ODSP Action Coalition 
– Key Messages –

Preamble:

At the ODSP Action Coalition’s annual strategy planning meeting last October, the Elections and Media Committee was asked to develop a communications strategy that would help the coalition make disability and ODSP issues more of a political priority. 

The following “key messages” have been developed by the Elections and Media Committee and are designed to assist coalition members to publicize disability and ODSP issues through the media and at public events in your communities.
These “key messages” are a work in progress and we encourage the Access to ODSP working group, the Earnings and Employment Supports working group, the ODSP Action Coalition Steering Committee and the coalition as a whole to discuss the key messages we have developed and work with us to revise or add to them in the future. 
We also encourage alliances with other community agencies, social justice groups, and disability groups who are strategizing around similar issues and preparing for the upcoming provincial election on October 10th.

Take Action!

The provincial budget on March 22nd is an excellent opportunity for coalition members to approach the media. Anti-poverty issues are supposed to be a key theme in this budget. 
The Elections and Media Committee is encouraging every coalition member to approach their local television/cable/radio/print media to feature stories on disability and ODSP issues as part of their coverage of the provincial budget. 

Ensure the media in your community know they can call you for comments prior to, on the day of, and following the budget. 

You could also offer to write an op ed (opinion editorial) or column on disability issues for your local newspaper or cable station or write a letter-to-the-editor in response to articles on the provincial budget. 

Media tips, sample op eds and letters-to-the-editor are available in the “resources” section of the ODSP Action Coalition’s website: www.odspaction.ca.  
Key Messages re: Provincial Budget
Anti-poverty issues are supposed to be a key theme in this year’s provincial budget, which will be broadcast live on Thursday, March 22nd at 4 pm on the Ontario Legislative Channel 105. 
Watch for the following key issues and approach your local media to respond to whatever is announced (or not announced) in the provincial budget:
1) The NCBS Clawback and the Ontario Child Benefit
· The ODSP Action Coalition endorses the Hands off! Campaign, which is calling on Premier Dalton McGuinty to keep his promise to stop the clawback of the National Child Benefit Supplement (NCBS) from families on social assistance. 

· The Premier promised to stop the NCBS clawback before the end of his first mandate. With the provincial election set for October 10th, Hands off! supporters are hoping the Premier will end the clawback in this budget. 

· We know he will be announcing a new Ontario Child Benefit but we have no idea what it will look like. We do not know whether this benefit will extend to all low-income families, whether it will be phased in over time, or whether families on Ontario Works (OW) or the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) will benefit. 
· If media approach you about the new Ontario Child Benefit or the NCBS clawback, use the attached messaging from the Income Security Advocacy Centre. ISAC will issue a press release with more detailed messaging as soon as possible after the budget is announced and will also provide a more detailed analysis in the days that follow. 
1) Increases to social assistance rates
· Earlier this year, MPPs voted themselves a 31% raise, arguing that salaries hadn’t kept pace with the cost of living. In the last 12 years, ODSP rates have increased by only 5% and OW rates have actually declined by 17% (change these figures if an increase is announced). 
· Neither OW or ODSP rates have even kept pace with inflation, let alone lift people out of poverty.
· People on OW and ODSP live thousands of dollars below the poverty line. When the government said the budget would focus on anti-poverty issues, we were looking for a significant increase to social assistance rates. What we got was …

· If the government announces an increase, before you talk to media, figure out how much extra money it means for people on ODSP by taking the current amount X the percentage increase (eg. For a single person on ODSP, if rates were increased by 2%, you would take the current amount: $979 x .02 = $20). Then show how inadequate that is in comparison to the expenses that people on ODSP face (such as rent and groceries).  

· The day after this latest increase takes effect, parents will still have to go hungry to feed their kids Kraft dinner. They will still have to shop at food banks. And they will still worry every month about whether they will be able to pay their rent and all their bills. 
· We would like to see MPPs try to survive on $979 a month. Getting through life with a disability is hard enough. Try doing it when you have $?? left after paying rent!  (use your own rent here as an example)
· The ODSP Action Coalition endorses the Ontario Needs a Raise Campaign, which is calling for OW and ODSP rates to be increased to reflect the real cost of living and indexed annually to inflation.
· Calls for adequate social assistance rates are also supported by the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which reviewed Canada’s compliance under the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in May 2006. The Committee urged Canada “to establish social assistance at levels which ensure the realization of an adequate standard of living for all.”
· The provincial government needs to establish an independent committee to develop rational criteria for determining OW and ODSP rates and commit to implementing whatever increases are recommended.  

· Social assistance is supposed to help people when they’re in need. OW and ODSP rates should reflect average market rents (as determined by the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation); the average cost of a nutritious food basket (as determined by municipal boards of health); and include additional money for other basic needs such as transportation and utility costs.

