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The Social Assistance Review: Where We Are Now?  
The Social Assistance Review was promised in the government’s 2008 Poverty Reduction 
Strategy, largely in response to a push from advocates to reform Ontario Works (OW).  

In 2009, the government appointed SARAC, the Social Assistance Review Advisory 
Council. They recommended that the review be broad and look at all aspects of income 
security for Ontarians – not just social assistance – with a focus on OW and an exploration 
of new approaches for people with disabilities. 

The Commission for the Review of Social Assistance in Ontario was appointed by Minister 
of Community and Social Services in November 2010 and released its first Discussion 
Paper on June 9, 2011. 

That paper reflected the government’s focus on “removing barriers and increasing 
opportunity with a particular focus on people trying to move into employment from social 
assistance”. The consultation period was June through end of August 2011, and the 
Commission received 700+ submissions from groups and individuals across Ontario. 

The Commission released the Options Paper, entitled ‘Approaches for Reform’, on 
February 3, 2012. This paper identifies various options that could be part of their final 
recommendations. The timeline for the consultation process is very limited – the 
Commission wants responses by March 16 – and there will be no formal travelling 
consultations with communities.  

The Commission also released ‘What We Heard’ – a summary report on feedback the 
Commission received during consultations on the first Discussion Paper.  

The Commission’s Final Report and Recommendations are due June 2012. 

► See page 12 for links to the Commission’s three documents. 

Responding to the Options Paper 
One of the big problems with the Options Paper is that there is no overriding vision 
expressed as to what the role and objectives of social assistance should be – even though 
the Commission’s first Discussion Paper specifically asked for input on this. Many 
respondents said they believed the overriding objectives of social assistance should be to 
reduce poverty, treat people with dignity, and provide positive, personalized supports to 
employment rather than negative penalties and disincentives.  

Instead, the paper presents a list of ideas for how OW and ODSP could be reformed. 
Some of these ideas are good, some are bad, and for some it’s unclear. And, in fact, 
some ideas contradict others. The problem with this list of ideas is that government can 
“cherry pick” the ideas they like best and serve their interests most.  

The Options Paper: What Does It 
Say, and What Does It Mean?  
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Given the government’s current focus on cutting costs and finding administrative savings, 
the risk is that the income security of people with disabilities will be undermined – instead 
of moving to better incomes and supports for all people on social assistance. 

This is the second big problem with the Options Paper – it concentrates on “fixing” 
ODSP when it’s really OW that needs a full transformation.  

The Ministry is concerned about growing ODSP caseloads and the limited number of 
people on ODSP who are working. Advocates have long stated that these issues would 
largely be resolved if the OW and employment supports systems provided:  

• more money to ensure adequate incomes;  
• additional and more appropriate employment-related services and supports;  
• responsive and collaborative employment planning; 
• vocational assessments to determine supports and services, not income eligibility; 
• the right to appeal decisions made on employment-related services and supports;   
• longer-term income and pre-employment supports that recognize that some people 

experience multiple barriers to participating in the community and employment; and,  
• a shift away from pursuing every opportunity to find people ineligible and toward a 

system that provides positive supports that people are entitled to get.  

This is the transformation that has to happen. But instead of focusing on creating this 
kind of system, the Commission seems intent on making recommendations for reforms 
that would fold ODSP into what is essentially a “tinkered with” OW system – which could 
put the incomes of people with disabilities at risk before any meaningful and positive 
changes have been made.  

We recommend that groups and individuals around the province:  
• Expand on and add to the paper’s good ideas – advocate for these; 
• Be wary of the risky or untested ideas – ask questions about implications and 

propose alternatives if necessary; and, 
• Advocate against the bad ideas. 

The major stumbling block in getting a good set of recommendations that will be 
implemented is the current political and economic context. The government’s focus on 
reducing spending in order to reduce the deficit makes investing in improving social 
assistance highly unlikely. Instead, it points toward reforming the system to find cost 
savings for government rather than to make improvements for people.  

Political and Economic Context (in brief) 
The Commission’s first discussion paper reflected the Ministry of Community and Social 
Services’ concerns about ODSP, namely: 
1. Increasing caseloads and costs: In the past 2.5 years, for example, there has been a 

15% increase in the ODSP caseload – an extra cost of $550 million per year. 
2. A limited number of ODSP recipients in the paid workforce: 11% of people on ODSP 

get some income from employment. The Ministry thinks this is too low.  
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The Commission has categorized people with disabilities according to their employability – 
i.e., they divide people with disabilities into to those who ‘can’ work and those who 
‘cannot’. This is a step backward for people with disabilities. ODSP does not do this.  

The Commission talked about “mandatory participation in employment and in treatment 
and rehabilitation” in its first Discussion Paper, citing international studies that discuss 
moving away from programs that support people with disabilities to programs where 
people with disabilities are required to do employment-related activities (e.g., training, 
education, pre-employment, etc.) in order to get financial support.  

Agreements to participate in employment-related activities are currently required for people 
on OW – they were introduced not to help people but rather to “manage” the caseload by 
suspending or cancelling people’s benefits for any small instance of non-compliance. This 
is one of OW’s most regressive features. (Some municipalities have started to use 
participation agreements as tools to provide positive training opportunities.)  

The Ministry is making it increasingly difficult to get ODSP by fighting the current ODSP 
definition of disability and raising other technical barriers in the courts, as legal clinics 
across Ontario have seen.  

Government has a $16 billion deficit that they have promised to eliminate by 2017-18. 

The Drummond Commission issued its report on February 15 on how to deliver public 
services differently in order to find the administrative efficiencies and program savings to 
eliminate the deficit, without raising taxes. Unfortunately, recommendations made in the 
Drummond report support specific options in the Options Paper. This puts pressure on the 
Review to make recommendations that may have negative implications for people on 
assistance.  

They Heard – But How Did They Respond?  
Many statements, ideas, and options in the Options Paper show the Commission heard 
and incorporated what people said in consultations on the first Discussion Paper. For 
example, the paper:  

• notes that employment is “a” route out of poverty (i.e., not “the” route); 
• identifies that employment services have to be significantly improved and are 

currently failing to meet people’s needs; 
• notes there are good examples of employment supports being used in some 

municipalities, but they are not consistent across the province nor accessible to 
people with disabilities; 

• acknowledges that people with disabilities need specialized supports; 
• notes that the AODA (the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act) is just a 

start on accessibility for people with disabilities; 
• acknowledges that not all people with disabilities will be able to work full time or 

consistently; 
• acknowledges that there are many barriers for people with disabilities, and that 

some people with disabilities may never be able to find work despite high personal 
motivation; 
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• identifies the need to find a way to make rates rational; 
• agrees that adequacy and poverty reduction are important principles in how to 

determine rates; 
• says that people on social assistance don’t abuse the system; 
• acknowledges that it is problems in the labour market that results in having to make 

tradeoffs in figuring out rates; 
• recognizes the need to move away from a culture of surveillance; 
• states that depleting assets reduces people’s financial resilience (i.e., makes it hard 

to get back on their feet) and undermines their future financial stability; 
• acknowledges that stigma is reinforced at many points in the system; and, 
• notes important differences for First Nations and the need to revise the system 

according to their requirements and right to sovereignty. 

The big question is: Do the options that they propose in the paper reflect these concerns 
and respond appropriately to these issues?   

The Options Paper Dissected and Reassembled 
In order to get a better understanding of what the Options Paper actually says, we have 
taken information from various chapters in the paper and created a picture of the kind of 
social assistance system the paper appears to be suggesting that we move towards.  

While all of these ideas are still recommendations and only possibilities under discussion, 
the picture drawn in the Options Paper is of a system divided into:  

• one income support program for people who are “severely disabled”; and,  
• another income and employment supports program for everyone else.  

What follows is a basic sketch of what this system might look like.  

1.  Program for people who are “severely disabled”: 

a) Income is from a new program that is potentially like a pension and presumably 
delivered through the income tax system.  

► The paper doesn’t say what “severely disabled” means – i.e., who would be 
eligible for this program? The common definition in other income programs 
(like CPP-D) is having a “severe and prolonged” disability.  

► This is a much narrower definition of disability than what ODSP uses, so 
fewer people would qualify for this program than can currently qualify for 
ODSP.  

b) Benefits (e.g., prescription drugs / dental / vision, assistive devices, etc.) could be 
delivered outside of social assistance to all low-income Ontarians. 

