The Algoma Community Legal Clinic in Partnership with ODSP/OW Recipients and the Sault Ste. Marie Community Soup Kitchen
Submission to the Task Force on Social Assistance Review 2011
 
Introduction:
We would like to thank the Commissioners for giving us this opportunity to provide written submissions on how the present Social Assistance System can be improved to adequately support low income Ontarians.
On August 11, 2011 the Algoma Community Legal Clinic organized a workshop to assist people on Ontario Works (OW) and the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) to participate meaningfully in Ontario’s Social Assistance Review.  During the workshop, recipients shared their experiences and provided direct feedback and solutions on how these programs can be improved. This submission reflects the views and expertise of individuals and families who are most affected by our social assistance system.

About The Workshop:
The workshop was held in Sault Ste. Marie at the Community Soup Kitchen and 32 participants were in attendance.  70% of the participants were in receipt of ODSP benefits and 30% were in receipt of OW benefits. Given the time of year, participation and input was very impressive and all participants felt that there is a need for significant changes to improve the present social assistance system.
In order to facilitate meaningful discussions and ensure that everyone had a chance to provide feedback, the participants were divided into 4 working groups with one note taker per table and 2 front line facilitators. The participants were asked to discuss a number of questions pertaining to the current social assistance system, with a particular focus on the problems which they experience and the solutions to these problems. While the questions posed to the participants were not identical to those outlined in the Commission’s workbook, they focused on similar themes and effectively captured gaps and barriers in the present system. At the conclusion of the workshop, all written data was collected and incorporated into this report.  The responses contained in this report were transcribed verbatim from the oral and written statements of the participants.  The report is presented in a simple format containing the real words of those living on social assistance today.
 
Visioning

   1) What Do You Think The Purpose Of Social Assistance Should Be?
· To live above poverty
· To support people 
· To ensure good quality of life
· To educate people on how to break the cycle of poverty
· To Promote social inclusion
· To Provide education and support for a decent job 
· Take a holistic approach to health


Rules

2) Tell Us About The Rules That Are Not Working For You And The Impact Each Rule Has Had On Your Life And Family.
· Stop claw backs of other financial sources eg. child support, private pensions, E.I, WSIB, spousal income, etc.
· Allow recipients to retain more of their earnings 
· Allow up to $500.00 for earnings per month per year equaling $6000.00 which is similar to the maximum amount of gifts per year
· Child care coverage should be provided for people that do community volunteering. At present ODSP only provides child care for working parents
· Increase Special Diet rates and include more conditions
· Reinstate back to school and winter clothing allowances 
· All ODSP / OW recipients should receive free bus passes and not discriminate between those who work, who do not and students.  
· Community Start-up Benefit (CSUB) should be reinstated back to yearly and not every second year and should not be at the discretion of the caseworker. This provides too much subjectivity amongst the caseworkers which could be used inappropriately against a client or inconsistently amongst caseworkers
· Sometimes caseworkers require medical evidence to support a recipient’s reason for moving and many people do not have a family doctor
· At present, some ODSP recipients need medical coverage that is not available eg. chiropractor/aids
· Spousal income should be excluded when calculating the amount of disability benefits to be given
· Provide an increase in funding for housekeeping for those who are physically incapacitated
· Exclude  OSAP as income  
· Increase dental coverage to fund a wider range of treatments
· Increase the shelter portion to align with present costs
· Increase the basic needs portion and index it to keep up with inflation, so people will have enough money to purchase nutritional food that is recommended by the Canadian Health Food Guide 
· Provide coverage for telephone and laundry 
· Recipient should be able to apply for loans and mortgages, since they have to be paid back anyway
· Increase funding to pay utilities
· Issue cheques bi-weekly instead of monthly because it is too long of a span and the money doesn’t last until the end of the month
· Reduce the eligibility criteria for those who are disabled and cannot be gainfully employed so the application process will be less stressful
· Improve staff training  to serve the recipients more efficiently and effectively 
· Eliminate overpayments if the error is not the recipients fault
· Improve employment supports / training and education for a smoother transition if and when they return to the workforce
· Increase dignity and decrease stigma




Employment Supports, Education & Training
3) What Employment Supports, Other Supports, Education And Training Programs Do You Need To Get The Kind Of Career You Want?
· Develop a standard educational assessment tool that can be utilized to ensure recipients have the necessary skills and training to move into appropriate employment
· Increase funding for job start –up allowance
· When returning to work, provide help and funding with getting birth certificates, social insurance numbers and opening bank accounts 
· Reinstate the Options To Succeed Program
· OSAP funds should be excluded as income in order to encourage more to return to post secondary education
· Improved childcare support and funding for transportation
· Develop a stand alone Self Employment Program so that it does not conflict with the benefit

4) If People Were Required To Get Treatment or Rehabilitation in Order Be Eligible for OW/ODSP and Not Get Cut Off, How Would This Affect You?

