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THE EXPERIENCE OF PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

IN OTTAWA AND THE ONTARIO DISABILITY SUPPORT

PROGRAM (ODSP)

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report documents Ottawa’s experience with the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP). ODSP is a relatively new program, introduced in June 1998 by the provincial government. 

A panel of seven respected members of the community (assisted by the Social Planning Council of Ottawa and the Financial Committee of the Canadian Mental Health Association of Ottawa) was established to evaluate our community's experience with the ODSP and to develop recommendations, if appropriate, to improve the service.  

The panel members were:

· Donna Lee Holley, Community Member, B.S.W., Chairperson;
· Janice Fine, Arthritis Society

· Dr. Roy Hanes, School of Social Work, Carleton University

· Jane Hueston, Lawyer, Community Legal Services

· Sue McLatchie, Health Promoter, Somerset West Community Health Centre

· Dr. James Mullin, Psychiatrist

· Katie Paialunga, Executive Director, Independent Living Centres Ottawa-Carleton

A public forum and three focus groups were organized to receive public input. Presentations to the panel were given by individuals receiving ODSP, staff from community groups serving ODSP recipients, and representatives of municipal social services and the provincial ODSP office. Funds to hold the public forum were provided by the United Way/Centraide of Ottawa.

The Social Planning Council of Ottawa, under the direction of the panel members, has prepared this report.

Overview of the ODSP

Prior to June 1998 there were two social assistance programs in Ontario: Family Benefits and General Welfare. In June 1998, the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) replaced Family Benefits and Ontario Works (OW) replaced General Welfare. Under this new system only people with a disability and people over 65 who do not get Old Age Security can receive ODSP. All others who need social assistance must apply for OW.

The Ontario Disability Support Program has two components: income support and employment support. The program was established to provide greater security for the disabled. Other objectives include taking people with disabilities off welfare, addressing the unique needs of people with disabilities, protecting the disability benefits of people with disabilities, and helping the disabled achieve independence and employment. As of November 2000 (the time of the public forum) 16,225 families were receiving ODSP in Ottawa-Carleton. The Ottawa office received 591 applications for employment support in the year prior to the public forum.

In applying for ODSP income support a disabled person must prove financial eligibility and must meet the definition of disability stipulated in the ODSP legislation. The application process for ODSP income support is detailed in the report. The process is lengthy and involves numbers of steps and interactions with government offices, both local and provincial. A different application process exits for employment supports. This, too, is detailed in this report. 

The Experience of Ottawa Consumers' with ODSP

Numbers of thematic problems and frustrations were cited in presentations to the panel.

I. Getting on ODSP

Qualifying for ODSP: Panel members were told the application process is complex and not user-friendly.  It is particularly burdensome for applicants that cannot read or write, do not have English or French as a first language, or are visually or cognitively impaired. Panelists were also informed that it is more difficult to qualify for benefits under the ODSP than under the old system. Only people who are substantially disabled can now receive benefits. Previously, the decision on disability eligibility rested with the local Medical Advisory Board, and the written assessment of the individual’s doctor carried considerable weight. Now, the Disability Adjudication Unit (DAU) in Toronto makes the eligibility decision. Numerous cases are cited in this report where the DAU denied claims even though the DAU “scored” the individual as being substantially disabled. 

Applying Through the Ontario Works Office: Previously, municipal social assistance workers co-ordinated the application for disability benefits. Under ODSP, employees of Ontario Works are mandated to obtain an extensive list of personal and financial documents from the client before providing the ODSP application. Once the application forms are completed, they are sent to the DAU in Toronto. If the DAU makes a positive decision, the OW office is notified, the file is transferred to the local ODSP office, and an ODSP worker is assigned to the client. The panel heard that the assignment of an ODSP worker often takes up to three months. Following contact between the client and the ODSP worker, additional financial records must be provided before the client receives a first cheque.

The Appeal Process: Clients can appeal the denial of their application. However, the process is difficult, intrusive, lengthy and expensive. It usually takes about one year to have an appeal processed by the Social Benefits Tribunal. With legal assistance, a high incidence of denied cases ultimately have had their application approved.

II. Delivery of the Program

Access to Information: The lack of basic information at the ODSP office on entitlements and supports was a major concern voiced by presenters. The lack of information sheets on what is reportable income (and the impact of earned income on the monthly benefit) was another concern voiced. It was also noted that physicians were not receiving needed information from the Ministry. 

The ODSP Office and Staffing: Forum participants noted there was inadequate staff to provide a quality service. A knowledgeable and adequate permanent staff complement is needed to provide a good service that sensitively addresses the needs of the disabled.  The problem of insufficient staff has been compounded by new initiatives. A new program called “Mandatory and Special Necessities,” the introduction of the “team concept” model of delivery, and technological changes that have neither reduced the workload nor improved client services were cited as issues requiring attention. 

III. The Impact of Procedures and Policies

Accommodating People With Disabilities: A constant refrain by presenters was that a stringent, paper work- driven system presents serious problems for people with intellectual or psychiatric disabilities. Several ODSP recipients reported that the process itself treats them like children. The panel heard repeatedly that many ODSP clients feel intimidated and live with fear and uncertainty. This problem has been compounded by publicity of the “lifetime ban.” This is a new power under ODSP and OW law whereby individuals convicted of fraud can be denied social assistance benefits for their entire life. 

