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O.D.S.P. ACTION COALITION
C/O SCARBOROUGH COMMUNITY LEGAL SERVICES, 695 Markham Rd., Suite 9, Scarborough, ON M1H 2A5

An Activation Agenda for People with Disabilities on ODSP

The ODSP Action Coalition submitted its recommendations for changes to ODSP to Ontario’s Social Assistance Review on June 29, 2011. The Coalition’s submission, Dignity, Adequacy, Inclusion: Rethinking the Ontario Disability Support Program, argues for policy changes that recognize and assert the fundamental rights of persons with disabilities. 

On July 6, 2011, a delegation from the Coalition met with Commissioners Frances Lankin and Munir Sheikh to present our vision of and specific recommendations for an income and employment supports program which truly treats people with disabilities with respect, adequately provides for their needs, and fosters real social and economic inclusion. We thank the Commissioners and their staff for a forthright, thoughtful discussion. 

At the suggestion of the Commissioners, the Coalition has decided to provide a second submission that focuses on two questions of interest:

· What are the best mechanisms that could be included in a comprehensive plan to support the workforce participation of Ontarians with disabilities?

· Should ODSP “differentiate between people with the capacity and desire to work, and those who are unable to take a job because of disability?” (Commission 2011: 27)

These issues roughly correspond to Issues 1 and 2 in the Commission’s first Discussion Paper. 

The Commissioners also encouraged us to comment directly on the Caledon Institute’s proposal for a federal long-term disability income support program, as well as on the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act, both of which we have done here. 

In considering our response to these issues, we determined that it would be helpful to outline the Coalition’s ideas for ODSP reform within a framework that we call an “Activation Agenda”. This model of employment-related supports is made up of four key elements that we believe are the foundation for an Ontario Disability Support Program that would actually meet the objectives it was set out to achieve. 

In brief, these four key elements are:

1) 
A Dynamic Understanding of Disability that serves as the foundation for a system that provides appropriate supports for people experiencing a continuum of disabilities requiring a variety of supports and accommodations. This definition does not further entrench the stereotype that a distinction can be drawn between people with disabilities that “can” and “cannot” work;

2) 
Adequate Incomes that not only provide for better health outcomes, greater social inclusion, and an adequate standard of living, but also form the foundation for the pursuit of employment;

3) 
Effective Employment-Related Supports that take a 21st century approach to improving employability of people with disabilities. This means improving program administration, removing systemic barriers and improving incentives, recognizing the value of volunteering, and improving employment-related programs and services. It does not mean forcing people with disabilities into employment-related activities, treatment or rehabilitation by threatening them with the loss of their income benefits; and,

4) 
An Accessible Labour Market in which people with disabilities can find suitable jobs with appropriate accommodations. This means improving education programs for employers and changing the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act to provide effective enforcement and appeal provisions. It also means creating a provincial Labour Market Strategy for people with disabilities that would allow Ontario to operationalize the objectives of federal-provincial labour market agreements in ways that would give them substance and meaning for people with disabilities in Ontario.  

As with all of our work, the Coalition’s recommendations are grounded in the experience of recipients, former recipients, advocates, and providers of service, and are informed by the best available research. 

We welcome the opportunity to continue the dialogue with the Commissioners, and appreciate their interest and commitment.

Kyle Vose, co-chair, ODSP Action Coalition

Nancy Vander Plaats, co-chair, ODSP Action Coalition

August 31, 2011

Four Key Elements of an Activation Agenda for ODSP

As the Commission’s first discussion paper notes, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) – among other jurisdictions, groups, and bodies – has been working to encourage jurisdictions to institute disability income support policies that place a greater emphasis on ability and labour market attachment. In this way, the OECD advises, income support programs will move from “passive” provision of income to more “active” encouragement of labour market participation and will better recognize the potential of all people with disabilities to participate in the labour market. “Activation” has become the catchword to describe such programs. 
In considering the OECD’s recommendations, it is important to recognize that ODSP was ahead of the activation curve when it was created in the late 1990s. As then-Minister Ecker stated in the Ontario Legislature in 1998, people with disabilities in Ontario had long insisted that “it was unacceptable for them to be in a category that labelled some of them as permanently unemployable” (Legislative Assembly of Ontario 1998). Instead, she said, people with disabilities required “employment supports with a focus on abilities instead of disabilities, on the possibilities instead of the limitations, and on their opportunities instead of impairments” (ibid). As such, the program’s legislated purposes demonstrate a clear commitment to provide both income and employment supports, and to “effectively” serve people with disabilities who need assistance (ODSP Act 1997: s. 1(a) and (c)). 

While these moves were very positive, there is still a long way to go. The minister’s contention that ODSP marked “the start of a new era of fairer treatment and more opportunity for people with disabilities” (Legislative Assembly of Ontario 1998) has not been sufficiently borne out. But the failure to achieve its potential is not due to the program’s objectives or its definition of disability. Instead, it is because ODSP has not fully operationalized these objectives through the provision of effective, accessible, positive supports. ODSP does provide for “rapid reinstatement” and continuing health care coverage for people who work, as well as more generous income and asset tests and exemptions than Ontario Works. But ODSP also uses the same punitive financial eligibility framework as OW, subjects recipients who work to the same onerous and counterproductive income reporting requirements, fails to provide sufficient access to employment-related supports and services to all who want them, and does not act to promote or reinforce the requirement for accommodation in the workplace – among many other problems that we address below. 

ODSP has the potential to become a successful activation program because the foundation for this success has already been laid in the program’s understanding of disability. With thoughtful analysis of the real problems in ODSP, and bold moves to resolve them, we can achieve what the program was initially set out to do – to provide income and employment supports to people with disabilities that give “real help in overcoming barriers to seeking, obtaining and keeping employment” (Legislative Assembly of Ontario 1998). 

