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What is Social Assistance?

Social Assistance in Ontario is divided into the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) and Ontario Works (OW).  ODSP is intended to provide financial assistance to people who are unable to do paid work because of a disability.  (In some cases, people on ODSP can and do work part-time).  OW is intended to provide financial assistance to people who are without income largely because of job loss, loss of a spouse, or family responsibilities.

Social Assistance Rates are Dangerously Inadequate

Social Assistance rates in Ontario are so low that people are often forced to choose between paying the rent or putting food on the table.  The Liberal government has promised to increase rates by 3% as of March 2005.  However, this small increase will barely make a dent in solving the problem.

Housing costs in Ontario are so high that many people spend upwards of 80% of their benefits on housing.  For example, a single person on OW in March will receive $536 a month.  A single person on ODSP will receive $959 a month.  But how can one make ends meet when the average monthly rent for a bachelor apartment in Ontario is $646?

Examples of Income from Ontario Works:

Single






$536


Couple






$929

Single parent + 1 child

(under 12 years)



$987

Single parent +2 children

(one over 12 and one under 12 years)

$1,161

Examples of Income from Ontario Disability Support Program:

Single disabled




$959

Disabled + spouse




$1,460

Single disabled parent + 1 child


(under 12 years)



$1,468

Single disabled parent + 2 children


(one over 12 and one under 12 years)

$1,690

Myths About Social Assistance

The previous provincial government implied that the social assistance system was rife with fraud.  However, the rate of fraud is 0.1%, according to the Ministry of Community and Social Services “Welfare Fraud Report 2001-2002” that was published in June 2003.

Also contrary to what many believe, people on social assistance are not “lazy freeloaders.”  People on OW are generally going through a difficult time because of job loss, family break up, or illness, according to Toronto’s Metro Community Services report entitled, “Survey of clients exiting general welfare assistance: key findings and implications,” published in 1997.  Unless OW recipients have small children, they are required to actively look for paid work.

Kimberley Rogers

Kimberley Rogers was a strong woman working hard to build a good life for herself and gain financial security.  While she was receiving OW, Ms Rogers was studying social work and was at the top of her class at Cambrian College.

Because people on OW are not permitted to receive both OW and a student loan, Ms Rogers, who had taken out a student loan, was found guilty of fraud and sentenced to house arrest.  Locked in her apartment in the sweltering summer of 2001 and eight months pregnant, Ms Rogers died.  A Coroner’s Jury examined her death and made a series of recommendations.  One of the key recommendations was that social assistance rates be reviewed to ensure they reflect the real cost of living.  The recommendation still has not been implemented.

What We Need

Social assistance rates need to be at a level that allows people to meet their needs.  Forcing people to skip meals, rely on food banks or search for food in dumpsters is inhumane.  Further, such poverty undermines people’s well being and self-esteem and makes it more difficult to find work.  It’s time to raise social assistance rates to reflect the real cost of living.

We Deserve Better: It’s Time for a Raise!

The only way we are going to get the social assistance system we need is through political action.  Indeed, the few gains we’ve seen for low-income people in Ontario are as a direct result of activism.  Join the Ontario Needs a Raise campaign.





Ontario Needs A Raise campaign
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