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ONTARIO ELECTION 2011

Responses from Ontario’s Political Parties on Questions Related to ODSP and Poverty

Earlier this month, the ODSP Action Coalition sent questionnaires to the three main political parties in Ontario – the Liberals, the NDP, and the Progressive Conservatives. We asked specific questions, hoping to receive specific answers, on a number of issues of importance to people receiving ODSP. 
We received responses from all of the parties. However, only one party – the NDP – responded specifically to each of our questions. The Liberals and Progressive Conservatives commented more generally in letters signed by the party leaders.  

We have taken comments from the letters from the Liberals and the PCs and the direct responses form the NDP and created this document to let you know what the party commitments are around these important issues. All the parties’ responses are attached to this document so that you can see how they responded. 
1. 
Will your party commit to making sure that people on ODSP have enough money to afford food, housing, clothes, a phone, transportation, and other regular necessities?

Liberals: No commitment.
New Democratic Party (NDP): “Since 1990, social assistance rates in Ontario have fallen more than in any other province. We will follow through on recommendations arising out of the review on social assistance in 2012 to improve income adequacy. In the interim, we will make sure social assistance rates keep up with inflation. We will also end the clawback on the first $300/month of ODSP recipient earnings during the first year of employment, and will increase the monthly work-related benefit to $150.” 
Progressive Conservatives (PCs): No commitment.
2.
And will your party commit to indexing the incomes people get from ODSP to increases in the real cost of living? 

Liberals: No commitment.
NDP: “As above, we will increase ODSP rates to make sure they keep up with inflation while the Social Assistance Review Commission is deliberating. Then we will act on the recommendations of the Commission to ensure income adequacy.”

PCs: No commitment.
3.
Will your party commit to reducing or eliminating the 50% earned income deduction so people with disabilities who do find a job get to keep more of what they earn?  

Liberals: No commitment.

NDP: “We will eliminate the 50% earned income deduction on the first $300 of income (for the first year of employment) so that ODSP recipients can keep more of their earnings.”
PCs: “An Ontario PC government will allow Ontario Works and Ontario Disability Support Program recipients who work part time to keep more of their benefits and ease their transition from welfare to a job.”
4.
What will your party do to help people with disabilities in Ontario access and maintain good, sustainable jobs – both in terms of ensuring that the labour market is accessible to people with disabilities and that employers accommodate their disabilities, and in terms of providing the training, education, and employment preparation opportunities that people with disabilities need?

Liberals: “The Employment Accessibility Standard, enacted on July 1, 2011, as part of our Integrated Accessibility Regulation [under the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA)], will help provide accessibility for people with disabilities across all stages of the employment life cycle, including recruitment and retention. … Through the [Social Assistance] review, we are looking at how we can make programs like ODSP more responsive to the people who need help, simpler to understand, more connected to employment opportunities, and work better with other income security programs available to Ontarians.”
NDP: “The Ontario NDP has worked to strengthen the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act and other legislation with accessibility implications, whenever possible. New Democrats are committed to fully implementing the AODA and related initiatives. We will work to put in place an employment standard as part of the AODA’s integrated accessibility regulation. The NDP is a strong supporter of the Human Rights code. We had very serious concerns with the Liberal government’s overhaul of the Human Rights System in Ontario. We will continue to work to improve access to legal services and other human rights protections for persons with disabilities. We also have several measures in our platform to help employers pay for capital investments in training which could help with the employment of people with disabilities.” 


PCs: No commitment.
5.
Will your party commit to continuing the Social Assistance Review and ensuring that any changes made to the social assistance system effectively reduce poverty in Ontario?

Liberals: “We are looking forward to receiving the final report and recommendations of the Social Assistance Review Commission and to continuing our collaboration with experts and advocates on how to make social assistance fair, accountable and effective. We want to build a stronger, more integrated system that families in need can count on. Our ultimate goal is to empower low-income Ontarians to break out of the cycle of poverty — and we remain committed to further improving employment opportunities and outcomes for ODSP clients.”

NDP: “Yes. We will complete the Review as scheduled in 2012 and act promptly to implement recommendation arising from the Review.” 


