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The committee met at 0902 in room 151 and by video
conference.

MINISTRY OF CHILDREN, COMMUNITY
AND SOCIAL SERVICES

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): Good morning,
everyone. We’re going to resume consideration of vote
701 of the estimates of the Ministry of Children, Com-
munity and Social Services. There is now a total of 13
hours and 21 minutes remaining for the review of these
estimates.

When the committee adjourned on June 10, the official
opposition had 11 minutes and 15 seconds remaining. |
will go to the official opposition.

MPP Armstrong, the floor is yours.

Ms. Teresa J. Armstrong: Thank you so much, Chair.
I just wanted to finish the round of questions here.

Welcome, Ministers and ministers’ staff, legislative
staff and my colleagues, of course. Thank you so much,
everybody, for being here this morning.

There were a couple of things I wanted to dig a little
deeper on. One of them is the question that I asked yes-
terday. I didn’t get an answer to that question, so I’d like
to have the numbers for that. How many children are
currently on the waiting list for autism?

And the second question that I also wanted to dig
deeper on with the numbers—the prevailing view of fam-
ilies is that the $600 million that has been promised is not,
in fact, the number that has been allocated. So the question
is about the global budget. I’'m asking the minister: Of the
$600 million in funding that was promised by this gov-
ernment, how much has been spent on things like therapy
and maintaining pre-pandemic capacity levels? Also, how
many kids are receiving interim funding, and how many
kids didn’t have access to therapies that they needed?

Basically, I can give a written list to the Clerk and ask
specifically what areas got that $600 million that the
minister has said has been put towards autism, but I’d like
to know what was spent, allocated, from that $600 million.
I can give that list to the Clerk. But I would like to know
how many children are currently on the wait-list for
autism—and if the minister does have any of those
questions about where that $600 million has been allo-
cated, because families want to know if that actually has
been spent.

Hon. Todd Smith: Thanks, MPP Armstrong, and good
morning. Good morning to Chair Tabuns and the com-
mittee, as well. It’s good to pick up where we left off.

I can just remind all members of the committee and the
public that our government did double the amount of
funding to the Ontario Autism Program from $300 million
to $600 million, and we’re committed to spending $600
million each and every year. That’s the commitment that
we made, and that’s what we intend to do. It’s being spent
in a number of different areas—actually, far more areas
than autism families were eligible to spend their funding
in in years gone by. With the new Ontario Autism Pro-
gram, as [ mentioned yesterday, not only are ABA services
available, but you’re also able to access speech-language
pathology, you’re able to access mental health supports,
occupational therapy, and there are all of the other pillars
of the new program that are either available now or will be
available in the future.

Foundational family services have been up and running
for some time now, and I believe there are over 22,000
families in Ontario who are accessing foundational family
services. One of the things that I heard from families when
I was touring the province back in the summer of 2019 was
that, upon receiving a diagnosis for their child that they
were on the ASD spectrum, they didn’t know where to go.
There were no services available. They can immediately
register with the Ontario Autism Program and access
foundational family services. Plus, when they get their
allocation of funding, either the childhood budget or the
interim funding, they’re able to spend it on those areas that
I listed earlier.

I think, as ADM Morris mentioned yesterday, families
will reconcile their spending, and then we’ll have a better
idea as to where that money actually has been spent.
Maybe she can pick up and just elaborate on that in a
moment.

I can tell you that there are 36,000 children in Ontario
who are receiving services or support now from the
Ontario government. You’ll recall, MPP Armstrong, and |
was there, too, on the front lawn at Queen’s Park, when
families were protesting and only 25% of families in
Ontario were receiving any kind of support at all from the
provincial government. Three times as many children are
now receiving support, and the list of services that are
available to them is much greater.

I can turn it over to Jen Morris, if she wants to introduce
herself to the committee again today and pick up where I
left off there.

Ms. Jennifer Morris: Thank you, Minister.

Good morning. I’'m Jennifer Morris, ADM, children
with special needs.
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I’m happy to pick up the question from yesterday. 1’1l
take folks back to the end of March 2019. At that point,
we had just over 10,000 children and youth receiving
services through the Ontario Autism Program. Almost
6,000 of those children had active OAP behaviour plans.
This is the group of kids that we sometimes refer to, or
you’ve heard referred to, as the legacy children. Those are
children who have been in behaviour plans for a number
of years. At the end of March 31, 2019, almost 6,000
children were in behaviour plans. The remaining 4,000
children of the 10,000 who were in service at that point
were children who were in a phase called generalization
and maintenance. That means they had previously been
receiving behavioural services through a behaviour plan
but had moved into a phase where they were now
practising their skills in new places, in new environments,
with new people. All of those children and families who
were in that generalization and maintenance phase were
invited to receive a childhood budget. That’s the 10,000
children who were in service on March 31, 2019.

In addition to those children, in 2019-20, just over
4,900 invitations were issued for childhood budgets, and
just over 19,000 invitations were issued for one-time fund-
ing.

As of March 31, 2020, so a full year later, we then had
4,800 children who had an active behaviour plan. That’s
down from the 6,000 I noted in the previous year, and that
decrease can be attributed to a number of factors, in-
cluding some youth who turned 18 and aged out of the
program—so there’s a natural transition out of the
program—and families proactively choosing to end their
behaviour plans and receive either a childhood budget or
interim one-time funding instead.

It’s important to note that the ministry and the govern-
ment have publicly committed on a number of occasions,
since childhood budgets were implemented, that children
who were in those behaviour plans could continue in those
plans until they transitioned into core clinical services. So
no child was moved out of a behaviour plan without them
voluntarily choosing to do so.