1. A Dynamic Understanding of Disability 

The foundation for a successful activation agenda lies in the current way that the program understands and defines disability, which is why the Coalition has recommended that the current definition of disability be maintained and strengthened (see Recommendation 4). As we noted in our initial submission to the Commission, the program currently “requires that an applicant meet three criteria in order to qualify for benefits:” 

1) a “substantial” impairment that is continuous or recurrent and expected to last one year or more; 2) a “substantial” restriction in an activity of daily living; and 3) verification of both substantial impairments and substantial restrictions by a qualified health professional. As the courts have stated, particularly at the Ontario Court of Appeal in Gray v. Ontario and the Divisional Court in Ontario v. Gallier, this definition includes both the medical notion of impairment and of the social, attitudinal and environmental barriers that create barriers to participation. (ODSP Action Coalition 2011: 10)
In addition, we explained that,

The courts have stressed that, while the core of the concept of disability in ODSP is medical, it also encompasses a social model of disability. The determination of whether an impairment is “substantial” requires consideration of the “whole person” in the context of their own situation, including a person’s ability to function in the domains of personal care, community, and workplace. A substantial impairment for one person, therefore, may not be a substantial impairment for another. Social factors such as skills, education, and literacy are to be included in the assessment of the whole person, including the determination of whether or not their impairments and restrictions are substantial. This recognizes that social factors cannot only impact on a person’s overall health, they can also impact upon a person’s opportunities to overcome the barriers they experience as a result of their medical conditions. (ibid)

This understanding of disability as “a dynamic interaction between person and environment” (Wynne and McAnaney 2004: 23) moves away from former understandings of disability as “the problem of an individual or individual ‘pathology’” (Patton et al. 2010: 8) that is to be defined and managed by a medical professional, to one that recognizes the systemic and socially-constructed nature of disability, “including both societal attitudes and physical and policy structures that serve to exclude or ‘disable’ individuals” (ibid: 9). 

Increasingly, jurisdictions around the world are moving toward this more dynamic model of disability. The World Health Organisation’s “International Classification of Functional, Health and Disability” model provides “a detailed system to classify a person’s functioning, activity limitations and participation restriction, and the health, environmental and personal factors that influence these” (Wynne and McAnaney 2004: 24). A similar understanding of disability is the basis for the United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, ratified by Canada in 2010, which states that “disability is an evolving concept and…results from the interaction between persons with impairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others” (note 13 at Preamble). A detailed review of the changing nature of the conception of disability, and its implications for disability law and policy, can be found in the Law Commission of Ontario’s 2009 publication, Approaches to Defining Disability (Law Commission of Ontario 2009).

This broader understanding is critically important, not only because it better reflects the reality of the lives of people with disabilities but also because it helps decision- and policy-makers to pinpoint with better precision the factors and forces that make a person disabled – i.e., the location of the “problem” of disability – and therefore to propose better and more appropriate policy and program solutions. 

This is why the Coalition has stressed the inappropriateness of the distinction that the Commission seems to wish to draw between people with disabilities who “can work” and those who “cannot work” and has recommended maintaining and strengthening the current definition of disability. 

 “Can” and “Cannot” Work: A False Distinction with Negative Consequences 

As we stated in our meeting on July 7, there is no clear dividing line between people with disabilities who “can” and “cannot” work. No two such groups of people with disabilities exist in reality. People with the same level of “severe” or “less severe” disabilities are not equivalent to those who “cannot” and “can” work. Indeed, some people with very “severe” disabilities are able to work full time. Some who have what might be considered “less severe” disabilities are not. Like disability itself, the employability of people with disabilities is a dynamic interaction that is unique to the individual, and exists along a continuum determined by a number of factors, including their health, age, education, skills, past experience, and coping abilities, as well as the supports available to facilitate their employment, the degree of accommodation available in the workplace, and the job opportunities available in the labour market. 

To illustrate this issue, we point to the situation of Louise, who is a member of the Coalition (more detail about Louise’s situation is available in Bark 2011). Louise has a history of mental illness, but was able to overcome those challenges only to later develop physical impairments that have meant she now must use a wheelchair. Is Louise severely disabled? Is she “able to work” or “unable to work”? With the combination of her mental health history and now very serious physical disability, she would most likely qualify for any new program based on a “severe” disability test. Indeed, she qualifies for the federal Disability Tax Credit, which uses such a test. And she was told by one Employment Supports service provider that she is “too disabled” for their service to help her and her file was closed. But after persisting through numerous other barriers and unhelpful services by ODSP and Employment Service providers (see our additional exploration of these aspects of Louise’s situation later in this paper), she eventually got a job on her own. She was able to work full time and be completely independent of ODSP for almost 18 months. Wouldn’t most people therefore consider her “able to work”?
The question is not whether the degree of a person’s physical or mental status makes them inherently unable to work, but rather to what degree they are able to work given the right accommodations and supports. This requires that full-time work not be the ultimate test of a person’s capacity nor the ultimate goal of disability employment policy.

Classifying disability according to employability – and particularly in full-time work – not only takes disability policy in a backward direction but also has real and negative implications for people with disabilities and for the system that is intended to provide supports to them. For example, if such a distinction is brought back into ODSP, will scarce employment supports resources only be given to those considered “able to work”? What about those the system would deem “unable to work”, especially if they are entitled to more adequate income support? Would they be excluded from eligibility for supports that could help them with whatever degree of employment they are able to achieve? Would they therefore be even more socially isolated and excluded than they are under the current system, wherein employment supports are only provided to those considered to be “job ready”? 

What will happen to those considered “able to work” despite having a disability that meets that current ODSP definition? Presumably, they would receive less income than those “not able to work” and be required to participate in employment-related activities, with income sanctions imposed if and when they are unable to meet their obligations. As many others have indicated, this coercive model of “employment supports” results in more hardship for people, and requires more paperwork for recipients, ODSP staff, health care providers, legal clinics and other advocates, as well as more resources spent on policing compliance. Moreover, who decides who can and cannot work? What criteria are to be used? What consequences flow from that designation? What exceptions would there be? How would disputes be handled? Won’t this lead to further human rights challenges? 

The problem with ODSP in relation to employability lies not in the current definition of disability and its relation to employability. Instead, the problem is that the system of “effective” supports envisioned in the program’s legislative purposes has never been achieved and, in fact, has been undermined by other aspects of the program’s design. The challenge for the Commission is to make recommendations that will ensure that the vision of a system that provides appropriate supports for people experiencing a continuum of disabilities requiring a variety of supports and accommodations can be made real.

The Caledon Proposal: Concerns and Comments

The Commissioners have asked the Coalition to consider and comment on Caledon’s 2010 proposal, A Basic Income Plan for Canadians with Severe Disabilities, particularly in light of the distinction that the authors draw between those with “severe” disabilities and others, and how severity of disability affects eligibility for support. 

