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DISCLAIMER

This prepared response for the Commission for the Review of Social Assistance in Ontario represents the
views, opinions and subsequent recommendations of the Ontario Native Women’s Association (ONWA)
only. The proceeding document can in no way be interpreted as representative of all Aboriginal, Métis
and Inuit peoples residing within the province of Ontario, and therefore no portion can be qualified
within the government duty to engage and consult with potentially affected First Nations that have a
direct interest in proposed program changes to both Ontario Works and the Ontario Disability Support

programs. The objective of engagement and consultation is to ensure that all Aboriginal interests and
issues are identified, discussed and addressed.



“Ontario’s core social assistance programs - Ontario Works and the Ontario Disability Support Program -
together with other programs that make up Ontario’s income security system, continue to fall short in
providing an economic safety net for individuals and families as well as promoting opportunity to ensure
everyone can contribute to the long-term prosperity of the province.” - Report of the Social Assistance
Review Advisory Council, May 2010

Introduction

The Ontario Native Women’s Association (ONWA) is a non-profit Aboriginal representative organization
mandated to encourage the participation of Aboriginal, Métis and Inuit women in the development of
Federal, Provincial, and Municipal policies, programs and legislation that impacts their lives, ensuring
that their specific needs are heard and tangibly addressed at key government tables. By providing the
province of Ontario with feedback and recommendations as part of their current Social Services Review,
the ONWA strengthens its commitment to Aboriginal, Métis and Inuit women and their families. By
calling greater attention to the concerns of this unique demographic as related to the provincial social
service system, it is anticipated that government commitments to change will be made toward
eliminating the multi-generational, systemic poverty experienced by these women and children in
Ontario.

Women of indigenous descent and their families are among the most vulnerable members of Canadian
society. Numerous reports, research papers, studies and statistical data have confirmed over and over
that Aboriginal, Métis and Inuit women are more likely than non-indigenous women to experience
poverty, homelessness, child welfare involvement, domestic violence, racism, gender discrimination,
incarceration; historical and ongoing issues exacerbated by the lack of culturally appropriate social
services and supportive programming that is designed to address the root causes of these ongoing
struggles. If root causes are not explored to suitably address the myriad issues among these women and
their families, the same scenarios of ongoing dependence will continue generation after generation and
continue to place greater strains on an ill-equipped system. A commitment MUST be made to aid and
support indigenous women within the welfare system.

The 2001 Census shows the majority of urban Aboriginal families are headed by single, sole-support
women, and these families are larger than their non-Aboriginal counterparts, with more than one third
having more than three children per household. What is astonishing is that more than half of these
women live on an annual income of less than $20,000.00. The key, therefore, to any successful and
measurable outcomes related to Ontario’s overall poverty reduction strategy will be seen through the
reduction of poverty among urban and rural Aboriginal women and their families. The struggles among
Aboriginal women are far-reaching and symptomatic of larger issues than can be addressed through this
submission; however, the current perpetuation of poverty and lack of culturally appropriate and relevant
services provided to Aboriginal families CAN be addressed through social service program reforms.

Summary of Key Issues and Recommendations

ONWA has approached submission to the Commission for Review of Social Assistance in Ontario from the
specific context of the needs of urban/rural Aboriginal, Métis and Inuit women and their families; these
women being those we work most extensively with in our day-to-day operations. This however, is only a
snapshot of the many struggles being endured by our women and children every day. Greater depth of
understanding can only be achieved through meaningful and committed consultation with ALL First
Nation, Métis and Inuit stakeholders within the province as initiated and conducted by provincial
representatives.

1. The existing approach to social services is a punitive model that does not offer an
individualized approach to client support that is conducive to successful outcomes for



Aboriginal families. It has been well documented that Aboriginal people respond positively and realize
greater successes within programs and services that acknowledge their uniqueness as indigenous
peoples and the multiple barriers they face as indigenous minorities within mainstream society.
Programs and services must be developed and delivered specifically with them in mind versus being
swallowed up within the current Ontario Works andOntario Disability Support Programs. (These
programs pigeon-hole applicants and recipients into pre-determined definitions that do not take into
account proven success factors associated with indigenous people, nor the realities of life as lived and
understood by them). Successes would include holistic, comprehensive services that revolve around the
individual as an individual and indigenous person. OW currently provides special allowances and
considerations to Canadian “newcomers” taking into account unique needs (such as deferrals for job
searches, etcetera until the client is more settled, appropriately housed and familiar with their new
community). Newcomers’ unique needs are similar to those of Ontario’s indigenous populations;
language barriers, differences in education, literacy standards, and large families residing together in one
house. These same unique situations are often experienced by Aboriginal participants, but not given the
same considerations and respect when determining eligibility or in the development of the Participation
Agreement to accommodate.

