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Representing Ontario Community Legal Clinics 

in advocating on social assistance issues


Responses from Ontario’s Political Parties on Ontario Works and Poverty

ISAC and the Steering Committee on Social Assistance sent questionnaires to the three major political parties in Ontario – the Liberals, the New Democratic Party (NDP) and the Progressive Conservatives (PCs) – to ask how they would improve Ontario Works. 
We received responses from all of the parties. The Liberals and the NDP responded specifically to each of our questions, although the Liberals focused on the work they have done in the past rather than on what they plan to do in the future. The Progressive Conservatives commented more generally in a letter signed by the party’s leader.  
To be as fair as possible, we have included as much relevant information on each question as possible, even if the answers were not as directly responsive as we had hoped. And we have attached all the parties’ responses to this document so that you can see their responses in full. 
1.
Will your party commit to making sure that people who have to rely on OW have enough money to afford food, housing, clothes, a phone, transportation, and other regular necessities? And will your party index OW rates to increases in the real cost of living? 

Liberals: “Since taking office in 2003, we have increased social assistance rates seven times and will have provided an additional $1.8 billion in rate increases to recipients by the end of this year…. We have been able to make real progress through our strategy by implementing important initiatives to ensure kids have every opportunity to succeed. The Ontario Child Benefit (OCB) is providing up to $1,100 per child per year to over one million kids and is helping families move from social assistance to employment more easily. We will increase the OCB to $1310 in 2013…. But we know there is more to do.” 
NDP: “Since the early 1990s, social assistance rates in Ontario have fallen more than in any other province. The NDP is committed to restoring the adequacy of social assistance rates. We will follow through on recommendations arising out of the Review of Social Assistance in 2012 to improve income adequacy. In the interim, we will make an immediate one-time increase in OW and ODSP rates to ensure that they keep up with inflation. We will also end the claw-back on the first $300/month of ODSP recipient earnings during the first year of employment and will increase the monthly work-related benefit to $150 for all ODSP recipients with employment income. In addition, we will begin the implementation of a $240 million a year housing benefit which will provide a monthly benefit to social assistance recipients who spend more than 30% of their income on rent.”
PCs: “We’ll give families relief. We’re going to cancel Dalton McGuinty’s eco-taxes that make basic items like smoke alarms and fire extinguishers more expensive. We will also remove the HST from home hydro and heating bills, and will take the Debt Retirement Charge off of residential hydro bills – renters will benefit from this relief as the utility costs to their building are reduced. A typical family would see $275 in relief each year as a result of these relief measures…. We also believe that Ontario Works and Ontario Disability Support Program recipients who are out looking for work should be applauded, not penalized. That’s why we will allow Ontario Works and Ontario Disability Support Program recipients who work part time to keep more of their benefits and ease their transition from welfare to a job.”
2.
Will your party ensure that the commitment people on OW make to find work is matched with a commitment from government to provide quality employment services?

Liberals: “Although we have made progress together, we know that there is more to do. This is why Ontario Liberals are committed to improving employment opportunities and improving the Social Assistance program. The Social Assistance Review is a key part of this commitment, and we look forward to receiving the review commission’ final report next summer.”
NDP: “OW is too focused on managing caseloads and not enough on helping people return to the labour market. Almost half of OW recipients return to social assistance within a year of leaving it. A key aspect of the Review of Social Assistance is to look at more effective ways of helping recipients to return to the labour market in a sustained fashion. We look forward to acting promptly on the recommendations from the Social Assistance Review panel in this regard.”
PCs: “I believe that welfare programs should focus on helping our neediest rebuild their lives and develop the useful skills they need to find a full-time job.”
3.
What will your party do to ensure that there are good, sustainable jobs in the economy that people on OW are able to access?

Liberals: “Our Ontario Liberal Plan will keep us moving forward, together, as we build a stronger economy. 

· Because we need to give our job creators the tools to compete, we will complete our Tax Plan for Jobs and Growth and provide even further tax relief for small businesses. 

· Because we know that Ontario needs a highly educated workforce to compete, we will make our world-leading schools even better, implement full-day kindergarten by 2014, give college and university students 30 per cent off their tuition, and create 60,000 new post-secondary spaces. 

· Because we know that roads, bridges, and public transit are foundations of a strong economy, we will continue to invest in infrastructure to help our businesses compete. 

· Because we know that returning to balanced budgets is essential in the wake of the global recession, we will continue to move forward with our balanced budget plan, reforming the delivery of government services to drive efficiencies by protecting health care and education.

… Moving forward, we want to take the politics out of setting the minimum wage to ensure Ontario never falls behind again. That is why we will appoint a minimum wage advisory committee to provide recommended options on how to determine the minimum wage for future years.” 