The Coalition has not taken a formal position on the Caledon proposal and, since our meeting with the Commissioners, has not had the opportunity to review the proposal with our entire membership in order to do so. However, we will offer the following concerns and comments about the Caledon proposal for the Commissioners’ consideration: 

· In focusing on people with “severe” disabilities, the Caledon proposal reinforces the false distinction between those who “can” and “cannot” work, as well as effectively discounting the multiple societal and individual barriers that affect employability. While such pragmatism is understandable in trying to find solutions to the problem of poverty among people with disabilities in Canada, programs to support people with disabilities must not reinforce societal stereotypes. Instead, they must respond to real individual needs and social conditions; 

· By reinforcing these stereotypes, the Caledon proposal may have the perverse effect of further diluting public sympathy toward people with disabilities that are deemed not “severe” enough to warrant federal taxpayer-funded support; 

· This could lead to increasing stigmatization of the majority of people with disabilities who currently receive ODSP, who would not qualify under Caledon’s proposed eligibility test; 

· The Caledon proposal would not bring the incomes of eligible people with disabilities in Ontario up to commonly-accepted measures of poverty, such as the LICO or the LIM (after tax). The proposal would instead set the basic income at “the maximum Old Age Security plus Guaranteed Income Supplement for a person over 65 with no other income, less the refundable Disability Tax Credit” (Mendelson et al. 2010: 22). For a single person
, the current amount of the OAS/GIS is $1,257 per month
. While this would mean an increase of $204 per month over the current $1,053 monthly ODSP rate – which would certainly be beneficial – it still falls short of all of the currently used measures of poverty. The proposed rate is $364 lower than the $1,621 monthly Low Income Cut Off-After Tax
 figure, $380 less than the $1,637 Low Income Measure-After Tax
, and $167 less than the $1,424 Market Basket Measure
. Moreover, were the proposal to be adopted, any real income amount could be lower than the Caledon proposal depending on how the proposal is implemented.  

· While some people with disabilities in Ontario would benefit from the more adequate income proposed, the majority would be consigned to the less adequate incomes of ODSP. In effect, a two-tier income system for people with disabilities would be purposefully created;

· Savings for the provincial government may be small depending on how “severe” disability is defined; 

· The proposal for a “universal disability supports program” (Mendelson et al. 2010: 30) seems to correspond with the Coalition’s position on non-monetary supports and services; however, the proposal’s lack of detail on the exact nature of the supports intended makes specific comment impossible; 

· The proposal’s taxback rate of 50%, with an exemption on the first $100 earned, contrasts with the Coalition’s recommendation for a $500 monthly earned income exemption;

· There has as yet been no widespread process of consultation or discussion focused on the Caledon proposal to determine the extent of the support of people with disabilities or members of other sectors in society;

· Perhaps most importantly, the Caledon proposal pre-supposes a federal government willing to take on responsibility for administering and funding a vast new social program. In the current political and economic climate, any recommendations stemming from the Social Assistance Review to pursue the proposal could have the effect of significantly and unacceptably delaying moves toward improving adequacy and employment supports for people with disabilities in Ontario.

While the Caledon proposal may seem a “ready made” solution to many of the concerns that the Ministry of Community and Social Services has expressed about caseload growth, and may seem to hold some pragmatic solutions to many of the problems inherent in the current welfare model of disability income support, there are clearly many issues that the Commission should consider before adopting the proposal. 

2. Adequate Income

The second key component of an activation agenda for people with disabilities in Ontario is adequate income. As has long been discussed, while the incomes of those on ODSP are higher than those on Ontario Works, both remain woefully inadequate to meet the costs of daily living. In addition, ODSP incomes are insufficient to address the additional costs that people with disabilities incur as a direct result of their disability. In our first submission to the Commission, Dignity, Adequacy, Inclusion, the Coalition has made a number of recommendations about adequacy and the system of benefits for people with disabilities that we hope the Commission will consider (see Recommendations 8, 9, 10). 

We are heartened that the Commission has identified adequacy as a key aspect of its deliberations. However, we are concerned that the Commission’s discussion about adequacy for people with disabilities is framed in terms of the notion that, for those people with disabilities who “can” work, benefits should not be “so adequate” as to create barriers to work (Commission 2011: 27). This adequacy vs. incentives “trade off” – described in the Commission’s discussion paper as between the income gained from assistance and that from low-wage full-time work – is irrelevant in the context of determining the level of benefits for people with disabilities. The reality for people with disabilities is that most will need some degree of long-term income support, whether on an ongoing or episodic basis, due both to the barriers created by their disabilities and the lack of accommodation in the workplace. Setting benefit rates so that people with disabilities receive income lower than that provided by low-wage full-time work is therefore highly inappropriate. To do so penalizes them for having a disability and does nothing to address the barriers to work that they experience. A much more appropriate approach is to ensure that a person with a disability receives a financial benefit from undertaking whatever level of employment they are able to sustain with appropriate supports and accommodations. This means removing barriers to employment and increasing incentives – not setting benefit rates at a level below poverty in hopes that this will “incentivize” people with disabilities to work. 

Indeed, the need for such a “trade off” generally, as discussed in the Commission’s paper, presupposes a number of troubling assumptions about both the character of the people receiving OW and ODSP and the nature of the labour market. Among other assumptions, it presupposes that people are “rational economic actors” who base their decisions – in this case about the value of employment – only on resulting short-term marginal utility – in this instance defined solely in terms of income – and thus will choose “laziness” over “initiative” if given the chance. This is not our experience. The majority of people on ODSP would work if they could, in order to escape the stigma and social exclusion of having to rely on ODSP and to benefit from greater social inclusion and the opportunity to build self-esteem through work. The fact that only 11% of people on ODSP are working has much more to do with the failure of the labour market to make sufficient jobs with appropriate accommodations and adequate levels of pay available to sustain everyone currently on assistance. 

Assumptions that people on OW and ODSP are lazy and that there are enough good jobs to sustain everyone, regardless of their barriers to work, were part of the rationale employed to justify the cuts to OW made in the 1990s. But both are questionable and inappropriate. And these assumptions perpetuate a system in Ontario in which social assistance policy – and especially policy that stipulates low benefit levels in order to “encourage” employment – continues to be created that is blind to the realities of the lives of the people who are actually on the caseload and to the reasons that they have found themselves having to rely on assistance. 

