Take Our Seniors Off Welfare Campaign

Fall, 2005


BACKGROUND INFORMATION

The Issue

Two forms of social assistance are available for people who are under the age of 65 and have no income or means of support: 

1. Ontario Works (O.W.) benefits, more commonly known as welfare, are available for those who have no income and are considered ‘employable’. 

O.W. benefits are extremely low. A single person on O.W. receives $536 per month for everything: food, shelter, transportation, clothes and other necessities. 

In order to qualify for Ontario Works, one must liquidate all savings and assets except the equivalent of one month’s O.W. benefits: $536. Since O.W. recipients are considered employable, they must engage in continuous job search or job training activities or risk losing benefits.

2. Ontario Disability Support Program (O.D.S.P.) provides benefits for people who have major barriers to finding employment. To be eligible, one must have a serious physical or medical problem. 

O.D.S.P. benefits, though still very low, are considerably more generous than Ontario Works. A single person on O.D.S.P. receives $959 a month for shelter and living expenses; and an O.D.S.P. recipient is allowed to have up to $5,000 in savings and assets. O.D.S.P. recipients are not required to participate in job search or training activities, although they may do so voluntarily.

How many are affected and how?

Roughly 7,000 persons in Ontario between the ages of 60 and 64 are living on Ontario Works benefits because they are deemed to be employable. We challenge this assumption. In our experience – and as recently documented by the Ontario Human Rights Commission* – people in this age group often face major barriers to gainful employment. Employers are often reluctant to hire older workers due to unfounded fears of low productivity, high absenteeism, or high accident rates.   Many of the older applicants to Ontario Works have work histories in physically demanding ‘blue-collar’ jobs (construction, factory work, maintenance, cleaning, food services etc.) and are often physically unable to do this type of work when they reach their 60’s or even earlier.  In addition they may not be able to do other types of work if they have no prior experience or training.  Others with histories in higher-skilled white collar positions have lost their jobs through company downsizing or have been laid off due to stereotypical attitudes, or to make way for younger, less costly employees.  Finding employment is next to impossible for both groups of people.  As noted above, O.W. requires recipients aged 60 to 64 to  participate in job search or training; but for most of them self-support through paid employment is not a realistic goal.

Our front-line experience with this population informs us that many O.W. recipients in this age group have worked their entire lives, and they find themselves out of work and unable to find work for the first time. Some have health problems that would improve with better diet or dental care, but O.W. benefits don’t allow for such ‘luxuries’. Most live in inadequate housing, or are homeless. 

In 1998 The law changed

Until 1998 social assistance regulations deemed persons between the ages of 60 and 64 with no income to be automatically eligible for O.D.S.P. (then called Family Benefits) until they reached 65 and qualified for old age income security benefits. It was recognized that people in this age group faced huge barriers to finding work. Thus, before 1998 individuals over age 60 with no income and few assets received a benefit of $930 per month (at the time), and they were not required to liquidate most of their assets nor participate in job search or training activities (as OW requires) unless they chose to do so.
When the former government came into power in the mid-1990’s, they made many changes to social assistance laws. In 1998 they declared that this age group would no longer be automatically eligible for disability benefits, but would have to go on Ontario Works if they were in need, unless they had an obvious medical impairment which would qualify them for O.D.S.P.. Accordingly they were forced to live well below the poverty line, and were expected to participate in job search activities, right up to their 65th birthdays. This is how the law still stands today.
Our request

We believe that the social assistance law affecting this age group should be restored to what it was before 1998, namely that applicants for social assistance aged 60 to 64 be automatically eligible for a level of income support equivalent to O.D.S.P. benefits; and that they be allowed to keep the same level of assets as O.D.S.P. recipients and not be required to participate in job search or work training activities.  We are asking the present provincial government to recognize the fact that this group faces major barriers to employment and that requiring people of this age to live on $536 per month in our province is unacceptable and inhumane.

As already noted, the number of people in the situation we have described is relatively small, around 7,000. Transferring them to the O.D.S.P. would cost by our estimate, less than $30 million per year in additional benefits**. This relatively modest expenditure would make a huge difference in the quality of life for a group of seniors who are no doubt the poorest in our province.