NDP: “We will increase the minimum wage to $11/hour and index it to the cost of living. We will strengthen enforcement of employment standards by hiring new enforcement officers. We will also create jobs by implementing a 20% tax credit (up to $5,000 per employee) for companies that hire a new employee, a 10% tax credit for companies that investment in machinery and equipment, and a 20% tax credit (up to $3,500) for companies that invest in staff training. We will put in place a Buy Ontario policy so that Ontario tax dollars create jobs in the province and we will ensure Ontario’s resources are processed here to create value-added jobs in Ontario. Finally, we will create a Jobs Protection Commissioner to bring workers, employers, creditors, investors, governments and community leaders together when companies are threatened.”
PCs: “The families living on social assistance I’ve met have told me they want change. Specifically, they want their government to make changes to complicated social assistance programs that don’t meet their needs. And most of all, they want a government that has a plan to create jobs…. I believe that welfare programs should focus on helping our neediest rebuild their lives and develop the useful skills they need to find a full-time job…. What I hear loudest and clearest from those struggling on social assistance is that they want a well-paying job that will allow them to meet their families’ needs. An Ontario PC government will implement a five-point plan to create private-sector jobs in Ontario: 

· Treat energy policy as economic policy – not as a social program.

· Train 200,000 more skilled workers by expanding the apprenticeship system.

· Reduce taxes on job creators.

· Eliminate job-killing red tape.

· Lower taxes on families.

Our five-point jobs plan will give families the confidence to spend again, and employers the confidence to hire again, and it will create new opportunities for those living on social assistance who want to work.”
4.
What will your party do to support women on Ontario Works who are fleeing violence in their relationships and need longer-term support and specific services to stabilize their lives and the lives of their children, and ensure their safety? 

Liberals: “We are building on the success of the Domestic Violence Action Plan with our recently announced Sexual Violence Action Plan, Changing Attitudes, Changing Lives. This action plan takes a coordinated and collaborative approach to prevent sexual violence and improve supports for survivors. We will work across ministries and with provincial violence against women organizations to implement public education campaigns, develop and deliver training and enhance the service system response through an investment of $15 million over four years. The Joint Working Group on Violence Against Aboriginal Women will continue to identify priorities, guided by the Strategic Framework to End Violence Against Aboriginal Women. Ontario Liberals are also supporting the training of more than 22,000 front-line professionals and service providers to detect domestic violence and support victims. We have helped almost 6,000 women annually access health care, and legal and social services in more than 60 languages, and we are investing over $3.7 million to expand this program to reach women who have been victims of sexual assault. We have also helped to create a network of more than 200 survivors to engage other survivors. And, we are supporting undocumented women fleeing violence by funding crisis lines, which provide referrals in more than 150 languages, and information on violence against women shelters and other support services.”
NDP: “The particular challenges faced by women who have experienced spousal abuse and violence are not adequately addressed in the current social assistance system. For example, ISAC has pointed out that the current OW system forces women who are OW recipients to go to court to sue for support from the child’s father which can destabilize custody relationships and harm children’s relationships with their fathers. We will work to address this unacceptable situation upon completion of the Social Assistance Review.” 

PCs: No response.
5.
What will your party do to support people with mental health disabilities who are unable to navigate the confusing and cumbersome application process to get onto ODSP, and so must rely on the much lower incomes and fewer supports available through OW?

Liberals: “As part of our plan, Forward. Together., we want to build on our investments made in children’s mental health, and will invest an additional $30 million annually to improve mental health and addictions supports for adults, focusing on prevention, early identification and services. We will continue to work collaboratively with our partners to better integrate mental health services in Ontario. We will work to ensure that our efforts have a real and lasting impact for Ontarians.”
NDP: “There are currently too many barriers to accessing ODSP. We expect the Social Assistance Review to address these issues and will follow up to implement recommendations.” 

PCs: No response.
6.
What will your party do to support newcomers to Canada who have had to go on OW because employer demands for “Canadian experience” bars them from working in their field, despite their high level of education and training? 

Liberals: “We have made progress, but there is still more work to do. That is why the Ontario Liberal Party has unveiled a serious plan to keep Ontario moving forward for its newcomers: 

· The Ontario Liberal Plan for Ontario proposes a No Skills Left Behind tax credit of up to $10,000 to offset first year training costs of highly-trained new Canadian citizens. Breaking down barriers to employment and tapping in to the talent of new Canadian professionals means a stronger workforce and a stronger economy. 

· We have tasked the Fairness Commissioner to work with regulatory bodies to create alternatives to Canadian experience requirements by 2014, so that skilled newcomers can get into the workforce quicker while protecting Ontarians. 

· We are expanding community-based programs for international medical graduates, helping them proceed into their careers sooner to earn a living and help increase access to health care for Ontarians. 

· We will continue to invest in bridge training, language training, and settlement services to ensure that newcomers get job-ready and into the workforce. As recently as August, Ontario Liberals reaffirmed our commitment by investing an additional $12 million to bridge training projects.” 