PCs: No commitment.
Other Commitments from the Parties 
Some of Ontario’s political parties have made additional commitments around OW and ODSP that we did not ask questions about. We are including these additional commitments here for your information.

Liberals: 

· Will lobby for federal reforms that compliment the changes made to Ontario’s social assistance system once the Commission for the Review of Social Assistance in Ontario submits its recommendations. 

PCs:

· Will ‘streamline’ the welfare system and its rules.

· Only people who reside in Ontario for a year or more will be eligible to receive social assistance. 

· People committing welfare fraud may be banned for life from social assistance. 

You may also want to read the Ontario Campaign 2000 “Party Commitments Grid” for information on commitments being made by the political parties on other poverty-related issues. 
The Grid is available on the 25 in 5 website at http://25in5.ca/ and the Campaign 2000 website at http://www.campaign2000.ca/Ontario/index.html.
September 24, 2011 

Ms. Nancy Vander Plaats, Co-Chair 

Mr. Kyle Vose, Co-Chair 

O.D.S.P. Action Coalition 

c/o Scarborough Community Legal Services 

9-695 Markham Road 

Scarborough, Ontario 

M1H 2A5 

Dear Ms. Vander Plaats and Mr. Vose: 

Thank you for your letter on behalf of the O.D.S.P. Action Coalition. I appreciate this opportunity to speak to the efforts Ontario Liberals have made and to our plans moving forward to ensure that Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) recipients have the supports and services they need. 

Unlike the PCs, whose first act in government was to cut Ontario Works by 22 per cent and freeze ODSP rates, Ontario Liberals improved opportunities and the well-being of social assistance recipients. We have been working hard to reverse the damage done by the Conservatives and to help recipients move toward independence and self-sufficiency.   

Since taking office in 2003, we have increased social assistance rates seven times and will have provided an additional $1.8 billion in rate increases to recipients by the end of this year. Ontario Liberals also understand that the social assistance system is about more than providing cash benefits to clients. It is about providing them with the most appropriate supports to get them back to work and participating in their communities.   

We believe our programs can and should do more to eliminate barriers for people working to improve their lives. Changes we have already made to ODSP to support this include: 

· Simplified rules around earnings exemptions so that the more people work, the more money they keep 
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· Exempted things like home, student loans, RDSPs and RESPs as assets  

· Created employment benefits to help people who are working pay for job-related costs  

· Extended drug, dental and vision care benefits for people leaving social assistance for employment 

· Increased the amount that ODSP recipients can receive as a gift or payment 

· Removed punitive life-time bans and shortened suspension periods. 

We know that these improvements to the system are helping recipients. For example, a single parent on ODSP with two children is receiving $665 more per month now compared to 2003 — a 34 per cent increase. But we also know that there is more to do. 

Over the past few years, we have taken significant steps toward our goal of making Ontario accessible by 2025. And we could not have done it without the help of our partners. In 2005, we introduced the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA). The AODA is helping to create inclusion for everyone in Ontario, regardless of their abilities, so they can reach their full potential. Four of the five accessibility standards are now in place. These lay the foundation to achieve greater accessibility in Ontario — for instance, more accessible transportation systems for Ontarians to get to school or work, a more inclusive employment hiring process, tolerant workplaces, more inviting public spaces, and government and business websites that are comprehensive and within reach for people with varying disabilities.  

Ontario is the first jurisdiction in the world to move from complaints-based legislation to a modern regulatory regime in the area of mandated accessibility. Jurisdictions worldwide are now looking to Ontario for guidance and assistance on their own policies. Together, we are showing the world that bringing equity to people living with disabilities can be done in a progressive and responsible manner. 

Ontario Liberals believe that improving accessibility and ensuring that people with disabilities can achieve their full potential, participate in the labour force, and lead productive and meaningful lives is not just a moral imperative, but also an economic one. Over the next decade our seniors population will grow by 40 per cent. And, in the next 20 years, the number of Ontarians with a disability will grow from one in seven to one in five. These demographic shifts will have a material impact on issues like accessibility and mobility. 