Recent research shows that the assumption that “greater generosity” in disability benefits “will be associated with lower employment” (Heath 2010: 6) is, in fact, incorrect. This study examined employment rates for persons with disabilities, levels of benefit use, and poverty rates among people with disabilities across 17 OECD countries using OECD data. Rather than finding that generous benefits produce a “benefit trap” that must be countered to encourage employment, as the OECD has found, this research instead found that “generous benefits for people with disabilities do reduce poverty, but do not necessarily discourage employment” (ibid: 9). These two very different findings point to the need for a more enlightened understanding of the issues surrounding benefit provision and their relationship to employability for people with disabilities.

And increasingly, research conducted around the world is demonstrating that while low benefit levels may have had a contributory effect on reducing social assistance caseloads, this policy cannot conclusively be said to have been causative
. Indeed, research from the CD Howe Institute has found that “improvements in economic conditions over this period [1993-2005] played the largest single role in explaining the downward trends in SA rates” in Canadian provinces (Finnie and Irvine 2008). 

Moreover, studies are showing that low benefit levels have had an even more pernicious impact, particularly and disproportionately on people with disabilities and other barriers to employment. For instance, a recent investigation of the implications of the past 15 years of low benefit rates in Canadian provinces demonstrates that “the net result has been that of increasing the proportion of the SA caseloads comprised of those with multiple barriers to employment and much longer spells on SA,” (Stevens 2011: 31). Since people with disabilities are “much less responsive to low SA rates,” this author argues, the result of low benefit levels for them has been “the hardship imposed by inadequate levels of financial support to meet the costs of daily living” (ibid). 

We can look to other jurisdictions for better approaches. The European Union is currently working to implement various treaties and recommendations relating to combating social exclusion and poverty (see, for example, European Commission 2010). As part of this work, the European Commission, which is the executive body of the European Union, has made recommendations on this issue to member EU states. Among these recommendations are those that deal with activation policies for people, like those with disabilities, who are excluded from the labour market. The European Commission has recommended that such policies should be based on a comprehensive strategy that combines three essential pillars. The three pillars are: “adequate income support, inclusive labour markets, and access to quality services” (European Commission 2008: 6), in recognition of the fact that “work does not always pay”, that “people who are most excluded from work need personalised pathways to employment”, and that enabling social supports are required to facilitate lasting employment (ibid: 4-5). In order to combat social exclusion and poverty, the European Union is actively working to create policies that not only assist people into the labour market and provide quality services, but also ensure that their incomes are adequate.

Indeed, in 2009, the European Parliament passed a resolution on the active inclusion of people excluded from the labour market. This resolution takes as one of its guiding principles the recognition that, “a minimum income and access to high-quality social services are necessary preconditions for integration into the labour market” (European Parliament 2009a: 4) and thus that “social assistance should be sufficient to life people out of poverty” (ibid: 5). This resolution calls on EU member states to “provide people with a disability with the additional support necessary both in order to access the labour market and while working” (ibid: 7), among other important measures. In relation to this resolution, the European Parliament also called on member states to “implement adequate income support so as to fight poverty and social exclusion” and urges support for establishing an “EU target for minimum income schemes and contributory replacement income schemes of providing income support of at least 60% of national median equalized income” (European Parliament 2009b). 

With all of this in mind, the Coalition renews its call for more adequate incomes. We do this not only to ensure better health outcomes and greater social inclusion for people with disabilities, and not only to ensure the rights of persons with disabilities to an adequate standard of living for themselves and their families, as required by Article 28 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which was ratified by Canada on March 11, 2010. We also call for more adequate incomes to provide the foundation for the pursuit of employment.  

3. Effective Employment-Related Services 

The third key element of an activation program for people with disabilities is a system of effective employment-related programs and services, as originally envisioned in the ODSP legislation’s program purposes. 

To begin our discussion of this element we return to Louise’s story, which illustrates many of the shortcomings of current services. Despite having had her file closed several times by different ODSP Employment Supports providers, Louise persisted in her desire to work and become more independent. At one point, she had an opportunity to learn a new skill in an extended job placement but was not allowed to take advantage of that opportunity because of rules related to how quickly Employment Supports services must lead to a paid job. Her file was closed once again. This time she had to wait one year before she again became eligible for Employment Supports services, because the system does not provide for appeals to employment supports decisions. In another job placement, she was not able to use the elevator to get to a washroom and was therefore forced to use two catheter bags. The Employment Supports service provider felt she should accept this situation in order to retain the job.

Louise’s situation is not unique. Our first submission to the Commission (ODSP Action Coalition 2011) contains numerous recommendations that, if adopted, would contribute to transforming the current ineffective system into one that would support the goals and expectations for employment and community participation of both ODSP recipients like Louise and of the system itself. 

These recommendations address the areas of improved administration, removing systemic barriers and improving incentives, and improving employment-related programs and services, as we will outline below. However, all of our recommendations are predicated on ensuring that participation in employment-related supports and services remain voluntary. 

Participation in Employment-Related Activities: Coercion is Not Effective

As stated in our first submission and in our meeting with the Commissioners on July 6, the Coalition strongly believes that participation in employment-related supports and services should remain voluntary for people receiving ODSP (see Recommendation 11), and that the coercive measures currently employed in Ontario Works, such as income sanctions for non-compliance, have no place in an activation agenda for people with disabilities – in addition to being a questionable approach for people receiving Ontario Works. 

While many jurisdictions are moving toward systems of disability supports that focus on activation, it must be noted that activation policies do not require coercion to be effective. In particular, recent research has shown that coercive measures, such as income sanctions for non-compliance with participation, have been effective at moving those who are “job-ready” into work but have had little effect on employment rates of people with barriers to employment, including disabilities (see, for example, Stevens 2011, Bryner and Martin 2005). 
Moreover, while the OECD has recommended that coercive measures such as income sanctions should be incorporated into activation programs for people with disabilities, this recommendation is particularly misplaced in the Canadian context and seems only to serve the notion of policy consistency across OECD jurisdictions rather than appropriately addressing conditions in each jurisdiction. The recommendation comes from the OECD’s research findings for disability programs in Europe, in which a high rate of benefit use was effectively masking the real rate of unemployment (OECD 2010a: 32-34). Coercive measures were recommended to deal with this issue. However, the OECD’s research in Canada not only found a very low rate of benefit use as compared with other OECD countries (OECD 2010b: 16), but also that “the biggest challenge in Canada is the very high risk of relative income poverty” among persons with disability (ibid: 18). In other words, the biggest problem in Canada is not “overuse” of disability programs, but rather unacceptably high levels of poverty. Incorporating income sanctions or other coercive measures into disability income support policy under these conditions is inappropriate – particularly in a provincial policy context in which poverty reduction is an ultimate goal. 