NDP: “Ensuring good jobs and the full inclusion of newcomers into our economy is vital to the growth of our province. The 2010 Fairness Commissioner’s Report identified numerous problems in Ontario licensing programs. Internationally trained individuals are much more likely to be unemployed, or to be working in a field unrelated to their professional training, than domestically trained individuals. Many applicants find the process for completing the licensing exams, language proficiency exams and required education to be difficult and lengthy. Ontario’s NDP would ensure that the Fairness Commissioner’s recommendations are implemented and would work to develop employment opportunities that marry the skills of newcomers with the needs of Ontario’s economy.” 

PCs: No response.
7.
What will your party do to support people from racialized communities who end up on OW because of discrimination in the labour market? 

Liberals: No direct response.
NDP: “The issues that employment equity legislation seeks to address are real. Workplace discrimination must be addressed and an NDP government would do just that. There are a number of approaches that could be taken – new Employment Equity legislation is one. Strengthening human rights legislation, closing loopholes in employment standards legislation, and coming through on pay equity legislation are other approaches. Regardless of the exact approach taken, an NDP government would move aggressively to deal with this issue.”
PCs: No response.
8.
Will your party continue the Social Assistance Review and ensure that any changes made to the social assistance system effectively reduce poverty in Ontario?

Liberals: “We are committed to building a stronger, more integrated system. Through the review, we are listening to Ontarians to determine how we can make these programs more responsive to the people who need help and to provide more opportunities for them to take part in their communities and the economy. Ontario Liberals will also consider delivering a new housing benefit, and will ask our experts working on the review to develop options. We are looking forward to receiving the final report and recommendations of the Commission for the Review of Social Assistance in Ontario.”
NDP: “We will ensure that the Social Assistance Review is completed on schedule. We will work promptly to implement recommendations arising from the review to ensure that the social assistance system meets the needs of Ontarians.” 

PCs: “An Ontario PC government will modernize the welfare system to make it fairer, both for society’s neediest and for those who pay for it. Currently, our welfare system is governed by over 800 different rules, and many of them contradict one another. We’ll change that by condensing the rules to make the system more effective, and less complicated, for those who rely on it.”
Other Commitments from the Parties 

Some of Ontario’s political parties have made additional commitments around OW and poverty that we did not ask questions about. We are including these additional commitments here for your information.

Liberals: 

· “Ontario Liberals understand poverty is an issue facing many Ontarians and that is why we have made poverty reduction a priority. We introduced Ontario’s first-ever Poverty Reduction Strategy…. We are also the only party to commit to setting the next poverty target in the next mandate.” 

PCs:

· “We’ll also take action to clean up the fraud in the Ontario Special Diet Allowance Program that the McGuinty Liberals have let stand, and we’ll fix the program to make sure the money gets to the people who need it.”
· “We will require welfare recipients to be residents of Ontario for one year before collecting benefits” (Changebook, p30)
· People committing welfare fraud may be banned for life from social assistance. (Changebook, p33)
October 1, 2011 

Ms. Mary Marrone 

Director, Advocacy and Legal Services 

Income Security Advocacy Centre 

425 Adelaide Street West 

5th Floor 

Toronto, Ontario 

M5V 3C1 

Dear Ms. Marrone: 

Thank you very much for your letter and questions on behalf of the Income Security Advocacy Centre. I am pleased to provide you with the attached response, which outlines the Ontario Liberal Party’s position on these issues of key importance. 
Ontario Liberals are the only party with a positive plan to move Ontario forward. Together, we got through the recession the Ontario way: we protected education and health care, stood by workers in the hardest hit industries, and worked together to find new opportunities for our province and our families. Our strong leadership, experienced team and thoughtful long-term plan are getting results for Ontario families. 

Eight years ago, during the dark days of Conservative cuts and conflict, Ontario was moving backwards. Today, our schools are rated among the world’s best, our health care ranks first in Canada, and old jobs are coming back while new jobs are being created in emerging industries like advanced manufacturing and clean energy. 

Our plan is working and Ontario is solidly on track. The Hudak PCs would take us off track and put our fragile recovery at risk with their reckless schemes. We need to keep moving forward, together. 
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Ms. Marrone, thank you for the opportunity to address these issues of importance — and please accept my best wishes. 

Yours truly, 

Dalton McGuinty 
Leader of the Ontario Liberal Party 
Premier 

Enclosure

Response to Income Security Advocacy Centre
1. 
Will your party commit to making sure that people who have to rely on OW have enough money to afford food, housing, clothes, a phone, transportation, and other regular necessities? And will your party index OW rates to increases in the real cost of living? 

