people whose income falls within other defined thresholds. Those holding a CNIB card can travel on Kingston transit for a fee of ten cents per ride. Kingston’s Access Bus service is available to “individuals with physical disabilities regardless of age who, due to a mobility impairment, are unable to use conventional transit facilities” (� HYPERLINK "http://www.kingston.org/kas/kab.html" ��http://www.kingston.org/kas/kab.html�). People with other disabilities are only eligible if they also have a physical disability that restricts their use of conventional transit. The cost for Access Bus service twice per day for 30 days would be $165.


� 	People with a CNIB card can ride on London transit for $10 / year (� HYPERLINK "http://www.ltconline.ca/Fares.htm" ��http://www.ltconline.ca/Fares.htm�). There is no reduced rate for London’s Specialized Transit Service for people with physical disabilities (� HYPERLINK "http://www.ltconline.ca/Specialized.htm" ��http://www.ltconline.ca/Specialized.htm�).


� Ottawa’s Community Pass program provides a subsidized rate to people receiving ODSP benefits and those who qualify for ParaTranspo services regardless of their source of income (� HYPERLINK "http://www.octranspo1.com/tickets-and-passes/community_pass" ��http://www.octranspo1.com/tickets-and-passes/community_pass�). People who hold CNIB cards or those who hold valid Guide Dog cards can travel on the conventional system for free (� HYPERLINK "http://www.octranspo1.com/riding-with-oc-transpo/reduced_fares" �http://www.octranspo1.com/riding-with-oc-transpo/reduced_fares�). The additional $2 per trip charge for specialized service is levied for people who are eligible for Ottawa’s reduced rate Community Pass but access ParaTranspo services (� HYPERLINK "http://www.octranspo1.com/tickets-and-passes/community_pass" ��http://www.octranspo1.com/tickets-and-passes/community_pass�).


� Peterborough’s subsidized bus pass is available to people receiving Ontario Works benefits who meet particular requirements. People with low incomes who are not on OW can be screened for eligibility on a discretionary basis (� HYPERLINK "http://www.peterborough.ca/Living/City_Services/Social_Services/Ontario_Works/OW_Transportation.htm" ��http://www.peterborough.ca/Living/City_Services/Social_Services/Ontario_Works/OW_Transportation.htm�). See � HYPERLINK "http://www.peterborough.ca/Living/City_Services/Transportation/Transit/Accessible_Services.htm" ��http://www.peterborough.ca/Living/City_Services/Transportation/Transit/Accessible_Services.htm� for information about specialized service for people with disabilities in Peterborough. 


� Greater Sudbury transit provides a monthly Special Pass reduced rate to people who receive income support benefits from ODSP or other disability-related benefit programs as well as people holding a CNIB card (� HYPERLINK "http://www.greatersudbury.ca/living/transit/fares-and-passes/#31%20Day%20Passes" ��http://www.greatersudbury.ca/living/transit/fares-and-passes/#31%20Day%20Passes�). Handi Transit provides specialized service for people with physical disabilities who are unable to use the regular system. There is no special reduced fee for Handi Transit (� HYPERLINK "http://www.greatersudbury.ca/?linkServID=57A68B41-F653-329C-5C4961BC07C29E8C" ��http://www.greatersudbury.ca/?linkServID=57A68B41-F653-329C-5C4961BC07C29E8C�).  


� Thunder Bay’s subsidized rate is available to people who receive disability-related income benefits from either the provincial or federal government (� HYPERLINK "http://www.thunderbay.ca/Living/Getting_Around/Thunder_Bay_Transit/Tickets_and_ Passes.htm" ��http://www.thunderbay.ca/Living/Getting_Around/Thunder_Bay_Transit/Tickets_and_ Passes.htm�). CNIB cardholders travel for free (� HYPERLINK "http://www.thunderbay.ca/Visiting/Travel_Information/Accessible_Services/ Public_and_ Para_Transit/City_Transit.htm" ��http://www.thunderbay.ca/Visiting/Travel_Information/Accessible_Services/ Public_and_ Para_Transit/City_Transit.htm�). 


� People holding CNIB cards are able to travel for free on the TTC. More information about Toronto Transit is available at � HYPERLINK "http://ttc.ca/Fares_and_passes/Prices/index.jsp" ��http://ttc.ca/Fares_and_passes/Prices/index.jsp�.


� Grand River Transit’s T.R.I.P. pass is available to people whose total annual household income is below the Low Income Cut Off (LICO) defined by Statistics Canada (� HYPERLINK "http://www.grt.ca/en/riderprograms/reducedincome.asp" ��http://www.grt.ca/en/riderprograms/reducedincome.asp�). MobilityPLUS customers can ride conventional buses for free: � HYPERLINK "http://www.grt.ca/en/travelwithus/Using-MobilityPLUS.asp" ��http://www.grt.ca/en/travelwithus/Using-MobilityPLUS.asp�. 


� Morrow, A. and S. McCarthy. 2013. Ontario projects steady rise in electricity costs for next 20 years. Globe and Mail. Dec 2. � HYPERLINK "http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/politics/ontario-power-bills-expected-to-rise-14-per-month/article15717495/" ��http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/politics/ontario-power-bills-expected-to-rise-14-per-month/article15717495/�





