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The Ontario Association of Interval and Transition Houses (OAITH) is pleased to have this 
chance to contribute to the badly-needed reform of social assistance in Ontario.   

Introduction 

OAITH is a province-wide network primarily of first stage emergency shelters and second 
stage housing programs for women and children escaping violence.  As such we have long 
advocated for women using the social assistance system. 

OAITH operates from a feminist, anti-racist anti-oppression perspective on violence against 
women.  This perspective recognizes not only the historical and cultural roots of violence 
against women within patriarchal society, but also the intersections of gender-based violence 
with the historical and cultural impacts of racism, colonialism and economic disparity as well 
as with all forms of disadvantage and discrimination based on disability, age and sexual 
identity. In addition, women’s anti-violence advocates are keenly aware of the additional 
disadvantage of mothers within this perspective. 

Our response to Approaches to Reform is not intended to address each and every aspect of the 
content of this paper or of the system itself, even for the women with whom we work.  Given 
the complexity both of the social assistance system, as well as the diversity of people using it, 
no response can be exhaustive or comprehensively represent all communities. 

We do hope to convey, however, our reaction to some of the larger proposals for change, as 
well as to outline some of implications of the system for women, in particular women who 
experience violence. 

The social assistance review cannot be relevant without a framework that addresses the 
gender-based inequality associated with poverty as well as intersecting forms of 
marginalization experienced by First Nations, Inuit and Métis women, women of colour, 
immigrant and newcomer women, women with disabilities and Deaf women, and women 
affected by age discrimination, among other disadvantages related to gender. 

Women and poverty 

We know the Commission is well aware of the links between gender and poverty in Ontario. 
Suffice it to say there is ample evidence to demonstrate the ‘feminization’ of poverty in 
Canada.  

We know that the Commission is well-informed and has received guidance from community 
respondents on issues of gender, colonialism, disability, racialization and all of the ways in 
which historical and current inequity impacts on poverty and related social policy. Indeed, the 
recent Commission document, What We Heard, outlines some of the issues of gender and 
equity raised in submissions and consultations. 

A submission on gender-based analysis entitled Gendering the Social Assistance Review—to 
which OAITH was a contributor—outlines arguments for a specific focus on gender. 
Submissions from the Ontario Coalition of Rape Crisis Centres, Ontario Native Women’s 
Association, Canadian Women’s Foundation and the YWCA provide critical analysis on the 
experiences of women’s poverty in specific communities.  
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Women using social assistance shared their experiences through the Bringing in Women’s 
Voices project.  The Ontario Council of Agencies Serving Immigrants outlined issues for 
immigrant and racialized women, documenting the intersections of racism with gender-
based inequality and highlighting some of additional barriers for women who are newcomers 
to Canada. 

At this point in the review process, however, we are unable to identify any substantive gender 
or equity-based framework within the Review Commission publications. This is sadly true of 
the Approaches to Reform document as well. 

In fact, women are barely mentioned in the Approaches document. While it is clearly not 
scientific, it is interesting that a word count of the document finds “women” only twice in 
almost 60 pages, while “employment” appears 154 times, by our count.  The word “gender” 
appears not at all.  While child recipients are considered and there are some references to 
child care, meaningful analysis of solutions to barriers faced by mothers on social assistance is 
largely absent.   

We believe that this exercise, however superficial, reflects both the focus of Commission 
thinking and purpose, as well as gaps in analysis of the system being reviewed.  

Although the Commission has received information that violence against women contributes 
to women’s poverty and that poverty contributes to increasing violence against women, 
discussion of violence against women is also virtually missing in the Approaches document. 
The absence of this discussion is significant for women’s anti-violence advocates, who know 
how poverty and violence merge to both establish and maintain domination over women 
individually, locally, nationally and globally. 

Although Approaches to Reform does outline a specific need, and makes some suggestions for 
shifts in the system related to people with disabilities and Aboriginal communities, it also fails 
to address specific issues for women on social assistance within those communities. This is 
not a minor omission. 

Violence against women is both a means and a manifestation of control.  It encompasses 
many forms and includes many tactics to ensure its goal.  The United Nations definition is 
useful in framing a gender and equity based delivery of social assistance: 

Violence and poverty 

“…the term "violence against women" means any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is 
likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of 
such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life.  

Violence against women shall be understood to encompass, but not be limited to, the following: 

(a) Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring in the family, including battering, 
sexual abuse of female children in the household, dowry-related violence, marital rape, 
female genital mutilation and other  traditional practices harmful to women, non-
spousal violence and violence related to exploitation; 
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(b) Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring within the general community, 
including rape, sexual abuse, sexual harassment and intimidation at work, in educational 
institutions and elsewhere, trafficking in women and forced prostitution; 

(c) Physical, sexual and psychological violence perpetrated or condoned by the State, 
wherever it occurs.”1

 
Poverty and economic disparity is similarly used to both create and maintain power 
imbalances among different constituencies within the community.  The link between violence 
against women and poverty is well-documented both in Ontario and across Canada. It should 
be clear how one reinforces the other. Tactics of ‘economic’ control, one of a compendium of 
tactics that impede women’s fundamental human rights, affect women at the personal, 
institutional and cultural levels. 

 

It is crucial that an institution such as social assistance, therefore, ensure that it recognizes 
and refuses to collude in these tactics or to reproduce inequity within its structures, goals, 
processes and procedures. Moreover, it must actively promote the goal of prohibiting such 
practices within the system. 

Many women using social assistance in Ontario are forced on to the system after escaping 
violence, or are seeking assistance as a support to escape. When that support fails, there may 
be physical, sexual, psychological and economic consequences that I trust we do not need to 
describe here. 

Here is one example of how social assistance support can affect women experiencing partner 
abuse. After the Harris government cut social assistance rates in 1995, women in contact with 
OAITH shelters in Ontario were basing their decision to stay with, or return to, abusive 
partners based on whether or not they could support themselves and their children on social 
assistance.  Despite small increases in the social assistance rates since that time, cost of living 
increases mean women are instead further behind and rates represent a far greater ‘cut’ than 
the Harris government inflicted and more entrapment in abusive relationships.  Women are 
forced to choose between violence and poverty. This is, by far, not the way in which men 
contemplate using social assistance. 