0910

Families were given that option—again, entirely at their
choosing—to end their plans and receive interim one-time
funding instead. Many families chose to do this for a
number of reasons, including what the minister has raised,
which is that there was a broader access of services
available through interim one-time funding and childhood
budgets than there was from the legacy behaviour plans.
Families could access speech-language pathology, occu-
pational therapy, physiotherapy, as well as technology,
respite and other family supports and equipment through
childhood budgets and interim one-time funding, but they
could only access behavioural therapy through a legacy
behaviour plan. So some families chose to exit their
behaviour plans and receive interim one-time funding or a
childhood budget instead.

In 2021, in addition to the roughly 4,800 children who
were in active behaviour plans, we also issued an addi-
tional almost 13,000 invitations for childhood budgets or
interim one-time funding.

And to answer your question, MPP Armstrong, as of
April 30, 2021, we had 3,889 children who had an active
OAP—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You have two min-
utes left.

Ms. Jennifer Morris: —behaviour plan, 11,073 child-
hood budget invitations have been issued, and a total of
31,886 interim one-time funding invitations have been
issued. There are a total of 46,891 children registered on
the wait-list. All of them have either received an invitation
for funding or are in a behaviour plan.

Ms. Teresa J. Armstrong: Chair, how much time do
we have left?

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): A minute and a half.

Ms. Teresa J. Armstrong: I’'m going to turn it over to
Lisa Gretzky to start the next round. I know it will bump
over to the government, but I’ll let her finish the minute
and a half.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): MPP Gretzky.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: I have a question around develop-
mental services and the Passport Program, specifically. I’d
like to know how many families are currently on the wait-
list for Passport funding.

Hon. Todd Smith: We can get into greater detail
throughout the day. We have, I believe, eight hours, and I
can get you that exact number. I know my assistant deputy
minister Rupert Gordon will join us. I know that we did
double the number of individuals who are receiving Pass-
port funding in the province of Ontario. I don’t want to
give you a number without making it an accurate one, but
I know that we did double the number who are receiving
the minimum of $5,000. That’s the minimum. Everybody
is receiving at least $5,000.

Mrs. Lisa GretzKy: Many of the families were unable
to use their Passport funding due to COVID-19, so I'm
wondering, how much money did the government retain?

Hon. Todd Smith: We’ve extended the ability for fam-
ilies to spend that Passport funding. As I’'m sure you’re
aware, we also increased or lengthened the list of eligible
expenses for families with Passport because—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): And with that, I'm
sorry to say, you’'re out of time for this rotation.

We’ll go back to the government. MPP Roberts, the
floor is yours, sir.

Mr. Jeremy Roberts: Good morning, Ministers. Thank
you for appearing before the committee today, on this
beautiful Friday.

I want to start with a question that’s going to be directed
to Minister Dunlop, to pull you into the conversation. I
know a ton of really exciting initiatives that are happening
on your side of the ministry, as well, on children and
women’s issues.

One of the areas that I want to talk a little bit about is
the child welfare redesign. This is an area that I’ve been
fortunate to play a small role in, in my role as parlia-
mentary assistant at this ministry. I recall, early on, when
you took over the portfolio, you and I had the chance to
visit the children’s aid society in Peel together and launch
some consultations that have eventually led to us re-
designing and reforming the child welfare system.
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I think we can all agree that Ontario’s child welfare
system was not working particularly well. Minister, [ have
heard you speak many times about this in the House and
in communities right across the province. There is really a
clear need for change so that the children, youth and
families who are impacted can have a much more positive
experience. The metrics of success should be the same for
any child or youth in Ontario regardless of whether they
have been part of the child welfare system or not. Instead,
unfortunately, we see worse outcomes in many areas for
those who are in the system.

As part of these consultations, we have had extensive
engagement with First Nations, Inuit and Métis partners,
Indigenous organizations, the child welfare sector, other
sectors such as mental health, the law profession, front-
line workers, and youth and their families. That all
culminated in the government announcing, in July 2020,
that it would be redesigning the child welfare system in
Ontario.

I am wondering, Minister, if you could spend some time
talking about how the government is redesigning this
system and some of the progress to date.

Hon. Jill Dunlop: It was a pleasure to join you in Peel,
as well as when I was in Ottawa and we had a chance to
meet with your children’s aid society. Thank you for the
great work you do in that area.

And thank you to all the committee members for being
here on this Friday. We have a full day.

We know that our current child welfare system has
faced challenges for some time, and that includes over-
representation of Black, Indigenous, and 2SLGBTQ+
children, youth and families engaged with the child wel-
fare system. Children and youth in care experience dis-
parities in outcomes such as education, homelessness,
human trafficking. Children and young persons in licensed
residential settings do not always receive high-quality care
that meets their needs. Families do not always feel ade-
quately supported to seek help, stay together, or to reunify.
Inconsistent and often time-limited access to prevention-
focused community services; lack of coordination across
the many sectors, service providers who serve children,
youth and families—and the child welfare system is not
financially sustainable or efficient.

The COVID-19 outbreak has highlighted and in some
cases exacerbated these challenges.

Addressing the overrepresentation of First Nation, Inuit
and Métis children and youth in the child welfare system
is also a key element of the murdered and missing Indi-
genous women and girls inquiry’s calls for justice.

The redesign is focused on three main goals: strength-
ening families and communities in partnership with cross-
sector providers through enhanced community-based
prevention and early intervention; addressing systemic
racism and the disproportionalities in outcomes, dispar-
ities for Indigenous, Black, 2SLGBTQ+ and other equity-
deserving populations in child welfare; and continuing to
improve the service experience and outcomes for children
and youth who need protection services, including more
family-based placements.

I would like to talk about how we are redesigning the
child welfare system. We can all agree that every child and
youth in Ontario deserves a safe, loving and stable home
and every child deserves to be supported as they grow and
transition into adulthood. Continuing to improve the ser-
vice experience outcomes for children and youth—they
need protection services, including more family-based
placements. That’s why our government is redesigning
Ontario’s child welfare system to focus on services that
are high-quality, culturally appropriate and truly respon-
sive to the needs of children, youth and their families. Our
plan is focused on strengthening families and communities
through prevention initiatives that better serve those in
need. We are seeking more permanent homes for children
and youth in care when they cannot stay in their own
homes or communities.