Indeed, as we have discussed above, both the nature of a person’s disability and the variety of supports, services, and accommodations they are able to access help determine the degree to which they are able to participate in the workforce. Requiring workforce participation for people with disabilities – rather than providing the supports and services that they require in a voluntary, collaborative, non-intrusive and universal manner (as we recommend in Recommendation 11) – is not likely to have any significant positive impact on their rate of employment. Instead, it is more likely to result in an increase in stress, frustration, and illness. Indeed, in the workshops we have been holding around the province this summer to discuss the Social Assistance Review, people on ODSP have already expressed a high degree of fear and anxiety about the possibility of being required to look for work. (Note that reports from these workshops will be forthcoming from local partners in Sarnia, Belleville, Sault Ste. Marie, Owen Sound, Halton, and Toronto.)

Mandatory Treatment or Rehabilitation: A Highly Problematic Proposal 

A related issue is a requirement for mandatory treatment or rehabilitation for people with disabilities on ODSP. The Commission’s Terms of Reference require the Commissioners to provide recommendations that will enable government to “place reasonable expectations on, and provide supports for, people who rely on social assistance with respect to active engagement in the labour market and participation in treatment and rehabilitation” (Commission 2011: 5; emphasis added). However, requiring participation in treatment or rehabilitation as a condition of the receipt of disability-related income assistance poses a number of highly problematic issues, including:
· Availability of treatment: Access to medical and rehabilitation treatments is far from even across the province, and the access to medical specialists in many rural, Northern and remote communities is poor. Mental health services are particularly difficult to find in many communities. 

· Cost of treatment: Requiring treatment places an onus on the government to ensure access to service. In Saskatchewan, for example, the introduction a short term mandatory substance use regime for youth through the Youth Drug Detoxification and Stabilization Act necessitated the construction of a new treatment facility. 

· Effectiveness of mandatory treatment: While there is extensive research published on the effectiveness of, for example, involuntary mental health treatment, no definitive conclusions have been reached. Evidence generally suggests a strong relationship between the choice that patients have around treatment and the effectiveness of that treatment, although a comprehensive review by the Rand Corporation concludes that “the lack of empirical evidence about the comparative effectiveness of involuntary versus voluntary treatment is troubling.” (Rand Corporation 2000: n.p.)

· The ethics and legality of mandatory treatment: The requirement to receive treatment in order to receive income assistance represents a significant compromise of individual autonomy. For people with disabilities who may not have the ability to earn income otherwise, it becomes both ethically dubious and legally contentious. 

In addition, making treatment or rehabilitation mandatory ignores the very real lack of health supports that people receiving ODSP require, which would help to treat their disabilities and thereby improve their employability. For example, physiotherapy coverage is very limited. Chiropractic and other well-established alternative health practices are not covered. Chiropody, massage, and numerous other treatments are not affordable for people on ODSP. Coverage for many dental procedures and assistive devices like orthotics is inadequate for many people’s needs. In one situation we know of, a visually impaired person even had to pay for her own expensive eyedrops. Without these supports, people who have to deal with chronic pain, fatigue, or stress have no chance of obtaining or maintaining gainful employment. Rather than making particular forms of treatment or rehabilitation mandatory, the supports people desperately need should be provided.
Indeed, threatening the stability of the life situation of people with disabilities, particularly those with mental health disabilities or addictions, by threatening their income is a highly inappropriate response to employability issues, particularly given the commitment government has made to create “a 21st century income security system that enables all Ontarians to live with dignity, participate in their communities, and contribute to a prospering economy” (Ontario Ministry of Community and Social Services 2011: 3).

A 21st Century Approach to Employment-Related Programs and Supports

The answer to ensuring an effective system of employment-related programs and supports lies not in forcing people with disabilities to engage in employment-related activities or in treatment or rehabilitation by threatening them with the loss of their income benefits. Instead, it lies in improving the administration of the program, removing barriers to employment participation, creating incentives, recognizing the value of volunteering, and improving employment-related supports and services. 

Improved Administration and Service Delivery

Our first submission recommended a number of changes that would improve the administration of the program and service delivery, including a simplified application process, with assistance for applicants, sufficient staffing, clear and consistently applied rules, delivery models that reflect a collaborative, problem-solving and support-oriented system, staff training on discrimination, and full information on rights and benefits available to applicants and recipients (see Recommendation 5). 

We also recommended improving communication and information provided to recipients about system requirements and available supports and programs. We expect that over the course of their consultation meetings, the Commissioners have heard from many people receiving ODSP that there is significant confusion and misunderstanding about these issues, such as whether or not a person will lose their drug card if they take a job, whether or not rapid reinstatement exists, and the number of other rules around working and ODSP eligibility. To help recipients gain better information about the program, and to promote and increase employability, we have recommended the innovative and relatively low-cost solution of hiring and training ODSP recipients to provide “benefits counselling” about work-related services available to recipients (see Recommendation 22). This innovation would also respond to the profound lack of trust that people on ODSP feel about the advice that they receive from “the system” and help to resolve some of the fear that recipients have about the negative impacts of working. 

Removing Systemic Barriers and Improving Incentives

One example of the systemic barriers that discourage people with disabilities on ODSP from pursuing employment can again be found in Louise’s situation. When she had to quit her job, she should have qualified for rapid reinstatement because the reason she left ODSP had been the income she was earning from her job. However, because she had worked for nearly 18 months she was eligible for sickness benefits through Employment Insurance, and ODSP requires an applicant to apply for any benefits they might be eligible for. But EI sickness benefits are deducted at 100% of gross income, unlike earnings from employment – despite the fact that these benefits came directly as a result of her employment. This rule meant that ODSP deemed her ineligible, because her income from EI sickness benefits was “too high”. But she still needed wheelchair repairs, health supplies, and medication – none of which are provided for by EI. Louise ended up having to take on a significant debt to pay for the items she needed to manage her disability before she was able to be reinstated onto ODSP.
The Coalition has made a number of recommendations for reducing disincentives inherent in the system, including raising allowable asset levels (see Recommendation 6); providing flexibility in the timeframes for reporting and reconciling earned income (see Recommendation 16); ending the practice of automatically suspending income benefits for late receipt of reports (see Recommendation 16); treating Employment Insurance income as earned income for the purposes of rapid reinstatement (see Recommendation 23); expanding rapid reinstatement provisions to all recipients who have been employed regardless of their medical review date (see Recommendation 23); and revising and coordinating calculation of income rules in the Social Housing Reform Act with earnings exemptions in the ODSP Act (see Recommendation 26).