Research has highlighted the experiences of abused women who receive social assistance as 
a shield against profound poverty and return to abuse. In the unlikely event that the 
Commission has not fully considered the evidence with regard to women’s poverty and 
violence, as well as violence survivors’ experiences of the social assistance system in Ontario, 
we offer these suggestions for further information: 

Walking on Eggshells: Abused women's experiences of the Ontario welfare system. 

Woman Abuse and Ontario Works in a Rural Community:  Rural women speak out about their 
experiences with Ontario Works. 

                                                                    
1 Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women. United Nations General Assembly, February 1994. 
Canada is a signatory to this declaration. 

http://www.oaith.ca/assets/files/Publications/Walking_on_Eggshells.pdf�
http://www.oaith.ca/assets/files/Publications/Poverty/Rural-women-speak-Ontario-Works.pdf�
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No Cherries Grow on Our Trees: A social policy research paper for the Take Action Project in 
anticipation of poverty reduction in Ontario. 

Ontario's Growing Gap: The role of race and gender.  Sheila Block.  Canadian Centre for Policy 
Alternatives.  2010. 

Women's Poverty and the Recession. Monica Townson. Canadian Centre for Policy 
Alternatives. (September 2009) 

Welfare Fraud: The Constitution of Social Assistance as Crime. Janet Mosher. Osgoode Hall 
Law School. 2005. 

These materials, among many others that are available to the Commission, speak clearly and 
eloquently to the need for a gender and equity framework for social policy on poverty and 
violence against women, including on policy and transformation within social assistance 
policy. 

Women’s shelter advocates work with women from across all socio-economic classes and 
know that many women who enter shelters leave them in dire economic stress. For many, it is 
their first experience with the ‘welfare’ system and their first experience of deepened poverty. 
For others it may be a continuation of poverty and different forms of violence that has shaped 
their lives and well-being from childhood, through youth and into their adult relationships 
with men. 

Women also experience violence as a direct result of poverty, sometimes from landlords or 
other men who take advantage of their poverty to exploit them. Women forced to live on the 
street experience many times more violence than other women. Women with disabilities and 
Aboriginal women experience much higher rates of violence against women, exacerbated by 
equally disproportionate poverty. Some women are forced to engage in “survival sex”, which 
increases their vulnerability to violence, or are jailed as a result of ‘poverty’ crimes.  (“Survival 
sex” is distinct from sex trade work in that it is coerced and against a woman’s choice.) 

In fairness, survivors of violence have expressed gratitude both for the existence of social 
assistance, as well as for some of the recent positive changes to better support children and 
provide small increases. They appreciate efforts to consider deferrals based on ‘domestic 
violence’ for some requirements of the system. 

Submissions to the Commission have highlighted, however, how inconsistent policies often 
are across the province. Women continue to be advised to pursue abusive men for child 
support or engage in family law mediation processes that are inappropriate and potentially 
dangerous.  Abusers continue use the system as a weapon to further control women—the 
“snitch line” was a favourite tool for abusive men because each time they ‘reported’ some real 
or imaginary misstep by the woman on assistance, her support could be cut off until an 
investigation was complete.  One survivor had her benefits cut three times as a result of 
repeated ‘reports’ by her ex-partner.  

 

 

http://www.oaith.ca/assets/files/Publications/no-cherrie-grow-on-our-trees.pdf�
http://www.oaith.ca/assets/files/Publications/Poverty/Growing-gap-race-and-gender.pdf�
http://www.oaith.ca/assets/files/Publications/Poverty/Womens_Poverty_in_the_Recession.pdf�
http://www.oaith.ca/assets/files/Publications/Poverty/Welfare-Fraud-as-Crime.pdf�
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The punitive nature of social assistance compliance and verification processes as well as the 
incessant, unnecessary and sometimes undisclosed rules of the system, while they create 
hardships for all people on the system, can be particularly difficult for those women who 
experience violence. Women survivors have even described their relationship with the system 
as very reminiscent of the way in which their abusive partners monitor and maintain control 
through suspicion, tracking, unpredictability, stealth and fear; in this case fear of losing basic 
living needs that then drives women back into the violent situation.  

The Approaches to Reform paper mentions many options, large and small, some outlined in 
detail, others mentioned without expansion.  Unfortunately, many of the larger questions 
trigger only more questions for us. What do the concepts encompass? What vision does the 
Commission have for ensuring they would be implemented in a progressive, rather than a 
regressive way? Who would design the changes at the frontline level and how will we know 
whether the concerns of system users have been incorporated in the design? What evaluation 
process does the Commission recommend to review the changes after they are implemented; 
by what process does the Commission recommend that amendments to the changes be 
made if they fail to meet the hoped for “outcomes” of the review?  What timelines and targets 
does the Commission recommend for the reforms? 

Overall reaction 

What assurances does the Commission provide that the proposed reforms will be 
implemented in ways that guarantee no cuts in overall income of any social assistance users 
as a result of its recommendations and no cuts to system resources as the changes evolve. 
What recommendations can the Commission make to government in support of increasing 
resources to ensure the changes proposed in the paper are positive? 

As a result of our numerous questions, we find it useful to frame our response to the 
suggested approaches in the needs of the women we work with and to provide our 
suggestions for better meeting their needs. Our expectation is that those needs will be 
addressed in the Commission’s final report to the government as part of Ontario’s Poverty 
Reduction Strategy. Our evaluation of social assistance reform will be guided by that 
expectation. 

There are a number of areas where the Commission has acknowledged the lived reality of 
social assistance for those who need it, including that:   

Encouraging signs 

 Current levels of assistance are inadequate regardless of the poverty measure used to 
evaluate them. 

 The system includes some aspects that further impoverish recipients, such as 
depletion of assets and loss of benefits when social assistance is reduced or 
eliminated. 