CASE EXAMPLES

The following stories were prepared from actual 

files and/or interviews with clients.

Chris
is 62 years old.  He receives a little over $400 a month from welfare. With this he pays $113 rent for a subsidized room. He receives $201 from welfare for living expenses, and $100 a month for volunteering.  He is trying to set up his own computer business (information systems/web services) and puts about $100 per month into the business when he can.  He makes less money off the business than he puts in. After paying rent, he lives on a little more than $200 per month.  He eats most of his meals in drop-ins or other facilities with free meals.  However these meals usually consist of processed foods and starches and Chris cannot go for more than two days eating just the free meals, because he is anemic and starts to feel ill.  He also has ulcerative colitis, a condition that causes him pain if he eats certain foods such as dairy products. Sometimes he does buy his own food, but he cannot purchase very much or the money runs out. Chris has few comforts in his life - no entertainment of any kind and little social life. He can’t entertain friends in his tiny room, and he can’t afford public transit tickets to visit them either. It’s hard for him to go anywhere that’s too far to walk. He needs some dental work. His gums need to be cleaned, and some of his fillings are starting to fall out; but because these problems are considered ‘non-emergency’ welfare will not pay for it.

For a while his anemia prevented him from getting a regular job, because he was constantly fatigued and needed to go to the bathroom frequently. He was also concerned that his arthritic hands with open sores would put off prospective employers. He has been feeling a bit better recently, and is now trying to find clients for his business. But his lack of income makes it very hard to market himself, and even meeting prospective clients is difficult as he often has no money to for transit fare to go see them.

Chris reads a lot which he says helps preserve his sanity. But he says that for people who do not read very well, this can be an extremely depressing lifestyle, as there is little they can do for diversion from this horrible existence.

Carmelita is 61 years old.  She arrived in Canada in 1967. Until 2003, with the exception of a few years when she stayed home to care for her son, she has either been going to school or working, and sometimes both at once. After upgrading her high school skills in the 1970’s, she earned Community College diplomas as a nursing assistant, computer and administrative assistant, medical/dental office administrator, and a Ryerson diploma in office and administrative studies. Over the last few decades she has worked as a domestic servant, a nurse’s assistant, an assistant office manager, a secretary and receptionist. Her last job was liaison secretary at a nursing home.  

After years of struggling to make ends meet as a single parent, and living in subsidized housing, she and her son scraped together enough money to purchase a condominium in 2003. She was extremely proud of this step up in her life, and was determined to pay the mortgage and condo fees every month from her salary.  Sadly, six months later in November 2003 she was laid off from the nursing home where she had been employed for five years. Since then, she has been struggling to find another job.  

She lived for a while on the ‘buy-out package’ from her job, and then Employment Insurance. Then she exhausted all her savings. The only thing she has left is a $1,000 RRSP. In desperation she applied for welfare, but was turned down because of this RRSP. She is living on financial support from her son but is desperate to be self-sufficient again. Although she realized that if not for him, she would “probably be sleeping on a grate,” she worries that any money he saves from his modest salary must now go towards supporting her. She has done everything to look for work. She been to numerous employment centers, attended a variety of workshops, job fairs and training programs, but none led to a job.  She has four years to go before she reaches retirement age. She says she cannot depend on her son for that long, and does not know what she is going to do.  

Richard (This verbatim account is from 1997, shortly before the changes in law were put into effect):

“I am 62 years old.  I live alone in a small house near the village of Indian River. I was born in a part of Germany that is now part of Poland. I had five brothers and one sister. My mother died in 1940 in childbirth. My father was taken by the Russians in 1945 when I was nine years old.  He never came back. I only went to grade 8 and then trained as a baker. I developed TB and could no longer learn the trade of baker.  I emigrated with my brothers, sister and stepmother to Canada when I was 19. I spoke no English, so I went to school to learn some basic speaking, reading and writing.  My English is still not very good. My four brothers and one sister got good jobs at General Motors. I applied for jobs with GM and Ford but wasn’t hired. I think this was because I am blind in one eye.  The only work I could get was seasonal construction jobs. I did this kind of work until 1991, when I was 56 years old.  At that time I couldn’t find any more jobs. I used up all my savings and had to apply for Family Benefits. Now I have been told that my provincial benefits will be cut off in January 1998 and that I will have to go back on welfare.  How can they do that…? This will be a disaster for me.  I cannot survive on welfare and I cannot get a job. I am depressed and very anxious and scared. I was hoping to survive till I turn 65 when I will get CPP and Old Age Security.”

