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SUBMISSION TO THE 
COMMISSION FOR THE REVIEW OF SOCIAL ASSISTANCE IN ONTARIO 

 
The Community and Health Services Committee recommends the adoption of the 
recommendations contained in the following report dated September 28, 2011, 
from the Commissioner of Community and Health Services. 
 

 
1. RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
It is recommended that: 
 
1. As part of its collaborative advocacy mandate, the Human Services Planning Board of 

York Region be requested to work with the Region and community partners in 
providing a formal submission to the Commission for the Review of Social 
Assistance in Ontario. 

 
2. The Regional Clerk circulate this report to the Human Services Planning Board of 

York Region, the Association of Municipalities of Ontario and the Ontario Municipal 
Social Services Association. 

 
 

2. PURPOSE 
 
The purpose of this report is to provide Council with The Regional Municipality of 
York’s submission to the Province’s Commission for the Review Social Assistance in 
Ontario (the Commission) discussion paper and to request that the Human Services 
Planning Board of York Region (HSPB) work with the Region to undertake, as part of its 
first venture into collaborative advocacy, a process aimed at developing a multi-sectoral 
input paper to submit to the Commission prior to the release of their final report.  
 
 

3. BACKGROUND  
 
Province undertaking a review of Ontario’s social assistance system – 
including engagement with stakeholders 
 
The Province has appointed a Commission to undertake a comprehensive review of social 
assistance in Ontario, with a goal of developing specific recommendations and a concrete 
action plan for reforming the social assistance system. This was a key commitment of the 
2008 Ontario Poverty Reduction Strategy and responds to growing pressures on social 
assistance to remove barriers and increase opportunities for people to work.   
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The Commission is expected to submit a final report to the Province by June 30, 2012. 
 
As part of their work, in June 2011 the Commission released A Discussion Paper: Issues 
and Ideas to engage stakeholders on possible solutions for reform. The deadline for 
feedback was September 1, 2011. Because of the timelines, staff prepared an internal 
response accompanied by a letter from the Regional Chairman and CEO (see Council 
Attachment 1) to ensure the opportunity for input was not lost. 
 
Community & Health Services front-line and supervisory staff were 
engaged over the Summer to provide feedback to the Commission’s 
discussion paper 
 
Social assistance in Ontario is composed of two key programs – Ontario Works (OW) 
and Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP). OW is intended to provide financial 
and employment assistance to help people in temporary financial need find sustainable 
employment and achieve self-reliance. ODSP is intended to help people with disabilities 
live as independently as possible and to reduce or eliminate disability-related barriers to 
employment.  
 
ODSP is a provincially funded and administered program with approximately 13,000 
beneficiaries in York Region.  
 
OW is cost-shared and administered by municipal service managers. In York Region, 
OW is administered by the Community and Health Services Department (C&HS).  
Approximately 10,400 York Region residents participate in OW. Through the Provincial-
Municipal Fiscal and Service Delivery Review, the Province committed to a gradual up-
load of the full cost of OW benefits by 2018. OW administration costs will continue to be 
cost-shared.  
 
Over the summer, C&HS engaged its OW front-line and supervisory staff, along with 
program managers in key related services (e.g. child care, emergency shelters and 
domiciliary hostels, housing services), to respond to the Commission’s discussion paper. 
The results of this consultation were compiled and summarized into a submission sent to 
the Commission on August 30, 2011 through the Regional Chairman and CEO. C&HS 
staff also participated in consultations through the Association of Municipalities of 
Ontario and the Ontario Municipal Social Services Association.  
 
C&HS submission included a copy of the 2010 York Region Social Audit 
 
Included in the C&HS submission is a copy of the report of the 2010 York Region Social 
Audit, Behind the Masks – Testimonials from those Marginalized by Income. The audit, 
organized by the Interfaith Social Reform Coalition and co-convened by the Poverty 
Action for Change Coalition and the York Region Food Network, aimed to inform policy 
and program development, among other things. The themes and recommendations of the 
audit report were endorsed in principle by York Regional Council in January 2011 
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through the adoption of Clause 3 of Report No. 1 of the Community and Health Services 
Committee.  
 
The social audit report provides a community lens to many of the issues that relate to the 
work of the Commission and includes recommendations to build healthy communities 
and help people out of poverty. 
 
 

4. ANALYSIS 
 
COMMUNITY AND HEALTH SERVICES’ RESPONSE TO COMMISSION 
 
Commission guided by five key issues 
 
The Commission is working under five key issues that will guide its research, 
consultations and recommendations: 
• Place reasonable expectations on, and provide supports for, people who rely on social 

assistance with respect to active engagement in the labour market and participation in 
treatment and rehabilitation  

• Establish an appropriate benefit structure that reduces barriers, and supports people’s 
transition into, and attachment within, the labour market 

• Simplify income and asset rules to improve equity and make it easier to understand 
and administer social assistance 

• Ensure the long-term viability of the social assistance system  
• Define Ontario’s position vis-à-vis the federal and municipal governments as it 

relates to income security for Ontarians 
 
C&HS submission highlights need to transform OW into a workforce 
development program, with greater focus on intensive supports for the 
clients with greater challenges 
 
The focus of C&HS feedback was to respond to specific questions identified by the 
Commission under these issues. 
 