Working in partnership with Indigenous and Black
communities and service providers as well as leaders in
other sectors, we’re changing the culture from apprehen-
sion to prevention. This means giving more moms and
dads, children and youth the help that they need early,
giving them a voice and putting them at the centre of
decision-making.

Recognizing the overrepresentation of Indigenous chil-
dren and youth in the child welfare system, the ongoing
impacts of intergenerational trauma on Indigenous people
in Ontario and their unique cultural needs, a distinct
Indigenous approach is being applied across all parts of
redesign, guided by the Ontario Indigenous Children and
Youth Strategy.

Some of the key highlights I would like to report on:
We have made significant progress since the redesign was
first announced last July, including advancing more than
10 bilateral and trilateral processes with representatives of
First Nation, Inuit and Métis peoples. This includes sup-
porting the coming into force of the Wabaseemoong First
Nations customary care code and providing $2 million to
support Indigenous systems planning.
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We’ve issued policy directives to cease the practice of
birth alerts in Ontario, as well as policy directives to allow
for the use of Helping Establish Able Resource-Homes
Together, or HEART, and Strong Parent Indigenous Rela-
tionships Information Training, or SPIRIT, as culturally
appropriate alternatives to Structured Analysis Family
Evaluation, or SAFE, and Parent Resources for Informa-
tion, Development and Education, or PRIDE.

We publicly released Ontario’s Quality Standards Frame-
work, which provides an overview of what high-quality
residential care looks like across all sectors and settings,
and the children and young persons’ rights resource.

We’re also investing in targeted initiatives that support
the goals of redesign, such as: $11.5 million in COVID-19
response funding for children, youth and families; $5.4
million to enhancements to the Family Well-Being Pro-
gram through the Roadmap to Wellness; $5 million on-
going to enhance access to funding for prevention-focused
customary care; we issued an extended moratorium on
youth aging out of care during the COVID-19 pandemic
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and invested $8.7 million to better support youth aging out
of care; over $3 million to enhance mental health and
addictions supports in the child welfare system, including
$0.84 million for short-term COVID-19 response mental
health services for children and youth in care and their
residential service providers; $1.5 million in ongoing
investment to modernize Ontario’s adoption system and
provide more supports for families who choose to adopt;
$1.5 million in ongoing investment to expand community-
based prevention and well-being interventions for Black
children, youth and families; $1.5-million expansion of the
Education Liaison Program to improve educational
outcomes for children and youth in care; investment in
community-led prototypes to implement and evaluate
innovative ideas that contribute to the redesign’s goals;
$250,000 from the Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills
Development to improve access to and success in the
labour market for youth leaving care; and continued
investment in One Vision, One Voice to address anti-
Black racism in the child welfare system.

Over the next year of redesign, we will continue to
build on the progress achieved to date, including moving
forward on important initiatives that will set the founda-
tion for the future state we are working towards, including
developing a multi-pronged engagement approach with
diverse stakeholders and partners. This includes focused
engagement with Indigenous leadership, service provid-
ers, youth and families; Black communities, service
providers, youth and families; as well as youth with lived
experience in the child welfare system, implementing an
approach to enhanced collaboration across multi-minis-
tries and sectors where improved connections between
systems and service providers will close gaps in service
and share responsibility for improving child, youth and
family well-being beyond the child welfare system alone.

Recognizing that we can’t have a one-size-fits-all ap-
proach to child, youth and family services for every com-
munity in Ontario, our approach to engagement reflects
our intention to bring together cross-sector stakeholders,
community partners and children, youth, and families in
communities across the province. This will ensure their
voices are central to the implementation of child welfare
redesign and discussions around transforming child and
family services in their communities.

In line with the redesign’s shift to community-based
prevention, we are working to identify high-impact oppor-
tunities to shift financial investments over time from
within the child welfare system to community-based in-
itiatives that better serve children, youth and families
within their communities.

I’'ll now pass it over to Deputy Menard and ADM
Remington, who can speak more to the need for redesign
and all the work that we have been doing.

Ms. Janet Menard: Thank you very much, Minister
Dunlop.

I’'m Janet Menard, deputy minister, children, commu-
nity and social services.

As Minister Dunlop pointed out, the child welfare
redesign is a transformation of child, youth and family

services that includes all sectors, organizations and indi-
viduals that impact the well-being of children, youth and
families.

Of course, our work is guided by a future state vision,
but I thought I would just take a minute to look backwards
a little bit, because it’s also informed by the history of the
system. The child welfare system has pretty deep roots and
goes back to the 1800s. In fact, the first children’s aid
society was established in Toronto in 1891, and Ontario
passed the first child protection act in 1893. As is the case
today, the operation of the early societies was focused
solely on protection, and protection by and large meant
removal of children from a situation that was deemed to
be avoided—so really, no involvement in prevention or
support for families. That mindset and culture has
prevailed throughout the course of the evolution of the
system. Today, we have 38 societies, including 13
Indigenous-led child well-being organizations. To varying
degrees, they have actually moved into the space of pre-
vention and early intervention, but there still is an over-
riding prevalence of protection.

The other thing that I find is important to note is the
introduction in 2017, under the Child, Youth and Family
Services Act, of an obligation for everyone, including
members of the public and professionals working with
children and families of children, to—it was required by
law that they report suspected cases of abuse or neglect.
All suspicions had to be reported to a children’s aid
society. We call this “duty to report.” This has heavily in-
fluenced the activities of societies, and in fact resulted in
thousands of referrals every year that can come from
teachers, neighbours, family members—the general public
can report suspicions of abuse or neglect.

