September 1, 2011

Commission for the Review of Social Assistance in Ontario

2 Bloor Street West
4th Floor, Suite 400
Toronto ON  M4W 3E2
Dear Commissioners Lankin and Sheikh:

RE: Summary Result of Consultation at Across Boundaries for Submission to the Review 

Attached you will find a summary of the community discussion that was held at Across Boundaries in Toronto on August 18th, 2011. This session was held with the people most affected by provincial social assistance programs – those who are presently or previously on Ontario Works or Ontario Disability Support. 

We facilitated the dialogue as partners: Across Boundaries, the ODSP Action Coalition and Parkdale Community Legal Services. We all have an interest in ensuring that those most affected by proposed reforms have a meaningful say in the process and an opportunity to engage in discussion about what needs to change. 

Thank you for accepting this report and we look forward to a response and to participating in the next phase of the Review. Please don’t hesitate to contact us should you wish to discuss our submission further.

Yours truly,

Naomi Ives Peak

Community Legal Worker, Parkdale Community Legal Services

Secretary, ODSP Action Coalition

416-531-2411 Ext. 249

Encl.

Cc:
Neil Howard, Co-facilitator 

Martha Ocampo, Across Boundaries

Catherine Manson, Flemingdon Community Legal Services

Nancy Vander Plaats & Kyle Vose, ODSP Action Coalition
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[image: image3.emf][image: image4.jpg]Parkdale

Community Legal Services




[image: image5.jpg]bOVA,
SV
S

An Ethnoracial
Mental Health Centre




www.acrossboundaries.ca
www.odspaction.ca
www.parkdalelegal.org
Prepared by: Naomi Ives Peak, Secretary, ODSP Action Coalition
Email: odspactioncoalition@gmail.com 
September 1, 2011

Introduction

On August 18th, 2011, 26 people joined our team of facilitator’s from the ODSP Action Coalition to discuss their input into Ontario’s Social Assistance Review. They were a combination of people who are receiving Ontario Works and Ontario Disability Support. Two of those who joined us were Across Boundaries staff members who participated and supported the dialogue. The views represented here reflect the views of those who participated; a summary of the comments and ideas generated by people with lived experience, and organized by the organizations identified below.
The facilitator’s of this session were members of the ODSP Action Coalition and a combination of people on ODSP and workers in the community legal clinic system (Parkdale Community Legal Services & Flemingdon Community Legal Services). Across Boundaries is a member of the Coalition, and bringing this conversation to the community where they’re located was one of several discussions the Coalition co-hosted this summer across Ontario with the intent of expanding the number and diversity of people on OW or ODSP who contributed their ideas and experiences to the Review.
Across Boundaries is a mental health centre that provides a range of support and services to people from racialized communities in the Greater Toronto Area who are experiencing severe mental health problems/substance use.  The centre has a holistic approach to mental health care and operates within an anti-racism/anti-oppression framework. Across Boundaries provides programs and new initiatives that integrate skills building, social and recreational activities, support groups, alternative and complementary therapies, art therapy, creative expressions, community kitchen, individual support and community outreach. The centre provides a holistic approach to dealing with mental health problems recognizing the interdependence of the spiritual, emotional, mental, physical, social, cultural, linguistic, economic and broader environmental aspects of health that affect the well being of people from racialized communities. Along with mental health problems and the experience of trauma from various forms of discrimination, clients are challenged with a unique set of issues that are culturally, politically and socially specific to the country of their origin. Repeatedly, in the traditional Western medical field, these issues are not factored in with diagnosis and treatment of clients. It is Across Boundaries' commitment to serve a myriad of cultures and people.
The growing exclusion of people from racialized groups has in fact led to what social scientists have described as the racialization of poverty. In the words of Prof. Grace-Edward Galabuzzi of Ryerson University, we’re creating an “economic apartheid” in Canada and the trend will continue until and unless action is taken to address and redress the underlying structural and systemic inequity. (Colour of Poverty-Colour of Change)

Purpose

At the start of our discussion we asked people what they thought the purpose of social assistance should be:
· Help people to help themselves

· OW: Help people get to work (training)
· Get people back on their feet
· Job creation

· Above the poverty line

· Help people who can’t work

· Jobs for young people and single mothers

· Support to get to employment first (transport, clothes, etc)

One Change

We also asked people to identify one change they would like to see to OW or ODSP:
Increase access to the social assistance supports people need
· Quicker transition from OW to ODSP

· Decrease wait time for ODSP

· Long transition from OW to ODSP

· People often denied social assistance

Raise the rates

· Increase amount of money given

· ODSP benefit amount should equal minimum wage

· Calculate OW entitlement in relation to work earnings

· No inflation over many years – costs go up but amount doesn’t

Decrease or eliminate earnings deductions

· Less earnings deductions

· Lower earnings deductions

· Increase incentives to work

Provide more supports of various kinds
· More support

· Not enough supports

· Employment training

Create more well-paying jobs; encourage employers to accommodate 
· Better paying work

· Better support from employers

· Flexibility of work hours

Make rules simpler and more understandable

· Simplify rules

· How are overpayments calculated and why?