2. 
Will your party continue the Social Assistance Review and ensure that any changes made to the social assistance system effectively reduce poverty in Ontario? 
Ontario Liberals have sought to improve opportunities and the well-being of social assistance recipients since 2003. Unlike the Tories, whose first act in government was to cut social assistance by 22 per cent and kick people off of the program, Ontario Liberals have been working hard to increase supports to help recipients move towards independence and self-sufficiency. 

Since taking office in 2003, we have increased social assistance rates seven times and will have provided an additional $1.8 billion in rate increases to recipients by the end of this year. Ontario Liberals also understand that the social assistance system is about more than providing cash benefits for clients. It is about giving them the most appropriate supports to provide opportunity, to get them back to work and participating in their communities. 

Under Ontario Works, we have simplified rules around earnings exemptions, so the more you work, the more money you keep. We have removed punitive rules — like the lifetime ban and increased the maximum deduction for informal child care costs, created employment benefits, and extended drug, dental and vision care benefits for people leaving social assistance for employment. Following the advice of the Social Assistance Advisory Review Council, we also expanded the exemption of small payments and in-kind gifts, shortened the suspension periods, clarified the rules for disposing of assets in relation to eligibility, and changed the shelter allowance calculation to benefit people who share the cost of their accommodation. 

Ontario Liberals understand poverty is an issue facing many Ontarians and that is why we have made poverty reduction a priority. We introduced Ontario’s first-ever Poverty Reduction Strategy, with a target to reduce child poverty by 25 per cent over five years. We also made poverty reduction a long-term priority for successive governments by enshrining this commitment in legislation through the Poverty Reduction Act, 2009. We are also the only party to commit to setting the next poverty target in the next mandate. 
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We have been able to make real progress through our strategy by implementing important initiatives to ensure kids have every opportunity to succeed. The Ontario Child Benefit (OCB) is providing up to $1,100 per child per year to over one million kids and is helping families move from social assistance to employment more easily. We will increase the OCB to $1310 in 2013. Full-day kindergarten is saving families $6,500 a year on childcare, and will be rolled out to all schools by 2014. As part of our comprehensive tax reforms, 90,000 low-income Ontarians no longer have to pay any personal income tax. And we have increased the minimum wage to $10.25 — a 50 per cent increase after a nine year freeze under previous governments. 

Because of these investments, we have seen a significant shift of single-parent families moving off of social assistance, from 42 per cent of cases in 2002 to only 30 per cent today. In fact, a single mom with a small child working full-time at minimum wage has seen her income increase by $10,500 since 2003. 

The poverty rate for children in Ontario has declined — despite the recession — from 15.2 per cent in 2008 to 14.6 per cent in 2009. This means 19,000 kids have been lifted out of poverty. 

By focusing our efforts to ensure children have every opportunity to succeed in life, we are breaking the cycle of poverty and building a more prosperous province for us all. But we know there is more to do. 

We believe our programs can and should do more to eliminate barriers for people working to improve their lives. And we want to make those changes. That is why we have launched the largest Social Assistance Review in Ontario in over 20 years. We are committed to building a stronger, more integrated system. Through the review, we are listening to Ontarians to determine how we can make these programs more responsive to the people who need help and to provide more opportunities for them to take part in their communities and the economy. Ontario Liberals will also consider delivering a new housing benefit, and will ask our experts working on the review to develop options. We are looking forward to receiving the final report and recommendations of the Commission for the Review of Social Assistance in Ontario. 

3. 
Will your party ensure that the commitment people on OW make to find work is matched with a commitment from government to provide quality employment services? 
Ontario Liberals have made important investments to help get people back to work, through employment training programs, second career, infrastructure and stimulus spending, and remain committed to building a stronger employment support system. 
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We have invested over $1 billion annually in Employment Ontario (EO), serving more than one million people. Since the federal government transferred most of its employment and training programs to the province, we have worked hard to integrate the programs to create a single system that helps people get the services they need quickly and efficiently. Unemployed people in the past, including those on Ontario Works, may have had to go to two or even three different locations to get the services they needed. Now, EO offices are a one-stop-shop to help unemployed Ontarians, get the help they need to get back into the workforce, including job search, job matching, placement and incentives, job and training retention support, information and referral services, and client service planning and coordination. 

We also provide direct support to Ontario Works clients to help them in finding employment. This includes referrals to counseling or training programs, access to basic education, and workshops on a range of areas that can help someone to find meaningful work, as well as placements with employers and community agencies to help clients get experience and training. We have also made significant changes to Ontario Works including: 

· Simplified rules around earnings exemptions, so the more you work, the more money you keep 

· Providing up to $500 to help offset costs related to getting started in full-time employment 

· Extending drug, dental and vision care benefits for people leaving OW for employment 

· Ensured that those attending full-time postsecondary can work and save money for school 

· Increased the up-front child care benefit and the deduction amount for informal child care costs from $390 to $600 per child per month. 