2) $10 minimum wage
· The Income Security Advocacy Centre, Toronto and York Region Labour Council, Ontario Coalition for Social Justice, Campaign 2000 and the Workers Action Centre are all calling for a $10 minimum wage by Canada Day (July 1st, 2007). 
· The ODSP Action Coalition supports calls for a $10 minimum wage by Canada Day.
· A $10 minimum wage would ensure that a single adult working full-time year-round would make enough to get to the poverty line.
· No one should have to work full-time for poverty wages. 
3) Broad anti-poverty strategy needed
· One in seven people in Ontario lives in poverty – including people on ODSP and their families.

· The ODSP Action Coalition is heartened to see that anti-poverty issues were a key theme of the provincial budget. The announcements are an important first step in addressing poverty in Ontario.

· But we’re disappointed that there was very little in this budget for people without children on ODSP and OW. Single people on ODSP are struggling to survive with a disability on just $979 a month (or whatever it will be once any increase is calculated). A single person on Ontario Works is even worse off at just $548 a month. 
· While it’s easy to tell people to get a job, it’s a lot harder to find one. Not everyone on OW and ODSP can work. People on ODSP live with significant disabilities, many of which aren’t easily accommodated by employers. Others may never be able to work full-time or may go through periods where they cannot work.  
· While many people on OW and ODSP can work (and want to), they face significant structural barriers, including a lack of affordable child care and public transportation and little access to quality employment supports and training.
· Even when people on OW and ODSP beat the odds and get a job, their situation is often very precarious. About 37% of all jobs today are part-time, contract, temporary jobs with no benefits. Many pay minimum wage, which isn’t even enough to bring a single person above the poverty line, let alone a family. A job is no longer a ticket out of poverty. 

· If the government is seriously committed to ending poverty, there needs to be a broad anti-poverty strategy that takes into consideration the systemic barriers facing people on social assistance. In a province as wealthy as Ontario, no one should be living in poverty.
· A broad anti-poverty strategy needs to include all levels of government. 

· Low-income people, community agencies, legal clinics and anti-poverty groups need to be meaningfully consulted in any reforms to social assistance. 
Other Key Messages
4) Basic Rights
· In May 2006, the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights released a scathing report of Canada’s continuing failure to address poverty – a key principle in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights which Canada signed in 1976. As the Committee pointed out, poverty rates among disadvantaged and marginalized groups such as Aboriginal peoples, African-Canadians, immigrants, persons with disabilities, youth, low-income women and single mothers remains very high in every province, including Ontario. 
· ODSP recipients are human beings too, entitled to a decent standard of living, even if they can’t work or can only work part-time or occasionally.
· Work isn’t the only measure of a human beings’ worth. People with disabilities need to be recognized for the many ways they contribute to the community. (eg. volunteering) 
· Continuing to ignore poverty comes with dire consequences. A growing body of evidence points to poverty as one of the leading determinants of health. According to Dennis Raphael, a professor at York University’s school of health policy and management, low-income Canadians are twice as likely to report poor health as compared to high-income Canadians.

· As the World Health Organization, Health Canada and the Canadian Public Health Association have repeatedly pointed out, the incidence of illness is directly related to a person’s ability to afford an adequate, nutritious diet, decent housing or participate in the social, cultural, and recreational activities that give life meaning. As shocking as it is, such basic needs are beyond the reach of 14.4% of Ontarians who are living in poverty. That includes people with disabilities on ODSP.  

· Ignoring poverty today has tremendous financial repercussions for the future, in terms of increasing healthcare costs, the loss of productivity and the strain on Ontario’s justice, education and social assistance systems. Ending poverty makes good financial sense and it is good social policy. It is also a reflection of a government’s commitment to basic human rights. 
5) Employment Supports
· Because people on ODSP are not all the same, employment supports should involve individualized assessments and be flexible enough to provide whatever assistance is needed for ODSP recipients to not only enter the workforce but stay on the job.
· All ODSP recipients who wish to work should be given employment supports suited to their needs and skills, which they should be able to define.

· Fifty cents of every dollar that ODSP recipients make working is taken off of their disability cheque. Before any money is deducted, ODSP recipients that work should be able to keep 100% of their earnings until they reach the poverty line (as defined by Statistics Canda's Low-income Cut Off).
6) Client Service
· Although social assistance is supposed to help people in need, OW and ODSP workers spend most of their time interpreting and enforcing a confusing maze of rules and constantly monitoring clients.
· ODSP recipients should be given complete and easy to understand information about the benefits available to them, their rights and responsibilities.
· Services for people on ODSP need to accommodate people’s disabilities, for example, alternate communication formats like Braille, large print and email for people with visual disabilities.
7) Accessing ODSP

· The ODSP application process is so complicated that most applicants cannot navigate it on their own. 

· Applicants should be provided with assistance in navigating the complicated ODSP application process, since many people’s applications are denied precisely because their disabilities make it too difficult to deal with the barriers in the system.

· Applicants should be offered whatever accommodation they require because of their disability, to allow them full access to all the services and benefits of the ODSP program.

· ODSP applicants should be given complete and easy to understand information about the benefits available, their rights and responsibilities.

· ODSP applicants must be treated with fairness and dignity.
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