► The paper doesn’t say whether people on this program would be eligible to receive 
employment-related services or other supports to promote social and community 
inclusion. Is this a move back to “permanently unemployable”? 
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2. Program for everyone else: 

a) Income  

• The paper proposes that the level of income that people receive from social 
assistance should be determined in a way that accomplishes three objectives – 
adequacy, “fairness” between social assistance recipients and low-income 
workers, and creating work incentives.  

• It notes that poverty reduction is an overriding policy consideration, but says that 
trade-offs have to be made because it’s very difficult to achieve all three at the 
same time. Trade-offs are managed by creating or changing other programs. 

► There are many problems with this discussion, particularly in the way that 
fairness is defined and the focus on creating work incentives (i.e., rather than 
fixing work disincentives). However, beyond that, because poverty reduction 
is the overriding consideration, adequacy must be the primary objective for 
these programs. There should be no trade-offs made on reaching adequate 
incomes for people on social assistance.  

• Rates are one part of the total income people would receive, and the paper 
proposes creating one basic standard rate for everyone. The paper says 
creating one basic standard rate for everyone would give people more flexibility 
to make their own decisions and less intrusion into the details of people’s lives. 

o The paper says the basic standard rate would be one amount – e.g.,  there 
would be no distinction between “basic needs” and “shelter” amounts, and no 
separate “board and lodging” category.  

o The paper says that the “dependent adult” category could be eliminated and 
that people in this situation would simply apply on their own as individuals.  

► These are good ideas that would eliminate much of the documentation 
that people are required to provide and the amount of verification that 
people are subjected to.  

o The paper says that there would have to be “ways to address higher costs 
in the north” – this might indicate that a Northern Allowance could be added 
to the basic rate for people in the North. 

o The paper talks about the possibility of creating a differential in the amount 
of the basic standard rate depending on length of time on the program – 
that is, people could get less income at first and more income as time 
progresses, or they could get more right away if it’s determined that they will 
require longer-term supports. The paper says that the purpose of doing this 
would be to address some of the “trade-offs” that arise from trying to achieve 
all three income objectives (listed above). 

► The “trade-offs” that a rate differential would address is the question of 
whether people on assistance should get more money than people 
working in low-wage jobs (i.e., “fairness”) and the question of creating 
an incentive to work in the rate structure itself.  
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o The paper also talks about “rolling” other current income benefits e.g., 
Employment Start-Up, Community Start-Up and Maintenance Benefit, MSN 
Travel, etc.) into the basic standard rate. It says that this would help with the 
problem of complexity in the system, because these benefits are difficult to 
administer. These other benefits would no longer exist, and the money that 
the government currently budgets for them would instead go into increasing 
the basic standard rate.  

► “Rolling” these funding sources into the basic standard rate in order to 
streamline administration will cause hardship for those people who 
have a disproportionate need for these benefits. It will eliminate the 
benefits that respond to difference and diversity of need, and to 
unexpected, extraordinary, periodic, or emergency costs.  

► Income adequacy isn’t likely to be accomplished by “rolling” these 
benefits into the basic standard rate – the paper does not give any 
indication as to whether or not there is enough funding currently 
devoted to these “special benefits” to raise everyone’s basic rate by 
anything more than a minimal amount.  

o The paper includes the Special Diet Allowance in the list of other current 
income benefits that could be rolled into the basic standard rate. It says that 
“dietary needs” could be dealt with through the Ministry of Health.  

► “Rolling” Special Diet into the standard basic rate ignores the role that 
the Special Diet Allowance plays in determining a person’s eligibility for 
OW or ODSP. It would reduce the number of people who would be 
eligible for social assistance.  

► There is no recommendation for creating another program that would 
pay for medically necessary diets – which are expensive. 

► Only says that the “dietary needs of all low-income people” could be 
dealt with through “programs and policies” in Health. 

• The paper also says that other income programs, outside social assistance, 
could be created. These programs could go to all low-income Ontarians, no 
matter if they get assistance or if they are working. Creating programs like this 
would resolve the “trade-offs” that arise from trying to achieve all three income 
objectives (listed earlier). Three options are discussed: 

1. A new Ontario Working Income Tax Benefit or an improved federal 
WITB – this could help to provide an incentive to work. 