 People do not want to be on social assistance. 
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 Better services and supports for recipients are necessary if system reform is to be 
successful. 

 Change must address the punitive nature of social assistance and the relentless and 
intrusive surveillance of people who use it. 

 The maze of rules and intrusive reporting to social assistance as a condition of 
eligibility is costly to both people who need assistance and government resources. 

 There are differential impacts of social assistance on specific communities of 
recipients; the Commission paper specifically focuses on people with disabilities and 
Aboriginal communities. 

The Commission paper also recognizes that there are forces creating serious impediments to 
the successful reform of social assistance, including: 

 The increasingly exploitive conditions of work within the labour market, including job 
insecurity, poverty wages, lack of access to jobs, global recession and increasing 
income disparity. 

 Stigma and discrimination against social assistance recipients, particularly those who 
experience additional impacts of historical, economic, social and cultural disadvantage 
and inequality. 

 Reduction to and/or lack of resources to support the creation of needed services and 
supports, such as universal benefits to low-income individuals, a housing benefit for 
low-income people, intensive employment supports and consistent availability of 
services and supports across Ontario. 

These are formidable obstacles but they should in no way influence the voice of the 
Commission in making its recommendations based on the best interests of those using the 
social assistance system. 

What is being reformed?  

Concerns 

The Approaches paper appears to be located primarily in a discussion of integrating Ontario 
Disability Support Program users into the Ontario Works system, while reforming some of the 
more dysfunctional and unfair practices of the system as a whole.  We are worried that the 
outcomes may be more centred on reducing the ODSP caseload in social assistance, and 
ODSP costs, rather than the goal of overall poverty reduction for people on social assistance, 
whether on ODSP or OW. 

For most of the women we see, it is Ontario Works that is most unsupportive and requires the 
most fundamental paradigm shift from surveillance and suspicion to support and service.  
Without substantive reform of this system, it is very worrisome to think of shifting people with 
disabilities into its draconian net. 
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Social assistance should be an entitlement founded in the values of universal human and 
equality rights. This is where the review should be located. 

As the Commission has amply outlined in its publications, the Review stems from the Ontario 
Poverty Reduction Strategy of December 2008.  Any approaches to reforming social assistance, 
therefore, must flowed primarily from that goal. Proposed changes must be evaluated by the 
measure of whether they contribute to, or detract from, increased financial and other forms of 
assistance for people on ODSP and OW.  If this review results in additional hardship of any 
kind for people on Ontario Works or the Ontario Disability Support Program it will have failed. 

The goal is poverty reduction 

The goal is not simply, for example, to streamline government administration of the system—
although that may well be a positive outcome—but to simplify processes of the system for 
those who use it.  It is not an exercise in cost-cutting or cost-containment, but instead one of 
enhancing personal dignity, validating skills, recognizing potential and facilitating 
empowerment.  At its best, it is both a pathway out of poverty and a means of social and 
economic inclusion in the life of the broader community for some of the most vulnerable 
citizens in the province. 

Although there are a number of proposals that we support, we would like to see a more 
clearly articulated overall vision of reform on which the changes are recommended and we 
need to see reforms designed from a gender and equity perspective.  A truly supportive social 
assistance system in Ontario requires a fundamental shift within government and the system 
if social assistance is to re-form as a progressive force in the lives of people who use it.   

Who will be most affected by Commission proposals? 

Gender and equity 

Needless to say, people on social assistance will be most affected by Commission proposals, 
as compared, for example, to system caseworkers, etc.  In terms of equity, each and every 
person on social assistance embodies the lived experience of economic disparity, in itself an 
issue of equality in the broader society. 

This is not a facile observation. It is germane to the purpose and vision of reforming social 
assistance and requires that government address the reality that it is not an accident that 
particular individuals in the broader community will find themselves using and, sometimes, 
being trapped on the system. A successful reform of the system will take this reality, in all of 
its complexity, into account. 

Social assistance users, while they share economic inequality, may differ greatly in their levels 
of privilege and disadvantage outside that hierarchy.   
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The Province has recognized this reality in the enactment of the May 2009 Poverty Reduction 
Act.  One of the central principles of the Act is recognition of specific communities in Section 
2(2)(3): 

“Recognition of diversity 

That not all groups of people share the same level of risk of poverty. The poverty reduction 
strategy must recognize the heightened risk among groups such as immigrants, women, single 
mothers, people with disabilities, aboriginal peoples and racialized groups.” 

If, as the Commission notes, social assistance reform is part of Ontario’s poverty reduction 
strategy and the Poverty Reduction Act has identified a list of disenfranchised groups at 
heightened risk of poverty, it follows that the Commission cannot ignore any of these 
marginalized groups in its review without failing in its mandate. 

In the Approaches to Reform discussion of the challenges for First Nations people in receipt of 
OW and ODSP, the Commission rightly states, “… we need to think differently about social 
assistance in First Nations communities, always mindful of their unique historical, legal and 
cultural context.” (Pg. 54.)  The Commission also spends significant time in this paper 
discussing options to address specific structures and policy affecting people with disabilities. 

We urge the Commission to further examine the unique historical, legal and cultural contexts 
experienced by women, mothers, immigrants and racialized groups that also find themselves 
trapped on social assistance. In addition, it is critical that the Commission understand and 
adopt an integrated framework, recognizing that marginalizing contexts exist simultaneously 
within communities and intersect within them to create additional barriers to equity and 
fairness in the social assistance system. 

What about women? 

Commission documents profiling recipients on Ontario Works (OW) and the Ontario Disability 
Support Program (ODSP) clearly show that women represent the majority of primary 
applicants for OW and half of ODSP recipients. Moreover, women represent 93% of sole 
parents raising over 70% of children on OW and 88% of sole support parents on ODSP raising 
just over half of children on ODSP. Commission profiling does not indicate how many ‘non-
primary’ applicants are women; presumably the number of women would rise if they were 
included. 

We admit to being both mystified and troubled that this reality is not substantively reflected 
in the Approaches to Reform. 

