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The committee met at 1557 in room 228.
The Clerk of the Committee (Mr. Katch Kotch): Committee members, it is my duty to call upon you to elect an Acting Chair. Do I have any nominations?

Mr. Gerry Martiniuk (Cambridge): I move Mr. Arthurs.

The Clerk of the Committee: Do we have any other nominations? I declare Mr. Arthurs elected Acting Chair.

MINISTRY OF COMMUNITY
AND SOCIAL SERVICES

The Acting Chair (Mr. Wayne Arthurs): I call the meeting to order. We have approximately two hours left. That will leave us two rotations for each of the three parties of 20 minutes each, starting with the official opposition.

Mr. Frank Klees (Oak Ridges): I would like to address two specific issues -- one relates to board and lodging and the other is the special diet allowance -- either to the minister or the deputy. I'm aware the minister has only been in her position for a short time and these are rather technical questions.

I'll deal first of all with the board and lodging issue. It seems to me, and I've mentioned this to the deputy, that there seems to be perhaps a breakdown in communication out in the field on this issue. There have been recurring circumstances brought to my attention where application was made for a change in status from board and lodging to renter, and there either is not an understanding on the part of some of the caseworkers in the field about this ability to transition from one definition to the other, or there's simply an administrative breakdown.

Let me give you an example. I have a letter here from Mr. John Dowson, who works exclusively with the disability market. The name of his company is LifeTRUST Planning. I have a copy of a letter here dated April 12, 2006. It was addressed to Cliodhna McMullin, director of the Ontario disability support program, and it outlines one of these cases. I'm going to read this into the record because I think it's important for us to understand the circumstances here.

"One of the greatest issues facing people with a disability, parents, community supports and the Ministry of Community and Social Services, are aging parents and aging people with a disability. A recent study published in the United States declared that 30% of the people with a disability live with a parent or parents over the age of 75. As a board member of a community living association and a life planner for parents of a person with a disability for the past 17 years, I believe that the statistics published in the USA also reflect the situation here in Ontario. For many of these aging parents the role of the caregiver has been reversed: their child with a disability is now the caregiver for their parent or parents.

"Last year I met with an 82-year-old woman with severe arthritis. She is being cared for by her 53-year-old daughter, who has Down syndrome. Her daughter receives the usual board and lodge ODSP benefit of $730 a month. Their combined annual income is less than $20,000. Her daughter shops for their food and cooks and prepares all of the family meals. In addition her daughter has been paying her mother $500 a month. I mentioned to the woman that since her daughter purchases and prepares her own food and the meals for her mother, she may be considered a renter and her ODSP shelter allowance could be increased.

"To facilitate a request to increase her daughter's ODSP shelter allowance, a lease agreement between her and her daughter was drawn up, and her mother wrote a letter to the ODSP regional office explaining her daughter's change of status from room and board to a renter. I drafted a covering letter requesting an increase in her daughter's shelter allowance and forwarded the change of status letter, the lease agreement and copies of the past three months' rent, and a letter signed by her daughter authorizing me to act on her behalf to the local ODSP branch office."

After having gone through that by way of background and describing the action that was taken, I would ask this question: What at this point in time should be the response of the ODSP office?

Hon. Madeleine Meilleur (Minister of Community and Social Services, minister responsible for francophone affairs): Since the question is very technical, I'll turn it over to the deputy.

Mr. Kevin Costante: I can't speak to the specific circumstances of the case, obviously, but normally when somebody notifies the office that they've moved from a board and lodging situation to a rental situation and they provide evidence of the lease, that triggers the worker then to move that person from the one category to the other. That should be the normal piece. Sometimes if there is a backlog, we will then backdate the granting of the change, back to the date when we were first notified of it.

I can look into the circumstances of this particular case. What we'll also do is talk with our York region office about the need to review the policies around room and board. It's not used as much as it once was, so our workers may just need a reminder about what the rules are.

Mr. Klees: Okay. Let me go on with this letter to show you what is happening. I'm not at all suggesting that this is happening all the time, but it is a very specific example here. I'm hopeful that it's not recurring, and if it is, perhaps there is some additional work the ministry has to do to clarify this for your front-line workers in terms of how these cases should be handled.

"One month passed without a response or an increase in her ODSP benefit. We waited another month and there was still no response. I called the office and was told they had never received the documents and I was asked to fax copies of the documents to the ODSP branch. Another three months passed and there was still no communication from the ODSP branch. In spite of repeated telephone calls and voice messages from me and the ODSP recipient's mother, she has not received any communication from the local ODSP branch.

"Five months after submitting the request to increase her daughter's ODSP shelter allowance, she telephoned the ODSP office again and was finally connected to an income specialist. The income specialist told her that there was no change in her daughter's status so her ODSP benefit would not be increased. In spite of constant pleadings from her mother that there was indeed a change in status and that her daughter was looking after her, the income specialist repeatedly interrupted her and said there has been no change in her status because she's still living at home, therefore she's not going to receive any more money unless she moves out of the house, and with that the conversation was ended."

I'll not continue. I will provide you with a copy of this letter and ask you to please look into this case for us. But I think more important is that there be a clear communication to ODSP workers across the province in terms of this particular issue.

Hon. Mrs. Meilleur: I think you're right. We see that more often. I also have a few cases that I have in mind in my community. Thank you for bringing it to our attention. I think it's important that the ministry review these situations so that it's clear what they should do with a similar case in another situation.

Mr. Klees: Thank you. I'll move on to the special diet allowance issue.