Help with housing

· Housing access

Improve treatment of people on social assistance
· Lack of respect for people on OW/ODSP
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Impact of Change

We asked people to focus on one change they’d like to see and share how that change would affect them or their families:
· It’s pointless to speak about change when the government talk the talk. Actions speak louder than words. The government wants us to vote in the election. When we do vote, what do we get? Nothing. $592. $400 to Rent. $192 Food 

· Increase amount of money. My life would be more comfortable and more responsible if I were to make more money and live a better life. Spend more money on things I need such as a car, food, nutrition.

· More money for me and my kids

· Increase amount of money given two paycheques from ODSP

· I have nothing. No cell phone, no TV, no clothes, no transportation, not much food. If I had more money I could have things and save money in the bank.

· I would like to have a car, house, and money to get and live in happiness
· 1) Stop poverty. I would be able to support my child better. 

· The benefits ODSP offered I would be glad if I could receive all of them.

· We do want the government to train people to do some of the jobs they were doing in the past. Now please.

· If I got more money on OW I would go back to get my GED and maybe off the system. That’s what I want to do.

· 2) OW/ODSP should be able to help those who are able to work, and support them, i.e., do not cut them off right off. Still support them financially.
· When I work they decrease the money.

· Increase amount of money given. I would love to get more money.

· More money for our clients to improve their quality of life.

· Better quality of life and health

· They cut special diet. Increase amount of money.

· I will be able to return to school and do a course in translation form English to French or Spanish. Because I tried to work when I first came to Toronto from Montreal.
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Rules & their Impact

We spoke in the group about the many rules involved in OW and ODSP, and importantly, what impact those rules have on people’s lives:

Earnings claw back: Disincentive to work
· Having to report any earnings you receive outside of the program – prevents me from earning outside income

· The claw back rate of 50% for working income – prevents employment
· Work allowance amount ($160 per month) is very low – disincentive to work

· Earnings claw back – discourages from working, not better off

· Want to work but with deductions – how can I pay the rent?

· Deductions of money when you work – there is not enough money for daily life

· Employment equity/support – no job opportunities
Low rates: not well enough to work
· The benefit limit is too low – after paying bills and buying a little bit of food, can’t buy more until receiving the child tax benefit

· Amount of money – hurts social life, can’t travel – not enough money, always single, discouraged, unhappy
· Not enough money to buy proper food = not well enough to look for work; affects medications

· How are OW rates calculated?

· Why do amounts not vary despite inflation, demographics, youth, etc 

· Definitely the money is too little

· Why is there no start up money?  - leads to poverty and being stuck on system
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Eligibility and Application: poverty & stress
· Rules relating to transitioning from ODSP to CPP
· Qualifying period to get on ODSP is too long

· Eligibility criteria are too strict for ODSP

· Slow transition from OW to ODSP – difficulty to settle/resettle and meet needs

· Why are wait times for new applications so long? – this causes poverty and stress

· Why is there a long transition period between OW and ODSP? – means poverty

· Why are eligible people denied benefits?

· Getting on OW is easy; getting on ODSP is difficult. The transition is too long.

· The ODSP application form is too long; if you miss one piece of data, it is too easily rejected
· You have to be on OW in order to receive ODSP
Getting educational supports: job to follow?

· Rules relating to going back to school – how will ODSP entitlement change?

· Paying for training/education – no employment

· Too much info is required; especially when asking about schooling

Precarious housing: shameful
· Rules relating to subsidized housing – wait lists for townhouses are too long and when families grow they cannot stay in small apartments (overcrowding)

· Trouble finding housing. 10 years homeless, on street. So sad. Shame.

· How to get start up or independence when in shelter?

Spousal rules: punishing

· Spousal rules – fewer assets allowed than simply two times the single amount. Partner works. Want to work too but stops/punishes us if we’re both working.

· Prevents getting married because fears of losing money. Applied to live together 

Intrusion: exhausting

· Why do you want to know everything we do in our life??? You wonder why people lie.