In fact, in the last year, the projected numbers coming
from societies—because they provide us with the infor-
mation; they report in to us—was almost 108,000 referrals
came in to societies, which resulted in 62,000 investi-
gations. They sort them to ensure that an investigation is
necessary. That took us to about 11,000, almost 12,000,
kids in care currently. The lion’s share of work in getting
children into the system involves investigations, and in-
vestigations are traumatic, often involve the court system,
and can be very damaging to families, especially when the
allegations don’t bear out in further discussion and
investigation. So that is where we come from when we talk
about the child welfare system.

What I’d like to do now is, because we do have a vision,
I’1l go back to the vision, which is, as I said, informed by
the history, which is important for us to remember. Today,
our future state vision is guided by a belief that all human
services in communities need to work effectively together
and with families to build on their strengths and enhanced
resilience; that government ministries and cross-sector
partners have a shared responsibility and are accountable
for improving child, youth and family well-being across
the life course and eliminating outcome disparities for
equity-deserving groups.
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It also envisions that Indigenous children and youth are

healthy, happy, resilient, grounded in their cultures and
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languages, thriving as individuals and as members of their
families and First Nations communities; and that local
perspectives of the child, youth and family voices drive the
design and delivery of human services available in every
community in Ontario; and that in the long term, there are
measurable improvements in child, youth and family well-
being in all communities, so that we’re not just measuring
numbers of referrals and investigations and children in
care and youth in care, but we’re actually talking about the
difference that is being made through their involvement in
the system.

In essence, we’re transforming or redesigning a long-
standing system to ensure that families stay together and
children and youth in care have the supports they need to
feel safe, be safe and succeed and thrive as they transition
from care to adulthood.

I will turn it over to my colleague Assistant Deputy
Minister David Remington, and he will talk to you about
the five pillars.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You have two min-
utes left.

Mr. David Remington: Thank you, Deputy.

Good morning. I'm David Remington, assistant deputy
minister for child welfare and protection division.

As the deputy has said and as the minister has said, we
are fundamentally rethinking and redesigning the child
welfare system. We built it across several pillars. T just
want to spend a few minutes to talk about the pillars.

The first pillar is really supporting child, youth and
family community well-being. It’s probably one of our
central pillars in the significant change that we’re about to
undertake with partners and that we’ve been working on
for the last year. It’s really about community organizations
working together to think about the needs of families early
on. It includes all sectors; it’s not just child welfare. We’re
talking about schools, early years programs, parenting pro-
grams, health and mental health services. It’s a significant
part of the modernization to really include other sector
partners. Child welfare is everyone’s business. It’s not just
the CAS down the corner; it’s everyone working together.

We have a mandate to develop several proposals to
work forward that fundamentally change the landscape of
child, youth and family services for Indigenous partners,
working to include the potential to significantly reduce the
overrepresentation of children in care. It’s working with
Indigenous partners, it’s working with governments of
Canada and really putting forward approaches in custom-
ary care so that children, youth and families can stay con-
nected to community, connected to culture and connected
to their family.

We really have a pillar that works on quality of care—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): I’'m sorry to say, with
that, we’re out of time on this rotation.

We’ll go back to the official opposition. MPP Gretzky,
the floor is yours.

Mrs. Lisa GretzKky: I’m just going to go back to finish
my previous questions around developmental services. |
asked how many families are currently on the wait-list for
Passport funding, and the minister said they will get back

to me on that. Hopefully, by this afternoon, when we
continue, we’ll have those numbers.

I had also asked for the adults, who were numerous,
who could not use Passport funding during COVID-19—
how much money did the government retain of that
money? How much was saved from those individuals not
being able to spend that money? Also, I’d like to know:
Were the families provided with the funding to be used at
a later date? So the funding they didn’t use from their
allotment this year during COVID-19—is that money then
carried forward to their budget for the following year?

Hon. Todd Smith: Thanks, MPP Gretzky, for the ques-
tions.

I will pass it over to my assistant deputy minister Rupert
Gordon in a moment just to touch on some of your ques-
tions.

I do want to reiterate the fact that we have, since 2018,
doubled the number of people with developmental disabil-
ities in the Passport Program. The number is 54,000 now,
and those individuals are receiving a minimum of $5,000.
They are able to spend that money how they see fit—
taking part in community classes or various recreational
programs, developing work or volunteer or daily life skills
and hiring a support worker if they need one, creating their
own life plans, getting temporary respite for their care-
givers. Once full developmental services assessment pro-
cesses are completed, those adults are approved for
Passport, and they could receive the minimum $5,000, but
they could receive up to $40,250; the average is about
$11,500.

As I was mentioning earlier, before we ran out of time,
our government did increase the ability of individuals who
didn’t have those day programs to go to because of
COVID-19—the ability to purchase technology if they
wished, or expanded the list of eligible expenses there. We
are making it easier for those who work within the
Passport world, increasing the availability of faster
reimbursements, and—

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: I'm sorry to interrupt, Minister. [
appreciate all that, but the question was, for the families
who weren’t able to spend the money because of
COVID-19—because that has happened—how much of
that money was retained, and will that carry forward into
their budgets for next year? I know that you expanded
what they could spend, but it was still difficult in some
cases. So how much of that money was retained and will
be returned to those families carried forward in their next
allotment?

Hon. Todd Smith: I’'m just trying to drive home the
fact that we tried to make it as easy as possible for families
to continue to get services, because you’re right; not
everybody could. Not every service provider was able to
keep that programming going during COVID-19. It has
been a difficult time.

I’ll bring in Assistant Deputy Minister Rupert Gordon
to pick up on your question, MPP Gretzky.

Mr. Rupert Gordon: Thank you, Minister.
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My name is Rupert Gordon. I am assistant deputy min-
ister of the community services division at the Ministry of
Children, Community and Social Services.