Why does this review not address the unique gendered-based experiences of the majority of 
social assistance recipients who are women and mothers? Why does it not address the 
historical, legal and cultural contexts in the lives of women—low wages and lack of pay 
equity, precarious employment and employment barriers, lack of access to education, defined 
roles as primary caregivers of children and dependent family members, gendered violence 
against women at home, at school, at work and in the community—and call for specific 
solutions to the challenges faced by women and mothers within the social assistance system? 
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Why does the review not also speak to the intersecting challenges for First Nations, Inuit and 
Métis women, racialized women, women with disabilities and Deaf women, immigrant and 
newcomer women or women facing age discrimination? 

The review will be seriously flawed if it does not address the lived realities of women on social 
assistance in Ontario as distinct from those of men. 

Income levels for social assistance—Rates, Benefits, Assets, Income 

The Commission is well aware of the virtually universal demand to raise the overall income 
level in social assistance, most critically within Ontario Works.  We are pleased to see that the 
Commission has considered the issue of adequacy (or more accurately, in-adequacy) of 
support to social assistance recipients. 

At the same time, there are issues for us within how the rates might be determined and the 
context in which the Commission has chosen to discuss adequacy as a function of particular 
“trade-offs” necessary to reach a reasonable level of support.   

The Commission appears unable to accept the true costs of living as a standard acceptable 
level for social assistance, instead focussing on a perceived need to create a level that uses 
labour market wages as the “reference” for determining system income levels. 

Factoring in a labour market “reference wage” is needed, the Commission suggests, so that 
social assistance recipients have a financial incentive to work—mention is made that while 
folks want to work for reasons of community inclusion and personal growth, that desire alone 
will not be enough for them to seek employment. It is money that makes the difference. And 
this makes sense for those unable to afford the necessities of life. 

Were basic needs to be addressed appropriately, however, the ability to move off social 
assistance and on to a pathway to sustainable, contributing, meaningful inclusion in the 
community would become a more powerful “work incentive”. 

While recognizing that the current labour market is awash with low wage, precarious 
employment, the Approaches paper nevertheless suggests that an appropriate rate must not 
exceed the “reference wage” in the labour market in order to provide “fairness” to those 
working at labour market rates of pay. 

We claim no expertise in economics, but embracing a concept of “fairness” that keeps social 
assistance income below falling labour market wage levels will lead to comparing one level of 
poverty with another, especially for women and marginalized groups. Their wages are 
unlikely to ensure that they can afford decent safe housing, nutritious food and adequate 
basic necessities.    

We would rather see the Commission shift from the language of “work incentives” to one of 
the system recognizing “barriers” to work for social assistance recipients and ensuring that 
recipients do not suffer “unintended consequences” as a result; to prohibit an expectation 
that recipients of social assistance will somehow surmount conditions that government and 
the broader society has not.   
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1. 

Our response to some specific aspects of the income level reform options: 

2. 

Whether the total level of assistance within the system is comprised of direct 
assistance, employment or ‘other income’ within the structure of the system, it must 
meet the true basic cost of living of social assistance recipients in diverse parts of 
Ontario, including recipients with disabilities.  No other reference constitutes “fairness” 
within a human rights framework.  Ontario should demonstrate this standard.  Within 
this concept, there would be no “basic rate” for social assistance that would be 
provided across the system that did not take into account local realities.  While the 
Commission suggests that specific consideration in the North would make sense, it 
does not address the realities of, say, the Greater Toronto Area, where costs are high 
(particularly for market rental housing) and where a significant percentage of the 
Ontario population lives, and lives in poverty. 

3. 

If the Commission is intent on using labour market wages as a factor in determining 
rates, it must recommend ways in which the “reference wage” takes into account the 
wage disparity that affects women and marginalized groups in Ontario, as well as the 
differential needs of the primary caregivers of children, the vast majority of which are 
women whose income must meet higher costs for housing, food and basic needs. For 
women with disabilities and Deaf women, costs would be even higher. Similarly, 
differential costs, coupled with low wages in particular geographic locations would 
also be factored into such calculations. None of the proposed options for a “reference 
wage” appear to address the differential expenses and needs of women and 
marginalized groups, nor regional differences across Ontario.  

We are troubled by the suggestion that there should be two basic rates, one which 
applies to short-term users of the system, a higher one for long-term users of the 
system.  Short-term is defined as 18 to 24 months, which coincidentally matches the 
average period of time for most recipients to remain on Ontario Works. For women 
and families, children need access to recreation and replacement of furniture and 
appliances, for example, within this period as they do for longer periods of time. For 
women escaping violence or others whose entire basic assets may need replacement, 
consideration must be given to supporting these costs, which often rise above the 
Community Start-Up Allowance.  

If the system is structured to create one system for “severe” disability and another for 
everyone else, there will be many recipients within that system who will have costs 
above the basic rate, whether within the short- or long-term designation.  The 
Commission proposal for a “Disability Allowance” benefit is undefined in terms of 
eligibility and implementation so it is impossible to judge whether or not this 
allowance would offset costs for recipients who are not judged to have “severe” 
disabilities.  Given the current climate of austerity, there is reason to worry that 
without clear guarantees and concrete plans, people with disabilities on social 
assistance will bear the brunt of social policy that seeks to deplete rather and enrich 
the lives of low-income Ontarians. 
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4. We do not support the current definition of “spouse”.  The Commission must clearly 
recommend that the social assistance system comply with the family law definition 
which stipulates three years of cohabitation between partners.  We see no rationale for 
the current three month policy other than to reduce benefits. This is another policy 
which is likely to affect women’s benefits more negatively than those of men. 

‘Spousal’ relationships are the crucible in which domination of individual women is 
often forged, fostered by women’s unequal status generally. It is critical that the 
designers of social assistance policy understand this reality and how it creates 
negative impacts for women within the system.  A gendered framework for reform of 
social assistance would examine the multiple ways in which women’s spousal 
relationships are impacted by the historical, social, economic and cultural inequality of 
women and men. Policy and programs within the system could then take these 
realities for women and their children into account as women move through the 
system into more stable, sustainable, independent lives. 