Mr. White is a 61-year-old with many health problems. When we met him he was living at a shelter and spending his days at various drop-in centres. On the days when certain drop-ins were closed he would walk miles to an alternative one. Mr. White had worked for many years as a furniture builder but was no longer able to do the job. He couldn’t pay his rent and ended up living in shelters.
Mr. White finally received an offer for a rent-geared-to-income unit with Toronto Community Housing Commission. He thought that subsidized housing would leave him more money for a healthy diet. Mr. White was shocked to find out that the shelter allowance for a TCHC unit is $137 and that he would receive only $201 for his basic needs. Mr. White is still dependent on food banks and community dining programs to supplement his diet and his health has deteriorated in the last year.
Ms. X
is a 59-year-old client who is in receipt of Ontario Works benefits. She left her job as a factory worker in 2003 to take care of her dying father. Ms. X found herself without work in 2003 and applied for O.W.. She tried to find another factory job and she also applied for sales clerk and cashier positions. In fact Ms. X submitted resumes and applications to an impressive list of employers, but with no luck. 

Ms. X requested a hairdressing course sponsored by Ontario Works but was told it would be a waste of O.W. money because of her age. Our clinic intervened and Ms. X was allowed to take the course but so far she has not been able to find employment. 

Ms. X lives in private rental housing and has $76 to live on after paying her rent of $450. She will turn 60 at the end of this year and will face five more years of extreme poverty

Surat is 64 years old. He was born and raised in Guyana, where he worked as a cabinet maker. He worked in the same trade in Canada from the time he came in 1977 until 1989.  That year he broke three ribs and was told by his doctor that he should not go back to work, so he went on welfare. In the early 1990’s, he attempted to return to work running a machine. Unfortunately, he slipped and fell on the job and his doctor recommended again that he stop. He has been on welfare continuously since then.  He has never applied for disability benefits of any kind as he was not aware of their existence.  

In April 2005 Surat lost his housing. He had been living in a basement room, and his landlord did not pay the mortgage, so the bank repossessed the home, leaving Surat homeless at the age of 63.  He lived in a shelter for a while, then in a boarding house which did not work out. After that he bounced around from friend to relative. Being homeless was rough on Surat’s health, as he has breathing problems (he is very dependent on a puffer), and often has trouble walking long distances.  He is also prone to blackouts. He found shelter living very difficult because he often has to use the bathroom 6 or 7 times a night, and since everyone sleeps together in a big room he was continually disturbing others. 

Surat likes to eat healthy food which was especially difficult when homeless. In order to get good meals, he would have to eat out and would end up running out of money. His doctor kept insisting that he find housing to improve his health, but on Ontario Works, it was rather difficult to find. Finally in October 2005, after 6 months of being homeless, Surat obtained subsidized housing in Scarborough. After enduring 15 years of extreme poverty, he has one more year to go until he can receive Old Age Benefits. 
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	Life as a senior — on welfare
By CAROL GOAR

    Going on welfare was one of the most humiliating things Lloyd ever did. All his life he'd worked hard at demanding physical jobs. He'd paid his taxes, pulled his weight and proved himself against men half his age. 

But at 62, his body wore out. He couldn't lift heavy loads anymore. His legs hurt and he was tired. With no income and no savings, he swallowed his pride and applied for welfare. As a single "employable" man, he was eligible for $520 per month, provided he was actively seeking work. 

