Re:
Some Insight On Kimberly Roger’s Situation

My purpose in writing is to let people know that as tragic a story as Kimberly Roger’s was, there are too many people in facing the same kind of struggle.  Although my situation was similar, I had family support close by.  Kimberly and I  were similar in that we were both just trying to work ourselves out of poverty.  But because of Ontario’s welfare laws, she and her unborn child ended up dead.

I had left a relationship with a small child and had nowhere to turn.  I had to go on social assistance to survive.  I was never without work, but it was never enough to fully support my child and myself.  I filed my monthly income statements every as required.

I received letters on a regular basis (usually from someone other than my worker) saying that if one form or another was not filled out or submitted, I would be cut off benefits.  I decided that because my income was insufficient to live on, I would go back to school and get a diploma in an area where I could earn a sufficient income.  My preferred field was in the legal profession.

When I made arrangements to go back to school, I made sure that everything was done properly.  I made sure that all of the required forms were filled out and that my worker was informed of all the required information (e.g. start and finish dates).  I found out that because my course started on March 15 (the middle of the month), I was not entitled to benefits for the month of March.  My last payment from social assistance was at the end of February and because OSAP was not concerned about my welfare or the welfare of my child, I didn't receive any money until the end of April.  I went two (2) full months without any income at all.  I had a small child, an apartment, transit and child care costs, not to mention the cost of daily living.

Fortunately, my parents lived close by and I could use their help for childcare, transportation and meals if it was absolutely necessary.  If my parents had not been close by and able to help me, then I would have been in a situation very similar to Kimberly Rogers.

Once I completed my training, I handed out more than two hundred (200) resumes between Mississauga and Belleville.  I didn't receive one employment offer in my area of training.  I had to go back on social assistance.  Even though I was now on social assistance, I could not find any help with placement, not from the school I went to, and not from the government.  Eventually, I found a temp agency that accepted my resume.  It was in Toronto and the income was low, but at the time it was all that was available.  After one and half years of temporary and low paying jobs, I finally got work in a law firm.  Although legal secretary was not my field of study, maybe now there would be an opportunity to work my way up in the legal profession.

The worst feeling at this point was that even though I was finally working, the income was still not sufficient to pay back OSAP.  I tried to arrange for another six-month deferment with the Royal Bank, but instead the bank told me that I had to pay while the forms were being approved.  If I could pay, I would have paid the loan regardless.  I couldn't pay, so I didn't pay.  Since I did not pay, I defaulted on the loan and was no longer entitled to loan forgiveness.  

I was (and still am) a single parent.  I was working full time and was still living under the poverty line.  As an honour student, I could have received a substantial reduction on my loan.  It is my understanding that grades influence the amount of loan forgiveness a person can receive.  It could have been a significant amount.  Since I have started working full-time at a law firm, I have had to take out a loan with a higher percentage rate to pay back the full amount of the loans. It seems I am always forced to take two steps back for every step forward. 

Ontario works is supposed to help people get education and find employment in order to get off social assistance.  Without the appropriate kind of education, there is no chance to secure an income sufficient to support a family, without a sufficient income, people must rely on income assistance, charity or emergency services. Poverty weakens society, hurts children and costs us all more in social and health spending.  So why doesn't the government help us? 

I hope this letter can let other women know that it is possible to get through tough times.  There are ways.  For example, the next time there is a provincial election, make sure you vote and make sure you know who and what you are voting for.  It is time to let people know that a person who is on social assistance is still exactly that : A PERSON as deserving of justice, dignity and respect as any other.

Yours truly,

Teresa Williams

