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Introduction
Community Living Tillsonburg held four community conversations in Tillsonburg over a three week period with recipients of Social Assistance and one session for Service Providers.  “Getting what you want out of the Social Assistance Review, A Workshop Facilitators Guide” created by the ODSP Action Coalition was used as a guide to facilitate the conversations. 
At the request of some of the participants, we are not providing the names of participants.  A few participants wanted their input to go directly to the commission, which we have forwarded on their behalf and not included in this submission.  We have committed to keeping those in attendance aware of our submission to the commission as well as the response from the commission when it releases its Recommendations Report.
The total numbers and breakdown of attendance for the sessions were:
		August 4th  - 12 people
		August 5th   -14 people
		August 11th  - 20 people
		August 18th - 15 people
The following material reflects the themes from the conversations:







1. Rules
Tell us about the rules that aren’t working for you and the Impact each rule has had on your life and your family.
Five major themes developed from the above statement, the major theme centering around the amount of money people receive on social assistance and the rules for entitlement.  A number of participants shared their current situation and how the lack of money caused a dependence on the system rather than moving towards independence.
The groups felt many of the rules do not support a proactive approach to physical and mental well being.  Without a proactive approach to overall health issues, the fear of losing healthcare and drug benefits hinders people from leaving the system.
It was a general consensus that the rules need to be clearer and more user friendly.  A large number of people on social assistance are unable to access information from the internet which pertains to the particular assistance they use.
Access to services and transportation to access services were a large concern in rural areas where no public transit is available.  Many smaller communities rely on taxis and the cost exceeds the benefits of travel.  An example shared with the group talked about how a person on assistance worked a part-time job at minimum wage. The person had to pay $24 a day for transportation making the incentive to work virtually non-existent.
The groups were in favour of geared to income housing but expressed deep concern over the lack of housing and the rules for entry.

2. What employment supports, education and training programs do you need to get the kind of career you want?
Four main themes emerged from the group’s discussion around question two. Some type of assistance or streamlining of services would be helpful in acquiring a secondary school diploma or post secondary courses.  Most employers are viewing a secondary school diploma as the minimum standard to be directly employed.
People who have practically completed or would like to enter a college program and are not eligible for some type of financial assistance have little opportunity once on social assistance.
The groups would like to see assistance to be individualized based on each person needs and circumstances. Not all people will fit into “across the board” policies.  Flexibility in services will better serve the entire group rather than just a cross section of the group. 

Better trained and more support people would definitely improve the system to lower caseloads and have more time devoted to each person’s successful outcome.

3. What words would you use to describe what social assistance should be?
Many of the responses for the question centered on “how the service should make you feel while being a participant”.  Words such as “respect”, “encouraging” “motivating”, “fair”, all related to being treated with dignity while in service.
Words such as “supportive”, “assistive”, “easy”, and “generous” all describe how the service should be delivered. People want a system that is proactive and supports the idea of achieving independence within a comfortable environment.
Words such as “individualized” “understood”, “heard”, all support the concern of flexibility of services and client input into the planning process which occurs while in service.

4. If people are required to get treatment or rehabilitation in order to be eligible for Social Assistance programs and not get cut off, how would this affect you?
The group felt treatment or rehabilitation should not be mandatory but strongly encouraged in a positive and meaningful way. Treatment and rehabilitation programs are currently taxed to the limit with large waiting lists and a lack of resources.
The theme of “respect as a member of the community” would enhance treatment or rehabilitation efforts. Given choices and treated with dignity would help to reduce the discrimination based on the labels placed by society.

5. For Ontario Works: How much influence have you had over the activities you have to do to meet your participation agreements? Have you had any problems getting your benefits because of these requirements?
The group felt the success of the participation agreement was very dependent on the worker that was responsible for developing it. Successful agreements were individualized with the clients input being the basis for the participation agreement.
The ODSP groups felt participation agreements would not be useful for people with various disabilities. Some disabilities can be debilitating physically and mentally at times and enough flexibiility could not be built into the agreement.  It was felt participants agreements would not reflect the goal of the service to provide respect and a supportive environment.

6. What basic needs do you have that you cannot afford right now?
Common themes throughout the session are that people cannot afford expenses centered on health and well being.  Examples of medical, dental and optical were mentioned. Healthy foods were a huge concern because that is the area which is usually scrimped upon after paying other expenses.  Appropriate and safe housing for many people is currently not an option.  Replacement of broken appliances and simple repairs cannot happen due to other more important needs.  Personal hygiene products are another example of items which are unobtainable at this time.
It was felt that an opportunity to develop some sort of savings account would be valuable when emergencies or unforeseen expenses may arise.

7. What is the most important thing you would need help paying for if you were transition back into the workforce and no longer on OW/ODSP?
The transition to work process requires the removal of various barriers to be successful.  In many cases the costs of transportation, clothing and childcare can be prohibiting for people to work. Benefit coverage would be required until a person could get benefits through another source.  Assistance should continue until a person actually receives their first paycheck instead of when the person starts the job.  Many employers pay bi monthly or monthly and the gap between start date and first cheque will put people in deeper financial hardship.

8. If the government wants to make sure that people are better off working, what could they do?
The groups felt that by reducing the amount of claw backs and allowing people to keep what they make for a period of time, employment would be enhanced and desired.  A period of full benefits would be essential until a full transition or offer of benefits came from an employer.  Better incentives and a support to people wanting to start a small business and possibly create jobs would be more attractive to people.
Assistance with transportation costs in the areas without public transit is a growing need that must be met.
Most entry level positions start at a minimum wage. If some type of subsidy could be given to employers for entry level positions to allow Employers to pay more than minimum wage, these positions would be more attractive to service recipients.



9. How do asset limits and income rules keep you from improving your life?
People were in strong agreement that asset levels should be increased for a number of reasons.  Saving funds help people plan for the future and provide a safety net for unforeseen emergencies which may arise.
In some cases people have been forced to sell the tools of their trade and vehicles which would fill the requirements of the position and provide them with transportation to the job. The liquidation of those types of assets puts people in a deeper hole and creates more barriers to employment.

10.  If the special diet allowances, assistance for children with severe disabilities and temporary child care assistance benefits were no longer part of social assistance, what do you think would happen?
It was apparent that the most vulnerable individuals in our society would be put in physically and mentally unhealthy situations.

We were given the opportunity to review the ODSP Action Coalition submission to the Social Assistance Review Committee entitled “Dignity, Adequeate, Inclusion: Rethinking the Ontario Disability Support Program”. While the majority of recommendations had an ODSP focus it is our belief they would also be applicable to Ontario Works. The information collected in Tillsonburg strongly endorses the recommendations submitted by the ODSP Action Coalition.
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