Background Information on  the Three ONR Demands

1.  End the Clawback of the National Child Benefit Supplement to Families on Social Assistance

What is the National Child Benefit Supplement?

The National Child Benefit Supplement (NCBS) was introduced in 1998 as a measure to prevent and reduce child poverty. The NCBS is part of the Canada Child Tax Benefit (CCTB). Similar to the ‘baby bonus,’ the CCTB replaced existing child benefits including the Working Income Supplement.  

The CCTB is delivered to families with children under the age of 18 through a Basic Benefit and the NCBS. The Basic Benefit is provided to about 80% of Canadian families.

Approximately 40% of families also receive the NCBS. The amount of NCBS received goes down as a family’s income goes up. Families with incomes less than $21,480 receive the full NCBS, while a family with an income of more than $35,595 does not receive any NCBS. 

In 2005-6, the full NCBS provides $1,722 a year for the first child, $1,502 for the second child, and $1,420 for each additional child. That is approximately equal to $130/month for each child.

The NCBS Clawback

The 1998 agreement between the federal, provincial and territorial governments left the door open for the NCBS to be deducted from families on social assistance (it is up to each Province to decide to deduct it or not). This is known as the NCBS clawback. Manitoba and New Brunswick have chosen not to claw back the NCBS. All of the other provinces and territories claw back some or all of the benefit. 

The Ontario government claws back the NCBS from families on Ontario Works and the Ontario Disability Support Program.

What Happens to the Clawed Back Funds?

The monies that are clawed back from families on social assistance are supposed to be reinvested in new programs for low-income families. In Ontario, approximately $250 million is reinvested in various provincial and municipal programs. Approximately 80% of the NCBS clawback is invested in provincial programs, such as the Ontario Child Care Supplement for Working Families. Families in receipt of social assistance do not usually benefit from this program because of the way the program is designed. The remaining 20% of the NCBS clawback is distributed among municipalities and used in a broad range of programs. Many of the reinvestment programs are important and need to be funded – but not by taking money away from the poorest families in our communities.  Two cities in Ontario agree: both London and Kingston return their 20% share of the NCBS to families on assistance.

The Liberal Promise in Ontario

During the last provincial election, Dalton McGuinty acknowledged that the NCBS clawback was wrong and promised to end it in his first mandate.

Six months into their mandate, the Liberals announced that, instead of ending the clawback, they would “cap” it while they conducted a review of the program. With the cap, families on social assistance were allowed to keep the cost of living increases to the NCBS that they received in July 2004 and 2005. For a family with one child, the increases amount to $259 a year, a far cry from the $1,722 in benefits that go to low-income families that are not on social assistance. 

The Myth of the ‘Welfare Wall’

Governments say that the NCBS must be clawed back to ensure that working families are always better off than families on social assistance. Governments argue that clawing back the NCBS from families on social assistance is necessary because parents on social assistance “need” an incentive to find paid work.  The government’s position to impose the clawback, however, does nothing more than punish families who rely on social assistance to survive.

This argument reinforces discriminatory stereotypes about people on social assistance. It ignores the reality that social assistance recipients face numerous systemic barriers to work, including disability and access to affordable childcare. It also ignores the reality that, with an unemployment rate of between 6 and 7%, there are not enough jobs for everyone.  Moreover, many of the jobs that do exist pay minimum wage – which does not provide enough money for even a single person to live above the poverty line. 

Furthermore, this argument ignored the fact that even Ontarions who are not expected to find employment also have their child supplement clawed back - those people who receive ODSP benefits because they are physically or mentally unable to work, as well as single mothers on welfare with pre-school children.

Imposing the clawback on social assistance families also ignores the reality that the same families may cycle between social assistance and precarious paid work. It does not provide the kind of meaningful support that low-income families need to stay out of poverty.

Discrimination Against People on Social Assistance

Families on social assistance are generally the poorest people in our communities.  A single mom with one child is supposed to make ends meet on the $1006/month she receives from social assistance. How can a family of two survive when the average cost of a two-bedroom apartment in Ontario is $903 a month? 

It is simply unnecessary, unjust and cruel that the Ontario government is taking away the NCBS from families on social assistance that so desperately need it.  Thus we are calling upon the Liberal Government  to keep its promise and end the clawback.

Raise Social Assistance Rates to Reflect the Real Cost of Living

What is Social Assistance?
Social Assistance in Ontario is divided into the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) and Ontario Works (OW).  ODSP is intended to provide financial assistance to people who are unable to work because of a disability (in some cases, people on ODSP can and do work part-time).  OW is intended to provide financial assistance to people who are without income largely because of job loss, the inability to work in the short term,  the loss of a spouse, or family responsibilities.