In response to the global recession in 2008, instead of simply watching Ontario Works caseloads increase, we brought in — for the first time ever in Ontario — long-term income supports for retraining. Our Second Career program provides laid off employees with up to $28,000 each year to return to school to upgrade skills and education. The $800 million invested in Second Career since 2008 has helped 47,000 people upgrade their skills and education and within a year of graduating 74 per cent of those are getting jobs. 

This past year, one in five Ontario Works participants has left social assistance for jobs. Although we have made progress together, we know that there is more to do. This is why Ontario Liberals are committed to improving employment opportunities and 
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improving the Social Assistance program. The Social Assistance Review is a key part of this commitment, and we look forward to receiving the review commission’s final report next summer. 

4. 
What will your party do to ensure that there are good, sustainable jobs in the economy that people on OW are able to access? 
Our Ontario Liberal Plan will keep us moving forward, together, as we build a stronger economy. 

· Because we need to give our job creators the tools to compete, we will complete our Tax Plan for Jobs and Growth and provide even further tax relief for small businesses. 

· Because we know that Ontario needs a highly educated workforce to compete, we will make our world-leading schools even better, implement full-day kindergarten by 2014, give college and university students 30 per cent off their tuition, and create 60,000 new post-secondary spaces. 

· Because we know that roads, bridges, and public transit are foundations of a strong economy, we will continue to invest in infrastructure to help our businesses compete. 

· Because we know that returning to balanced budgets is essential in the wake of the global recession, we will continue to move forward with our balanced budget plan, reforming the delivery of government services to drive efficiencies by protecting health care and education. 

Our plan is working. Over 292,000 net new jobs have been created since October 2009, the depths of the global recession. All of the net new jobs that Ontario has created since the bottom of the recession have been full time. This year, according to the London Financial Times, Ontario is ranked number one in North America when it comes to turning foreign investment into jobs. In June, Ontario created more jobs than the rest of Canada and the US combined. Unemployment is at the lowest level since 2008 at 7.5 per cent. 

The minimum wage was frozen at $6.85 for the entire time the PC’s were in office. We raised it seven times to $10.25 — an increase of 50 per cent. Ontario now has the highest provincial minimum wage in Canada. Moving forward, we want to take the politics out of setting the minimum wage to ensure Ontario never falls behind again. That is why we will appoint a minimum wage advisory committee to provide recommended options on how to determine the minimum wage for future years. 
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Ontario Liberals also want to ensure that our most vulnerable workers are protected. Employees working in precarious employment situations must be treated fairly and their rights protected. We have done more to enforce the Employment Standards Act than the two previous governments combined. We initiated more prosecutions, recovered over $50 million owing to vulnerable workers and hired more employment standard officers. We also amended the Employment Standards Act to provide protections for temporary help agency workers and introduced legislation to protect foreign nationals employed as live-in caregivers. Ontario Liberals have taken an active role in protecting the jobs of Ontario workers and will continue to do so. 

Given the uncertainty in the global economy, now is not the right time to take Ontario off track. The Hudak PCs have $14 billion in unfunded giveaways and tax cuts that would mean deep cuts to hospitals and schools. The NDP will take us off track with their $9 billion in new, job-killing taxes, and don’t have a responsible plan to pay for many of their expensive promises. 

5. 
What will your party do to support women on Ontario Works who are fleeing violence in their relationships and need longer-term support and specific services to stabilize their lives and the lives of their children, and ensure their safety? 
We have taken specific steps to raise awareness and address issues of violence against women, and we will continue to work with you to ensure that women who experience violence have the supports they need. Women must feel safe in their homes, their communities, and in their workplaces. 

By working together we have made significant progress. We invested more than $208 million each year to protect women from violence, and support victims of abuse, which includes our $87-million Domestic Violence Action Plan. We are building on the success of the Domestic Violence Action Plan with our recently announced Sexual Violence Action Plan, Changing Attitudes, Changing Lives. This action plan takes a coordinated and collaborative approach to prevent sexual violence and improve supports for survivors. We will work across ministries and with provincial violence against women organizations to implement public education campaigns, develop and deliver training and enhance the service system response through an investment of $15 million over four years. The Joint Working Group on Violence Against Aboriginal Women will continue to identify priorities, guided by the Strategic Framework to End Violence Against Aboriginal Women. 

Ontario Liberals are also supporting the training of more than 22,000 front-line professionals and service providers to detect domestic violence and support victims. We have helped almost 6,000 women annually access health care, and legal and social 
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services in more than 60 languages, and we are investing over $3.7 million to expand this program to reach women who have been victims of sexual assault. We have also helped to create a network of more than 200 survivors to engage other survivors. And, we are supporting undocumented women fleeing violence by funding crisis lines, which provide referrals in more than 150 languages, and information on violence against women shelters and other support services. 