► A new working income tax benefit may be a positive move. However, 
concerns have been raised from some sectors that a WITB is 
essentially a wage subsidy for employers.  

2. A new Housing Benefit – this could help to provide adequacy for 
people who can’t afford the increasing costs of housing. 
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► A Housing Benefit is supported by a number of groups and individuals. 
What impact would a housing benefit have for affordable housing policy 
as a whole? Would it shift money away from investments in building and 
maintaining affordable quality housing?   

3. A new Disability Supplement – this could help to provide adequacy 
to people with disabilities, because the paper says that it would 
recognize that people with disabilities have higher costs of living and 
less potential earning power in the labour market. As a person with a 
disability earned more money from working, the amount of the 
supplement would decrease.  

► This would be a big change in the way income is provided to people 
with disabilities. The paper doesn’t say if this kind of benefit has any 
track record. Is there is a rational policy explanation for it?  

► There is a risk that the incomes of people with disabilities would be 
destabilized by such a move. Much more research and analysis would 
have to be done before moving from ODSP to a disability supplement.  

► The paper doesn’t talk about who might qualify for this benefit – i.e., 
how disability would be defined for the purposes of eligibility.  

► There is no discussion of how a “disability supplement” might interact 
with the “severe disability” pension-style program mentioned above, or 
with the options that relate to the employability of people with 
disabilities (see discussion in Employment Services section below).  

► There is no recognition that a disability supplement might be 
insufficient to respond to the needs of people with episodic disabilities, 
whose income from employment may fluctuate from year to year. 

► See our “Tax Delivered Income” backgrounder for general information 
on how these other income programs might work and some of the 
benefits and problems: http://sareview.ca/isac-resources/options-
paper-webinar/. 

b) Benefits  

• Benefits currently available from OW or ODSP (like prescription drug, dental, 
and vision) could be provided outside social assistance. The paper talks about 
the option of providing these kinds of benefits to all low-income Ontarians.  

• As with the other ways to address “trade-offs”, the paper says the reason for 
doing this is to create fairness between people who are on social assistance and 
those who work in low-wage, poor quality jobs.  

• The paper also mentions the possibility of providing these benefits through a 
pooled insurance program to make sure employers don’t take advantage of a 
government-funded system.  

http://sareview.ca/isac-resources/options-paper-webinar/�
http://sareview.ca/isac-resources/options-paper-webinar/�
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► Creating an extended health benefit program for all low-income people would be 
a good response to the failures of the labour market to provide benefits to 
people in low-wage, precarious work. In a context in which conditions in the 
labour market are worsening, this is simply smart public policy. The discussion 
about “fairness” or “work incentives” for people on assistance is beside the point. 

► See our “Moving Benefits Out of OW and ODSP” backgrounder for general 
information on some of the benefits and problems with this option: 
http://sareview.ca/isac-resources/options-paper-webinar/. 

c) Assets  

• Within this new program, the level of assets a person has would remain part of 
whether or not they are eligible for benefits. But the paper discusses three 
options for setting a higher asset limit: 

1. Asset levels for OW could be increased to those for ODSP; 

2. Asset levels could be increased for the first period of time that a person is on 
social assistance; 

► The paper doesn’t say what would happen in this scenario to the assets of 
people who need longer-term support. Presumably, those people would 
have to spend their assets down. 

3. Or, levels for those assets that contribute to longer-term financial security 
(like RRSPs) could be increased. It also suggests looking at “other asset-
building strategies” (like special savings accounts for people on assistance). 

• The paper says that, whichever of these options is chosen, the rules could be 
simplified so that the current long list of specific things that are exempted from 
the asset limit is collapsed into one total asset limit.  

• An example of this is Quebec’s program, which exempts the first $60,000 of 
“liquefiable” assets (i.e., those that aren’t “locked in” and therefore are available 
for people to spend). The paper acknowledges that this might be a problem for 
people with disabilities who have trusts that are worth more than $60,000. 

• The paper says that exemptions on large items, like a person’s principal 
residence, would be retained. 

d) Compliance, Verification & Risk Management (“The Rules”) 

• The paper says the program could move away from having to verify every detail 
of every person’s file to only verifying those details if a person’s file is audited.  

