BACKGROUNDER: OVERVIEW and ANALYSIS 

The Poverty Reduction Strategy that the government announced in December 2008 included a commitment to review social assistance. 

The government appointed the Social Assistance Review Advisory Council in December 2009 to give advice on how the review should be conducted. In its June 2010 report, the Council called for a broad review focused around five strategic changes. 

Last December, the Ministry of Community and Social Services appointed two Commissioners from outside government to lead the Social Assistance Review. On June 9, the Commission released its Discussion Paper and will be accepting comments and feedback until Sept. 1. After that, they plan on releasing an Options Paper, sometime in November. Consultations around the Options Paper will likely happen in January / February of 2012. The Commission has to prepare a final report that makes recommendations to government by June 2012. 

While the Commissioners understand that the government announced the review as part of its commitment to reducing poverty, it’s important not to ignore the other political and economic realities they are operating in.

The impact of the recent recession means governments at all levels are focused on saving money and reducing their deficits. As well, the provincial election is October 6. All political parties voted unanimously in favour of the Poverty Reduction Act and are required to develop their own poverty reduction strategy once in government. But there is no guarantee that whoever wins the election will continue the review. Even if they do, they may ignore the recommendations. 

The Commissioners want whichever party is elected to act on their recommendations, so they could limit the scope of the recommendations to make them widely palatable and easy to implement.  

Whoever wins the election may well think that the problems with the system are very different than what advocacy groups and people on OW and ODSP think. They may want something very different out of the review than we do. 

What’s in the Paper? And What’s Not?

There are four key issues in the Commission’s Discussion Paper that we think people on OW and ODSP will have a particular interest in focusing on: 
	1) Rules

2) Transitioning from Social Assistance to Work
	3) Disability and Work

4) Adequacy and Benefit Structure


Rules

There are lots of rules in OW and ODSP. The Discussion Paper asks questions about whether individual rules are working. But what matters is how those rules, when looked at as a whole, create a system that is demeaning and punishing for people and does little to support them in moving to work. 

Transitioning from Social Assistance to Work

The Commission has been asked to focus on how to help people move off OW and ODSP into the workforce. That is the Commission’s focus in the Discussion Paper and the questions it asks in its Consultation Workbook.

It’s important to focus on this issue because people on OW and ODSP have been asking for a long time for better supports to become more independent. But what really matters is how the system is set up to do this. 

The current OW system does it badly – forcing people to take the “first available job”, with few supports, inadequate incomes, punitive rules, surveillance and monitoring, and a focus on reducing caseloads. A new system could do it better – with quality supports, adequate incomes, access to good education and training, real connections to jobs and careers, and a focus on reducing poverty. 

The Paper acknowledges that having a job isn’t a guarantee out of poverty. Jobs are increasingly casual and part-time, poor paying, without benefits or adequate protections. But the Paper says this problem is not in the scope of the review. If the plan is to help people make the transition to work, the review can’t ignore government’s responsibility to improve the quality of jobs and ensure workplace protections and accommodations. 

And while the Paper looks at creating “reasonable expectations” for people with disabilities to look for work (see below), it doesn’t ever ask whether or not the expectations currently placed on people on OW are reasonable. 

Disability and Work

The Discussion Paper distinguishes between people with disabilities who have “the capacity and desire to work” and “those who are unable to work”. These two extremes don’t reflect the reality of people’s lives or of the labour market. Many people have barriers to full-time employment because of disability, caregiving responsibilities, or other issues. And often there aren’t good full-time jobs available. People need supports to work part-time, intermittently, or do volunteer work, given their individual needs and the quality of jobs that are available. 

The Discussion Paper seems to be critical of ODSP because it doesn’t categorize people in this way. But this is what makes ODSP a progressive disability program. ODSP acknowledges that while you may be able to work, you may also still need income and other supports. And it doesn’t exclude people with “severe” disabilities from getting employment supports. Dividing ODSP into one program for people with disabilities who “can” work and another for those who “can’t” could mean some people would lose access to those supports. 

The Discussion Paper looks at whether there should be “reasonable expectations” for people with disabilities to do work-related activities. People on ODSP have high expectations for themselves, they just need the right supports in order to achieve them. The risk is that ODSP could become more like OW, where a caseworker can direct you to do specific activities, and your benefits could be reduced or suspended if you don’t or can’t follow the directions. And the Paper doesn’t say who should pay to make sure people with disabilities are accommodated at work. 

The Paper also asks how to better connect people with “the treatment or rehabilitation they may need”. The issue here is whether this connection is mandatory or voluntary, and whether or not programs are adequate or available. 

Adequacy and Benefit Structure

The Paper talks about adequacy and the fact that many people think the rates are too low. It asks for feedback on how to set rates. This is an opportunity to advocate for a fairer process to determine the incomes of people on OW / ODSP. 

But the Paper also says that it isn’t fair if people on OW / ODSP are better off financially than people who are working. So we have to talk about giving supports and benefits to people who are working in low-wage jobs. If a job is not a guarantee out of poverty, government must work to improve those jobs, or give people supports to make up for what jobs don’t provide. The goal should be to move everyone out of poverty, not to keep people on social assistance in poverty because working doesn’t pay enough to get many workers out of poverty.
