Alberta Committee of Citizens with Disabilities

Response to

Low-Income Programs Review

Who We Are

The Alberta Committee of Citizens with Disabilities (ACCD) is a consumer-driven provincial organization of persons within the cross-disability community. We actively promote the full participation of persons with disabilities within the social, economic, and political life of our communities. Prior to the provincial election in spring 2001, we sent our membership a questionnaire asking them to identify problems and solutions related to their circumstances as persons with disabilities in Alberta. The response was overwhelming, with 41% of the individuals and organizations we approached providing us with feedback. We then used the information we gathered to guide our election campaign, challenging political candidates to respond to disability issues in Alberta.

Our Feedback

As Alberta Human Resources and Employment (AHRE) undertakes its Low-Income Programs Review, we are once again able to utilize the ideas generated by our members through the election questionnaire. The feedback we received concerning income supports was significant, especially regarding Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped (AISH). We are focusing our response to the AHRE Low-Income Programs Review on the six aspects of AISH that were most commonly identified as problems by the ACCD members who responded to our questionnaire. This information is from respondents who rely on AISH support. As a result, the experiences and knowledge that shape our submission are both very personal and very real. We accept the challenge of responding to your request for input into this important review process, believing that you are sincere in your desire to “ensure that these programs continue to help low-income families meet the various challenges they face” (Government of Alberta News Release, June 7, 2001).

Problem One: The current AISH amount is not enough

Over and over again, our members made it very clear that the $855.00/month currently allotted by AISH is not sufficient to meet daily costs of living. Current AISH benefits yield annual incomes substantially lower than the Canadian Council on Social Development Income Lines, the Senate Committee Poverty Lines, the Toronto Social Planning Council Budget Lines, and the B.C. Social Planning Council Poverty Lines. AISH recipients are living in poverty because they cannot afford rent, recently increased utilities, food, and transportation costs. Those who are subsisting on $855.00/month constantly struggle to make ends meet, with little hope of improving their quality of life. As stated by the Edmonton Coalition on Homelessness, “Until the basic needs of housing, food, and clothing are addressed, we are not able to pay attention to things that give life meaning and value—such as developing relationships or expressing creativity” (“there’s no place like home” brochure). Sadly, on $855.00/month, little energy, time, or resources remain to “give life meaning and value.”
The Solution

The solution is simple--increase AISH amounts to reflect current market realities. Alberta is booming, and it costs more than $855.00/month to maintain a healthy standard of living in this province. Yet, many persons, whose situations do not allow them to support themselves through employment, are expected to survive on this amount. The basic AISH benefit needs to be aligned with current market costs of rent, transportation, utilities, food, etc. Then this amount needs to be indexed to reflect the actual cost of living. While this solution may seem costly in a provincial political climate that emphasizes fiscal responsibility, we believe both social and economic benefits will be realized by investing in an individual’s ability to eat well, be housed safely, and remain independent.

Problem Two: AISH is a disincentive to work

Persons who rely on AISH but who are able to manage some form of gainful employment, are not suitably encouraged or supported to become involved in the workforce. More specifically, the guidelines established for them to qualify for funding make them fear taking such action. Currently, an individual’s employment income is only partially exempt from AISH adjustment. For example, single adults can keep the first $200 they earn each month, plus 25% of any amount over $200. This means an individual who works 20 hours/week for $10.00/hour would only be able to retain $366.67 of the $866.67 he/she would earn. When the cost (transportation, clothing, and/or childcare for example) and energy involved in joining the work force are considered, the motivation for seeking and obtaining employment is negligible. Equally as important, AISH recipients are fearful of the risk of losing the medical/health benefits provided through AISH if they do get a job. The cost of living with a disability is often significant, and even with full-time, permanent employment, many individuals would find it difficult to afford the medical and health supports they need. For many of us, it feels “safer” not to work and know that our health needs will be addressed than it does to risk losing the medical/health benefits provided by AISH. Rather than providing incentives that encourage individuals to work, AISH makes life near or below the poverty line more appealing than life with an earned income and the personal rewards and independence that a job offers. 

The Solution

A two-pronged approach begins to address this problem. First, the allowable earnings need to be increased. If individuals can retain more of their earnings while continuing to receive the full AISH benefit, the incentive to work will be increased. Secondly, medical and health supports that help AISH recipients overcome any barriers directly related to their disability need to be separated from income supports. If this were to happen, AISH recipients who are able to obtain employment would not risk losing the medical/health supports required to work or to live independently in the community. Again, there would be more incentive to work.

Problem Three: The AISH link with CPP-D needs to be harmonized

Currently, Canadian Pension Plan-Disability (CPP-D) benefits and AISH supports are linked. Therefore, any CPP-D entitlement, which an individual has earned through previous employment, is deducted from the AISH benefit. As with earned income, the amount of AISH persons receive varies according to the amount of the CPP-D benefit they receive. As well, because CPP is indexed to the cost of living, the amount of the CPP benefit increases with inflation. But because AISH is not similarly indexed, as the CPP benefits increase, AISH recipients receive less and less AISH support. 

When the In Unison vision paper was published in 1998, it confirmed that “the federal and provincial/territorial governments already have agreed to a strategy of harmonization actions for income supports” (p. 26). We see little evidence of this “harmonization” in the ways CPP-D and AISH are linked. Because of training programs and new incentives to work, such as keeping health benefits for two years when leaving AISH and getting a job, this gap is getting wider.

The Solution:
Provincial and federal income support programs need to be carefully integrated and balanced. Currently, persons who are on both AISH and CPP are not supported because the programs work against one another. Some integration would occur if AISH was indexed in a manner similar to CPP. Persons with disabilities need to be actively involved in the process that leads to the integration and “harmonization” of income support programs, ensuring that the needs of persons with disabilities are met. 