Impact of Immigration Status: barrier

· Landed immigrant had less privileges than a citizen therefore the status became a barrier

Employment Supports, Education & Training

As one of the major foci of the Review, we discussed what people need in terms of effective employment supports, education & training:

Training

· Free training – does not matter the age

· Training placements/job placements

· Propose a career – should help with plan and funding to accomplish training

· Skills training programs should be provided

· Training programs: in skilled trades
· Assistance in getting re-trained, to find employment

Artistic Endeavours
· Art- money for supplies
· ODSP should fund courses such as music which can increase social interaction, quality of life and ready people to go back to work

Confidence

· Confidence – believe in each other that it can be done

Info and Access

· Need accurate information to find the supports

· Access to resources to assist clients should be improved

Education

· Need education support for people with mental health difficulties

· Certificate courses (in translation) – if ODSP could pay for it it would be an incentive to go back to work

· OW/ODSP need to merge with post-secondary education institutions to create programs for those who can’t afford colleges/universities
· Improvement on of financial support, in order to pay for post-secondary education

· Easier access for upgrading programs

· Education: offering courses in reading and writing
· Help getting a GED
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Being Part of Community

Recognizing the spectrum of abilities and disabilities, as well as barriers people face in terms of becoming and remaining employed, we also talked about what other supports people feel they need in order to work or be part of community:

Transportation

Income & Benefits through transitions/to create stability
· Income supports – stable housing, health to look for job/training

· Once you find a job – keep full benefits for 3 months (till you pass employment probation) before deducting 50% claw back of earnings

· Assistance in going back to school

· Increased financial support to go to school and/or to look for work

· Scared to work if benefits cut – security of benefits

· ODSP should provide enough money to keep people in their current communities and not displace them

Decrease Stigma

· Support from family and friends – decrease the stigma associated with ODSP

Language

· Affordable translation services, language classes for newcomers to Canada

“Reasonable Expectations”: Work, Rehabilitation or Treatment

We discussed with people what it would mean to them if “reasonable expectations” included requirements to get treatment or rehabilitation, and how that would affect them:
Bad Idea
· Disagree with mandatory treatment/rehabilitation

· Should not be used against you

· Lack of rights

· People already on ODSP should not suddenly be forced to go to rehab/get treatment to stay on 

Creates Stress, Fear, Anxiety

· Fear of being cut off; fear of not meeting the stipulations

· Fear of scheduling work with treatment and losing job/ODSP

· Added stress

· More anxiety
· More pressure, because you have everything based on one decision; which is not in their control

· Being forced into treatment when already very sick could force you into depression

· It would affect you a lot by making you more stressed, since your benefits are potentially at risk and you’re being forced to do something
· It could cause you to lose rest
· If no money – illness will get worse, would feel sad, upset

· Do not like hospitals – not treated with respect, fearful of treatment
Decrease Access

· It would make it much harder to get on ODSP
That Depends…

· It should depend on the illness you have 

· One person thinks it’s a good idea to encourage treatment on ODSP provided it’s warranted. Government should be able to make ODSP eligibility contingent on people taking their medication – otherwise people may relapse/act bizarre

No guarantees

· No guarantee, even after all the work is done

If treatment makes it worse
· The medication may not even make you better but have side effects instead

Participation Agreements: OW

With people on OW we discussed their experiences of participation agreements, including how much control they had over the contents of the agreements, and any impact on their benefits if conditions were not met:
No control
· Have no control over the situation: must do whatever they say or risk losing benefits

· No control over the activities. Failure to do those activities results in them not receiving any benefits

· Yes (have had problems getting benefits). No requirements filled, no benefits received.

· Have had no say – worker made her go swimming in the winter, even though that’s when her arthritis is the worst and the cold water agitates it

Ineffectual training

· The training was pushed through and they felt they learned nothing, also the learning should be structured to reflect more effectively the needs of the learners
· The training created a cycle of dependency, and should cater more to learners’ needs

Importing the Idea: Participation Agreements & ODSP

 For people on ODSP, we asked them to discuss what the impact would be on them if OW-style participation agreements were imported into their program:

· Violation of rights: you should be able to make the decision if you can work or not

· Would feel disappointed, left out

· Concerned if medical condition stops you working for a few days – may lose job/benefits

· Does not want to be forced to work because he cannot make the commitment based on his illness

· Biggest fear – losing the income

· There shouldn’t be a participation agreement – some people are very sick and cannot work. Some people are forced to go back to work as soon as they feel better and they get sick again. It’s very stressful to transition from work to ODSP and vice versa – uncertain source of income. People need time to get better and focus entirely on their health.