In contrast, the PCs plan to impose a one-year ban on eligibility for social assistance. This means that people who come to Ontario to start a new life — including women and their children fleeing domestic violence — will be denied the help they need to get that start. We know there is more to do and no amount of violence against women is acceptable. 

6. 
What will your party do to support people with mental health disabilities who are unable to navigate the confusing and cumbersome application process to get onto ODSP, and so must rely on the much lower incomes and fewer supports available through OW? 
Ontario Liberals are strongly committed to addressing mental health and addictions with high-quality, timely supports and services to all Ontarians. Last June, we released Open Minds, Healthy Minds, our Comprehensive Mental Health and Addictions Strategy. The strategy provides a road map to enhance mental health services across one’s lifespan, from childhood to old age, and to provide the integrated services and supports that Ontarians need if they experience a mental illness or addiction. 

As part of our new comprehensive mental health strategy we are focusing on kids first. With an investment in services and supports of $257 million over the next three years, some 50,000 Ontario kids and their families will now have quicker and easier access to the right mental health supports, when and where they need them. New services and supports focus on three key areas — fast access to high-quality services, early identification and support, and help for vulnerable kids with unique needs. 

Ontario Liberals have shown leadership in addressing mental health and addictions in Ontario and we will continue to make it a priority going forward. As part of our plan, Forward. Together., we want to build on our investments made in children’s mental health, and will invest an additional $30 million annually to improve mental health and addictions supports for adults, focusing on prevention, early identification and services. We will continue to work collaboratively with our partners to better integrate mental health services in Ontario. We will work to ensure that our efforts have a real and lasting impact for Ontarians. 
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Both the PCs and the NDP are silent on mental health in their platforms — a clear indication of where their priorities lie. Addressing mental health is not one of them. 

7. What will your party do to support newcomers to Canada who have had to go on OW because employer demands for “Canadian experience” bars them from working in their field, despite their high level of education and training? 
We know that many skilled immigrants face barriers when trying to work in their field. To help ensure internationally trained individuals have fair and equal access to jobs in their area of expertise, we created the Office of the Fairness Commissioner, whose mandate is to make certain that regulated professions in Ontario, have registration practices that are transparent, objective, impartial and fair. Creating a Fairness Commissioner was a step that the PC’s and NDP refused to take when they were in power. 

We have made progress, but there is still more work to do. That is why the Ontario Liberal Party has unveiled a serious plan to keep Ontario moving forward for its newcomers: 

· The Ontario Liberal Plan for Ontario proposes a No Skills Left Behind tax credit of up to $10,000 to offset first year training costs of highly-trained new Canadian citizens. Breaking down barriers to employment and tapping in to the talent of new Canadian professionals means a stronger workforce and a stronger economy. 

· We have tasked the Fairness Commissioner to work with regulatory bodies to create alternatives to Canadian experience requirements by 2014, so that skilled newcomers can get into the workforce quicker while protecting Ontarians. 

· We are expanding community-based programs for international medical graduates, helping them proceed into their careers sooner to earn a living and help increase access to health care for Ontarians. 

· We will continue to invest in bridge training, language training, and settlement services to ensure that newcomers get job-ready and into the workforce. As recently as August, Ontario Liberals reaffirmed our commitment by investing an additional $12 million to bridge training projects. 

Tim Hudak and the PCs have labelled new Canadians as foreign workers and their candidates have questioned the need for helping settle new Ontario families. This is business as usual for Tim Hudak, who, for eight years cut programs to help our newcomers and failed to create a plan to help them find work in their profession. Because of the inaction of the previous Conservative government, the skills and talents of many newcomers were wasted as they worked in low-paying jobs just to get by. 
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The NDP failed to prioritize the needs of newcomers when they were in power and spent a disappointing 5 per cent of what Ontario Liberals invested to support our newcomers. 

8. 
What will your party do to support people from racialized communities who end up on OW because of discrimination in the labour market? 
Ontario Liberals believe that all of us have the right to live free from discrimination, inequality and intolerance. That is why we took the most significant steps to strengthen our human rights system in 40 years — to provide timely and efficient access to justice for those who face discrimination in our communities. Through outreach, education, cooperation and partnership, the Ontario Human Rights Commission is helping reduce conflict and tensions and better upholding Ontario’s commitment to human rights. 

By working with our many community-based partners, we have been able to provide highly relevant and effective bridge training, settlement, referral and language training services. For example, we have invested over $1 million in the Chinese Professionals Association of Canada to build bridge training programs that get our skilled newcomers licensed and into the job market. We have also been able to provide over $600,000 to the Arab Community Centre of Toronto to deliver crucial services that support newly arrived Ontarians who want to settle and start working as soon as possible. When the federal government cut $44 million from mostly community-based organizations in Ontario, Ontario Liberals stepped in to support organizations that were at-risk of closure and the communities that they serve, including the South Asian Women's Centre, the African Training and Employment Centre of Toronto and the Ethiopian Association in the Greater Toronto Area and surrounding Regions.
Response from the NDP:

1. 
People who have to rely on Ontario Works (OW) live in deep poverty. For example, a single person on OW receives only $593 a month. A single mother with one child receives only $1014, including their Ontario Child Benefit.