Many Aboriginal recipients experience issues related to culture-shock, language and educational barriers,
lack of access to things like computers and internet connections that hinder their ability to review and
interpret guidelines, complete applications, resumes and look for gainful employment or even find
suitable housing; all things that if not completed in an often very short and unrealistic time frame result
in punitive outcomes; termination of benefits, suspension of benefits, and subsequent issuance of notice
of eviction, etcetera. These same struggles among new Canadians are respected and considered
throughout application assessment and program participation, however, not within the Aboriginal
context. Many of the issues symptomatic of Aboriginal existence can be directly associated with
“Residential School Trauma,” classified as a form of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, now recognized in
DSM-IV criteria that again, goes ignored either by design or ignorance.

The OW program is designed to provide financial support while participants seek employment or
complete necessary educational or skills upgrading to allow them to maintain employment or acquire
new employment opportunities. ODSP is designed for people who are determined to be unemployable
for the upcoming year. ODSP clients are deferred from mandatory participation, unlike OW ‘employable’
clients. OW programs were initially implemented to provide income supports and employment
assistance to those in need. However, today the predominant attitude is one without supports, rather
punishments for tasks unmet or rules broken; a delivery model not conducive to positive outcomes from
any segment of the receiving population. OW rights, responsibilities and eligibility obligations are
difficult if not impossible to understand and so compliance is unlikely as a result. Benefits are suspended
as clients are determined to be ‘non-compliant’ based entirely on an individual caseworker’s
interpretation of compliance; a subjective approach to assessment and participation eliminates a fair and
equitable review every applicant deserves. This common scenario viewed from an already marginalized
Aboriginal population that faces daily discrimination, historical shame because of false, public
perceptions, and stereotypes, exacerbates an issue already out of control. Like it or not, the urban
Aboriginal population receives little empathy from the general public and it would seem from municipal
OW & provincial ODSP employees as well. There is a general lack of empathy toward the unique
circumstances that affect Aboriginal women and their families.

In order to achieve any degree of success, a truly supportive model that meets the assistive needs of
Aboriginal people MUST be developed and implemented as a standard of service delivery. Workers need
to be there to assist, not judge. OW employees, in collaboration with program applicants, should draft a
participation agreement that has a realistic chance of being successful, based on the “individual” client
and their needs, deficits, and abilities.



OW employees must be present to offer information about additional culturally relevant services, have
the time to walk a client through processes from start to finish. Relationship development and
subsequent trust will bring social service program delivery to where it should be and work toward a
renewed trust between Aboriginal clients and non-Aboriginal workers that alleviate some of the stresses
of early Indian Act repression and residential school fall out.

“With Ontario Works, some workers are especially dismissive and racist. There is an inability to
understand and work with Aboriginal women, their cultures, and the diversity of people and their
needs.” - Urban Aboriginal Task Force (UATF Report 2007)

Ottawa Focus Group

Recommendations

1.1. The Province of Ontario will commit to developing new positions dedicated to meeting the unique
needs of Aboriginal people in the various urban and rural communities across the province. Each
district will hire an appropriate number of “Aboriginal Liaison Workers” (based on allowable
case-loads and number of self-identified Aboriginal, Métis and Inuit families and singles within the given
district), that will provide the assistive and supportive services Aboriginal peoples require to ensure
their ‘unique’ circumstances are assessed. Such an approach will result in applicants having to apply
for Social Assistance through a specific model resembling Gladu Court and Gladu reports, OW workers
will then be able to take into account the unique circumstances that likely resulted in an applicant
having to seek assistance on the first place. OW further automating services as per strategic framework
through 2015.

1.2. OW/ODSP workers will advocate for clients where intervention may be required. In consideration of
“equal opportunity employment,” it is suggested that priority be given to women of Aboriginal, Métis or
Inuit descent for certain positions e.g. administrative, customer service, etc. These workers will possess a
greater understanding and empathy for their unique client-base as well as being more appropriatel
qualified. Aboriginal employees would also provide a greater level of comfort to Aboriginal “



