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  O.D.S.P. ACTION COALITION
          C/O PARKDALE COMMUNITY LEGAL SERVICES, 1266 Queen Street West , Toronto, Ontario, M6K 1L3
The Review of Social Assistance in Ontario:
 “Can” and “Cannot” Work Is the Wrong Question

The Commission for the Review of Social Assistance is thinking about changes to ODSP. One thing they’ve been talking about is that ODSP currently doesn’t make a distinction between people who “can” work and those who “can’t”. The idea is that maybe people who “can’t” work should get long-term income support, like a pension.  

The Coalition does not agree with dividing people with disabilities in this way. 

There is no clear line between people with disabilities who “can” and “cannot” work. No two such groups of people actually exist. Some people with disabilities that others think are “very severe” are able to work full time. Some with “less severe” disabilities are not. 

As a group that advocates for people with disabilities, we have fought for a long time for an understanding of disability that is not based on whether or not people with disabilities can work. Work – and especially full-time work – is not the ultimate test of people’s abilities and shouldn’t be the ultimate goal of a program that’s supposed to help people with disabilities. 

The old category of “permanently unemployable” meant that people with disabilities were not given opportunities or supports to work or contribute to our communities in other ways. Defining disability according to whether or not people with disabilities can work takes us backward. And it has real and negative implications. For example: 

· Who decides who can and cannot work? What criteria are used? What exceptions would there be? 

· Will employment supports only be given to those considered “able to work”? 

· What about those considered “unable to work”, especially if they get more income? Would they be ineligible for supports that could help them work? If so, would they be even more socially isolated and excluded than they are now? 

· What will happen to those considered “able to work” even though they have a disability that meets the current ODSP definition of disability? Would they get less income than those “not able to work”? Would they be required to sign participation agreements (like in OW) and get income taken away if they can’t meet the obligations? 

· How would disputes be handled? Won’t this lead to more human rights challenges? 

Employability is not an either / or – it is a continuum that depends on things like health, age, education, skills, experience and coping abilities, as well as employment supports, accommodation of disability in the workplace, and the job opportunities available. 

The problem with ODSP is not whether people’s physical or mental condition makes them unable to work. The problem is that there is no good system of meaningful supports to help people with disabilities work – or participate in other ways – as much as they can. This is where the Commission and the Ontario Government need to focus their efforts for reform.
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