Benefits 

Medical benefits 

We support the expansion of a full medical package of benefits to all low-income Ontarians, 
whether or not they are receiving social assistance.  This includes all medical expenses 
(including but not limited to prescription drugs, dental and vision/hearing supports.) These 
benefits must be provided to all members of the income unit, including adults, children and 
youth, and dependent adults.  Medical packages for women must consider better support for 
pregnancy and any health consequences of it and for health impacts disproportionately 
experienced by women, such as depression and other health consequences from violence. 

In addition, we support some form of “pooled” coverage of the costs that would be provided 
by employers to support these benefits if they do not provide them with employment benefit 
packages. Government should create an evaluation and tracking system to prevent 
reductions in wages or loss of jobs as a means to thwart the intent of the changes. 

Since many social assistance users and their advocates have suggested that the loss of 
medical benefits on departure from the system is a barrier to accepting employment, there 
should be a cost benefit to these changes in lower numbers of recipients in the system, 
savings that could be used to craft better supports within the overall system. 

Moreover, the benefits of improved health care over the long term would be considerable if 
the health impacts of poverty were to be addressed consistently and with early intervention 
for low-income Ontarians. 

Other current benefits 

We do not support the possibility of “rolling in” benefits such as Community Start-Up and 
Maintenance Benefit, Employment Benefit or Travel Benefit into the basic rate, as outlined in 
Approaches to Reform.  Although this may streamline administration for the system and 
recipients, it also has potential to effectively reduce financial support for individuals who 
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most need these benefits, as resources are dispersed over the entire system.  While it might 
result in an apparent increase in the basic social assistance rate, it would also increase 
hardship for people who, in addition to the basic rate, require specific kinds of emergency 
assistance for extraordinary expenses. 

If rolling in these benefits were to occur it may disproportionately affect women who 
experience violence who depend on Community Start-Up as a support to begin a life 
independent of the abuser.  In addition, support for moving expenses may disproportionately 
be affected for these women, as they may need to move to escape an abuser, sometimes 
more often than the suggested limit of once within a 24-month period.  

We recommend that these benefits be continued outside the basic rate—perhaps in a more 
streamlined process—unless overall income for people on social assistance reaches a level 
whereby they can be covered within the regular assistance rates.    

Proposed new benefits 

The Commission has identified some new benefits that might be created to support low-
income people, such as the Ontario Working Income Tax Benefit, a Housing Benefit and a 
Disability Supplement.  We have separate comments on these. 

Housing benefit 

We support some form of housing benefit outside the social assistance system that would be 
available to all low-income Ontarians.  Because housing is unaffordable for increasing 
numbers of Ontarians, government should initiate correction in this area. Unstable, sub-
standard housing has numerous impacts that affect the well-being of the community, 
including physical and mental health consequences, increase in crime and other impacts that 
are costly both to individuals and to tight government budgets. 

Inadequate housing is a clear social determinant of health and users of social assistance are 
most frequently forced to live in sub-standard housing because social assistance is so 
abysmal.  It makes good sense to provide support for better housing conditions now, rather 
than reap the negative consequences to individuals and the community in future health 
costs. 

In addition to health impacts, women and children experience increased vulnerability to 
violence and exploitation as a result of sub-standard housing or no housing at all.  Since 
women are the majority of sole-support parents, they also experience additional, gendered 
risk of intervention by systems, such as child protection. For example, in recent years, child 
apprehension as a result of sub-standard and unsafe housing has increased.  These 
differential impacts on both women and children, like poor nutrition and lack of basic needs, 
are gender-based products of poverty that have long-term effects on women and their 
children as well as on the community as a whole. For women who experience intersecting 
marginalization, especially Aboriginal women, racialized women and women with disabilities, 
the impact of precarious or unsafe housing conditions, including heightened stigma and 
discrimination, are even greater. 
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In addition to this, women on social assistance can lose housing if child protection services 
decide to apprehend children for any reason.  Social assistance is reduced and women cannot 
maintain their housing with lower income.  This also creates a “catch-22” for women who 
then cannot show child protection authorities that they have the required housing to bring 
their children back home. The child welfare system then will require foster care for the 
children at much higher cost to Ontario than it will pay to have children reunited with their 
mother. 

We would like to see the Commission recommend a housing benefit for all low-income 
Ontarians.  At the same time, such a benefit must not be used to limit the development of 
low-income housing stock in Ontario or result in decreased government support for it at any 
jurisdictional level.  It is not an either/or proposition.  Both support for individual housing 
needs and more affordable and low-income housing must be provided as part of a poverty 
reduction strategy. 

Ontario working income tax benefit 

We support this benefit as a positive incentive for people seeking employment and another 
way to provide additional income to low-income people.   

Disability supplement 

Advocates working in the disability community are better able to assess the impacts of this 
benefit on people with disabilities.   It assumes that users of ODSP have been integrated into 
Ontario Works, a shift that, as we have said, may have significant implications for people with 
disabilities.  Much depends on how such a supplement would be applied within a 
restructured system.   

Central to this concern is the question of how people would be defined as having a 
“disability” and considered eligible for specific services and supports.  Without this 
information, it is difficult to respond to this option, particularly as it would be dramatically 
different from the current system and there is too little information provided in the paper to 
assess its impacts specifically for women with disabilities. Furthermore, there is no discussion 
of the wide range of disabilities that might be encompassed by the definition, how the 
supplement would address differing levels of needed resources at different times or how 
reduction of those resources would occur as a result of rising employment income. 

For our purposes, we would need more information and recommend closer consultation with 
people with disabilities about how such a supplement might work for them in a progressive 
way. 

Assets 

We support a change to increase the level of assets recipients can retain, both before and 
after entry into the system.  Current caps on asset levels are counter-productive to supporting 
people to move out of poverty.  Commission documents profiling Ontario Works recipients 
indicate that most recipients use the system for a maximum of 20 months, 27 months for sole 
support parents.  We would suggest, then that no depletion of assets occurs during these 
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time-frames and that people using the system be able to further acquire some level of assets 
during the assistance period as an additional cushion to rebuild their lives. An equity analysis 
of the value limits for some exempt assets should also include consideration of equity and 
access issues; for example, the need for more durable vehicles in rural and Northern 
communities or larger, more expensive vehicles for larger families, etc.  

