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INTRODUCTION: BRINGING SOCIAL ASSISTANCE IN LINE WITH POVERTY REDUCTION
With the announcement of its commitment to a Poverty Reduction Strategy, this government has signalled a marked departure in Ontario’s approach to poverty. This innovative and progressive response challenges the foundations of many existing programs. One such program is social assistance. A successful poverty reduction strategy for Ontario must include a new approach to the province’s social assistance programs, Ontario Works and the Ontario Disability Support Program, which are the products of an outdated approach to income security. 
Ontario Works does not meet the needs of the people who rely on it, and it does not meet the needs of an economy that experts say is facing looming shortages of skilled labour. ODSP does not effectively provide for the long-term well-being of people with disabilities. Ontario Works and the Ontario Disability Support Program deepen poverty, and increase the social exclusion of recipients. And the philosophy, rules, and rhetoric surrounding both programs foster negative stereotypes that limit community support and opportunities for social assistance recipients. 

It’s time for a paradigm shift in how we think about social assistance, its objectives and its role. Social assistance programs must incorporate an explicit objective to move people out of poverty, by offering meaningful support opportunities for those who can work and ensuring that those who cannot are able to live with dignity.

THREE STEPS TO START THE PROCESS:
1. A commitment to transform Ontario Works and the Ontario Disability Support Program into programs that focus on taking people out of poverty, and a one-year process to develop the new design. 

2. The immediate elimination of punitive rules to set the tone for the transformation.

3. A commitment and firm plan to close the gap between social assistance and adequacy of income. 
1. THE TRANSFORMATION OF SOCIAL ASSISTANCE
WHY A TRANSFORMATION IS REQUIRED:
Ontario Works is based on a mandatory workfare model that presumes that everyone in the program is “employment ready.”  Benefits are set at lower rates than long-term programs, partly on the assumption that people rely on those benefits for short periods only, and then return to the labour force. The reality is quite different. The people who rely on Ontario Works represent a diverse range of recipients with widely varying needs. In addition to those who are ready to look for work, they include: 

· Women fleeing violent spouses who need time to make the transition for themselves and their children and require support through that transition.
· Newcomers to Canada, who may have high levels of education and training, but face barriers to employment in their field. In 2002, nearly 35% of Toronto OW applicants were newcomers.
· People with disabilities who should be receiving ODSP benefits, but are unable to navigate the complex application process, and people facing multiple barriers to employment and need a longer term support program. This group was captured by the former Family Benefits Program, and their long-term needs were acknowledged by Minister Matthews in her 2003 report on Ontario Works. An estimated 10-15% of the caseload are people who require long term support. 
Ontario Works: Why shortest route to employment doesn’t work
Ontario Works doesn’t work as an income support program nor as a labour market attachment program. Ontario Works was part of an international trend that promoted “the shortest route to employment” by moving recipients into the first available job. It presumed that immediate entry into the labour force, regardless of the quality of the job or level of wages, would increase attachment to the labour force, which would eventually lead to employment success. This approach has been widely discredited. 
Studies show that programs that focus on moving recipients immediately into the labour force to the first available job result in high rates of return to the program, with long-term cycling between welfare and low-waged work. The impact of such programs – including Ontario Works – is actually counter-productive, reducing attachment to the labour force. This is demonstrated in Ontario by statistics that show that, in Toronto for example, 50% of people currently applying for assistance have received assistance in the past. In 2002, 20% of those leaving assistance in Toronto returned to welfare within one year. 

In addition, the “shortest route to employment” or “first available job” approach has a more pronounced impact on skilled newcomers, who need time to gain Canadian experience in their field. The longer they spend working outside their field in low paid jobs, the less likely they are to re-enter their field, and the more likely they are to remain in poverty. 

Ontario Works deepens poverty

Not only has Ontario Works failed in its objective of promoting labour force attachment, it has had the effect of deepening poverty and social exclusion. Assets must be stripped in order to qualify for income assistance. Benefits are so low that recipient households live far below the poverty line in a constant state of economic precariousness. OW rates have been described even by the former Minister as “unsafe”. The inadequacy of support is socially isolating, and is itself a barrier to employment, as noted by Minister Matthews in 2004. 

This impact is compounded by the erosion of the availability of Employment Insurance in Ontario. Many people who used to transition through temporary interruption of earnings with support from EI now have only Ontario Works to rely on. Because of stringent eligibility requirements, this means that no income support is available until people have stripped themselves of all savings and assets, resulting in deepening poverty in Ontario. 

Program rules are punitive and wasteful of public resources
The Ontario Works program operates on a presumption of ineligibility with an estimated 800 rules that are enforced by program caseworkers, resulting in constant surveillance and intrusive monitoring of the daily lives of recipients. The program is stigmatizing and wastes individual and system resources. And recipients are punished economically for making normal, rational choices. The majority of staff time is spent on enforcing rules around program eligibility, leaving little time to provide support even when OW offices try to adopt a more supportive approach.