• This would mean replacing “comprehensive verification” with audits (like they do 
in the income tax system). 

• The paper says this would help move the system away from a “culture of 
surveillance” and would help simplify what is a currently very complex system.  

http://sareview.ca/isac-resources/options-paper-webinar/�
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• The paper acknowledges that an audit system requires stiff penalties in order 
to create an appropriate deterrent.  

► Audits don’t address the real problem, which is that the rules that people 
must comply with are intrusive and exist in order to find every opportunity to 
deduct income.  

► While the paper says that many of the income verification rules would no 
longer exist because of the streamlining of income benefits, those aren’t the 
only rules that are a problem.  

► Using their example, while people’s marital status wouldn’t have to be initially 
or continuingly verified under an audit system, the definition of “spouse” 
would stay the same – but it is that definition that causes hardship for and 
mistrust of people on assistance. The inability of people to understand and 
interpret this definition under an audit system could lead to higher 
overpayments and potentially to fraud investigations.  

► Another example – the requirement to report income monthly and reconcile 
income monthly stays the same, but people would have to keep their receipts 
in case they are audited. There are two problems here:  

► Much of the problem of compliance – especially around income verification – 
results from the requirement for monthly declaration and reconciliation of 
income for continuing eligibility. Any situation in which a person’s month-to-
month income is found to be more than what is allowed is deemed an 
overpayment. 

► Keeping receipts can be a big problem for people on low-incomes, whose 
living situations are often unstable and disrupted. This requirement would 
lead inevitably to situations where people are audited, don’t have their 
receipts, and are thus deemed to have been in overpayment. The 
overpayment could be much larger than if it had been identified in the month 
in which it occurred. This could lead to people being investigated for “fraud”.  

► An auditing system could, in fact, end up treating people on assistance even 
more harshly than comprehensive verification.  

► Moving away from surveillance would require changing or getting rid of the 
rules – not just limiting and delaying verification.  

e) Employment Services  

• The paper discusses four aspects of effective services and supports that 
could act as benchmarks for improving the quality of employment services: 

1. Assessment and case management have to be consistent; 
2. Pre- and post-employment services and supports need to be integrated; 
3. Strong connections with employers have to be made; and,   
4. People with disabilities should get the same level of services. 
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► This discussion is extremely important and points in the direction of creating 
an employment supports program that is actually responsive to a diversity of 
need and the variety of barriers that people face to the labour market. In 
some ways, this is the most valuable part of the Options Paper and an 
important option to advocate for.  

► Building this kind of employment services system should be the first step in 
transforming the current social assistance system, before any other changes 
are made.  

• The paper discusses improving access through changing the way that 
employment services are delivered – three models are discussed in detail:  
1. Improve collaboration between the province and municipalities / First 

Nations;  
2. Municipalities and First Nations could deliver all employment services; or,  
3. Employment Ontario could deliver all employment services to people on both 

OW and ODSP. 
• Participation agreements that tie eligibility for income to doing employment-

related activities are presumably still required – there is no discussion in the 
paper of changing this.  

► In some municipalities, participation agreements continue to be used as a 
punitive aspect of the Ontario Works system. They should be changed so 
that people on assistance have more control over the activities they are 
required to undertake, so that quality, appropriate activities and programs are 
accessible to all those who need them, and so that appeal rights are built into 
the system to respond to disagreements and problems.  

• The paper does, however, talk about whether or not people with disabilities 
who can work should be required to sign participation agreements.  

► Instituting participation agreements for people with disabilities – in the 
context of a labour market that is unaccommodating and employment 
services that are currently insufficient and inaccessible – will put the incomes 
of people with disabilities in jeopardy. We need to strongly oppose this. 

• The paper also talks about how to measure whether or not a person “can 
work” – i.e., creating an employability assessment for people with disabilities.  

► Assessment tools should only be used to assess the kinds of supports and 
services that people require in order to prepare to work – not to determine 
their eligibility for income supports.  

► The employment supports system – and the accessibility and 
responsiveness of the labour market – must be improved first, before any 
moves to require participation agreements are considered. 