MPP Gretzky, to your question, the interim actuals
currently report approximately $64 million in underspend-
ing out of the Passport Program. As the minister said, the
program this year has reflected the expansion of the ability
to spend on a series of items in order to assist families to
do more participation and activities in the home, to be able
to be connected remotely to community activities through
the use of technology, sensory items, supplies to support
in-home physical fitness, personal protective equipment,
essential service delivery fees, and supports for behaviour-
al support plans and related interventions. I think it’s
important to note that those interventions delivered more
than $36 million of support to families through those tem-
porary measures. At the start of this fiscal year, there was
an approach to provide some advancement of resources
and some other flexibility in order to allow them to take
advantage of those benefits.

With regard to your question about the underspending
for this year and whether and how that might be carried
forward, there is no current provision or plan to provide
for that. But what there is—and a very important com-
ponent of the current additional enhancement that’s
available—is support for families who are paying for care-
givers to access support above and beyond their Passport
allocation for the $3 wage enhancement that is available.
That’s a significant investment, and it’s an investment that
government has made not only in respect of the Passport
Program but in respect of other direct funding initiatives
that the government supports for families on the children’s
side—

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: I’'m sorry to interrupt. I appreciate
that, and I think my answer was in there: It’s not going to
carry forward. I have a lot of questions and very limited
time. I do appreciate that you did answer the question
about it not carrying forward, that there was $64 million
and that does not carry forward into the next Passport
allotment.
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If I could switch gears—again, I apologize, but we do
have very limited time—I would like to talk about social
assistance. After the passage of Bill 276, the ministry will
be leading a complex process of aligning provincial social
assistance intake systems with wholly municipally oper-
ated stabilization systems, and integrating both with as yet
unnamed providers of employment programs. Yet the
administrative capacity of the ministry is scheduled to
shrink by $5 million from last year and $20 million from
the year before. So my question is, how are you planning
to support such a complex process with fewer staff and
declining resources?

Hon. Todd Smith: Thanks for the question.

As you know, we’ve announced our transformation of
social assistance, the recovery and renewal program.
That’s going to enhance the delivery of social services and
social assistance to individuals who need it by better allo-
cating who is responsible for what. The provincial

government is going to be responsible for intake, for
registration. It’s going to be the municipal partners that
will be providing those life stabilization supports on the
ground, in communities.

We’ve done a lot of work with individuals who are
working in this sector, and I know that ADM Nelson
Loureiro will be wanting to speak to this. He has been
involved, along with our team, in reaching out specifically
to our caseworkers and those who are on the ground in
communities working directly with individuals to ensure a
smooth transition over a period of time. What this is going
to do is streamline the entire process so that individuals are
getting more face time with their caseworkers and are able
to access the supports they need.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: But if I could just interject there,
that’s my question: How are you planning to provide that
support for that complex system with fewer staff and
declining resources? How is that better going to support
the social assistance recipients?

Hon. Todd Smith: By better defining who is respon-
sible for what and streamlining the process. We’re spend-
ing $10 billion on social assistance right now, and the one
thing that I’'m sure you would agree with is that we’re not
seeing the types of outcomes that we should be seeing
when it comes to the delivery of social assistance and
moving individuals, particularly out of Ontario Works,
back into employment. Minister McNaughton and I were
both out yesterday speaking about employment services
transformation and what’s happening in that sector. Only
1% of individuals are moving into a job out of social
assistance, Ontario Works in particular.

Maybe I will bring in ADM Nelson at this time and he
can pick up on where I left off.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Maybe ADM Nelson could also
then respond to the fact that it was said that you were going
to co-design with recipients and stakeholders as part of this
modernization. I’d like to know what funds are actually
allocated to stakeholder engagement and what does that—
are you engaging the community service providers that are
going to be having to pick up the majority of the work
here? Are you talking to individuals who are receiving
social assistance?

We certainly can agree, Minister, that the system, the
way it currently is, is not effectively supporting indivi-
duals, but I will point out that a lot of people on social
assistance, especially those on ODSP, are unable to work.
So, yes, I have concerns about this modernization, as they
do.

Maybe the ADM could answer that: What funds are
allocated to stakeholder engagement?

Hon. Todd Smith: Just before Nelson comes on, I’'d
just touch on the collaboration piece. This has been a very,
very collaborative effort with our partners in the municipal
sector, particularly AMO and the various working tables
with the Association of Municipalities of Ontario, but in
particular, those who work in this sector and are involved
in this sector.

If Nelson is there, he can introduce himself.

Mr. Nelson Loureiro: Thank you, Minister Smith, and
thank you, MPP Gretzky, for your question.
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I’'m Nelson Loureiro, assistant deputy minister of social
assistance policy, planning and innovation division at the
Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services.

The current plan under the social assistance recovery
and renewal does not currently contemplate reduction in
resourcing. It is about realigning roles and responsibilities
on who does what, and as mentioned by the minister, it is
about looking at who is better positioned to do what—so
the municipalities taking on more of that community sup-
port, that life stabilization role, and the province taking on
more of that back office administration function, like
eligibility, financials etc., and improving our digital pres-
ence and our digital solutions, and allowing the munici-
palities and freeing up the space for caseworkers to focus
on activities that will support clients towards greater inde-
pendence and employment, where possible and where
feasible.

Specifically on the employment services side, as was
announced yesterday, we are working with the Ministry of
Labour, Training and Skills Development in better sup-
porting people into employment services through service
system managers. Again, that will have an impact on who
does what and what roles and responsibilities—for in-
stance, what the municipality takes on versus the service
system manager, but it is a partnership between the two.

Specifically, to your question, MPP Gretzky, around
how much funding is allocated to engagement to collabor-
ation, I don’t have a specific number, but what I can say
is, it is a specific component of our plan around engage-
ment and co-design. It’s a pillar principle within our plan
to co-design with people with lived experience. It’s a big
pillar to co-design with our clients as well as our staff, as
well as our municipal partners.

