Ontario’s 100-day-ODSP/OW review:

A word of warning from UK Conservative welfare
reforms

In the most recent Ontario Liberal budget, almost one million social assistance
beneficiaries were promised a small rate increase of 3 per cent, set to take effect in fall
2018. However, while announcing a 100-day review of social assistance, the new
provincial government pledged to cut the rate increase in half, to 1.5 per cent. Low-
income workers, single parents and people with disabilities will be among the hardest hit
by the cuts.

Ontario Works (OW) and the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) already trap
many recipients in poverty. By cutting the rate increase, the government will ensure that
vulnerable recipients have to make difficult decisions about their budgets. The new
ODSP rate is $17.50 less than what had been legislated by the previous government, it is
money that could have paid for basic necessities such as food, transit and medication.

The government has also paused or revoked a number of other initiatives which were
likely to make life easier for OW and ODSP recipients, including an increase in the
amount of employment income that can be earned without impacting social assistance
payments, an increase to TFSA and RRSP savings limits; and increases to limits on assets,
as well as other initiatives.

With the review wrapping up in November, social assistance recipients are rightfully
anxious about what it means for them. Many OW and ODSP recipients already have
little disposable income and do not have the ability to respond to the income shocks that
will come as a result of further cuts. Despite promising that the review will not involve
moving to a workfare system, the provincial government has repeatedly hinted at its
intention to force people into work. Minister of Children, Community and Social
Services, Lisa Macleod said, “ The best social program is a job, for those who can get
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This view was echoed by Premier Doug Ford: “ The best way to help people out of
poverty is something called a job".

These statements show a misunderstanding of the fact that many people are unable to
work, not through choice but because they cannot work due to health issues. It also fails
to address the issues with the current social assistance system, which can often act as a
deterrent to finding employment due to the complicated requirements related to earning
an income while receiving benefits, for example.

ACORN members are concerned about what will emerge from the government’s 100-
day review. We can look to other countries with Conservative leaders to imagine what
the Province’s reforms could look like. In recent years, the UK has implemented a series
of social assistance reforms which have contributed to a 169% increase in homelessness
since 2010%. Similar reforms could be disastrous for low-income Ontarians.

“ACORN is a community union; we represent and fight for our members’
interests. If the welfare reforms introduced by the British government had been
good for people in our communities, then we would have supported them. But
our experience has been that they have been disastrously bad.” Bristo/l ACORN
member Tin Hinson (UK)

Here, we outline some of the issues with the UK system.

Universal Credit

Universal Credit is intended to streamline six main benefits into one monthly payment,
while allowing people to claim assistance whether they are in or out of work. However, a
combination of IT and administrative issues, cuts, as well as the negative impact the
system has had on many vulnerable recipients, has led politicians and the wider public to
call for its rollout to be halted.

“In its eagerness to ‘make work pay’ and simplify the benefits system, the UK
government created a benefit which has caused considerable hardship.” Bristo/
ACORN member Patrick Graham (UK)

Universal Credit is paid in arrears, so recipients need to wait five weeks for their first
payment. However, more than one fifth of claimants do not receive their full payment on
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time2. People are being left with no money to survive. The UK government’s own
research has shown that 40 per cent of recipients experience financial difficulties within
the first nine months of receiving Universal Credit3. Many people struggle to move to a
monthly income. In addition, over 2 million low-income families are at risk of losing
£1,600 (over $2600) per year as a result of the new system, and almost 75 per cent of
tenants who receive Universal Credit are in rent arrears, taking up to two get back on
their feet*. In communities where Universal Credit has been in place for 12 months, food
bank usage has increased by more than half°.

However, these issues assume that claimants are able to apply for Universal Credit to
begin with. The online application has been plagued by security issues, while claimants
without adequate digital literacy skills have faced barriers to applying for the program.
Almost one third of claimants reported having difficulties applying online®.