We also recommended ways to strengthen the financial incentives for employment, which include allowing recipients to keep more of what they or their spouses earn, and indexing exemption amounts to inflation (see Recommendations 13 and 14), and improving the system of rules surrounding self-employment (see Recommendation 15).

We would also urge the Commission to review the recommendations of the recent research report entitled “What Stops Us from Working” (Stapleton et al. 2011). 

Recognizing the Value of Volunteering

Although many people with disabilities wish to work, many others cannot take this step, or may not currently be ready. However, they still can participate and contribute to their communities in many ways. Volunteering can be a way to gain skills and experience that might lead to future employment, but it is also of value in itself even for people who are not likely to be able to become employed any time soon. Getting involved in their community can reduce isolation and stress, and result in improved physical and mental health. The agencies that use volunteers rely on them for help in providing their services to the community.

Currently some recipients of ODSP in some communities receive support for transportation or other costs as voluntary participants in OW’s Community Participation program. This important benefit, which recognizes the variety of roles that people with disability play in their communities, is not provided consistently across the province but rather in only a few municipalities, and only then for recipients who are considered to be “employment ready.” 

We urge the Commission to explicitly recognize the value of volunteering for people on ODSP. Given that volunteering can help to meet the dual goals of increasing social inclusion and preparing people for employment, ODSP should include program features that encourage ODSP recipients to participate in their community. Our recommendation for the creation of a Social Inclusion Allowance could lead to a far greater percentage of ODSP recipients being able ultimately to seek paid employment (see Recommendation 12).

Improving Employment-Related Services 

As noted in our first submission, the OECD has found that Canada is under-invested in employment, education and early intervention programs for people with disabilities (OECD 2010b). For an activation program for people with disabilities to be truly effective, investments must be made that support the development of a variety of employment and education strategies for people with disabilities. 

As we noted in our first submission, a promising body of literature exists that indicates that effective employment and education strategies for people with disabilities include income and employment supports that continue into employment, earnings and wage supplements to improve job retention and advancement, and permitting greater benefit stacking to maximize income and options to participate in work or education. This literature also shows the benefit of eliminating eligibility and reassessment requirements for people who leave the program for work or education, requirements for employers and provision of employer supports to help create conditions for success, and “Upward Mobility” programs that chart job advancement opportunities, develop income improvement plans, and assist clients to continue job search activities to secure better quality work. 

Our first submission also made a number of recommendations to improve employment-related services. These include:

· Making training and education truly accessible and available for persons with disabilities, with a focus on a holistic approach to client needs, expanded access to financial support for mainstream education and training programs, flexible and individualized supports, a focus on incremental steps over the long term rather than immediate short-term employment as a goal, and quality jobs that provide an adequate living (see Recommendation 18);

· Ensuring that people with multiple barriers to employment and those with advanced education, job skills, or job experience receive highly individualized pre-employment assistance from service providers; and building in a right of appeal for all decisions to deny or cancel Employment Supports (see Recommendation 19);

· Improving the funding delivery structure for employment service providers, with appropriate levels of funding, regular evaluations that engage users of programs, and  disclosure of statistics on the effectiveness of programs (see Recommendation 20);  

· Working with Employment Supports service providers in developing professional standards for their staff (see Recommendation 21); 
· Providing additional financial assistance for recipients to assist in finding and maintaining employment, including such costs as transportation and computers (see Recommendation 24); and,

· Providing better training for ODSP workers to provide information, assistance, and planning to people on ODSP about the implications of employment or education choices (see Recommendation 28).

4. An Accessible Labour Market

Perhaps the most important element of an activation agenda for people with disabilities is a labour market that is accessible. While the Commission has stated that the issue of the labour market lies outside its mandate, we would urge the Commissioners to consider the implications of making employment-focused reforms to social assistance policy and programs in the absence of also addressing the glaring barriers in the labour market for people with disabilities. Without action taken to ensure that suitable jobs with appropriate accommodations exist in the labour market, people with disabilities in Ontario will continue to have their opportunities for workforce participation unduly restricted. 

Louise’s situation illustrates the need for action in this area. After having held her full-time job for nearly 18 months, Louise had to resign – not because her disability made it impossible, but because of lack of accommodation on the part of her employer. The employer changed the shift and other terms of the employment. While there was some accommodation for transportation needs and scheduling of personal care workers, the combination of the new hours and the restricted hours of accessible transit made it impossible for Louise to manage her basic needs like shopping, food preparation, and receiving deliveries of disability-related medical supplies. But the employer would not accommodate these issues. The Employment Supports service provider and the ODSP office were unable or unwilling to help her deal with the problem. And thus the inability to continue in the job was deemed to be Louise’ fault.

People with disabilities in Ontario confront such contraventions of their right to workplace accommodation – and the lack of support from service providers – on a regular basis. The Ministry of Community and Social Services continues to point to the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) as the answer to this problem. However, there are a number of significant problems with that legislation and the standards it prescribes that make the AODA a very limited tool to ensure the rights of people with disabilities to an accessible workplace. 

The Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act
On June 3, 2011, the Integrated Accessibility Standards were proclaimed into force and effect as regulations under the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA). While the AODA is an important step toward accessibility, it is critical in the context of the Social Assistance Review for the Commission to understand the extremely limited impact of these standards, and particularly the Employment Standards, on workplace accessibility for persons with disabilities. 

Early in the history of the AODA, there were to be five separate sets of standards, to cover customer service, the built environment, information and communication, transportation, and employment. Committees were set up to address each of these areas and to make recommendations on the appropriate standards that organizations should be required to meet. After the recommendations were made, consultations took place with members of the disability community and disability organizations, and their comments and concerns were to be taken into account before the final standards were released.

