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Thank you for the opportunity to speak before the Standing Committee today. 

My name is Jennefer Laidley, and I’m with the Income Security Advocacy Centre. 

ISAC is a specialty legal clinic with a province-wide mandate that works to resolve the systemic problems built into Ontario’s current social assistance programs. 

And I’m Mary Todorow from the Advocacy Centre for Tenants Ontario. 

ACTO is a specialty legal clinic with a province-wide mandate to improve the housing situation of low-income Ontarians, including tenants, co-op members and homeless persons.  

We’re here to express our grave concern about the elimination of two critically important benefits for people on Ontario Works and the Ontario Disability Support Program, as announced in the Budget. 

These are the Community Start-up and Maintenance Benefit and the Home Repairs Benefit. 

Cutting these benefits is extremely problematic, for two very important reasons. 

First, because it will have a very negative impact on the nearly 900,000 Ontarians who currently rely on Ontario Works and ODSP for their incomes, which are already far below the poverty line. 

And second, because of the implications that these cuts have for other social policy reform processes that are currently underway. We’re very concerned about the lack of consistency and coordination between the actions being taken in the Budget and the reforms being undertaken in other venues. 
First – the impacts on people. 
The loss of the Community Start-up and Maintenance Benefit (CSUMB) will have a serious negative impact on people on OW and ODSP, the majority of whom are renters. 
CSUMB provides funds once every two years for people on OW and ODSP to maintain their housing. Essentially, this is a homelessness prevention benefit. 

It helps people pay for things like first and last month’s rent deposits. It helps people buy or replace furniture. It helps people put down deposits on utilities or pay overdue utility bills. 

There are three aspects of this benefit that make it essential for people on social assistance. 

First, it is targeted to help them specifically. People on assistance are among the most vulnerable in Ontario. 
Second, it provides people with the direct assistance they need to retain their housing and prevent homelessness – it can help them pay their rent or utility arrears, or help them move to safer or more secure housing. 
And third, this benefit is mandatory – people that are denied are able to appeal the decision. This oversight ensures a measure of fairness for Ontarians with low-income and protects them from arbitrary decisions.

All three of these critical factors will be lost when CSUMB ends in January 2013 and new consolidated housing and homelessness funding comes into force, which we’ll talk about in more detail in a moment. 

The loss of CSUMB will hurt many people across Ontario – people who, we will remind you, live far below the poverty line on the incomes provided by OW and ODSP. 

These are people who otherwise cannot afford these expenses. Their incomes do not allow any wiggle room for them to save for these costs. 
The fact that they rely so heavily on food banks is evidence that the funds they receive are insufficient to meet their daily needs, let alone paying for large expenses like these. 

The people who will be hurt include women trying to move from transition shelters into permanent homes after experiencing domestic violence. 

It will hurt men trying to move from the shelter system into permanent homes. 

It will hurt people dealing with bedbug infestations, which we know is a real threat. 

And it will hurt people who cannot afford the rising cost of energy. 

Currently, about 16,000 Ontarians rely on these benefits each month. 
The second critically important benefit for people on assistance that is being lost is the Home Repairs Benefit. 

This benefit helps low-income Ontarian homeowners who are struggling to maintain and repair their own homes.

The Home Repairs Benefit helps people on assistance pay for things like emergency plumbing repairs, patching a leaky roof, or repairing damage from fire or floods. 
Starting January 2013, this benefit will end.


The only alternative for people on OW or ODSP who own their own homes will be programs such as Ontario Renovates that provide loans for repairs – which people on OW and ODSP simply cannot afford to repay.

This cut is more likely to affect people with disabilities, who are on ODSP, and those in rural, northern and First Nations communities.
Now we’d like to talk about the implications that these cuts have on other reform processes currently underway. 
Four and a half years ago, government announced its Poverty Reduction Strategy. As part of the strategy, commitments were made to a Long-Term Affordable Housing Strategy and to a review of Social Assistance in Ontario. 

The Long-Term Affordable Housing Strategy was announced two years ago. As part of that strategy, a new consolidated Housing and Homeless Program Fund is being created, with the first phase of this consolidating taking place in January. 

As was announced in the Budget, 50% of CSUMB funds are slated to be combined with funding from five other housing and homelessness programs and transferred to the municipalities. 
Municipalities will set their own local priorities for this fund, which will be spread over a larger pool of potential clients. 

The provincial criteria and accountability framework for this fund is yet to be created. 
Moreover, local Housing and Homelessness Plans are not required by the Ministry of Housing until January 2014. 
Moving 50% of the CSUMB funding to municipalities before they understand and plan responses to their local housing and homelessness issues is in our view out-of-step with good policy implementation and the timetable established by the government in its Housing Services Act. 
And, importantly, it remains unclear how moving CSUMB funds will impact First Nations, who currently administer CSUMB on reserve.

The Commission for the Review of Social Assistance has been working since January of 2011 to build recommendations for large-scale reform of a system that doesn’t serve the people its intended to serve, is cumbersome and difficult to administer, and makes little economic sense in the current labour market environment. 

The Commission is about to deliver its final report and recommendations to government. We’re expecting this report by the end of June. 

Making cuts to social assistance benefits at this time – before the comprehensive review is complete – pre-empts and undermines the important process of reform that will arise out of the work of the Commission. 
We know that municipalities across Ontario are very concerned about the loss of these two benefits, as well as the cap that the Budget  puts on discretionary health-related benefits. 

We know that First Nations across Ontario are similarly concerned. We joined with seven First Nations communities from the North Shore of Lake Huron at a rally against these cuts held here at Queen’s Park on Monday. 

We know that housing workers, community legal clinic caseworkers, and others who support people living in poverty on OW and ODSP are very concerned that these cuts will result in more hardship, more desperation, and in fact more homelessness among people on assistance.  

We strongly urge you to reverse this cut and restore full funding to these critical programs. 