Problem Four: Systems and Staff

Strained relationships between caseworkers and AISH recipients are not a new development. ACCD has heard the stories of many individuals who feel frustrated because they are put in adversarial positions with respect to their AISH service providers. Problems are often related to the impersonal nature of the service received. Clients rarely have the opportunity to speak to their caseworkers in person. Human interaction, which is key to developing strong client-worker relationships, has been replaced by voice mail and computer-dependent systems. Many AISH applicants and recipients feel the service provided by their caseworkers is limited by a bureaucratic system and overwhelming caseloads that breed suspicion and indifference. Often we hear that the system focuses its efforts on finding fraudulent individuals rather than assisting those who abide by AISH policies.

Even before prospective clients meet with a staff member, they encounter problems with the system, and their first frustration is often with the application process itself. The application forms are long, complex, and ambiguous; they are often difficult to obtain in alternate format. According to our questionnaire respondents, the first time an individual applies, the application is often rejected and the person has to repeat the process. Especially for individuals who have limited reading, writing, or comprehension skills, the process is intimidating, overwhelming, and exhausting.

As well, individuals are not given full information about the appeal process. If an individual wants to appeal a decision made regarding his/her file, a letter outlining the concerns must be forwarded within 30 days of the occurrence. At this time, an internal review takes place in which the supervisor of the caseworker whose decision is being questioned reviews the situation and determines whether or not the concern is valid. The individual making the appeal is notified of the decision. However, many AISH recipients are not made aware that this is not the final decision in the appeal process. At this point, if the AISH recipient is not satisfied with the decision, the appeal can be re-directed and heard by a non-partisan board. The internal review is a separate process from an actual appeal, but recipients are seldom aware of the difference. 

The Solution:

Administrative/bureaucratic problems should be addressed in several ways. First and foremost, those applying for assistance and those already receiving assistance must be treated with dignity and respect. Every effort must be taken to inform and train front-line employees who are working with Alberta citizens who have the same basic human rights as anyone else. If caseloads are reduced, caseworkers will be able to provide their clients with more personal, respectful attention. Assistance with completing forms, clearer explanations of appeal and other procedures, and time to take part in awareness/diversity training will lead to stronger client-caseworker relationships.

As well, persons with disabilities need to be involved in reviewing/revising the current application forms. Do the forms really need to be so detailed? Do they meet Freedom of Information and Privacy (FOIP) guidelines? Could the application procedure be more efficient? Finally, we would like to see an advocate position for persons who are entering the AISH system. An advocate could ensure that individuals were made aware of the “ins and outs” of the system and support them in the application and appeal processes.
Problem Five: Asset Testing

When AISH was reviewed and redesigned in 1999, an asset limit of $100,000 was introduced. Put simply, this means that AISH recipients who have investments of $100,000 or more are not eligible for AISH funding. In a letter ACCD received from the father of a developmentally disabled woman, he explains “$100,000 invested in GIC’s generates about $4,500 - $5,000 a year, which is a long way from being a liveable income. However, it could supplement the AISH allowance and give our severely disabled [daughter] a better standard of living.” Like many other relatives of persons with disabilities, this Albertan is planning for his daughter’s future, but instead of recognizing the foresight of his investments, AISH asset testing denies him the ability to contribute to his daughter’s security. Later in his letter, he says “As a parent, it is very important that we leave our disabled as financially secure as possible. It is disturbing to think that by leaving our severely disabled a small inheritance of $100,000 we will actually contribute to them losing all their benefits as well as their financial security.”

The Solution:

Special provisions need to be made to asset testing guidelines. Parents should be allowed to set aside money in their wills for children with disabilities. This inheritance should not affect the AISH allowance that the individual receives. In Ontario, recent steps have been taken that permit individuals to set aside trusts in excess of the $100,000 asset limit without affecting payment of the disability benefit. Alberta also needs to consider the regulations surrounding this issue. The current asset testing is a restrictive measure that punishes individuals or families for planning ahead.

Problem Six: Focus Support on the Individual

Currently, if an AISH recipient either marries or enters a common law relationship, the spouse has to report his/her income for calculating the AISH benefit. As well, the spouse’s assets are calculated as part of the $100,000 asset limit. ACCD contends that this is both a violation of individual human rights and an invasion of privacy. It is demeaning for those who are already vulnerable, and takes away our independence. What does a change in marital status have to do with the nature of an individual’s disability which has provided the access to AISH benefits in the first place?  If AISH is an income entitlement program for persons with disabilities, an individual’s marital status or living arrangements should not influence the AISH allowance.

The Solution:

AISH needs to be considered an income entitlement program for persons with disabilities. Our society no longer sees women as dependent on their husbands, nor should we see persons with disabilities as dependent on their spouses. Even within a marriage or common law relationship, persons with disabilities are independent men and women who should not be denied their AISH supports.

Conclusion

This response to AHRE’s Low-Income Programs Review focuses on AISH, but many people with disabilities also rely on Supports For Independence and Assured Supports. ACCD recognizes the importance of all income support programs for persons with disabilities and does not want its focus on one program to negate the importance of other programs. We especially want to acknowledge the situation of persons with disabilities and others who constitute the working poor. These individuals do not earn enough to adequately support themselves, nor do they receive the benefits of AISH such as health/medical benefits, training programs, and the full extent of aids to daily living benefits.

ACCD is working with three other group submissions to address other aspects of AISH and of other low-income programs. As well, we have distributed the “Extending the Alberta Advantage” booklet to our membership, encouraging organizations and individuals to submit their input, ideas, and stories. We know our voices join the voices of others who are committed to “extending the Alberta advantage” to all Albertans, and we look forward to the MLA committee’s recommendations to the Minister of Alberta Human Resources and Employment.
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