IV. Employment Issues and Other Sources of Income

Finding Meaningful Work: Some presenters noted it was beneficial that the employment side of the program is voluntary and separate from the income side. Others noted that recipients still fear working because they could lose their drug card or their benefits. Accessing employment supports has not been possible for some, the panel was told, particularly if partial income is received from ODSP and another source, especially CPP disability. It was noted that ODSP staff do not directly provide employment supports. This work is has been contracted out to a roster of private organizations. The representative from the Special Needs Network indicated that many of the service providers have no experience of people with disabilities, particularly people with developmental disabilities, and there is no system to monitor the effectiveness or quality of the contracted services.

Accessing Education and Training: Accredited institutions, the panel was told, are not covered under ODSP employment supports. Recipients are expected to apply for OSAP, but many disabled are not eligible for OSAP.

The Relationship with Other Income Support Programs: Roughly 50 percent of applications for ODSP in Ottawa come via Ontario Works.  OW offices are woefully under-staffed with respect to ODSP transfers. Restructuring the delivery of OW and the amalgamation and restructuring of the new City of Ottawa have exacerbated this problem. A number of presenters indicated there was a need for workers in the OW offices who are knowledgeable about disability issues and who have a caseload dedicated to assisting people to apply for ODSP. 

V. Medical Issues

Access to Prescribed Medications: ODSP recipients get free medications through the Ontario Drug Benefit Plan, if the drugs are listed in the Formulary or Comparative Drug Index. If a drug is not listed, the patient’s doctor can apply for the prescription to be covered, but the approval process can be lengthy and the patient is responsible for covering the cost of the doctor’s letter, whether or not the payment is approved. The panel heard that the Comparative Drug Index is too restrictive and that many newer drugs are not on the list. Numbers of items routinely required by the disabled that are not covered were cited.

VI. Cost of Living, Getting and Keeping Housing, and Sharing Accommodations

ODSP Benefits, the Cost of Living, and Accommodation Issues: The old Family Benefit rates have not been increased since the introduction of ODSP. The panel heard from several presenters that ODSP rates are inadequate to pay for current market rents. The maximum amount a single person on ODSP can get, for example, is $414 for shelter plus $516 for basic needs, for a total of $930 per month. The average rent for a bachelor apartment in Ottawa was $572 in 2000. ODSP recipients are expected to use their basic needs allocation to cover rent which is above the maximum shelter allowance.  If an ODSP recipient has subsidized housing their shelter allocation is reduced to reflect the lower rent.  After paying for rent, ODSP recipients have insufficient funds to cover their other basic needs. 

It was also noted that people who are on OW face tremendous hardship during the lengthy application process for ODSP. The OW benefits rates are extremely low, a maximum of $520 per month for a single person, or $1,234 for a family of four. 

The housing crisis in Ottawa places ODSP recipients in an untenable situation. Considering the extremely low vacancy rate (0.2%), and that only 144 apartment units were built in Ottawa in 1999 (all with rents over $840 per month, most with utilities extra), it is not surprising that many presenters stressed the need for additional, affordable, non-profit housing in Ottawa.

The panel also heard that specific ODSP policies (cited in the report) make it increasingly difficult for clients to keep the housing they are in, or to get into housing once they have become homeless. Sharing accommodations while on ODSP benefits was also cited as a significant issue. Contrary to family law in Ontario, as soon as two people move in together they are immediately assumed (under ODSP) to be a common law couple, regardless of the relationship. Benefits are adjusted accordingly and it is up to the client to disprove the spousal relationship. Furthermore, no benefit adjustments for child support are available to non-custodial ODSP parents for visiting children, which places another economic burden on ODSP recipients. 

Recommendations for Improvement

The public forum and focus groups provided the panel with a clearer understanding of how the new Ontario Disability Support Program impacts on the daily lives of people with disabilities in Ottawa. The panel was asked to develop recommendations - based on the input and suggestions of the presenters - that would help improve the program and its delivery. This report therefore contains four-pages of detailed recommendations for the ODSP Office, for the Municipal Ontario Works Offices, for the Federal Government, and for Community Agencies. Below we cite the general recommendations preceding the specific recommendations contained in the full report.

For the ODSP Office:

· Provide comprehensive, accurate, clear and written information about entitlements, reportable income and recipient responsibilities.

· Simplify and speed up the application process.

· Increase the benefit levels to reflect the real cost of living.

· Strengthen supports for employment for people with disabilities.

· Change the five ODSP policies which were identified as hindering ODSP clients’ ability to find and maintain housing. 

· Improve service delivery by accommodating disabilities, ensuring accountability, and requiring respectful treatment of clients

· Increase financial support for ODSP liaison workers in the municipal OW offices

For the Municipal Ontario Works Offices:

· In every OW office there should be dedicated staff specifically to help applicants through the ODSP process.

For the Federal Government:

· Assess CPP and other federal disability income support programs to identify and eliminate provisions that conflict with provincial legislation.

· Establish a Federal-Provincial-Territorial Working Group on Disability.

For Others, Including Community Agencies:

· Establish a support network of recipients and advocates so information can be shared.

· Advocate for the recommendations in this report to be adopted by the appropriate government departments.
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