This process was followed for the Customer Service and Built Environment Standards. However, when the next three sets of standards were to be made available for consultation, the process changed. The committees that had been established to develop the Information and Communication, Transportation, and Employment Standards had been meeting for over three years and some extensive recommendations had been drafted. However, in a surprising and disappointing move, the government announced that standards in these three areas would be consolidated together into the Integrated Accessibility Standards (IAS). The resulting standards are little more than guidelines and some critics suggest that the Integrated Standards are actually barriers to accessibility. 

With respect to the Employment Standards, the vast majority of employers in Ontario are exempt from compliance. Only those with more than 50 employees must comply. But Statistics Canada reports that over 95% of businesses in Ontario employ fewer than 50 employees. This means that the vast majority of employers in Ontario are exempt from the Employment Standards requirements, making their impact negligible. One has to ask why Employment Standards were created at all, if the bulk of employers in the province are not required to meet them.

Persons with disabilities and disability organizations urged the government to tighten the IAS to make them more meaningful to persons with disabilities. They also asked government to harmonize them with the Customer Service Standards that only exempt employers with under 20 employees from certain requirements. This would relieve truly small employers from any onerous obligations while ensuring that accessibility for persons with disabilities is enhanced in Ontario. Unfortunately, these concerns were not adopted.

Another major concern with the Employment Standards is the lack of any real enforcement mechanisms to ensure compliance. The standards do not include provision for a robust system to ensure meaningful investigations of employers covered by the Standard. They do not include a significant process that would allow members of the public to make complaints about non-compliance and be given information on the results of their complaints. Most importantly, the standards do not include a mechanism for any member of the public who has been denied accessibility under the Employment Standard to receive compensation or redress for a violation that they have experienced. In this way, we believe that the Employment Standard has failed to accomplish the promise that was made to make Ontario and its workplaces more accessible for Ontarians with disabilities.

And there are additional problems. Requests made by individuals for personal accommodations must be implemented by employers with over 50 employees, but they have until 2017 to do so. The Standard does not speak to a whole range of accommodations that employees may require – only to accessible formats and communication supports – and is silent on the issue of who is responsible for paying for accommodations. And employers with fewer than 50 employees are exempt from filing accessibility reports or keeping records of training that has been offered to employees on accessibility-related matters.

As is evident, the government’s commitment to accessibility for all Ontarians has been significantly watered down, which is a disservice to Ontarians with disabilities.

Indeed, the Standards offer far less than the current requirements for accessibility and accommodations for persons with disabilities under the Ontario Human Rights Code. As such, an application to the Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario (HRTO) is a much more effective way of rectifying an individual employer’s refusal to accommodate an employee with a disability. The HRTO also has extensive remedial powers, offering those who have experienced discrimination a wide range of potential remedies – from individual compensation to systemic remedies requiring those who breach the Code to take corrective action. 

However, an application to the HRTO must be initiated by an individual, who is required to go through a fairly lengthy and increasingly legalistic process. It can be difficult for an individual to navigate this process, and is a big step for an employee to start a claim against an employer for fear of retaliation and losing a hard sought after job, or making themselves stand out in the workplace. While some legal representation does exist (e.g. through the Human Rights Legal Support Centre), the need for representation far outstrips the resources available. Workload issues not only leave many individuals unrepresented, but also limit the pursuit of applications that request systemic remedies to improve accessibility for all. 

For all of these reasons, neither the AODA nor the OHRC is sufficient to address systemic issues of accessibility and accommodation. And this lack of tools necessary for people with disabilities to assert their rights to appropriate and necessary supports and services in the workplace continues to mean under- or unemployment for many. 

The Coalition is therefore recommending that government strengthen the employment accessibility provisions in the AODA and provide for effective enforcement (see Recommendation 21). In addition, programs and services that provide effective and supportive accommodations in the workplace must be built in to the employment supports system of ODSP.

Responding Effectively to a Changing Labour Market

In addition to the problem of accommodation are the issues that arise as a result of the significant changes associated with the changing labour market. Among a plethora of academic and popular research that outlines the significant changes in the labour market and the growing precarity of employment (see Law Commission of Ontario 2010 for an overview of some of the research in this area), a recent report published by the Metcalf Foundation documents the steady erosion since the 1980s of the conditions in which job acquisition and career advancement formerly took place (Zizys 2011). As Zizys writes: 

Companies offer fewer entry-level positions that have the potential for advancement into the higher ranks. Jobs have become re-organized. Operations that are not considered part of the “core business” (from payroll management to cleaning) are outsourced to other companies. Functions such as manufacturing or telephone support can be carried out by workers in other countries. Some jobs have been replaced by technology. And much of what is left is available only as short-term contract work. (7)
But despite these changes in the labour market, Zizys relates, governments continue to rely on a model of the labour market that no longer exists and that therefore has lost its utility in creating appropriate policy responses. Governments have not responded with up-to-date policies, programs, and interventions to help improve conditions for those seeking – or seeking to keep – their jobs, under very different and much more challenging conditions.

It may well be that this lack of response to changing conditions in the labour market is a factor in the degree to which ODSP caseloads are growing. As John Stapleton has discovered in his analysis of changes in the relative share of disability expenditure among the various disability income programs in Canada (Stapleton 2011), it may be that social assistance programs are “doing more of the ‘heavy lifting’ in the disability arena” (8) than those income programs that are based on contributions from employment. Stapleton has found that, in Ontario, the share of income support provided by ODSP in the past 5 years has risen from 29% to almost 32%, which is disproportionate to the increase in income support provided by all disability-related programs over the same period. The resulting questions that he asks include, “Are work-triggered disability income programs not pulling their weight? Are they excluding non-regular employment? Are social assistance disability income programs getting a bad rap for the wrong reasons?” These are questions well worth pursuing. 

The problems associated with the changing labour market and the increasingly out-of-date employment-related programs and services currently being offered – combined with the barriers that people with disabilities already face to seeking and retaining employment – makes government action in a number of areas imperative, not only to ensure that the labour market participation of people with disabilities increases but also to meet the goal of reducing poverty. The Coalition is therefore calling for provincial action in two critical areas. 