His rent at a seedy Cabbagetown boarding house ate up $380 a month. That left $140 for everything else. He went without winter boots. He held his eyeglasses together with masking tape. He skimped on meals. He walked everywhere he needed to go. 

This month, Lloyd's nightmare ended. He became a pensioner. In a couple of weeks, he'll receive his first old age security cheque worth $1,032.45. 

With great reluctance — and on condition that his last name not be used — he agreed to tell his story. He did it as a favour to Naomi Berlyne, a community worker at Central Neighbourhood House, who wanted to highlight the plight of seniors living on welfare. 

Until 1997, people over the age of 60 with no income qualified for a monthly payment of $930 under Ontario's Family Benefits program. They were not required to look for work. Welfare was considered a bridge to retirement. 

Former premier Mike Harris changed all that (as well as slashing social assistance rates by 21.6 per cent). He decreed that welfare clients in their 60s, except those with medical disabilities, would have to look for a job right up to their 65th birthday. As "employable" individuals, they would be entitled to $520 per month under the Ontario Works program. No further assistance would be available. 

There are roughly 2,500 welfare recipients in Toronto who fall into that category. For the most part, they are invisible and forgotten. Now that Lloyd is no longer one of them, he is willing to talk about what it was like to live on $520 a month and trudge from employer to employer, knowing no one would hire a relatively uneducated man in his 60s. 

"I don't want to say anything bad about Canada," the Jamaican immigrant began. "I love this country. Even though I'm poor, I can go where I want and say what I want. 

"But it hasn't been easy these last few years. I live in a rooming house with 12 other people. We have a lot of mice. My room is on the third floor. I have to go down a long hallway and two narrow flights of stairs to get to the kitchen. My knees hurt on the stairs. I've counted them many times. There are 44 steps. 

"The kitchen is small. Two people can't work in there at once. You feel bad when you're cooking and someone says: `Your pot smells nice.' 

"There are two bathrooms. I don't like using them. They're stained and dirty. Sometimes I sit in the washrooms at the Eaton Centre because they're so clean." 

Lloyd blames himself for not staying in school when he was young. If he had learned to read and write properly, instead of becoming a carpenter, he might have been able to find a job when his muscles gave out. He also takes responsibility for not thinking ahead. It simply never occurred to him that he would lose his physical prowess. But he doesn't want sympathy. He wants to repay Berlyne for all the support she's given him (including a Christmas gift out of her own pocket). 

"I have a lot of working-class clients," Berlyne said. "Once they get into their 60s, they're pretty worn out. And they get stuck in this situation. I've seen it happen time and again. 

"I find it difficult to witness people of this age having to subsist on such a low income. It's a very unforgiving system." 

She thinks the plight of seniors living on welfare might have escaped public notice because they weren't the primary victims of 

Star cont.

Harris's draconian social assistance cuts. She thinks the current Liberal government is so intent on getting social assistance recipients into the workforce that it is blind to the needs of older clients. 

"I strongly believe the law needs to be changed back to what it was before 1997," Berlyne said. 

The cost would not be prohibitive. Only 2.3 per cent of Ontario Works clients are over the age of 60. The benefits to proud individuals who can no longer work would be immeasurable. 

As for Lloyd, he's thinking about what to do with his first pension cheque. He figures he'll start by getting his glasses fixed. Then maybe he'll buy winter boots. His 11-year-old running shoes aren't much good in the snow. If he can afford it, he'll purchase a senior's transit pass. Perhaps he'll splurge on a lottery ticket. 

His greatest hope is that some day he'll have an apartment of his own. "I'd keep it clean. I'd be able to control the heat. I could go to the bathroom at 2 o'clock in the morning without strangers looking at me." 

To those who have never known degrading poverty, it may not sound like much of a retirement. 

To Lloyd, it is a comfortable and dignified existence. 