The following over-arching themes guided the C&HS response: 
 
Refocus OW into a workforce development program. The current system is too 
focused on the administration of a large number of complex and punitive rules that can 
stall successful transitions to employment, particularly for the increasing number of 
clients with multiple-needs that make up a core part of the caseload. Workforce 
development would allow service managers to re-focus their resources on providing more 
intensive support to help clients overcome barriers and become employment ready, while 
working with employers and other stakeholders to better understand local labour market 
needs. This needs to include a greater focus on job retention supports so OW clients 
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are supported to stabilize in the workforce after exiting assistance. These could be 
delivered through OW or outside of OW, but would include counselling and life skills, 
employer outreach, health or dental benefits, etc. 
 
Provide a benefit structure that meets local costs of basic needs and supports good 
health. Income adequacy provides people with stability. OW and ODSP clients are better 
able to focus on returning to employment when their basic needs are met. Under the 
current rates, OW and ODSP benefits are too low to meet local costs (transportation, 
housing, food) and push clients into monthly struggles to find cheaper housing or food.  
This creates additional barriers to employment and may lead to physical and mental 
health issues. There needs to be an acceptable approach to take into account the actual 
housing and basic needs costs in local markets in setting social assistance rates, including 
recognition of health implications. 
 
Table 1 below provides an example of the current level of benefits for an OW and ODSP 
single adult and sole support parent with a child compared to Statistics Canada’s Low 
Income Cut-Off and HSPB’s Making Ends Meet initiative. 
 

Table 1  
OW and ODSP Annual Income/Benefits Levels (2010) –  

Single Adult and Sole Support Parent with One Child (under 6 years of age) 

 OW* ODSP* 
Low Income Before 

Tax Cut-Off 
(LICO-BT) 

Making Ends 
Meet 

Initiative** 
Single Adult $7,952 $13,600 $19,496 $38,992 
Sole Support 
Parent with 
one child 

$18,340 $24,882 $24,269 $48,538 

*Based on annualized maximum shelter and basic needs rates as of Dec. 2010. Includes 
federal and provincial tax credits and benefits, including the Ontario Child Benefit.  
**Based on Double LICO-BT as the income needed to have a decent standard of living in 
York Region. 
 
Source:  Commission for the Review of Social Assistance in Ontario, Statistics Canada and Human Services 
Planning Board – York Region. 

 
Provide integrated supports across programs and services.  OW clients often need 
access to a range of ancillary supports to help overcome barriers and find employment 
(e.g. mental health and addictions, child care, housing supports, language services, etc.). 
However, York Region’s rapid growth has often led to wait lists for these supports, if 
they exist at all. Program silos within the Province also hinder integrated local planning 
and case management at the front-lines. Successful outcomes for clients depend on the 
availability of ancillary services, and provincial policy that supports local collaborative 
planning.  
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Service managers need flexibility and support.  OW service managers need flexibility 
to develop strategies and the right mix of supports that best meet the local needs of 
residents and employers. Service managers also require support to help foster local 
service integration and collaboration. Data collection, information technology tools, 
program evaluation, local plan development and community engagement are some of the 
additional resource pressures on OW service managers that need to be recognized as part 
of a reformed social assistance system.  
 
NEXT STEPS 
 
Commission’s Options Paper will provide another opportunity to provide 
input, including involving community partners in York Region 
 
The Commission is expected to release an Options Paper in the Fall of 2011 that will 
incorporate the input provided by stakeholders in the discussion paper.  
 
Through the Options Paper, the Commission will seek further input and advice from 
stakeholders to help frame its recommendations to the Province.   
 
In order to bring a broader perspective to the issues, it is being recommended that the 
HSPB be requested to work with C&HS and community partners to provide multi-
sectoral input into the Options Paper as part of its Making Ends Meet initiative. 
Supporting collaborative advocacy is part of the mandate of the HSPB.  
 
The capacity of low income residents to maximize their labour market potential, improve 
their income level, and achieve food security, all key elements of Making Ends Meet in 
York Region, are closely linked to social assistance. Recommendations to reform OW 
and ODSP will need to address key gaps in current support so low income residents who 
access these programs are better able to meet basic needs and transition where possible to 
economic self-sufficiency.  
 
 

5. FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
There are no financial implications related to the report. Any potential costs of social 
assistance reform will depend on the scope of the Commission’s recommendations and 
how the Province will respond. 
 
 

6. LOCAL MUNICIPAL IMPACT 
 
Residents participating in OW and ODSP live in all local municipalities. Social 
assistance reform has the potential to support healthy communities and vibrant local 
economies.  
 



 
Report No. 8 of the Community and Health Services Committee 

Regional Council Meeting of October 20, 2011 
 
 

7. CONCLUSION 
 
The Province has appointed a Commission to review social assistance in Ontario as part 
of its Poverty Reduction Strategy. The Commission recently released a discussion paper 
for stakeholder feedback. This report provides Council with the submission provided to 
the Commission outlining the Region’s perspective as an OW Service Manager.  
 
The Commission is expected to release a follow-up Options Paper that will highlight their 
proposed recommendations as a next step in their consultations. The Human Services 
Planning Board of York Region will be requested to work with the Region and 
community partners to review the Options Paper from a broader community perspective 
and as part of the Making Ends Meet initiative.  
 
 
For more information on this report, please contact Cordelia Abankwa-Harris, Acting 
General Manager, Social Services at Ext. 2150 or Lisa Gonsalves, Acting Managing 
Director, Strategic Service Integration and Policy Branch at Ext. 2090. 
 
The Senior Management Group has reviewed this report. 
 
(The attachment referred to in this clause is attached to this report.) 
 
 



Council Attachment 1 
