The Employment Accessibility Standard, enacted on July 1, 2011, as part of our Integrated Accessibility Regulation, will help provide accessibility for people with disabilities across all stages of the employment life cycle, including recruitment and retention. Under social assistance, we have also transformed the ODSP Employment  
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Supports program from employment planning and assessments into a more effective, results-oriented job placement and retention service. Service providers now face increased accountability as funding is tied to success in helping clients find and keep jobs, and increase their level of earnings. We have also introduced new earnings and employment incentives, helping recipients keep more of what they earn. Among others, we have: 

· Created a $100 Work-Related Benefit, combined with an easy-to-understand 50 per cent exemption rate on earnings 

· Exempted as income and assets the earnings of social assistance recipients enrolled in full-time postsecondary education  

· Increased the maximum allowable deduction amount and upfront benefit for informal child care costs from $390 to $600 per child per month 

· More than doubled the maximum deduction for disability-related work expenses to $300 per month and doubled the Employment Start-Up Benefit to $500 

· Launched a number of pilots to test innovative employment supports that will help people on social assistance move to sustainable paid employment  

· Engaged employers and employer organizations to expand job opportunities for people with disabilities 

· Ended the deduction of the National Child Benefit Supplement and are extending the federal Working Income Tax Benefit to all Ontarians receiving social assistance. 

We are starting to see encouraging results from many of the policy initiatives Ontario Liberals have undertaken since 2003. For instance, we have seen a 35 per cent increase in the number of students with disabilities pursuing postsecondary education and a 70 per cent increase in the number of people on ODSP participating in the workforce. A recent study by the Martin Prosperity Institute estimates that the AODA could increase access to higher education for people with disabilities, resulting in a potential increase of up to $1.5 billion in their employment income.   

While significant progress has been made, Ontario Liberals recognize that the task of building a more prosperous and equitable province is far from finished. That is why we have launched the largest Social Assistance Review in Ontario in over 20 years. 

Through the review, we are looking at how we can make programs like ODSP more responsive to the people who need help, simpler to understand, more connected to employment opportunities, and work better with other income security programs available to Ontarians. We are looking forward to receiving the final report and recommendations of the Social Assistance Review Commission and to continuing our collaboration with experts and advocates on how to make social assistance fair, accountable and effective.  
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We want to build a stronger, more integrated system that families in need can count on. Our ultimate goal is to empower low-income Ontarians to break out of the cycle of poverty — and we remain committed to further improving employment opportunities and outcomes for ODSP clients. 

Thank you for your commitment and advocacy on behalf of Ontarians with disabilities. Ontario Liberals hope to have the privilege of continuing to work with you and all our partners to build on what we have achieved together over the past eight years — and to keep Ontario moving forward. Please accept my best wishes.  

Yours truly, 

Dalton McGuinty 

Leader of the Ontario Liberal Party 

Premier 

Response from the NDP:

Questions for Ontario’s Political Parties 

1.
The OECD (the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development) recently studied the disability support system in Canada, and found that “perhaps the biggest challenge in Canada is the high risk of relative income poverty of persons with disabilities” and that the rate of poverty for people with disabilities in Canada is “one of the highest proportions in the OECD.” This is true not just for Canada as a whole but also in Ontario, where people with disabilities who rely on ODSP continue to live in poverty. 

Question: Will your party commit to making sure that people on ODSP have enough money to afford food, housing, clothes, a phone, transportation, and other regular necessities?


NDP Response: Since 1990, social assistance rates in Ontario have fallen more than in any other province. We will follow through on recommendations arising out of the review on social assistance in 2012 to improve income adequacy. In the interim, we will make sure social assistance rates keep up with inflation. We will also end the clawback on the first $300/month of ODSP recipient earnings during the first year of employment, and will increase the monthly work-related benefit to $150. 

Question: And will your party commit to indexing the incomes people get from ODSP to increases in the real cost of living? 


NDP Response: As above, we will increase ODSP rates to make sure they keep up with inflation while the Social Assistance Review Commission is deliberating. Then we will act on the recommendations of the Commission to ensure income adequacy.