The co-design process is going very well. The response
we are receiving, for instance, from our municipal partners
is very positive in our approach. We’ve set out a vision in
collaboration and in partnership with our municipal part-
ners, and we are working towards that vision in our co-
design process. We have—

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: If I could just use that as a segue—
again, I apologize; I don’t like interrupting, but my time is
very limited. That’s a really good segue. Maybe as you’re
responding, we could work this in.

When you talk about the partners and the moderniza-
tion—the municipalities will be on the hook for providing
comprehensive life stabilization programs that low-
income Ontarians have to engage in as a condition of the
benefit, but there seems to be no significant anticipated
increase in investment from the province in programs like
housing and social supports. So I'm wondering if you can
tell me how the added demand for those mandatory pro-
grams is going to be funded. Are the municipalities going
to have to raise property taxes in order to pay for that?

Also, because you talked about doing a lot of moving
towards digital and that kind of thing, and these recipients
or applicants will have to do a lot digitally, can you show
where in the estimates budget there is money for devices
and Internet access, where those plans are—funding is for
31% of low-income Ontarians who don’t have adequate
Internet services at home?

Hon. Todd Smith: Thanks for all of those questions. I
know Nelson will want to chime in on a number of these
things.

To the concerns regarding municipal funding: Because
we are working so collaboratively with our partners at
AMO and in the municipal sector on this, as well as our
partners who are currently working in the social services
sector—this is not about an increase for municipalities;
this is about better aligning with municipalities who’s
responsible for what. So are services going to be provided
on the ground by our partners in the municipal sector? Yes.
They’re best suited to do that. The province is best suited
from the intake perspective and the funding perspective,
as far as individuals’ monthly rates that they’re receiving.

What I would say, though, is—

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Minister, my question is, if there
is going to be a shift in that, who delivers what—and I
understand that. But there will be an increased need or
demand on the municipalities for programs like housing
and social supports, so where in the estimates does that
show how they are to meet that? Is there funding to support
the municipalities to be able to provide those added ser-
vices that they’re going to have to be providing? How do
they come up with that money? Is that going to have to be
a property tax increase?
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Hon. Todd Smith: No, no.

Mrs. Lisa GretzKky: Is the province going to be for-
warding more money to the municipalities to be able to
deliver those services?

Hon. Todd Smith: We’re making investments across
the government. This has been a pan-government approach,
as was outlined in our Poverty Reduction Strategy.

When it comes to mental health supports, you’ve seen
the record investments that have been made by our Asso-
ciate Minister of Mental Health, Michael Tibollo: $31 mil-
lion just last week, but $3.8 billion that our government is
committed to investing in mental health supports on the
ground.

The Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing, Steve
Clark, on the housing side, is making record investments
when it comes to new housing. We saw some of those in
the recent budget and the Canada-Ontario Housing Benefit
partnership with the federal government.

You look at child care spaces and the investments that
are being made in that sector as well. Minister Lecce and
the federal government, as a matter of fact, are making
investments in that sector as well.

Nelson, I know there were a number of questions
previous to that question that MPP Gretzky had posed, if
you want to touch on some of those for her.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Perhaps the ADM, because the
minister had raised the Poverty Reduction Strategy—in
the estimates it shows no allotment, so based on a previous
allotment in the previous year, the entire budget for the
Poverty Reduction Strategy has been cut—100% cut. 'm
wondering, based on seeing that in black and white in the
estimates, if that means that the Poverty Reduction
Strategy office is being closed. I’'m not sure if I missed
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something, if maybe the Premier and the minister think
that they’ve ended poverty. But there is no allotment in the
estimates for the Poverty Reduction Strategy.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You have two min-
utes left.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: I would also like to point out,
because the minister raised the federal programs—and I’ll
be happy to go back to this next round—that the lion’s
share of the funding that has been forwarded during the
pandemic for pandemic recovery and through social
transfers—that only 6% of that money came from the
province; 94% of the money has come from the federal
government. I have concerns about the fact that the Pov-
erty Reduction Strategy office—there is no funding allot-
ment for that, and the government seems to think they’ve
ended poverty when clearly that’s not the case.

In my next round, I’ll have an opportunity to talk about
the fact that the federal government has picked up a lot of
the bill through this pandemic. I would like to know why
that money was not reinvested, since the government,
again, only provided 6% of the money so far—why that
money wasn’t reinvested in actually raising the rates for
individuals on social assistance, and what the government
thinks they’re going to accomplish by driving poor social
assistance recipients further into poverty and debt.

With that, Chair, I think I’m probably within seconds
of my time being up.

Hon. Todd Smith: There are billions of dollars in in-
vestments—and I’ll be happy to talk about them in the
next round of questioning—that our government is making
to support people who are currently living in poverty, in-
cluding housing, mental health supports, child care spaces
and many other—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): Minister, unfortu-
nately you’re now out of time.

With that rotation, we go back to the government side.
MPP Barrett, the floor is yours, sir.

Mr. Toby Barrett: A big thank you to the ministers on
this call, and of course the staff. This is a great opportunity
to get these very detailed answers and descriptions over
the 20-minute period. It’s so important, certainly, for the
people we represent. This time of year, many of us are part
of children’s aid annual meetings and things like that.

My question would be to garner some information with
respect to the social assistance transformation initiative.
Certainly, many, many challenges in this field before the
crisis of the past year or more—and I say that as a former
critic for this ministry, back in the days of the Frances
Lankin report. I’ve published a paper myself with respect
to what kind of changes can be made in consultation with
key stakeholders.