Despite the promise of a more cost-effective system that gets people into work, the UK
government has been unable to provide evidence that more people will enter
employment as a result of Universal Credit, while a recent report has indicated that
Universal Credit is expected to cost £7.1 billion more than the existing system in the
next five years’.

Forcing vulnerable people to work

The UK government set the same tone as Ontarians are hearing now from the provincial
government. Cuts in benefits have been justified by the government promoting
employment as an alternative. The UK’s Work and Pensions Secretary, Esther McVey
said, "/f those people can work, what they will be losing is benefits, but what they have
got now is work. Work will be paying. Their wage will be increasing."

The UK'’s system combines voluntary and mandatory work programs. Failure to comply
with work requirements can lead to benefits being stopped or withheld. Despite this,
only 1 in 10 people were supported into employment through the UK’s work program,
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between 2011 and 20138. The initiative has consistently missed targets set by the
government. In fact, research has shown that many participants would have been more
likely to find work if they had not been involved in the work program.

“Coercive welfare reforms push claimants into desperate situations, they design in
insecurity as a way of incentivizing people to take up work. This leads to terrible
social problems in and of itself, but it also has a knock-on effect reducing
employers’ need to provide decent wages and conditions to keep hold of staff.”
Bristol ACORN member Tin Hinson (UK)

What has emerged from the UK is a system that makes it harder to claim benefits for
being unemployed, which has forced many workers into low-paid, precarious work.

Between 2010 and 2015, almost a quarter of UK Jobseeker’s Allowance (similar to OW)
recipients were sanctioned?, meaning that their payments were stopped or withheld as
punishment for minor infringements, such as missing an appointment. It was revealed
that staff were under pressure to meet targets on the number of people they sanctioned,
in a bid to get people off of social assistancel®.

People with disabilities are disproportionately impacted by sanctions in the UK, facing
one million sanctions in less than ten years. They are up to 53 per cent more likely to
receive sanctions than recipients without disabilities1!. Research has shown that
sanctions fail to motivate recipients to find work, but lead to stress and anxiety that can
affect health and have a negative impact on recipients’ ability to find work!2.

Work Capability Assessments

Work capability assessments are often championed as a way to reduce fraud, by
ensuring only those who are eligible for benefits receive them. Benefit claimants are

8 www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/spending-review/10146659/5bn-Work-Programme-worse-than-doing-
nothing.html
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assessed on whether they are “fit for work”. However, in the UK this work has been
outsourced to private companies which are overstretched, and often lacking the
compassion and expertise required to deal with the complex physical and mental health
issues experienced by claimants. Those found fit for work can have their benefits
sanctioned, reduced, or be faced with stringent job search requirements. The system is
marred by errors: almost two-thirds of denied claims are overturned on appeal®3. Beyond
the huge costs associated with this inefficient system (£108.1 million was spent on
staffing and appeals from 2015-2018), the process is also burdensome for claimants and
causes unnecessary stress. Data from the UK’s National Health Service reveals that 43

per cent of claimants who are in the work capability assessment process have attempted
suicide!4,

Learning from the UK

The Ontario government can learn from the UK. A punitive system that focuses on cuts
and work requirements without meeting the needs of recipients is inefficient and costly
to government, and also has a devastating impact on the most vulnerable community
members. People are dying as a result of social assistance cuts.

“The UK government may have been over-ambitious with its welfare policy and
any government attempting something similar in the future should think carefully

before trying such widespread reform.” Bristol ACORN member Patrick Graham
(UK)

“The biggest lesson that we have learned from our experience of welfare reform
is that it is so important not to allow a narrative to develop where the interests of

welfare claimants are set against those of workers.” Bristol ACORN member Tin
Hinson (UK)

A 100-day review of social assistance does not give the government adequate time to
consult with experts and community members who will be impacted by the reforms.

ACORN members call on the government to halt any cuts to social assistance

rates and conduct meaningful engagement with community members before
implementing any reforms.
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