Social Assistance Rates
Social Assistance rates in Ontario are so low that people are forced to choose between paying the rent and putting food on the table.  In 1995 the Tories slashed already low welfare rates by 21/.6%, and froze ODSP rates. While the Provincial Liberals increased OW and ODSP rates in 2005 by 3% and will be giving another 2% increase in November 2006, this paltry increase is not even keeping up with inflation since the cuts.  A recent report on income security in Canada, Time for a Fair Deal, compiled by the Task Force on Modernizing Income Security for Working-Age Adults (MISWAA) estimates that social assistance rates in Ontario, once inflation is taken into account, have been eroded 46% since 1995.  A single mother with one child under 12 will start receiving $1007 a month in November 2006.  Yet the  average rent for 2 bedroom in Ontario is $903, (in Toronto, it’s $1052).  A family on Ontario Works consisting of two adults and two children receives benefits that are 45% to 62% below the poverty line, depending on where they live.

Monthly welfare rates as of November 2006

Single person:                                     $547

Couple:                                               $ 950

Single parent + 1 child under 12:      $1007

Single parent + 2 children

 (1 under 12 and 1 over 12):               $ 1,184

Monthly ODSP rates as of November 2006

Single person:                                      $ 978

disabled person + spouse                      $ 1,483

single parent + child under 12              $ 1, 497

single parent + 2 children

(1 under 12 and 1 over 12)                    $1,  723

Myths about Social Assistance
The previous Provincial Government implied that the social assistance system was rife with fraud.  However,  the rate of fraud  in 2001-2002 was  only 0.1% according to the Ministry of Community and Social Services’ own ‘Welfare Fraud Report, published in June 2003.  Also, while the myth still abounds that people on welfare are ‘lazy freeloaders’,  the majority of  people go on social assistance because of a loss of job, a loss of spouse, or because of a health problem.  Also, many workers are in short-term, low-wage jobs.  If they get laid off, often they don’t have enough hours to qualify for Employment Insurance or only qualify for a short period of time.  These workers tend to cycle in and out of social assistance.  Finally, there is no truth to the myth that raising rates will encourage people to go on social assistance.  Every serious study has shown that social assistance caseloads tend to increase with periods of economic recession (loss of jobs), and decrease with periods of economic growth.

An adequate standard of living is a human right
The right to an adequate standard of living is guaranteed by the United Nations

 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Clutural Rights – which Canada has signed.  According to Article 11, all signatory states must protect “the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions.”

What is needed
Social assistance rates need to be at a level that allows people to meet their basic needs.  Forcing people to skip meals, rely on food banks, live in totally substandard housing or in shelters is inhumane. Such poverty undermines people’s  physical and mental well-being, as well as their self-esteem,  and makes it even more difficult for them to find work. Social assistance rates must be raised to reflect the real cost of living.

Raise Minimum Wage to at Least the Poverty Line

Minimum wage = poverty wage

The previous government froze the minimum wage at $6.85 an hour in 1995.  Consequently, there was a steep decline in the real value of the provincial minimum wage until 2003, when shortly after the Liberals came to power  they raised minimum wage by 30 cents an hour, and promised to raise it an additional 30 cents every February 1st until it reaches $8/hr in 2007.   While as of Feb 1st 2006, the minimum wage is $7.75/hr,  this increase remains far from adequate.  A single person working 35 hours a week is still far below the poverty line.  That worker would need to earn $10/hr to be at the poverty line in  a large city (source:  Campaign 2000).  Yet  one in every four jobs in Canada pays less than $10/hr (source: Jackson, Andrew 2003.  Good Jobs in Good Workplaces: Reflections on medium-term labour market callenges.  Ottawa: Caledon Institute) Thus working is not always a pathway  out of poverty.

What we are asking
The minimum wage must  be raised to $10/hr.  Surely anybody who works full-time should not have to live in poverty!

Background Information on Ontario Needs a Raise Campaign
The Ontario Needs a Raise Campaign is comprised of  activists from different backgrounds, including people from legal clinics, labour , anti-poverty, student and women’s groups,  as well as low-income people, who first came together in 2003 to form this coalition.  Their goal of ONR has been to diminish poverty in Ontario and to build a strong anti-poverty movement in Ontario.

ONR agrees on three main objectives:

1. To increase Social Assistance benefits (Ontario Works and Ontario Disability Support Program) to reflect the real cost of living and have the rates indexed to inflation each year.

2. To increase the minimum wage to $10 an hour, bringing it up to the poverty line for a single person, and indexing it to inflation.
3. To end the clawback of the National Child Benefit Supplement from Families receiving social assistance
The ONR campaign  will try to achieve these goals through the following means:

· Soliciting participation from sympathetic agencies, organizations and communities.  
· Educating the public on the realities of poverty, social assistance and low-wage work.
· Providing opportunities for low-income activists to speak publicly about their first-hand experiences of poverty.
· Organizing demonstrations and other actions to exert political pressure and bring public, political, and media attention to these issues.
· lobbying MPPs on the need to meet the coalition’s objectives
Most important  is to lobby MPPs to gain their support for the ONR campaign demands, because they in turn have the means to put pressure on the Provincial Government to bring about our three main objectives.  
Meeting with your MPP

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.  Yet politicians are (or should be) anxious to know their constituents’ concerns.  Those experienced in meeting with politicians will tell you that face-to-face, their ‘mystique’ dissolves.  They are 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.

