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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. . . . 
. . . 

Mr. Klees: Thank you. I'll move on to the special diet allowance issue. We're aware that a new ODSP directive -- I believe it was on November 5, 2005 -- changed the way the special diet allowance is calculated. Recipients used to get the doctor to advocate for an amount that the doctor felt reflected the foods that he or she was asking the patient to buy to help them with their illness. I understand that now there's a very formalized process that has to be submitted, a checklist of items.

I have two examples within my constituency. Again, my sense is that if I have two, there may well be two in other places, and who knows how many across the province. One is Ms. Lori Goldstein. She is an anorexic and used to get $250 a month to purchase Ensure, which is a life sustenance that is quickly absorbed by the body to ensure that she receives adequate nutrients. Lori's doctor recommends that she should be spending about $254 a month on Ensure. She was asked for a new letter from her doctor, which she did provide. Subsequently, her special diet allowance was reduced to $150, but she was unaware of that change until she received the cheque.

The issue here is that one would expect that if there is going to be a change in someone's cheque that they receive in the mail, there would be a pre-warning. In this case, the submission was made. Obviously it was reviewed, or wasn't reviewed; I don't know that. But what we do know is that the recipient received a cheque that was less than she expected, and it came as a shock to her.

So my question is: With regard to the procedure, what is the expectation -- how can I put this? Does the minister believe that that is an appropriate way for this to be handled? Should there not be a pre-notice to the recipient: "Your file has been reviewed. You will be receiving a reduction"? Shouldn't there be at least a month of notice given that in the next month, or 60 days out, your cheque will be reduced by such-and-such amount, or at least allow the recipient to provide additional information if for some reason the doctor's recommendation wasn't clear enough?

Hon. Mrs. Meilleur: The procedure -- I'll ask my assistant deputy to complete the answer. When there was a decision to review the special diet allowance -- this decision was taken after a large increase, a dramatic increase, in the number of people on either social assistance or ODSP asking for this special allowance -- a letter was sent to those whose special diet allowance was to be reviewed, asking that a form be filled out by their medical professional, not necessarily the doctor, but it could be a midwife, a dietitian or a nurse. They had a certain time to get the information back to the office. I'll ask the ADM to complete the answer, but my understanding was that people were advised that their file was to be reviewed and they were given the opportunity to send the necessary information.
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Ms. Lynn MacDonald: Thank you, Minister. Lynn MacDonald, assistant deputy minister, policy.

The minister's description is absolutely correct. I believe we give people 90 days to get the new form completed. We wanted to give that length of time, recognizing that access to health professionals can be challenging for all of us, particularly in certain parts of the province. We have not notified everyone who might have their special diet reviewed. There are a large number of cases, so we're doing this in phases. We're reviewing first some of the oldest cases or cases that have a very high level of special diet.

That review having been completed, I'm not aware whether a notice is given to the individual that their special diet is going to be reduced. I understand that, in fairness, it would be desirable. It may be an issue of adequacy of staff resources. I'd be very pleased to look into this and find out what notice is given and what we can do to make this a more transparent process for that client.

Mr. Klees: Thank you very much. I would urge you, please, to look at that.

Hon. Mrs. Meilleur: I agree with your comment. We're going to look into it and, yes, the individual should be advised that the allowance will be amended or reduced. We'll take this back and correct this.

Mr. Klees: Thank you. I'd like, again for your enlightenment and for positive purposes here, to read another letter into the record, which I'll leave with you as well. It's from a constituent who is experiencing some difficulty as a result of this. The letter reads as follows:

"I would like to know how in all good conscience and without any prior notice being given by the Liberal government that a directive could be passed severing vital funds previously allotted for special dietary needs. I am presently receiving $94 per month and prior to that I was receiving $250 per month, a difference of $156 per month.

"I am totally outraged that Premier Dalton McGuinty passed a directive that takes food out of people's mouths and threatens their health.

"I am unable to properly manage my medical conditions in a healthful manner on this mere stipend.

"I would like to think that you and your political party would find it important enough to work on constructing a new directive that would provide a more realistic amount of money that people could live with, and not just merely exist on.

"Mr. Klees, I would appreciate if you would forward the appropriate documentation, i.e., Dr. Goldenberg's letter and my letter to you, attached hereto, to the proper channels as soon as possible for consideration and review.

"I am in dire straits and require immediate assistance in this most appalling and upsetting matter.

"Thank you in advance for your immediate attention."

I regret any political overtones in the letter. Obviously this is an individual who is very concerned. I bring this to your attention for your purposes, Minister, so that you can see some of the practical implications of this policy, and would ask you to look into this matter. I sent a covering letter to your attention on April 19, enclosing all this information, but I'll certainly provide you with this copy before I leave as well and ask you look into this issue.

I think that many times there are unintended consequences to some of the policy directives government gives and decisions that are made, but the key is that we respond to those issues and take whatever corrective action is needed.

Yes, I am appealing to you on behalf of these specific cases, but on the broader policy issues I wonder if I could have your undertaking to review this to see what we can do to ensure that these unintended consequences are not hurting people we're trying to help.

Hon. Mrs. Meilleur: First, let me answer this question or do this follow-up on your comment. These special diet allowances are there for a reason. It's because they have a medical condition that requires a diet. That's why this review is being done, and we are doing it with the co-operation of the Ontario Medical Association. They're telling us what medical conditions require a diet. Depending on the diet they have to follow, there is an amount that is attached to the medical condition, but I have to tell you that the amount has not been reviewed for some time. We are going to review both. We're going to review the list of medical conditions -- that was done recently, but we realized after some comments and some doctors calling us that we have to review it, so we're going to review it during the summer -- and we are also going to review the amount that is allowed for each of these medical conditions, to make sure that they are realistic. We're going to do it.

The Vice-Chair (Mr. Garfield Dunlop): We just have about two minutes.

Mr. Klees: I want to thank the minister for her undertaking. I think, particularly with regard to this issue, as you're reviewing it, could you give consideration to the efficacy of recommendations being made by a doctor specifically to a patient? I think where we run into difficulty is when we create a grid. That grid may well be what the Ontario Medical Association thinks would be appropriate in 90% or 95% of the cases, but where you have specific issues -- one of these young ladies who I'm personally familiar with has an anorexic problem. She's been very close to death on too many occasions. So for us to rely strictly on a template that would guide the amount of nutrition that is allowed her I think falls short of what I know the government's intention is with regard to the program. So if as part of your review, you might allow for a medical doctor's recommendation to override what that template is, I think it would serve us all well.

Hon. Mrs. Meilleur: The review is going to be done in conjunction with the professionals, so it's the professionals who are going to tell us what the medical condition would be, and also help us to evaluate how much each condition should be provided to make sure they have the proper diet.