First, we are recommending a system of improved education for employers and service providers about the potential and workplace contributions of persons with disabilities, and about their responsibility to accommodate people with disabilities in the workplace and in service provision (see Recommendation 21). Similar programs exist across Ontario, such as those being delivered by the Ontario Disability Employment Network (ODEN). Their Rotary at Work initiative has found employment for 113 people since 2009, using a variety of programs. For example, the mayors of Chatham-Kent and Sarnia recently took up ODEN’s Mayor’s Challenge, confirming a commitment to ensure their municipalities hire more people with intellectual disabilities (Boughner 2011). ODEN also manages the Lieutenant Governor’s Champions’ League Awards to recognize employers who hire people with disabilities and promote hiring among other employers. ODEN is also about to launch a new campaign to engage police services boards across Ontario. But more work with employers – and with the providers of services to people with disabilities – needs to be done. These promising initiatives must be expanded and supported with additional funding, and the best practices and lessons learned must be shared with others across the province.  

But education programs alone aren’t enough. To ensure consistency of access across the province, local action by individual employers must be coupled with coordination, standards, targets, and timelines. The province must demonstrate its own leadership. We are also therefore recommending that the province take another critical step to ensure access to the labour market, by creating a provincial Labour Market Strategy for people with disabilities (see Recommendation 17). The strategy must be developed in consultation with people with disabilities, the private sector, labour and all relevant Ministries and levels of government. And the goal of the strategy must be the creation of more job opportunities for people with disabilities that are appropriate for the individual. 

Such a strategy would also allow Ontario to better meet the objectives of the Canada-Ontario Labour Market Agreement for Persons with Disabilities and the Canada-Ontario Labour Market Agreement. These agreements are intended to provide a framework for the provision of employment-related supports and services to people with disabilities generally, and to people are not EI eligible, including people with disabilities who are without employment earnings and/or receiving social assistance. We would note that there are a number of criticisms of the effectiveness of such agreements “in terms of expanding social rights or developing innovative policies”, and that the results of such agreements are often “seen as thin and limited” (Graefe and Levesque 2008: 1; see also Friendly 2001). Nonetheless, the objectives of these agreements
 are laudable. The creation of a labour market strategy for people with disabilities would allow these agreements to be operationalized in ways that would give them substance and meaning for people with disabilities in Ontario.

Increasing Employability by Other Means

In our first submission, the Coalition made a number of other recommendations that should not be seen as extraneous or unrelated to the issue of employment. They include:

· Ensuring that the purposes of ODSP assert the goals of adequacy, dignity, poverty reduction, and accessibility (see Recommendation 1);

· Aligning the goals of ODSP with reducing barriers and supporting meaningful participation in both social and economic life (see Recommendation 2); 

· Changing the benefit unit for ODSP from the family to the individual (see Recommendation 3);

· Establishing a Disability Ombudsman (see Recommendation 25);

· Producing statistics on Marginal Effective Tax Rates in ways that reflect and account for the additional costs associate with disabilities (see Recommendation 27);

· Ensure that ODSP workers assist people on ODSP with navigating and accessing disability supports not directly administered by ODSP (see Recommendation 29);
· Publishing data on the real costs and benefits to government, people with disabilities, and society of investments in support programs for people with disabilities (see Recommendation 30); and,
· Convening a work group of the Council of the Federation to modernize and align income security programs and the tax structure with the ODSP, without resorting to a lowest-common denominator outcome (see Recommendation 31).
Indeed, enacting these recommendations will assist in increasing the employability of people with disabilities just as much as those that relate to other aspects of activation. 

Conclusion: Dignity, Adequacy, Inclusion – and Activation

People with disabilities in Ontario want to work. They want to contribute to their communities and society at large in whatever way and to the degree that they are able. They want to be able to earn more income and become more independent. 

But since it was introduced in 1998, the system of income and employment supports set up to help them has failed to live up to its billing as “"the start of a new era of fairer treatment and more opportunity for people with disabilities” (Legislative Assembly of Ontario 1998). ODSP’s forward-looking approach to defining disability has not been matched with a forward-looking approach to income supports, financial eligibility and reporting requirements, or adequate and effective employment supports. The system that was created does not meet the unique needs of people with disabilities as it promised. 

After nearly 15 years, the opportunity now exists for that promise to be realized. 

An Activation Agenda for People with Disabilities in Ontario depends on the recognition that disability – and employability – exist along a continuum, and on the provision of adequate incomes, effective employment-related supports and services, and labour market policies and programs that ensure access and accommodation.

People with disabilities in Ontario are calling for a system of income and employment services that respond to their unique needs. They want a system of income and employment services that treat them with dignity, ensure adequacy, and foster inclusion. This is what an activation agenda must set out to achieve. 
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� We have chosen to use the single person rate as the comparator here because the majority of people receiving ODSP are singles with no children.


� See the GIS/OAS Rate Tables at � HYPERLINK "http://www.servicecanada.gc.ca/eng/isp/oas/tabrates/tab1-1.shtml" ��http://www.servicecanada.gc.ca/eng/isp/oas/tabrates/tab1-1.shtml� 


� Calculated using $1,563 – the monthly 2010 LICO-AT amount for a single person living in an area of 500,000 residents or more (as most ODSP recipients live in the GTA) – multiplied by an annual inflation rate of 3.70%, as per the Bank of Canada’s inflation calculator (base figures from Statistics Canada 2011).


� Calculated using $1,557 – the monthly 2009 LIM-AT amount for a single person – multiplied by an annual inflation rate of 2.54%, as per the Bank of Canada’s inflation calculator (base figures from Statistics Canada 2011).


� Calculated using $1,354 – the monthly 2009 MBM amount for a single person living in Toronto – multiplied by an annual inflation rate of 2.54% as per the Bank of Canada’s inflation calculator (base figures from Statistics Canada 2011).


� Debate among researchers continues over whether rapid caseload decline in the 1980s and 1990s, particularly in the United States, was caused by policy prescriptions that reduced benefits and increased sanctions in the 1980s and 1990s or by continuing economic growth through that period. For an early discussion of this debate, see Besharov and Germanis 2000. 


�  The objectives of the LMPDA are “Enhancing the employability of persons with disabilities; increasing the employment opportunities available to persons with disabilities; and building on the existing knowledge base of research, best practices, data collection practices and program evaluation” (Canada 2004: 1). Those of the LMA are “To increase the participation of Canadians and immigrants in the workforce to meet current and future labour requirements; to enhance the quality of skills; and to provide the information necessary to make informed


labour market choices and to facilitate workforce mobility” with a focus on a number of principles, including  ensuring access “to comparable programs for EI Clients and clients who are not eligible for EI, to enhance the labour market participation of all Ontarians, particularly low-skilled workers and under-represented groups” including people with disabilities and people on social assistance (Canada 2008: 5, 6).
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