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The Vision:  A 21st century income security system that enables all Ontarians to live with dignity, participate in their communities, and contribute to prospering economy.
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“It’s really good to get help. I just wish it was enough and made me feel good so I could give something back, get around for a bit of work maybe or just help somebody out.”

ODSP recipient
August 2011


Introduction

The visions, it seems, are the same. How do we get there? 

On August 25, 2011, twenty-six people met at a workshop in Owen Sound to give constructive ideas to the Commission for the Review of Social Assistance in Ontario. The participants were mostly Ontario Disability Support Program recipients, two persons who cared for ODSP recipients, and some Ontario Works Program recipients, along with representatives from Hope Grey Bruce Addictions and Mental Health Services, Community Living Owen Sound, the Canadian Mental Health Association Grey Bruce Branch, and The Loft, the Canadian Mental Health Association Grey Bruce Branch, Hanover.

The workshop was sponsored by the ODSP Action Coalition and hosted by the Canadian Mental Health Association Grey Bruce Branch. It was facilitated by Nancy Shular and Vani Jain of the ODSP Action Coalition.

Participants began with a visioning exercise to describe an Ontario Disability Support Program that would truly be a social assistance, as opposed to a social hand-out, program. They then focused on ODSP rules, its employment, education and training supports and services, and the issue of how much money recipients receive and how they receive it. The topics of the potential removal of the Special Diet Allowance, Assistance for Children with Severe Disabilities, and Temporary Care Assistance, and the possibility of a Participation Agreement for ODSP recipients, similar to the one used with OW recipients, received special attention. 

Ideas were generated in small working groups and in plenary sessions. The workshop concluded with an overview and discussion of successful advocacy strategies.

This report summarizes the main findings in point form. Elaboration on any of the findings can be had by contacting the Canadian Mental Health Association Grey Bruce Branch.   


Visioning Exercise

· A major focus on preventative health care strategies. 
· Promotes wellness and empowerment of self to participate in family life, community life, and in the economy, as much as one is able.
· Respects the dignity of the person.
· Flexible and compassionate with respect to person’s needs.
· Realistic as to cost of living and adequate quality of life. Be above the poverty line and indexed to maintain quality of life. 
· Rewards initiative (savings, work, volunteering). 
· Spirit of the program and details of program rules reflect and adhere to the spirit and details of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. 
· Policies, procedures, and rules designed to minimize mental stress for applicants and recipients. 
· Recognizes, supports, and works with organizations that work with ODSP recipients. 
· ODSP workers well trained as ‘system navigators’ to provide advice on all avenues for support, provincial and federal. 
· ‘Treatment’ and ‘Rehabilitation’ defined holistically, beyond the medical model, and in consultation with ODSP recipients. 
· Treatment and rehabilitation are voluntarily undertaken, in keeping with best-practice research.


The Rules

· All rules, those maintained, revised or proposed must be tested against the vision. No rule is neutral. It will either work for the achievement of the vision or work against it.
· Rules must be, and appear to be, consistently applied. 
· Rules must be fully and easily understood by recipients.
· ODSP workers must be adequately trained in how to explain the rules to applicants and recipients. 


Employment, Education & Training

· Enhance supports for full and part-time self-employment. 
· Gradual withdrawal of benefits when transitioning into education and training programs.
· Gradual withdrawal of benefits when transitioning into work.
·  Sponsor and facilitate access to job readiness training. 
·  Continue benefits if person is working and is below the poverty line. 
· Allow recipients to save for education and training. Match dollar for dollar the amount saved. 
· Financially reward volunteering as a wellness strategy, and possible preparation for work.  
· Sponsor and facilitate access to computer training.  
· Sponsor and facilitate access to career orientation testing. 
· Sponsor and facilitate access to job search skills training. 
· Reward employers who learn about accommodation and take action. 
· Sponsor job fairs specifically for ODSP recipients. 
· Design a program which supports creative job sharing opportunities for willing ODSP recipients. 
· Sponsor and facilitate access to life skills training and cognitive behavior therapy designed for ODSP recipients in education, workplace, and volunteer settings.
· Sponsor mentoring/coaching programs for ODSP recipients in education, workplace, and volunteer settings. 


Money, Benefits & How They Are Received And Used

· Increase support for families in the month of August to pay for school start-up expenses.
· Increase support for families in the month of December to pay for Christmas expenses.
· Offer optional savings check-off plan ($20 to $50 per month) to be paid out in August and/or December.
· Allow for optional direct payment of rent to landlord.
· Allow recipients to maintain dedicated retirement savings when deemed eligible for ODSP.
· Eliminate/reduce clawback of money earned by recipients.
· Reduce financial penalty to recipients living in subsidized housing.
· Exempt inheritances and encourage investment.
· Maintain recipient’s independence and choice by not calculating spousal income in benefit allowance.
· Increase drug coverage to include all medical prescriptions or ensure medical doctors are always fully aware of what is covered and what is not.
· Broaden coverage for dentures, walking aids, as well as repairs, maintenance, and follow-up.
· Negotiate with retailers for purchase discount cards for ODSP and OW recipients. 
· Heavily regulate short-term loan and cash checking businesses to ensure just dealing with ODSP and OW recipients. 
· Create a fund that can be accessed for reasons of compassion, e.g. travel for a recipient to attend the funeral of an immediate family member. 
· Increase support for special needs in rural communities, e.g. higher food prices, limited healthy food choices, limited or no access to public transportation to get to medical appointments, ODSP meetings etc., no access to discount stores for clothing and toiletries, limited opportunities for education, training, work, and volunteering.
· Allow for flexibility to use drug coverage card at different pharmacies throughout the month.
· Expand dental coverage to include preventative and restorative work.


Impact Of Cutting Off Or Reducing The Special Diet Allowance, Assistance For Children With Severe Disabilities, Temporary Care Assistance Benefits

· People would get sick.
· People would die.  
· Special diet allowance is not enough as it is. 
· Poor nutrition is a problem even for people who do not qualify for a special diet allowance.
· Children would be put at risk or taken away by Children’s Aid Services.




Guidelines For A Participation Agreement

· Should be voluntary. 
· Work and volunteer related activities should be considered equally. 
· Recognize that for some people with disabilities, ‘participation’, depending on how it is defined, is impossible, and may well contradict the very purpose of ODSP, as opposed to OW.


Other Important Points

· There must be flexibility to respond immediately to ODSP applicants who have urgent health and financial need.
· Provide subsidies for social and recreational activities for the children of recipients children. This would contribute to a healthy home environment and healthier people.
· Understand that it is an indignity for a person who is acknowledged as unlikely to ever work to undergo an annual medical assessment.
· Women on OW who are pregnant should not be required to look for work.
· Start-up/support money for newborn children should be available before the child is born.

Conclusion

The Ontario Disability Support Program workshop participants envision is principled, is doable, is cost-effective because of the long-term health benefits, and will contribute to a better Ontario for all Ontarians.
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