New approaches in other jurisdictions
Jurisdictions that have recognized these and other failures are looking to programs that invest in skills development and adequate supports to take people out of poverty. This is called a “human capital development” approach, which links program investments to longer-term benefits for individuals and the community as a whole. To join the growing ranks of jurisdictions undertaking this positive change, Ontario’s culture of intrusive monitoring and punitive rules needs to be replaced with a focus on personalized assessment, collaborative planning, and flexible supports. 

Issues with the Ontario Disability Support Program
The Ontario Disability Support Program provides long-term income support and employment supports and services to people with disabilities in Ontario who are financially eligible. Access to ODSP is one of the key challenges facing this program. 
The application process is complex and the program provides no support to those who might have difficulty navigating its intricacies. The adjudication of disability is fraught with problems that advocates have been raising over many years. The high rate at which the denials of benefits are overturned by the Social Benefits Tribunal indicate a structural problem in the disability adjudication process. In addition, the program does not include people facing multiple barriers to employment who need long-term support, who now inappropriately rely on Ontario Works for income support. 
While ODSP rates are higher than Ontario Works, they remain below recognized poverty lines. In spite of this, recipients who are able to work part-time have 50% of their earnings deducted from benefits. And the employment supports and services that are part of the program are not available to everyone who requests them. Even when they are available, they often do not lead to employment.
Furthermore, most of the punitive rules and intrusive monitoring that exist in the Ontario Works program are also applied to people on ODSP. Benefits can be suspended or cancelled for failing to report information that would not affect eligibility for the program. This causes unnecessary anxiety to people already living under the stress of health problems and other social barriers.
The ODSP Action Coalition has provided a comprehensive submission outlining the barriers and problems faced by recipients of the program.

THE TRANSFORMATION
Social assistance needs to be re-imagined as a program or set of programs that lift people out of poverty. Poverty reduction and building personal capacity for fuller participation in the community and the labour market should be explicit objectives of the programs. The programs should be seen as an opportunity to identify and support people who are at risk of persistent poverty. Concern about reducing caseloads should be replaced with concern about reducing the risk of poverty and social exclusion. 
Underlying operating principles should be changed in the following ways:
· From intentional inadequacy to decent incomes that support vocational and personal development;
· From a culture of punishment to one of support;
· From surveillance to respect and dignity;
· From compulsion to autonomy and choice;
· From suspicion to collaboration; and,
· From first available job to sustainable employment.
A new program needs to be distanced from the punitive and stigmatizing legacy of OW and ODSP. It has to be redesigned and renamed.
Re-purpose Ontario Works into a program designed to lift people out of poverty
An effective social assistance program needs to be able to recognize the diverse needs of recipients, and work with them to develop their plan for moving out of poverty. The program would have to be able to do the following:
· Understand who is on the case load and why, and redesign the program based on that understanding. 
· Use a triage process to determine the appropriate starting point for each applicant. For example: 

· Move people with multiple barriers into longer-term programs with adequate supports.
· Give those who face significant personal and family challenges, such as single mothers leaving abusive relationships, the support and time needed to transition to a safe and stable family arrangement.
· For those who are ready for employment planning, replace the “first available job” philosophy with a “human capital development” approach with the goal of helping recipients establish and carry out their own plans for exiting the program into good jobs at above-poverty income levels.
· Foster a forward-looking culture of respect, support, and collaboration.

· Align system rules with the “human capital development” approach that can focus system resources on support, not surveillance.
· Provide adequate income support so that poverty is not a barrier to personal and vocational development.
Re-connect OW and OW recipients with effective education / training and employment supports. 
Studies show this can be accomplished through:
· Personalized assessment and high quality vocational and career counselling with flexible support options.
· Access to effective skills training, education, job placement, and retention support.
· Strength-based case management: realistic goal setting with manageable steps and supports, not punishment when people stumble along the way.
· Individual holistic solutions that define success as improving employability even if there is no immediate job outcome.
· Adequate collateral supports for training and employment (child care, transportation, etc.).
· Industry-specific and sectoral strategies that provide strong connections to employers and improved career advancement prospects.
Re-Imagining ODSP: Ensure that people who cannot escape poverty through employment can live in dignity. 

ODSP is a long-term program for people who are unable to achieve financial independence through work and who are often marginalized in other ways because of their disability. A poverty reduction strategy for ODSP recipients will be different than for those on OW. A variety of changes are required in order to realize poverty reduction for ODSP recipients:

Access:

· Improve the application process and reduce wasteful appeals to the SBT by providing support at the application stage, improving the quality of DAU adjudication and improving the application process.
· Expand eligibility for ODSP to include people who have multiple barriers to full-time employment, including restoration of benefits to OW recipients over 60 years of age.
· Couple expanded access with more effective opportunities and supports to recipients who can work part of the time.

Program Eligibility:

· Move towards a more simplified income-tested rather than needs-tested program.


Income Adequacy: 

· ODSP needs a plan to increase income support to a level that will take a person with a disability, and their family, out of poverty.

· Inflation-proof ODSP benefits, to ensure affordability of expenditures needed by low-income people, including food, shelter, utilities, and the additional costs associated with their disability.

· Until incomes have increased such that recipients are taken out of poverty, earnings of those able to work should not be clawed back.