We would like to address a couple of issues within the Commission’s discussion of income 
from employment and other sources while receiving social assistance. 

Additional income 

1. Loans are not income. Social assistance must stop including them in calculations for 
assistance. 

2. We support changes to the social assistance system to increase the percentage of 
employment and other income that recipients can keep as they make the transition from 
social assistance to employment.  The current claw back of 50% is too low and the result 
of such a claw back is continuing poverty. We reject the arguments that the Commission 
or the government must consider comparisons between people on social assistance and 
people who are working. 

From a gender and equity perspective some thought might also be given to the reality 
that despite a Pay Equity Act in Ontario, the pay gap between women and men is 
approximately 30%.   There are also wage differentials among women, for example, 
between Aboriginal and racialized women, and non-Aboriginal or non-racialized women 
that are the result of historical, economic, social and cultural disadvantage.  This results in 
differential “fairness” in social assistance income, reproducing and reinforcing systemic 
disadvantage.   

3. We would like to seriously urge the Commission to recommend much needed changes to 
“income” applied to social assistance from family law child support.  The requirement 
for—almost exclusively—women to pursue child support from former partners must not 
be continued.  In effect, this is a gender-based policy that affects eligibility for basic 
necessities of life, can jeopardize women’s safety and create negative consequences for 
both women and children well beyond the time they spend on social assistance.  The 
decision to pursue child support, therefore, must be a woman’s voluntary choice. 

Despite a deferral in this policy for women who experience violence, the policy has been 
and continues to be threatening because it is applied inconsistently.  In addition, many 
women who experience violence may not feel comfortable to disclose abuse to a social 
assistance caseworker, so that specific policies based on women identifying abuse will not 
be sufficient to address this issue. 

Requiring women to pursue former partners for child support puts many women in 
untenable situations.  Women have been forced to serve papers on the abuser, held 
responsible for ensuring the partner attends meetings with social assistance workers, 
seriously assaulted, threatened and intimidated as a result of attempting to pursue 
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support from abusers.  Women have been murdered in the context of family law disputes. 
Children have been murdered, both along with their mothers and alone.   

Former abusive partners and partners who remain hostile (whether or not there has been 
violence) as a result of relationship breakdown do not tend to quietly comply with 
support actions or compliance with resulting orders.  They resist. They retaliate. They insist 
on ‘payback’ in numerous ways, including insistence on greater access to children they 
have little to no intention to parent and may even have abused, especially in the context 
of violence against women.  They often respond by seeking “joint” custody, through 
which they seek not joint caregiving, but joint control over decisions affecting the 
children.  If they can achieve this for 40% of the time (the so-called 40% rule) they can 
argue for reduced or no support requirements.   

The requirement to pursue child support is certain to have consequences for women and 
children on social assistance beyond the period during which they receive assistance, and 
possibly for a very long time.  It is not the social assistance system that will suffer the 
harmful consequences of this requirement.  The system is on dangerous ground in 
continuing a policy that has serious negative implications for women beyond the few 
years it may need to provide assistance. 

It is disheartening that Approaches to Reform has not mentioned the need for change in 
this requirement. 

Associated with the need to reform the rules around child support income is the 
relationship between family benefits workers, women on social assistance and Legal Aid 
Ontario. Pursuit of support payments requires intervention in some aspect of the family 
law system as well as a relationship with the Family Responsibility Office.  

Since court costs are high, women are advised to seek alternative dispute resolution 
methods for a determination; most often this will involve mediation between the woman 
and her former partner.   For many women, mediation is not the negotiation between 
“relatively equal” parties that mediators advertise.  There are many ways in which women, 
especially women living with the poverty and stress created by social assistance itself, are 
at a disadvantage in mediated disputes.  For women who are “negotiating” with an 
abuser—a contradictory notion in itself—mediation often creates an opportunity for 
abusers to threaten, intimidate and make demands that will increase their control and the 
danger they pose to women and children.  

The practice of social assistance promotion of mediation in required pursuit of support 
payments must be stopped. 

4. For women who make a free choice to pursue child support, social assistance can be 
supportive to women by genuinely facilitating their access to appropriate systems and 
supports outside of the social assistance system, including services that specifically 
support women negotiating the family law system.  

In addition, the system must provide some financial benefit to women who choose to 
pursue support, so that any advantage of working through this difficult process does not 
enrich only the system itself. 
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Based on the philosophy that children should not be disadvantaged as the result of adult 
relationship breakdown, child support is intended to ensure the material well-being of the 
children regardless of the living arrangement of their parents. Based on this concept, 
children should benefit from the entire of the child support benefits awarded to them. If 
the system is unwilling to adhere to this standard, it should at least be required to provide 
a significant percentage of child support to the custodial parent of the children. 

It is clear from submissions to the Commission that there are serious flaws in the delivery of 
employment and other ‘supports’ provided through the social assistance system.  We don’t 
feel it is necessary to provide further examples of these flaws in this paper. 

Constructive services and supports 

The Commission profile of recipients reports that 40% of people on Ontario Works return to 
the system within a year.  We know from community partners that many recipients from 
newcomer communities will not return to social assistance regardless of their hardships 
because they have felt shamed by their experience on Ontario Works.  Other ex-recipients 
may also make that decision for the same reason in spite of being eligible for further 
assistance.  The numbers of ex-recipients for whom the system didn’t work to secure stable 
employment is, therefore, likely higher than 40%. The Commission also cites additional 
statistical data on the rate of return to social assistance in Ontario between 2003 and 2007 
before the current economic downturn that illustrate the same reality. 

The high return to social assistance rests in part with conditions in the current labour market 
where, as the Commission has acknowledged, jobs may be precarious, poorly paid and time 
limited.  But the ways in which the social assistance system responds to the employment 
aspirations of recipients is another crucial component of its failure to help people 
permanently escape the system. 