· Signing participation agreements doesn’t make sense because your health condition may change
· There needs to be flexibility and consistency in people’s financial situations to keep their disability from getting worse – e.g., people may get depressed
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The issue of adequacy is well-known to the Commission, and lots of advocates have called for increases to the rates over many years now. We know that people’s basic needs are not being met with the current rate levels, so we asked people to share what specific basic needs they can’t afford now:
Medical fees, medications, supplements

· Medical fees

· Affordable medications and generic pills

· Some medication not covered by ODSP or OW – including over the counter medications, supplementary medication

· Vitamin E, Centrum not covered, other nutritional supplements
· Prostate tests not covered – but female medical tests covered

Food/nutrition
· Food; organic foods; herbal supplements and vitamins

· Nutritious healthy food

· Special diet allowance has decreased – too little now

Clothing & laundry

· Clothes – day to day goods

· Laundry

Transportation

· Transportation

· Bus – transportation

· Gas

· Car

Eyewear

· Eyewear (glasses, frames, tests)

· Eyeglasses- transition lenses

· Sunglasses are necessary for summer

Utilities

· Utilities

· Bills (phone, internet)- can pay some – only balance others

· Telephone

Dental 

· Braces only partly covered

· Dental products

Basic household items

· Sleeping items (bed, bed sheets)

Pets
Entertainment
Personal hygiene products

Computer

User Fees

Transitioning to Employment: the Costs

In discussing the costs of working full or part-time, people identified what they would most need help paying for if they were to move off OW/ODSP to employment:
· Medication

· Glasses

· Clothing

· Transportation

· Dental care

“Better Off Working”

We asked people what the government could do if they wanted to make sure people were better off working: 

Better system

· Set up a better system to support people who can/want to work

· Better chance

Employment opportunities, standards, wages, benefits

· Job security

· Better jobs – better pay
· Make sure jobs available are more stable, have more responsibility

· Job safety

· Full benefits at work – that way you don’t have to use your employment for basic needs

· Better working hours, especially for people on ODSP

· Provide jobs that are not too strenuous for people who are sick so they can manage better and have less stress

· Flexibility of work depending on income

· Reduce the amount of money that employment agencies take – give more to workers

· Get rid of employment agencies

· Create more jobs which are better paying

· Increase employment equity for individuals who are on OW/ODSP; more stringent rules for companies who are creating barriers for those who are seeking employments

· Better wages
· More jobs available, especially for people with less education
· Increase wages for adults, as compared to students

Reduce or eliminate earnings claw back

· No earnings claw back; not get cut off

· Less expensive housing; maintain level of benefits so have more take home money

· Increase the incentives for individuals to go back to work

Security of benefits

· Shouldn’t lose benefits so easily if working

· Should be easier to maintain ODSP if can’t work at times

Focus on education

· Offering education courses/skills training to make people more competitive in work force

· Improve the education system

Be more sensitive to OW/ODSP recipients

The D in Disability is “Disempowering”!!!

Conclusion
People from racialized communities who are experiencing mental health distress and many other interlocking forms of oppression including poverty, racism, sexism, ableism, etc. share a collective commitment to bring racial equity and human dignity by addressing our long-standing institutional and systemic  disparities and inequities.

There is a misconception in some parts of the general public, and amongst some politicians, that people on social assistance want to be on that system and have no aspirations, ideas or goals. Such ideas, which are often magnified in the media, have a very negative impact in racialized communities where they begin to internalize such negative images of themselves. What we heard so much of in this meeting was how much people want to work, what gets in their way, and what it would take both from social assistance and the labour market/employers in order for this to be realized. The solutions are not simple and require focus on people’s individual needs and abilities.
We heard people ask questions both related to the topics we broached around importing parts of OW that don’t work well for people into ODSP, and about what benefits people are actually entitled to – returning to a theme we’ve heard over and over again over the years: information about benefits, application of rules in a transparent fashion, and actual supports by way of ensuring each person knows of all that is available to assist them. 

We heard a lot of frustration from people with various mental health disabilities about an application process for ODSP that is very complicated and takes months and sometimes years (if refused initially, which is often the case) to be accepted. In the meantime people are struggling literally to survive on OW – which tells a story in and of itself of how painfully insufficient the rates on OW are. What about those who are trying to cope with multiple barriers not recognized by the ODSP adjudication process as “disabilities” but nonetheless interfering with someone’s ability to get and keep employment. 
The message that was loud and clear from this consultation, was the need for the system to seriously invest in opportunities for employment that can sustain the individual and the family and create strong supports in the community. Currently, many individuals experience fear and intimidation displayed by the behaviour and actions of workers from OW and ODSP offices. 

There are many important messages contained in this summary document, and many more you will have received from across Ontario. We look forward to your response and to providing further input as the Review process continues. 
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