Please also consult the ODSP Action Coalition submission, which details the changes that recipients have identified as being critical for them.
RESOURCES FOR TRANSFORMATION
Canada - Ontario Labour Market Agreement: 

The LMA provides Ontario with $1.2 billion in new money for people who are not EI eligible, and the agreement specifically targets recipients of social assistance and members of groups that are at high risk of living in poverty. These funds are currently administered by the Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities, but interministerial cooperation is needed to effectively reach the target groups.
This significant source of funds provides an opportunity to create meaningful skills training, education and employment supports. These funds could potentially be combined with income support funds to create a wrap-around employment / skills development program. These funds also provide the opportunity to mainstream program delivery through one-stop municipal / provincial services for both EI and non-EI eligible participants, which could help to address social exclusion and stigma concerns.   

The LMA Action Plan that is to be released on October 1, 2008 should address the potential for building a strong planning and support system for people on social assistance.

Redeploying existing resources:

Ontario Works and ODSP have a large resource in the caseworkers working around the province, whose primary responsibility is monitoring the eligibility of recipients. These staff can be redeployed to perform the new function of vocational and employment planning support within a transformed program.
ENACTING THE ONE-YEAR TRANSFORMATION PROCESS
To be successful, this transformation needs to break through well-established program boundaries. Responsibility for the design of social assistance transformation needs to be shared across ministries to ensure integration and alignment of potential resources. An inter-ministerial task force, led by the Premier’s office and supported by a stakeholder advisory committee is required to carry out this transformation. The following Ministries should be included:
· Ministry of Community and Social Services, which currently has responsibility for both programs;
· Ministry of Children and Youth Services, as the lead Ministry on the OCB and children moving into adulthood;
· Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities, to ensure that new skills training and education programs are available to recipients of assistance;
· Ministry of Aboriginal Affairs, to ensure that the unique needs of Aboriginal people in Ontario are addressed;
· Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration, to ensure that the needs of newcomers are addressed and settlement programs are linked;
· Ministry of Labour, because labour force development is key to moving people from OW to good jobs that lift them out of poverty;
· Ministry of Heath, to ensure that social determinants of health inform social welfare policy;
· Ministry of Finance, to determine necessary investments; and,
· Ministry of Housing, to ensure rules around subsidized housing and rent subsidies are aligned.
The stakeholder advisory committee should include representatives from low-income communities, advocacy groups, and OMSSA and OW delivery agents, including First Nations.
2. 
RECOMMENDED RULE CHANGES TO IMMEDIATELY IMPROVE EXISTING PROGRAMS DURING TRANSITION
While the process of transformation is underway, changes should be made to existing rules to set the tone for the transformation: 

· Increase OW and ODSP asset levels to reduce asset stripping and allow those recipients who can to accumulate a cushion.
· Eliminate rules that punish sensible money management, such as sharing accommodation, choosing room and board accommodation, and living with family.
· Eliminate Byzantine income rules, including treatment of loans as income, and deductions from rates where family/friends assist with groceries and dinners.

· Reduce the level of eligibility monitoring. For example, limit the withholding of benefits for failure to provide information to only those circumstances that involve serious issues of current eligibility; eliminate income reporting where there is no income, and reduce ongoing documentary review to a sensible level.
· Remove income penalties for dependent children who leave school and for children over 18 who stay within the family household.
· Allow recipients to continue receiving OW / ODSP income support while attending post-secondary education instead of taking out OSAP loans, and remove restrictions on singles accessing post-secondary education.
· Don’t deduct gross income from other sources when recipient is actually receiving a lower net amount.
· Give local delivery agents the discretion to not pursue overpayments which result from administrative error or where collection results in hardship.
3.
CLOSING THE GAP BETWEEN SOCIAL ASSISTANCE INCOMES AND ADEQUACY
Achieving income adequacy is a fundamental component of a comprehensive poverty reduction strategy. Current incomes for people on social assistance have fallen dangerously below poverty levels. Even with the NCBS / OCB, total incomes for families on Ontario Works are still more than 30% below LICO, singles on OW are currently 40% below LICO, and singles on ODSP are 31% below LICO.
In an interview with the Medical Post in 2005, then-Minister Sandra Pupatello acknowledged that people could not live safely on social assistance. Research on the social determinants of health continues to demonstrate the negative health effects of poverty.
It is critical that government makes a commitment to achieving adequacy in social assistance incomes, and takes the following steps to get there:
· An adequacy down payment that starts to make up the gap.
· Indexing of social assistance rates.
· The creation of a Social Assistance Rates Board that can advise government on the rate levels needed to achieve adequacy. 

CONCLUSION: TOWARD A SOCIAL ASSISTANCE SYSTEM THAT REDUCES POVERTY IN ONTARIO
We look forward to working with the government and other stakeholders in this exciting transformation of Ontario’s antiquated social assistance programs. As the transformation begins, it is crucial that existing programs and allowances be kept in place. New supports and programs must be fully implemented before cuts or reductions in current benefits are made. Incomes for people on social assistance are so far below all poverty lines that every dollar counts. 
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