We are very pleased to see the Commission recognize and address the need for responsive 
services and supports for the variety of people using the social assistance system.  
Constructive support is crucial to assisting people to out of poverty. 

We believe that the most successful ‘assessments’ are created with an open mind and respect 
for the individual. From our perspective, the most fruitful action plan for service and support 
is one that is developed in partnership with, and driven by, the person seeking to exit the 
system.  The women’s anti-violence movement adheres to the principle that women are the 
experts on their own lives.  We believe this is a principle which would serve the social 
assistance system well. 

Assessment and case management 

Although a variety of ‘tools’ may be helpful in identifying particular skills and identifying 
barriers to achieving goals, they are at best only a useful aid to focus discussion with the 
person they affect.  They should not be used to determine eligibility or expectations within 
participation agreements. 
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Determination primarily of employability or “job readiness” as the goal of assessment and 
case management is a narrow focus more representative of government goals than of the 
goals of people on the system.  We worry that this limited view may reinforce or continue the 
current perspective that “any job is a good job” regardless of whether or not the individual is 
suited to it or able to sustain employment. 

Case management in social assistance is located in participation agreements.  These 
agreements must be built with the guidance provided by the person they affect.  The tools 
that build the agreement are not only the employment skills of the person, but also the 
barriers they face in the diverse economies and communities where they live, their own ideas 
for moving forward in ways that they suggest would help build sustainable and satisfactory 
futures, and the historical, social, economic and cultural barriers they face as a result of their 
“social location” in the community.  

We support the need for both pre- and post-employment support for those individuals who 
can benefit from ongoing, if time-limited, assistance to both achieve and maintain 
employment or other activities that will enrich their skills and provide opportunities for social 
inclusion.  

Admittedly, ensuring that there are a variety of supports and services, as pointed out by the 
Approaches to Reform, is challenging. It will require resources and commitment and open-
minded thinking. It will require case management that is open to respecting different 
pathways out of poverty for different people.  Some of the supports that we know would be 
important for women, for example, must include: 

1. Access to training and education that allows women to prepare for and access post-
secondary education, including the ability to access grants and loans while on social 
assistance.  Many young people and adults not using social assistance may have had 
access to work, or had family financial supports and other privilege, as well as student 
loans and grants to assist in pursuing college and university education.  For people on 
social assistance, this has not necessarily been the case, yet their skills and potential, if 
supported, would benefit the community equally well.  In addition, providing access 
to post-secondary learning has a higher potential to ensure future stable and 
adequately paid employment. 

2. Support for distance education, if women so choose, particularly in Ontario regions 
where geography, family responsibilities or other factors create prohibitive obstacles 
to access.  In these cases, the system should support expenses such as technology and 
internet access in order to facilitate such education or training.  

3. Child care that is accessible to women for a wider variety of circumstances, including 
education and training, interviews, community volunteering and other activities 
related to the achievement the woman’s goals, such as counselling to address issues 
of violence, addiction or emotional distress.  There should be no cap placed on the 
cost of child care for related activities. 

4. Community supports for people on social assistance must be available and 
relationships established by which social assistance workers can make appropriate 
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referrals for needed counselling, addictions support and other needs.  For women 
disclosing violence, referrals to women’s independent anti-violence services should be 
provided, and where women seek other supports such as mental health, addictions 
and youth services, efforts should be made to prioritize gender-specific programs 
within these areas.  Participation in these activities, in order to be useful, must be 
voluntary and not part of any participation agreement that affects eligibility. 

5. ESL and literacy/numeracy supports should be included in social assistance service 
supports for people on social assistance who may be newcomers or are challenged by 
literacy/numeracy issues.  In addition, the system must make better efforts to provide 
to all system users clear language information about the system requirements and all 
supports and services, special benefits, deferrals, consequences and other processes.  
For people residing in Ontario without immigration documentation, benefits must 
continue and a process be put in place for these recipients to access the Ontario Child 
Benefit.  In addition, appropriate services should also include support for 
undocumented residents in seeking landed status or other services that can provide 
additional supports.   

6. People seeking assistance should not be required to ask for specific benefits and 
services before being provided with information about them.  This is a practice 
designed to withhold needed support and information that system users have a right 
to receive. Full disclosure of information, in accessible languages and formats, must be 
provided, including verbatim language interpretation.  Full disclosure of supports and 
services, for example, would allow women who experience violence to receive 
information without the need to disclose their personal experiences. Women can then 
decide for themselves if they want or need to name the abuse in order to receive 
related deferrals or services. 

7. Employment related plans must take gender and equity into account. For example, 
women must not be streamed into job openings in gendered job classes unless that is 
their choice.  Not all jobs are safe for women; many jobs jeopardize women’s ability to 
care for or supervise their children appropriately.  Gender and equity-based support 
would not, for example, idly recommend employment to Aboriginal women wherein 
the woman must travel alone at night in order to attend or return from work.  
Understanding the danger to women, for example, knowledge of the frequent 
murders and disappearances of Aboriginal women may affect jobs to which women 
would be referred.  Employment related plans—and the participation agreements that 
depict them—must be flexible enough to respond to the complex lives that women 
lead as a result of child care, responsibilities for care of extended family members and 
gender/equity based responsibilities and realities that men generally are not required 
to take on in family crises.  As these arise for women, they should not result in loss of 
eligibility for social assistance or support services on a short- or long-term basis.  

8. Development of individual plans of service to a variety of people and, within a gender 
and equity framework means that social assistance must adopt the goal not of “equal 



 Ontario Association of Interval and Transition Houses (OAITH) 

19 
 

services” to all, but rather ensuring “equal outcomes” for people using the services.  In 
other words, services and supports must meet the test of substantive equality. 

Helpful and respectful employment supports and services would represent the very best 
“work incentive” for people on social assistance—we know with certainty that this is the most 
effective direction for women.  It makes no sense financially or practically to take a “shortest 
route to a job” approach that jettisons people off the system only to see them come back 
within a year.  People using social assistance desperately need the resources to survive in the 
community, but it will be a focus on the personal aspirations of people that will take them off 
assistance permanently—if the system has the courage to invest in people and facilitate their 
own goals, rather than those of the system, as a “work incentive”. 