Like many on this call, I’ve been thinking about people
in my riding. I think of my buddies, many of whom are on
ODSP, that as an MPP when you kick around town by
town—these guys are great. They have a work ethic.
They’re very enthusiastic. Many are really heavily in-
volved in volunteering and helping out with the various
festivals. Their enthusiasm is second to none. They want
to help out; they want to work. They’re in a situation

through no fault of their own where they maybe don’t have
the ability to hold down a full-time job. I worry about
them, given what has happened over the past year. I’ve lost
touch with so many of these mainly young guys who are
out and about in the various towns. Maybe they’re
washing windows, working in the fast food industry or
volunteering with the festivals, as I had mentioned.

I know the minister worries about this. For these people,
the world has changed and their world has changed. Is our
social assistance transformation plan able and is the flexi-
bility built in to help these people to continue to be
involved—and, of course, those who are on Ontario
Works? We’ve always known, even though it has been
referred to as Ontario Works for over 20 years now, the
work part makes up, I understand—and I’d like to get the
details in my question—a very small percentage of what
the program is about. I would like to get an update—I am
out of touch—on how many people are on Ontario Works
and how many people are on the ODSP program. | say that
because many have lost their jobs. They never did get that
planned job over the past year because so many of these
workplaces don’t exist anymore.

Again, | know everybody on this call worries about
things like this, and I would ask the question to get more
specific. Can we get a fulsome description of this, what’s
referred to as a social assistance recovery and renewal
plan? And secondly, the consultation that is so important
in any of these kinds of major initiatives—perhaps there
was consultation before the virus hit, and I’d like to get an
idea to what extent the feedback from the consultation is
being incorporated in this plan.

Hon. Todd Smith: Good morning. It’s good to see you.
They are all good questions.

Of course, we’re all concerned about these individuals
in our ridings and in our communities. I run into them on
the street on my way to the bank and sometimes hanging
outside my constituency office—just looking for me to
answer their questions as well and assist them in any way
we can.

Our constituency office staff—I know yours and all of
our constituency staff, no matter what side of the aisle
we’re on in the House—do the best they can to support
these individuals and get them the help they need and
answer any questions, and also, when it comes to Ontario
Works in particular, making sure that the supports are
there to get them into work, to get them back up on their
feet and living independently again. So we can talk about
some of those numbers and some of the questions that
you’ve raised.

1000

I’m really happy to have the opportunity here to outline
our work on social assistance transformation. It’s so im-
portant because, as I mentioned earlier in questions with
MPP Gretzky, we’re not getting the results that we need to
get in this sector in getting people back to work.

As you know, programs like Ontario Works and ODSP
are critical to helping those who have lost their jobs or who
are unable to get work. That’s why last September our
government unveiled our plans to build a more responsive,
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efficient, person-centred social assistance system that’s
going to get people back to work and help the economy
recover as we emerge out of the COVID-19 crisis.

As part of the first phase of the social assistance recov-
ery and renewal plan, we’ve been rolling out various
measures that build on the enhancements already under
way to improve and build a more sustainable and modern
system—things like focusing on improved access to em-
ployment and training services, as well as developing new
digital tools, modern service options and ways to process
financial assistance faster. [ will be bringing in my assis-
tant deputy minister, Nelson, again to expand on some of
those measures in more detail in a moment or two.

This February we took a step further, announcing our
government’s vision for how we’ll work with our delivery
partners to improve social assistance and make it easier to
navigate. | want to note that this vision represents the first
significant change to modernize the social assistance
system in decades. The recent launch of the co-design
process is going to play a key part in enabling a new
provincial-municipal model for social assistance. Over the
next 12 to 18 months, we’re working through a detailed
process to develop our new operating and funding model
with municipalities.

I can tell you that all municipal partners are engaged in
the co-design process. They realize that this is long over-
due as well, and I’m really encouraged to see the initial
feedback on this process. It has been very, very supportive,
and the transformation is well received by our partners in
this sector, especially the piece about designing this colla-
boratively together and designing it along with them.

Another way that we’re working to achieve our new
vision is through legislative amendments. Just last week,
we passed Bill 276, the Supporting Recovery and Com-
petitiveness Act, which included amendments to the On-
tario Works Act as well. That act hadn’t substantially
changed in over 20 years. The proposed amendments align
with the new vision, and they’re going to support our
enhanced focus on life stabilization to enable people in
receipt of social assistance to achieve greater independ-
ence and financial resilience and financial independence
as well. They’ll build in flexibility to work through testing
and transition to the new provincial-municipal social as-
sistance delivery model that takes a person-centred ap-
proach to human services.

My ministry has also been working to address the
recommendations of the Auditor General that she made in
her recent audits for Ontario Works and ODSP, respect-
ively. We know that we’ve got a lot of work cut out for us
on this file, with concerns that were noted on things like—
and I mentioned this earlie—only 1% of people on On-
tario Works move into employment each month. That’s
what Minister McNaughton and I were talking about yes-
terday. When it comes to the employment services trans-
formation, it’s essential to increase those numbers.

As you know, MPP Barrett—and I’'m sure you have
travelled around with the Premier or visited with different
businesses in your riding—one of the things that we heard
prior to the pandemic, loud and clear, was that we needed

more people to fill jobs. They were trying to scrounge and
find individuals to work. We need to make sure those
individuals have the supports to allow them to get to work.
Maybe it’s a new pair of workboots, maybe it’s some
tools, maybe it’s a ride to work, maybe it’s child care—all
of these services can be delivered by our municipal part-
ners, and we’ll be responsible at the province, at the upper
level. That 1% number really does underscore the need to
change to make the system more integrated and help more
people move towards independence and employment.

We know the average length of time that people receive
Ontario Works has been increasing at far too dramatic a
rate. In 2010, the average was 18 to 21 months. This has
increased: An individual now stays on Ontario Works for
43 months, in 2020. It was never meant to be that; it was
meant to be a safety net to allow you to get back into
employment quicker. The length of time on assistance and
then that 1% number moving to employment are very,
very disappointing figures for all of us, and we’re working
to change that.