Often, people who end up on OW have had to because of failures in other support systems – like Employment Insurance – that used to be available to more people. 


Your party, like all others in the Ontario legislature, voted in favour of the Poverty Reduction Act in 2009, and “the vision of a province where every person has the opportunity to achieve his or her full potential and contribute to and participate in a prosperous and healthy Ontario”.

Will your party commit to making sure that people who have to rely on OW have enough money to afford food, housing, clothes, a phone, transportation, and other regular necessities? And will your party index OW rates to increases in the real cost of living? 

NDP Response: Since the early 1990s, social assistance rates in Ontario have fallen more than in any other province. The NDP is committed to restoring the adequacy of social assistance rates. We will follow through on recommendations arising out of the Review of Social Assistance in 2012 to improve income adequacy. In the interim, we will make an immediate one-time increase in OW and ODSP rates to ensure that they keep up with inflation. We will also end the claw-back on the first $300/month of ODSP recipient earnings during the first year of employment and will increase the monthly work-related benefit to $150 for all ODSP recipients with employment income. In addition, we will begin the implementation of a $240 million a year housing benefit which will provide a monthly benefit to social assistance recipients who spend more than 30% of their income on rent.
2. 
Currently, people on Ontario Works are obligated to sign participation agreements indicating what they will do to find a job. Any breach of this agreement results in their incomes being reduced or eliminated. 


But there is no obligation on the part of the program to provide any assistance with employment services, and there are no assurances that any services that people are able to access are of high quality and will help people get quality jobs that take them out of poverty. 

Will your party ensure that the commitment people on OW make to find work is matched with a commitment from government to provide quality employment services?

NDP Response: OW is too focused on managing caseloads and not enough on helping people return to the labour market. Almost half of OW recipients return to social assistance within a year of leaving it. A key aspect of the Review of Social Assistance is to look at more effective ways of helping recipients to return to the labour market in a sustained fashion. We look forward to acting promptly on the recommendations from the Social Assistance Review panel in this regard.

What will your party do to ensure that there are good, sustainable jobs in the economy that people on OW are able to access?

NDP Response: We will increase the minimum wage to $11/hour and index it to the cost of living. We will strengthen enforcement of employment standards by hiring new enforcement officers. We will also create jobs by implementing a 20% tax credit (up to $5,000 per employee) for companies that hire a new employee, a 10% tax credit for companies that investment in machinery and equipment, and a 20% tax credit (up to $3,500) for companies that invest in staff training. We will put in place a Buy Ontario policy so that Ontario tax dollars create jobs in the province and we will ensure Ontario’s resources are processed here to create value-added jobs in Ontario. Finally, we will create a Jobs Protection Commissioner to bring workers, employers, creditors, investors, governments and community leaders together when companies are threatened.
3. 
The current Ontario Works system treats everyone as though they are “job ready” – that is, ready to compete in the labour market – and just need to be pushed into getting a job because they are not choosing to work.


But studies have found that changes made to welfare systems in the 1990s – like those in Ontario – have meant that the majority of people relying on these benefits are not “job ready”. Instead, they have a variety of needs that aren’t currently being met by a system that prioritizes rapid employment over other critical issues.


What will your party do to support women on Ontario Works who are fleeing violence in their relationships and need longer-term support and specific services to stabilize their lives and the lives of their children, and ensure their safety? 

NDP Response: The particular challenges faced by women who have experienced spousal abuse and violence are not adequately addressed in the current social assistance system. For example, ISAC has pointed out that the current OW system forces women who are OW recipients to go to court to sue for support from the child’s father which can destabilize custody relationships and harm children’s relationships with their fathers. We will work to address this unacceptable situation upon completion of the Social Assistance Review. 

What will your party do to support people with mental health disabilities who are unable to navigate the confusing and cumbersome application process to get onto ODSP, and so must rely on the much lower incomes and fewer supports available through OW?

NDP Response: There are currently too many barriers to accessing ODSP. We expect the Social Assistance Review to address these issues and will follow up to implement recommendations. 
4. 
And other studies demonstrate the wide number of problems in the labour market that prevent people who are otherwise “job ready” from actually finding meaningful and sustaining employment. 

What will your party do to support newcomers to Canada who have had to go on OW because employer demands for “Canadian experience” bars them from working in their field, despite their high level of education and training? 