2.
People with disabilities are just like other Ontarians. They have children, work at jobs, volunteer in their communities, and have dreams and aspirations. But people with disabilities don’t have the same opportunities to live fulfilling lives, especially if they’re on Ontario’s disability program. 

People with disabilities on ODSP live in poverty. They have to struggle against isolation because of the lack of assistance they get from the program.

The volunteer work that many people with disabilities do in their communities is not fully recognized or supported by ODSP. And the education, training, and employment-support services that people with disabilities currently receive through the program are limited in supply, quality, accessibility and scope.
People with disabilities have a hard time getting a job. Employers are often reluctant to accommodate disability, despite their requirement to do so under human rights legislation. Societal attitudes from co-workers can contribute to exclusion.
Transportation and other systems that people with disabilities depend on in order to work often don’t meet their needs.

Despite these barriers, some people with disabilities find work. However, if they’re on Ontario’s disability program, 50% of any money they earn is deducted from their benefits – despite still living in poverty.


Question: Will your party commit to reducing or eliminating the 50% earned income deduction so people with disabilities who do find a job get to keep more of what they earn?  


NDP Response: We will eliminate the 50% earned income deduction on the first $300 of income (for the first year of employment) so that ODSP recipients can keep more of their earnings.


Question: What will your party do to help people with disabilities in Ontario access and maintain good, sustainable jobs – both in terms of ensuring that the labour market is accessible to people with disabilities and that employers accommodate their disabilities, and in terms of providing the training, education, and employment preparation opportunities that people with disabilities need?


NDP Response: The Ontario NDP has worked to strengthen the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act and other legislation with accessibility implications, whenever possible. New Democrats are committed to fully implementing the AODA and related initiatives. We will work to put in place an employment standard as part of the AODA’s integrated accessibility regulation. The NDP is a strong supporter of the Human Rights code. We had very serious concerns with the Liberal government’s overhaul of the Human Rights System in Ontario. We will continue to work to improve access to legal services and other human rights protections for persons with disabilities. We also have several measures in our platform to help employers pay for capital investments in training which could help with the employment of people with disabilities.
3.
In 2009, your party – along with all the other parties in the legislature – voted to make poverty reduction the law in Ontario by unanimously supporting the Poverty Reduction Act. 

The Social Assistance Review started earlier this year, as part of the 2008 Poverty Reduction Strategy. Final recommendations will be released in June 2012. 


Question: Will your party commit to continuing the Social Assistance Review and ensuring that any changes made to the social assistance system effectively reduce poverty in Ontario?


NDP Response: Yes. We will complete the Review as scheduled in 2012 and act promptly to implement recommendation arising from the Review. 
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Nancy Vander Plaats

Kyle Vose

Co-Chairs

O.D.S.P Action Coalition

c/o Scarborough Community Legal Services

695 Mark

Thank you for your letter and for sharing the issues of interest to the O.D.S.P. Action Coalition. These are

important issues, which I look forward to working with you on after October 6th.

Between now and then, the Ontario PC Party is focused on sharing its vision of change with Ontario

families. Changebook is our commitment to these hardworking families, and we greatly appreciate your

help in sharing our vision with them.

When Ontario workers are injured, lose their jobs, or need to remove themselves from the workforce, I

believe that they deserve to know that they have a government that’s on their side. They cannot afford

four more years of Dalton McGuinty, and they need change.

We have listened to injured and disabled workers and we will take action to offer them relief. Under my

leadership, and Ontario PG government will allow Ontario Works and Ontario Disability Support Program

recipients who work part time to keep more of their benefits and ease their transition from welfare to a job.

Changebook offers a plan to deliver respect and relief to hardworking families. Please find changebook in

its entirety at www.changebook.ca.

On October 6th, Ontario families will face a clear choice. They will choose from four more years of Dalton

McGuinty raising their taxes, wasting their money, and never standing up for the things we believe in; or

they will choose change with an Ontario PC government. Change that will provide tax relief families need.

Change that guarantees the services that matter most, like health care. And change that ends the

government waste and keeps our neighbourhoods safe.

We thank you for sharing your concerns, and look forward to continuing our dialogue.

Sincerely,

Tim Hudak

Ontario PC Leader
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