It is a good idea to research the MPP you are visiting, their riding and any recent activity within their ministry if they are a cabinet minister.  MPPs  usually have their own website, which is a good source of information on them.

To find out  the name of the MPP  in your riding call toll free Elections Ontario: 1-800 677-8683.

Arranging the meeting:

· Call the MPP’s constituency office to arrange to make an appointment to meet. 

·  Sometimes several follow-up phone calls are necessary to get a meeting date.  Don’t be shy about being persistent!  

· Once the meeting is set, let their assistant know who will be attending the meeting.  

Who Should Attend the meeting:

· It is a good to bring other people along, although its best not to exceed three or four people altogether.  

· As many people as possible attending the meeting should be from the MPP’s riding.  

· It is good to include at least one person directly affected by the issues you will be addressing.

Preparing for the meeting:

· Find out how long you will have with the MPP.  30 minutes is standard.

· Send the MPP some written information about the issues you will be discussing, so they can prepare for your meeting as well (for this, you can probably send them the first few pages of this lobby kit which outlines the three issues)

·  Because your time will limited, decide beforehand who will say what, and how long each will talk. 

·  Don’t forget to allow time for the MPP to ask questions. 

·  Specific facts and stats are useful to have. 

·  Your group should anticipate difficult questions the MPP may ask, and be prepared to respond to these.

During the meeting:

· Be assertive rather than aggressive. An assertive stance will win you more respect.  Try not to get into arguments

· Focus on possible solutions, not just complaints. Try to determine areas of agreement.  

· Make sure you give the MPP time to ask questions.  Don’t assume that the MPP already knows much about the issues you will be discussing.  

· Make sure you are very specific about what you are asking the MPP to do.

· At the end of the meeting, try to get a commitment from the MPP to do something specific to support  the campaign.  

· You may wish to leave with the MPP some written information (for eg. Stats, studies) in addition to any information you have already sent them

· Offer to stay in touch to keep them informed on the ONR campaign.

What you should be asking the MPP to do specifically:

· Ask Liberal MPPs to bring up the ONR demands at a caucus meetings.  Also, ask them to speak about these demands directly to Madeleine Meilleur, Minister of Community and Social Services.

· Ask Conservative MPPs to inform their caucus colleagues about the ONR demands.

· Ask NDP MPPs to raise the ONR demands in the Legislature, during question period.  Also, ask them to make these demands  part of their party platform.

· Ask all MPPs to write a letter of support for the campaign.  Tell them to send it directly Madeleine Meilleur with a copy cc’d to yourself. 

·  If they agree to write  a letter, please send us a copy of it to John Argue at the Ontario Coalition for Social Justice (see  evaluation form at end of lobby kit for contact info).

Follow-up to your Meeting

· Follow up with a letter to the MPP thanking them for meeting with you, summarizing the content of the meeting, and reiterating any agreed-upon next steps.

· You many need to call their office to see if the MPP followed through on any promises they made.

· Fill out our ONR lobby campaign evaluation form, and send it to John Argue 

Other methods of Advocating

If you are unable to meet with your MPP because of time constraints, inability to arrange a meeting, or any other reasons, there are other ways of contacting your MPP to get your message across.

Call your MPP:.  

· An assistant will probably pick up the phone, in which case ask to speak directly to the MPP. Usually they will say that the MPP is not available in which case you can relay your message to the assistant.  Ask that the MPP get back to you with a response.  Follow up  with a second call if you don’t get a response.

Letter writing:  

· Your letter  should be short and simple, get to the point in the first paragraph.  

· Tell them you are a  constituent, because they are usually more interested in people who have the power to re-elect them..

· Feel free to send extra information, (for example. the first few pages of this lobby kit), to assist the MPP in better understanding the issue

· Be clear about what you are asking the MPP to do, and, ask for a response.

· Forward a copy of your letter to the Minister responsible for the issue, Madeleine Meilleur, Minister of Community and Social Services, and also to the Premier.

· Follow up with a phone call, if you don’t get a response.

· If they respond and you are unhappy with their response, keep writing!

· Please forward to us, any responses you get from your MPP! 

If you have any questions about this lobby kit, feel free to contact Naomi Berlyne at: (416) 944-2034 or naomib@interlog.com
Again, we are asking you to PLEASE communicate to us the results of your lobbying efforts, as well as copies of any letters of support your MPP writes.  These can be forwarded to John Argue (see address below)

Lobbying Evaluation Report

Please fax, mail or e-mail this evaluation to: 

John Argue

Ontario Coalition for Social Justice

15 Gervais Drive, #305

Toronto, Ont., M3C-1Y8

Fax: (416) 441-4073

e-mail: info@OCSJ.Ca

Name of MPP you visited

Constituency

Date of Meeting

Members present on behalf of ONR Campaign

Main issues/points discussed

What was the MPP’s response to the campaign demands?

What actions, if any, did he/she agree to take?

What follow-up, if any, is necessary?

Additional Comments?