NDP Response: Ensuring good jobs and the full inclusion of newcomers into our economy is vital to the growth of our province. The 2010 Fairness Commissioner’s Report identified numerous problems in Ontario licensing programs. Internationally trained individuals are much more likely to be unemployed, or to be working in a field unrelated to their professional training, than domestically trained individuals. Many applicants find the process for completing the licensing exams, language proficiency exams and required education to be difficult and lengthy. Ontario’s NDP would ensure that the Fairness Commissioner’s recommendations are implemented and would work to develop employment opportunities that marry the skills of newcomers with the needs of Ontario’s economy. 

What will your party do to support people from racialized communities who end up on OW because of discrimination in the labour market? 

NDP Response: The issues that employment equity legislation seeks to address are real. Workplace discrimination must be addressed and an NDP government would do just that. There are a number of approaches that could be taken – new Employment Equity legislation is one. Strengthening human rights legislation, closing loopholes in employment standards legislation, and coming through on pay equity legislation are other approaches. Regardless of the exact approach taken, an NDP government would move aggressively to deal with this issue.

5. 
In 2009, your party – along with all the other parties in the legislature – voted to make poverty reduction the law in Ontario by unanimously supporting the Poverty Reduction Act. The Social Assistance Review started earlier this year, as part of the last government’s Poverty Reduction Strategy. Final recommendations will be released in June 2012. 


Will your party continue the Social Assistance Review and ensure that any changes made to the social assistance system effectively reduce poverty in Ontario?

NDP Response: We will ensure that the Social Assistance Review is completed on schedule. We will work promptly to implement recommendations arising from the review to ensure that the social assistance system meets the needs of Ontarians. 

September 27, 2011

Ms. Mary Marrone

Director, Advocacy and Legal Services

Income Security Advocacy Centre

425 Adeladide Street West, 5th Floor

Toronto, ON M5V 3C1

Dear Ms. Marrone,

Thank you for your letter and survey regarding important issues impacting families and seniors living on social assistance. I also thank you for giving me the opportunity to tell you about our changebook commitments to bring positive change that will offer low-income families the support and relief they need.

Under Dalton McGuinty, life for families living on social assistance has become even more expensive.

From his eco taxes on the items we use around our homes, to his HST tax grab that makes everything from hydro to haircuts more expensive, the Tax Man has sent bills through the roof.

Dalton McGuinty clings to the belief that the key to economic growth is to hike taxes on hardworking families and productive businesses in order to fund government-subsidized jobs. The result? There are

550,000 unemployed people in Ontario looking for work. After eight years, Ontario families can no longer afford Dalton McGuinty.

The families living on social assistance I’ve met have told me they want change. Specifically, they want their government to make changes to complicated social assistance programs that don’t meet their needs. And most of all, they want a government that has a plan to create jobs. I have listened to these families, and under my leadership, an Ontario PC government will take action to bring the change they deserve.

We’ll give families relief. We’re going to cancel Dalton McGuinty’s eco-taxes that make basic items like smoke alarms and fire extinguishers more expensive. We will also remove the HST from home hydro and heating bills, and will take the Debt Retirement Charge off of residential hydro bills – renters will benefit from this relief as the utility costs to their building are reduced. A typical family would see $275 in relief each year as a result of these relief measures.

Families trying to get by on Ontario Works and ODSP have told me that the systems they depend on are not working for them and that they require change. I believe that welfare programs should focus on helping our neediest rebuild their lives and develop the useful skills they need to find a full-time job.

An Ontario PC government will modernize the welfare system to make it fairer, both for society’s neediest and for those who pay for it. Currently, our welfare system is governed by over 800 different rules, and many of them contradict one another. We’ll change that by condensing the rules to make the system more effective, and less complicated, for those who rely on it. 
We also believe that Ontario Works and Ontario Disability Support Program recipients who are out looking for work should be applauded, not penalized. That’s why we will allow Ontario Works and Ontario Disability Support Program recipients who work part time to keep more of their benefits and ease their transition from welfare to a job.

We’ll also take action to clean up the fraud in the Ontario Special Diet Allowance Program that the McGuinty Liberals have let stand, and we’ll fix the program to make sure the money gets to the people who need it.

What I hear loudest and clearest from those struggling on social assistance is that they want a well-paying job that will allow them to meet their families’ needs.

An Ontario PC government will implement a five-point plan to create private-sector jobs in Ontario:

· Treat energy policy as economic policy – not as a social program.

· Train 200,000 more skilled workers by expanding the apprenticeship system.

· Reduce taxes on job creators.

· Eliminate job-killing red tape.

· Lower taxes on families.

Our five-point jobs plan will give families the confidence to spend again, and employers the confidence to hire again, and it will create new opportunities for those living on social assistance who want to work.

To read more about the change we’re proposing for Ontario families, I encourage you to visit

www.changebook.ca

Sincerely,

Tim Hudak

Ontario PC Leader
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