Letters of support to date: 

· The United Senior Citizens of Ontario

· Ontario Society of Senior Citizens’ Organizations

· Older Women’s Network

· Canadian Pensioners Concerned

· Toronto Seniors Forum

· Alliance of Seniors

· People and Organizations in North Toronto

· Flemingdon Community Legal Services

· Neighbourhood Legal Services

· My Canada! Integration and Settlement Services

· Canadian Union of Public Employees

· Council Of Agencies Serving South Asians

· Ontario Federation of Labour

· Institute of Doctors in Social Work

· Ontario ODSP Action Coalition

· Toronto ODSP Action Coalition

· Income Security Advocacy Centre

· Bathurst United Church

· Ontario Coalition for Social Justice

· Toronto Disaster Relief Committee

· The Parkdale Tenants Association

· National Anti-Poverty Organization

· Davenport Perth Neighbourhood Centre

· The Rt. Rev. Colin Johnson, Bishop of Toronto, Anglican Church of Canada.

· Michael Prue, MPP, Beaches-East York Toronto

· Councillor Joe Mihevc, Chair, 

     Community Services Committee, Toronto

“How does anyone live on $536 per month?  Affordable, accessible housing is unavailable and food takes a large part of this income.  What’s left for medication, transportation or any of the small but necessary amenities that keep one healthy and able to live with dignity?”                                                  - United Senior Citizens of Ontario

“People between the ages of 60-65 have an incredibly difficult time finding work, in part because of individual medical issues, out-dated skill levels, but also because of the reluctance of employers to hire people at this age”   - Toronto Disaster Relief Committee

INFORMATION FOR LOBBYISTS

CONTACT PERSONS

Naomi Berlyne

Senior Housing Support Worker

Central Neighbourhood House

Toronto

Tel. 416-966-8595

e-mail:  nberlyne@cnh.on.ca
Helle Hulgaard

West Toronto Community Legal Services

Tel.  416-531-7376

e-mail: hulgaah@ola.on.ca
History of the Campaign
This campaign was initiated in January 2005 by Naomi Berlyne, Seniors Housing Support worker at Central Neighbourhood House in Toronto, and Helle Hulgaard, Community Legal Worker at West Toronto Community Legal Services. These two workers shared concerns about clients in their late fifties and early sixties struggling to get by on welfare, who were unemployed and unable to find work due to their age.  As Ontario Works recipients, not only were they expected to live on a tiny income of $536 per month, but were expected to participate in continual job search activities, which the people themselves knew were fruitless. The absurdity of the situation struck a nerve, especially since the government had recognized this problem of older unemployed workers before 1998, and the campaign was born.

It was initially a letter-writing campaign, asking individuals and organizations to write letters to the Hon. Sandra Pupatello, Minister of Community and Social Services or their MPP’s, with copies to the organizers, urging the government to change the social assistance legislation back to what it was before 1998, for those over 60. To date over 60 letters have been sent (about half from organizations and half from individuals).  Several MPP’s were lobbied on this issue, including Michael Prue, NDP Social Critic, who wrote a letter of support, raised the issue in the Legislature and agreed to try and arrange a meeting between the organizers and Minister Pupatello. The Hon. George Smitherman, Minister of Health was visited and expressed his support. 

Recently, the Institute of Doctors in Social Work (a group of individuals with doctorates in social work) has offered to play a major role in moving this campaign forward.

On October 26, 2005 Naomi Berlyne, Helle Hulgaard and Dr. Malcolm Stewart of IDSW met with Deborah Matthews, MPP and Parliamentary Assistant to Sandra Pupatello. Ms. Matthews has been reviewing social assistance policy and stated that she was very supportive of the goals of the campaign. She informed the group that she had been assigned the task of looking into the issue of older people on social assistance. She anticipated that Minister Pupatello would be making an announcement on changes to the welfare rules during the 2006 Winter/Spring session of the Legislature. She strongly advised the organizers to contact as many MPP’s of all parties as possible to ask them to write to the Minister confirming their support in the period leading up to the announcement.

WE NEED YOUR HELP!

In order for this Campaign to be successful we need your help to meet with as many Members of Provincial Parliament (MPPs) as possible during Fall 2005 and Winter 2006 to ask them to write to the Minister of Community and Social Services in support of our request. This involves making an appointment to meet with your local MPP in her/his constituency office (see ‘Some useful information’ on page 11 below). 

