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ODSP Reform: Issues for People with Partners or Roommates
The provincial government got a report from a Commission that reviewed social assistance programs in Ontario. That report, called Brighter Prospects, suggests many different changes to OW and ODSP. The government is using those ideas as a starting point to talk to individuals and groups across Ontario about how to change the programs. 

To help individuals and groups with these conversations, the ODSP Action Coalition has written a few information sheets on some of the ideas for changes. This information sheet explains the Commission’s ideas that would affect people who live with a partner or a roommate, and gives the positions of the ODSP Action Coalition on these ideas.

1. People living with a spouse
The Commission recommended:

If you are married, or living with a partner in a relationship, your eligibility for ODSP would continue to be decided by including your partner’s income and savings. But the definition of a “spouse” would be changed so that two people would no longer be assumed to be spouses after 3 months, but after 1 year. This is the same as the Income Tax Act.
The ODSP Action Coalition says:

Many people with disabilities told the Commission that the current system makes it almost impossible to form relationships, since ODSP rules mean that getting married or living with a partner makes you totally dependent on that person to support you. The person with a disability, if he or she cannot work, cannot contribute anything to the relationship and may lose their ODSP partially or entirely. The rules for married people or those living together have even led some people to separate as they could not survive on one person’s income alone. 
We recommend that the benefit unit for ODSP should be the individual, not the family, but children of persons with disabilities should be fully supported. This means that the person with a disability would be eligible for ODSP regardless of whether they are married or live with someone, and the partner’s income would not be subtracted from the allowance of the person with a disability.  It would also mean that a partner would not have to lose all of their savings if they marry someone with a disability.
The Commission’s recommendation to allow people to live together for one year, before being considered spouses, would be better than the current law but would still result in people deciding they cannot form relationships and live together because after one year they would become wholly dependent on their partner. Most couples today rely on two incomes to support their families; people with disabilities should have the same ability to contribute financially to the household needs.
Allowing an individual benefit unit for people with disabilities would allow at least some families to move out of poverty. This could reduce the demand for supplementary benefits, such as housing funds for rental arrears, employment start-up allowances, etc. It would almost certainly reduce their strain on the health care system.
2. Amounts of Income support for non-disabled spouses and children

The Commission recommends: 
In the current system, not only does a person with a disability get more money than a person on OW, but ODSP recipients also get more for their non-disabled spouse and children than families on OW. This is because benefit rates for families of people with disabilities were not reduced in 1995 when the general welfare rates were cut by 22%. 
The Commission said there is no reason for the spouse and children of people with disabilities to receive more than the spouse and children of households on OW, so the rates for families on ODSP would be reduced. However, they also recommended “grandparenting” current ODSP families so their rates are not reduced, but any new families coming on to ODSP would get a lower rate. 
The ODSP Action Coalition says:
There should be no reduction in allowances for couples or families with disabilities, because they currently do not get enough for all of their needs. Families on OW should get more; those increases should not be funded from the income support for people with disabilities and their families.

Grandparenting current families would just result in a situation where some families on ODSP get more than others. Instead of cutting some, all should be brought up to an adequate rate.

3. People living with a roommate
The Commission recommended:

Anyone who is sharing an apartment or house with another person, whether or not that person is a “spouse” or just a roommate or fellow tenant, would have their allowance reduced to 86% of the Basic Standard Rate (plus disability supplement). This reduction would apply no matter how much the total rent or each person’s share of the rent is. The Commission says that it is cheaper for people to share housing than to live alone. The Commission calls this rate the “modified standard rate.”
The ODSP Action Coalition says:
As benefit rates for people on OW and ODSP do not cover the average costs of shelter, and all other needs, in the current system, and the Commission’s proposals do not recommend any increase for people with disabilities, people have to try to find somewhere that they can afford to live. Often they cannot afford their own apartment so decide to share with someone, but their own share of the rent is still greater than the maximum shelter allowance. It would be wrong to decrease their allowance because they are sharing a place to live, especially when the maximum income support still is not enough to afford the average one-bedroom apartment.
Again, the Commission recommended grandparenting people who currently have a roommate and would lose money because of this. But what would happen if you currently have a roommate and keep your current allowance, that roommate moves out, and then, in a few months time, you move to a new place and get a new roommate? 
The Coalition does not think any rates for anyone on ODSP should be cut – neither for existing recipients or those who will come on to the system in the future. None of the rates are adequate to provide for all of the needs of people with disabilities and their families; therefore moving towards adequate rates should be the first and most important goal of reform.
For More Information

The Coalition wrote three detailed papers that we submitted to the Commission. These papers contain more information about our recommendations for improving supports for people with disabilities. You can read these submissions at: 

http://www.odspaction.ca/node/157
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