• On page 11, the Commission asks if these changes should be made now or 
later: Should Ontario “adopt a means to better assess work capacity and set 
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participation requirements for people with some capacity for employment” OR 
“wait to introduce such requirements until substantial progress has been made 
on removing barriers to employment for people with disabilities, including the full 
implementation of the AODA.” 

► We need to respond! Timing around the reform process is very important to 
comment on – what to do first and what to do later. The pressure (from 
Drummond and the deficit) will be to cut first.  

 

► The idea of requiring people with disabilities to get treatment or rehabilitation 
to prepare them for employment was discussed in the Commission’s first 
Discussion Paper, but it is not included in the Options Paper. Commenting on 
this will also be important to prevent it from reappearing in the Commission’s 
Final Report. 

► With the exception of First Nations, the paper does not comment on integrating 
and recognizing the critical role that volunteerism plays in preparing to work, or 
in helping people on social assistance participate in the life of their communities, 
particularly for people with disabilities. The Commission would be well served by 
applying their recognition of the value of this kind of alternative employment 
preparation activities more broadly – for example, to people with disabilities.  

► Similarly, the paper does not discuss the importance of providing appropriate 
self-employment supports, particularly for people with disabilities for whom 
workplace-based employment can be very difficult. 

f) Program Delivery 

• The paper discusses three different ways that the entire social assistance 
system could be delivered. These differ depending on how OW and ODSP are 
merged. 

• It says that making changes to integrate the programs could help with their long-
term sustainability. It presents three approaches to changing the delivery of OW 
and ODSP:  

1. Keep OW and ODSP as two different income programs, but integrate 
employment supports – coordination between the programs could be 
improved through joint planning and office co-location 

2. Integrate OW and ODSP into one program (both income and employment 
supports) and deliver them locally – municipalities and First Nations could 
deliver both income and employment services, tailored to the needs of 
communities.  

3. Integrate OW and ODSP into one program, with administration (like cutting 
the cheques) done by the province and case management and 
employment services done locally – doing this could ensure equitable 
access to services and supports for all, including people with disabilities. 
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• The paper acknowledges that this option would require setting up new 
accountability requirements. It suggests things like setting expectations 
for outcomes and making requirements that service providers adopt 
best practices, survey recipients and employers, and report publicly.  

g) Integration with Other Programs 

• A number of problems that arise from the ways in which social assistance and 
other income support / benefit programs interact are discussed in the paper. 
No specific resolutions to these problems are presented.  

► One large oversight in this section is that there is no discussion of the 
interactions between ODSP and other programs – and whether this could be 
the reason for rising ODSP caseloads. Other disability income programs that 
are tied to employment income (CPP-D, EI sickness, WSIB, private 
programs) may not be carrying their fair share of increasing incidence of 
sickness and disability - simply because fewer people are eligible for them, 
either because the growing number of irregular, contractual, and part-time 
jobs aren’t covered or because of other program changes that limit eligibility.  

First Nations 

• In a separate chapter on First Nations issues, the paper says that “separate and 
substantive discussions with First Nations” were held.  

• The paper states that poverty and dependency on social assistance is a product 
of the historical relationship between First Nations and Canada arising out of the 
Indian Act. It states that the Ontario Native Welfare Administrators Association 
has proposed four principles for social assistance that would improve the system 
for First Nations, and explains these principles.  

• The paper indicates that many issues raised in other chapters will have impact 
on First Nations, but that there are both longer-term and shorter-term options 
that should be considered that are directly applicable to the situation of First 
Nations people in Ontario.  

Resources 
The webinar that accompanies this backgrounder can be viewed at: 
http://sareview.ca/isac-resources/options-paper-webinar/  

ISAC’s Organizing and Analysis Toolkit can be downloaded at: 
http://sareview.ca/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/Toolkit-Post-Options-Paper.doc  

A lobby kit prepared by the ODSP Action Coalition can be downloaded at: 
http://sareview.ca/isac-resources/mpp-lobby-kit/  

 
The Commission’s documents can be downloaded at:  
http://www.socialassistancereview.ca/commission-publications  

http://sareview.ca/isac-resources/options-paper-webinar/�
http://sareview.ca/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/Toolkit-Post-Options-Paper.doc�
http://sareview.ca/isac-resources/mpp-lobby-kit/�
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