When you have an appointment, please send a one-page letter confirming the date and time of the meeting and who will be attending. Enclose pages 1 to 7 of this package as background.

At the meeting you should…

1. Summarize the issue and give some case examples from your own experience and/or those we have included in the background materials.

2. Clearly state what we are requesting: to restore the social assistance law to what it was before 1998 for Ontario Works applicants who are between the ages of 60 and 64, namely that applicants for social assistance aged 60 to 64 be automatically eligible for a level of income support equivalent to O.D.S.P. benefits; and that they be allowed to keep the same level of assets as O.D.S.P. recipients and not be required to participate in job search or work training activities. 

3. Ask the MPP if they would support this change. If they say ‘Yes,’ ask them to write a letter to the Minister of Community and Social Services, with copies to the Premier and Minister of Finance (and a member of your group):

· The Hon Sandra Pupatello, Minister of 

          Community and Social Services

      80 Grosvenor St, 6th Flr, Hepburn Block
Toronto ON M7A 1E9

· Premier Dalton McGuinty 

Rm 281, Main Legislative Building
Toronto ON M7A 1A4 

· The Hon. Dwight Duncan, Minister of Finance 

7 Queen's Park Cres, 7th Flr, Frost Bldg South
Toronto ON M7A 1Y7

4. Let the MPP know that so far this campaign has received over 60 letters of support from both individuals and community organizations.

5. Shortly after the meeting, please communicate to Helle that you met with the MPP, and the outcome:

· Helle Hulgaard

West Toronto Community Legal Services

672 Dupont St., Suite 315

Toronto, M6G 1Z2

Fax (416) 531-0032

e-mail: hulgaah@lao.on.ca
Some useful information

To find out who your Toronto area MPP is, you can call (416) 326-1234 to enquire. Outside of Toronto, you can call 1-800-267-8097. 

If you live in the Toronto area, someone from the organizing team may be able to accompany you to your visit with the MPP. Contact Naomi (416) 966-8595
To look up information about your MPP on the net, including contact information, visit the following website:  www.ontla.on.ca . Click ‘Members’ located near the top.

Tips for meeting with MPP’s

Many of us feel intimidated by the idea of meeting with a politician, because we think they know more than we do or they wouldn’t have been elected.  Often we forget that the politician’s job is to serve us - that’s why they were elected. They are (or should be) anxious to know what their constituents are concerned about. It is we, the voters who hold the power!  

People experienced in meeting with politicians will tell you that when you meet them in person their ‘mystique’ dissolves.  They are just ordinary people who come from a variety of backgrounds, and they are usually responsive to people who can keep them informed and potentially vote them in or out of office.

· Often the best way to deal with an issue is to talk from your own experience - stick to what you know.

· Try to have at least one person in your group who is from the MPP’s riding.

· It is worthwhile to get to know the politician’s staff.  One of their responsibilities is to recommend to their boss the value of meeting with certain people, so be courteous to them.
· Try to keep control of the meeting - don’t get sidetracked. Be clear about why you are there and what you want from the MPP.  

· Don’t try to cover too much ground - confine your comments to specific issues.

· Don’t be afraid to say you don’t know the answer to a question, and offer to get back to them on that point.  Make sure you follow through!

· Be assertive rather than aggressive. An assertive stance will win you more respect. Focus on possible solutions, not just complaints.

· Be prepared to listen, as well as talk.

· Try to determine areas of agreement – don’t get into arguments.

· Try to get a commitment from the politician at the end of the meeting.

· Offer to stay in touch to keep them up-to-date on your issue and campaign.

· Follow up the meeting with a letter summarizing the content of the meeting, as well as any agreed-upon next steps, and thank them for meeting with you.
* Ontario Human Rights Commission (2000). Discrimination and Age: Human Rights Issues Facing Older Persons in Ontario.  Available online http://www.ohrc.on.ca/english/publications/index.shtml#consultations.


** ODSP $959  – OW $536 = $423 x 7000 = $2,961,000. Under the Canada Health and Social Transfer, the federal government would share part of this cost.
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