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Respect for People with Disabilities in the Social Assistance Review

The Commission for the Review of Social Assistance in Ontario has been appointed to review social assistance and come up with ways to help people make the transition from OW and ODSP into the workforce. The Commission released a discussion paper last June and people across the province participated in consultations or made submissions, including the ODSP Action Coalition and many of our members. The Commission is expected to release a second paper with more specific options in February and then release its final report in June. 

For the ODSP Action Coalition, this review is the most important opportunity in decades to improve ODSP so that people with disabilities can live with dignity. Unfortunately, we are increasingly worried that any restructuring that comes out of the review will be more about reducing the costs of ODSP than improving the lives of people with disabilities. We have made two submissions to the Commission. The first lays out our vision for a program that would be truly supportive of people with disabilities. The second responds directly to the Commission’s questions around disability and work. A summary of both submissions, which includes links to the full submissions online, is available in your package.

Under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, governments have an obligation to respect, protect and fulfill the rights of people with disabilities. In June, the Commission will release its final report and the government will begin considering what changes to make to OW and ODSP. Under a minority government, all parties have the power to work together to restructure ODSP so that people with disabilities can live with dignity and respect, free from poverty. As individual MPPs, you can support us in our struggle for justice.

Disability should not equal poverty. 

The ODSP Action Coalition has 7 messages for MPPs regarding the Social Assistance Review:  

1) The Social Assistance Review is part of a Poverty Reduction Strategy supported by all three parties in the legislature. While the Review is heavily focused on employment, improvements to other aspects of ODSP would also be effective at reducing poverty and are crucial for people with disabilities who are not currently working. Increasing social assistance rates, ensuring people on OW and ODSP get any new housing benefit, improving access to ODSP and ODSP benefits, continuing and improving the special diet allowance program, and increasing allowable assets are all changes that could be made to reduce poverty for people with disabilities.
2) If disability supports are restructured, the current definition of disability under ODSP needs to be protected. It recognizes that the impact of a person’s disability is based not only on the extent of any medical impairment but also the societal attitudes, barriers and lack of accommodations that exclude people with disabilities from many parts of the community and 

the labour market. This definition reflects the reality of people with disabilities. We feel any changes that restrict this definition are an attempt to reduce ODSP caseloads and government costs, at the expense of people with disabilities. 

3) The Commission is exploring the possibility of combining OW and ODSP into a single program where people with disabilities would be categorized according to those who can and cannot work. Work – and especially full-time work – is not the ultimate test of our abilities and shouldn’t be the ultimate goal of a program that is supposed to help people with disabilities. Even with better employment supports, many people with disabilities may not be able to participate fully in the workforce and will still need additional income and other supports.  
4) A person’s ability to work depends not only on the nature of their disability but a combination of factors including health, age, education, skills, experience and the availability of employment supports, accommodation in the workplace, accessible transportation, and job opportunities. All three parties need to work together to provide people with disabilities with adequate financial and individualized supports to overcome the multiple barriers in their lives so that they can volunteer and be part of their communities, as well as work. People with disabilities need access to good education and training, on-the-job accommodations, mentoring and networking programs, better access to information, connections to community services, and assistance with transportation, employment and medical-related costs.
5) People with disabilities want to work, but need good jobs with decent pay, good benefits, and employers who understand what accommodations are, what their legal obligations are, and government support for making some of those accommodations. The Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act is not enough to level the playing field. The Commission says addressing problems in the labour market is beyond their scope. All three parties need to work together with employers to do much more to break down the significant barriers people with disabilities face in the labour market.

6) People on ODSP need to keep more of their income when they do work and keep benefits like their drug cards if they don’t get health benefits at work.  The ODSP Action Coalition believes that people should be allowed to keep at least $500 in earned income from a job or self employment, which is the same amount that recipients can keep each month as help from family or friends with no deductions from their ODSP cheque. As well, many jobs no longer offer benefits so if people with disabilities are to continue working, the government needs to extend drug coverage for as long as someone is working and not just the first year. Without key changes like these, working can – and does - mean deeper poverty. 

7) The Commission has asked whether it is reasonable to force people with disabilities into employment participation agreements or treatment and rehabilitation programs as a condition of receiving social assistance. Protect the dignity and human rights of people with disabilities to choose what is appropriate for them. Punishing and coercing people to prepare for jobs that won’t accommodate them or forcing people to go to treatment services is the wrong way to get people working or accessing healthcare. Threatening the stability of the lives of people with disabilities by threatening their income will only further impoverish and distress people with disabilities. 
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