A reformed system must change the punitive culture and outcomes of system regulations 
and procedures intensified by the mid- to late-90s politically motivated assault against social 
assistance users.  While some of the more egregious of these have been ameliorated, the 
system remains essentially one of surveillance and tracking that is wasteful and demeaning, 
and helpful to virtually no one. 

Culture of surveillance and punishment 

Some of the more ridiculous and punitive rules—what the ODSP Action Coalition and 
assistance users have called “stupid rules”—have been a boon to abusive partners who use 
them to manipulate and control women and their children. We have outlined earlier how 
abusers may return to women’s homes without consent, making women in violation of social 
assistance rules.  Men falsely report women to disrupt or even have eliminated their social 
assistance support.  They may also use less obvious manipulation to achieve their goals with 
the unwitting help of the system.  For example, they may provide some small financial 
support to the abused woman and her children.  If she doesn’t report this “income” the 
abuser then threatens at a later date to report her unless she complies with his demands.   

The Commission has indicated that issues outlined in the Approaches to Reform are broad 
strokes and that further development of them will be needed.  We are aware of this, but 
without further detail it is very difficult to assess some of the options. 

For example, the Commission has described a method of verification using auditing of 
resources and expenses for people on social assistance as a way of reducing intrusive and 
punitive surveillance of the many inexplicable rules and limitations for people using the 
system.  But there is no commitment that unnecessary or intrusive rules will disappear.  The 
Commission needs to ensure and explain how the rules will be altered and how an audit 
system would not result in further hardships for those found in violation of it, especially 
through errors created by mistakes in the system itself. 

In addition, the system must introduce alternatives to claw backs for “overpayments” in the 
system that currently further impoverish people who live at subsistence levels.  In particular, 
overpayments created by mistakes within the system should be forgiven and must not affect 
eligibility or access to needed services and supports.  Given that the system itself can drive 
users to disobey some of the more ridiculous rules in order to survive, there should be a 
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mechanism by which users and caseworkers can develop a joint plan for breaches of the 
rules. Better still, of course, to reform the rules themselves. 

A largely unnecessary culture of surveillance and mistrust that sweeps everyone into its net is 
at odds with the purpose of social assistance as a response to abject poverty.  Because it is 
currently imbedded in the practices of the system, we recommend an audit of the verification 
and surveillance apparatus itself as a prerequisite to determining whether an audit process 
for users of the system is the answer. 

In the meantime, we recommend that a list of priority rule changes be developed to identify 
those procedures and areas of verification that are most offensive and unhelpful and a 
timeline developed for their suspension or removal. 

We do not see how incessant and intrusive surveillance engenders cooperation with the 
system. Moreover, if appropriate levels of support for the real needs of people were adopted 
the need for costly and punitive treatment of people on social assistance would be reduced 
dramatically. 

Whether or not the reform of social assistance succeeds ultimately depends on 
implementation plan and the timeline for achieving it.  The Commission has not provided any 
guidance on this aspect of the reform.  Nevertheless, we would like to offer some from our 
perspective. 

Next steps 

1. The Commission must recommend an order for substantive changes to structure and 
practice within social assistance within its final report.   

2. In particular, positive changes within Ontario Works must be the focus of reform 
before changes are made to fundamentally alter the structure and processes of the 
Ontario Disability Support Program.  Shifting virtually all people into the same system 
before correcting the serious shortcomings of OW is a recipe for hardship and 
suffering for people on social assistance.  From a gender and equity perspective, those 
hardships would fall disproportionately on those who have been identified as most at 
risk of poverty. This cannot be allowed to happen. 

3. The Commission has identified labour market discrimination and lack of 
accommodation for people with disabilities as a barrier to achieving the goal of exiting 
social assistance.  These barriers also exist in different ways for other individuals on the 
system at risk of greater and more entrenched poverty.  In terms of implementation, 
then, job readiness and imperatives to find employment for people with disabilities 
must only take place after the accommodations and changes outlined in the Ontarians 
with Disabilities Act are achieved.  For other marginalized groups on social assistance, 
appropriate caution and attention to the additional barriers faced by Aboriginal 
people, women, mothers, racialized people, immigrant and refugees, and people 
experiencing age related discrimination must be a factor in determining barriers to 
work. 
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4. Restructuring services for people with “severe” disabilities  who are defined primarily 
by their relationship to the labour market—i.e. whether or not by some undetermined 
measure they are deemed unemployable—is a proposal we cannot evaluate unless we 
know how “severe” will be determined.  In any case, we can’t support any definition 
that effectively excludes people from supports and opportunities that they may want 
to use based on some arbitrary definition of their potential or aspirations.  The choice 
to seek supports and employment services, however they evolve within the system, 
should rest solely with the person using the system. 

5. Implementation of reforms will tell whether or not the system will change to the 
benefit of its users and managers.  In order to give reforms the best chance of 
succeeding, particularly for the diversity of people on social assistance, it is imperative 
that the Commission recommend a process by which people affected by the proposed 
reforms and their advocates are meaningfully included and consulted and their advice 
given priority with regard to the effectiveness and impacts of proposed changes. 

6. Before or simultaneously with reforming the OW system, the Commission must 
recommend a system of re-training for social assistance managers and frontline 
workers to assist them in embracing a fundamental shift in providing services and 
supports to social assistance users.  This training must be provided from a gender and 
equity perspective so that those who deliver the services understand and accept the 
need to address individual needs and recognize marginalization as a barrier for people 
the system. 

In its final report we would like to see the Commission recommend targets and timelines for 
evaluation of the reforms that government may put in place.  Evaluation and review of the 
reforms must be provided directly to the Legislature as a whole, rather than to the Ministry of 
Community and Social Services or its Minister alone. 

Evaluation and review 

Respectfully submitted: 

 
 
Eileen Morrow, Coordinator 
Ontario Association of Interval and Transition Houses (OAITH) 