· Medication should not be forced onto anyone
· Shouldn’t be forced into something that you don’t feel you have to do
· Who will decide who needs the treatments / rehabilitation? 
· There is a risk of loosing housing, children, pets, if it was required to attend treatments / rehabilitation out of your home town which is common in Northern Ontario
· Increase in stress therefore aggravating medical conditions

5) How Much Influence Do OW Recipients’ Have / Had Over The Activities You Had To Do To Meet Your Participation Agreement And Any Problems Getting Your Benefit Because Of The Requirements’?
· They intimidate you to make you sign the forms
· Sometimes you sign forms under stress
· They should have jobs available that are appropriate for you
· People are being suspended from receiving benefits for not being able to comply with procedures
· Childcare seems to be an ongoing issue 
· Some prefer to focus on school first, and then finding a job

6) If People On ODSP Were Required To Sign A Participation Agreement In Order To Be Eligible For ODSP And Not Get Cut Off, How Would This Affect You?

· It would aggravate medical conditions and force recipients to participate in activities they are not medically able to complete
· Many recipients do not have family doctors and would have difficulty getting the forms signed
· Doctors are reluctant to sign forms when they are not the primary treating physician or have no history of the patient’s medical conditions
· It would create more stress causing family hardship waiting for the unknown
· If a person qualifies for ODSP and is considered disabled under the Act, how can they possibly sign an agreement?

How Much Money You Get and How You Get It

7) What Basic Needs Do You Have That Cannot Afford Right Now?
· Healthy food diet according to Canada’s health food guide
· Better and more healthcare products to improve personal hygiene
· Better and more clothing
· Medical notes / reports
· More funds for special diets
· Not enough money for social needs for enjoyment of life
· Winter clothing allowance
· Not enough funds to cover utilities and shelter costs
· Not sufficient funds to cover the cost of telephone or cable T.V.
· Not enough money to cover all medications
· Children should have the opportunity to participate in sports but there is never enough money to let them do so

8) What Is The Most Important Thing You Would Need Help Paying For If You Were Transitioning Back Into The Workforce And No Longer On OW/ODSP?
· Clothing and work related equipment
· Transportation and childcare costs
· Education / work related training
· Health and safety training

9) If The Government Wants To Make Sure That People Are Better Off Working, What Could They Do?
· Extend benefits for a year to ensure adequate care
· Stop the 50% claw back of earnings
· Exclude 50% claw backs during working probation time eg. 3 months
· Create more job opportunities particularly that do not require a college/university degrees
· Do not deduct 50% of basic wage or you work for $5.13 per hour
· If employers do not cover health benefits, then OW/ODSP should cover them
· Provide free education and training geared to the appropriate age so all ages can be best suited for their job
· Get employers involved with subsidized wages to create an incentive for them to hire recipients

10) How Do Asset Limits And Income Rules Keep You From Improving Your Life?
· If Asset limits were increased people would have incentive to work and live a much better quality of life
· Keeps people in a rut and depressed mood by not allowing them to get ahead in life
· Gives no incentive for improvement
· Cannot have enough savings to purchase good car or necessary bigger ticket items
· Causes more depression and anxiety because of no improvement of the quality of life

11) If The Special Diet Allowance, Assistance For Children With Severe Disabilities And Temporary Care Benefits Were No Longer Part Of Social Assistance, What Do You Think Would Happen?
· This would have a huge negative impact since people would be forced to take funds from their benefits for special diet needs and do without things in other areas
· It would cause deterioration in health
· It would increase the strain on the health care system by increasing visits to the hospital
· Cause deterioration in the overall quality of life


Conclusion

The main purpose of this submission is to provide the Commission with direct feedback; share real stories of hardship experienced by those living on OW and ODSP and to recommend solutions to address problems with these programs.  This workshop, along with many others across the province, was conducted so that the Commission would have a full understanding, from a recipient’s perspective, the impact that these programs have on individuals and their families.  Some of the main themes identified were: 

· Increased resources in the following areas: 
· Basic needs
· Shelter costs
· Childcare
· Transportation
· Transitioning back to work

· Increased funding for additional expenses:
· Community Start-up and Maintenance Benefit
· Back to school and winter clothing allowances

· Increased flexibility within the programs:
· Additional exemptions of income to include (E.I., CPP, WSIB, OSAP, Spousal Income) until family unit reaches the poverty line then claw backs can be made 
· Bi-weekly cheque distribution
· Yearly access to CSUB instead of every 24 months 
· CSUB to be less restrictive and available to more recipients in an equal fashion
· Medical coverage when employer or EI does not provide coverage
· Increased opportunities to transition into the workforce (additional appropriate training)
· Recipients feeling punished for trying to get ahead

These themes were pointed out by individuals who live everyday with the financial restrictions of being in receipt of OW and ODSP.  Their comments have great value to the commission as these individuals are the only people who can personally testify to the systematic barriers that affect them.  

The legislative schemes for these (OW/ODSP) programs are filled with barriers that force individuals and families to continue to live in impoverished circumstances.  

We ask the Commission to take this information into consideration when determining how the current social assistance system can be improved to adequately support Ontarians who are affected by poverty.

 Respectfully Submitted by:

    Sault Ste Marie ODSP / OW Recipients
     Algoma Community Legal Clinic                  					
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