Earlier, I mentioned access to employment and training
services as part of our recovery and renewal work. In fact,
we were out yesterday with our good friend PA Jane
McKenna and Minister McNaughton from the Ministry of
Labour, Training and Skills Development, just talking
about how important this work is. Ontario Works and
ODSP clients will benefit from this new system. It’s easier
to use. It’s more tailored to local needs, and it’s able to
provide better outcomes for people.

The current model for employment services is far too
complex. It’s too complex for job seekers. It’s burden-
some. There are too many administrative tasks, as well,
and trying to navigate through this fragmented system
takes them away from the most important task at hand, and
that’s getting connected with a good, sustainable job. So
we’re going to continue to work closely with MLTSD to
overcome those barriers and move them towards employ-
ment and independence by connecting them to the right
integrated supports in their community.

We also want to—and we touched on this earlier, and
Nelson touched on it—allow our front-line staff to focus
on results for people, rather than paperwork, and assist
people to return to work and contribute to building a
thriving Ontario economy. One of the things that I always
say when talking about this is that those individuals got
into this work to be caseworkers, to help people, not to be
data entry clerks. They spend far too much of their time
inputting data and inputting documents. So a lot of the
work that we’ve done in this sector—and I know ADM
Loureiro will want to speak to this—is digitizing and
allowing the caseworkers to be able to actually assist indi-
viduals, through social assistance, to get back into a job
and have a positive impact on our economic recovery.

I’1l ask Nelson to pick up the context for this transfor-
mation and even expand on the specific actions and pro-
gress that we’ve made to date.

Nelson?

Mr. Nelson Loureiro: Thank you, Minister Smith.

As Minister Smith said, I'm very excited to tell you
about the social assistance recovery and renewal plan and
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the transformation within social assistance that we’re plan-
ning.

As you noted, Minister Smith, we know we need to
change the system, and we know we can do better. We
need to better support our almost 600,000 cases on our
programs: 200,000 cases on Ontario Works and 377,000
cases on Ontario Disability Support Program.

The case for change is very clear. We know that the
current system leaves caseworkers focusing on paperwork
and administration at the expense of casework that leads
to employment, and we know that employment outcomes
are poor, as just mentioned. Often, relationships are built
around policing and fear instead of trust and support. Our
programs are siloed and hard to navigate, many people
don’t get the broader supports they need, and the one-size-
fits-all rules and gaps in verification due to manual pro-
cesses have caused our program integrity to suffer.

Evidence shows that early responsive interventions,
one-on-one support and trust-based relationships yield the
best results, yet previous attempts at reform haven’t fol-
lowed the evidence and have failed to grapple with the
built-in structural barriers to effective and efficient case
management. So this is what we’re doing about it—and
I’Il highlight some of the progress to date.

Since the fall, we have been implementing new mea-
sures as part of the social assistance recovery and renewal
plan. As Minister Smith just noted, we have been colla-
borating with the Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills
Development to improve access to employment and
training services. We are also improving service delivery
by embracing technology to better support staff and clients
with digital tools and modern service options.

In October 2020, we launched a new, easy-to-use online
application for social assistance and streamlined the pro-
cess to apply. The social assistance digital application is
available 24 hours per day and offers e-signature and
electronic identification to reduce the need for citizens to
travel into our office. This is making it faster and easier
for applicants to receive the critical financial support they
need.

This past November, the MyBenefits digital platform, a
service channel that allows clients to access and update
information on their case, was expanded, with testing of a
new feature to improve access by offering two-way digital
messaging between clients and caseworkers. We antici-
pate that two-way messaging will be available to all
MyBenefits users by the end of this month.

We are currently prototyping a centralized intake pro-
cess with 20 Ontario Works municipal providers that
processes applications more quickly and reduces paper-
work, again giving caseworkers more valuable time to
support clients and help them get back to work. It is
anticipated the centralized intake process will expand to
all municipalities by November of this year. We are also
moving to risk-based eligibility reviews with automated,
smarter eligibility verification, using data available to us
through provincial, federal and third-party data sources.
This makes financial assistance processing faster and
easier to access, while strengthening program integrity.

As noted earlier, we are collaborating with our munici-
pal partners in co-designing a new social assistance oper-
ating model, and there is lots of excitement around that.
While Minister Smith highlighted the collaborative work
this entails with our municipal partners, I also want to note
some of the key activities under way with co-design pro-
cesses.

In March and April, the foundational work was laid
with things like establishing milestones and the proposal
of legislative amendments that were just passed to the
Ontario Works Act, also noted earlier by Minister Smith.
A more detailed plan for the co-design work, including a
service delivery blueprint and a refining of the provincial
and municipal roles and responsibilities, just wrapped up
in May. In the summer, we will see co-designers tackle the
design of priority elements, such as a new operating model
and who does what, as well as a detailed transition plan.

I also want to highlight that this co-design process is
focusing on putting the client and their needs at the centre.
Client involvement and feedback is part of the process. It
is being factored in by directly engaging them in the co-
design process—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You have two min-
utes left.

Mr. Nelson Loureiro: Thank you—and seeking feed-
back from prototypes for testing of the new model. We are
planning to leverage existing client advisory groups that
are formed in many municipalities with local and provin-
cial offices. We are also working closely with organiza-
tions who advocate for specific client groups, including
urban Indigenous populations and persons with disabil-
ities, to ensure that specific needs and experiences are
understood and addressed.

This will be an evolution where we realign the roles of
the province to take on more of the back office functions,
overseeing social assistance applications and payments,
and making it quick and easy for people to access the
system while safeguarding program integrity. The munici-
palities will shift to deliver life stabilization for Ontario
Works and Ontario Disability Support Program clients.
They will use their expertise to deliver person-centred
paperwork and knowledge of local supports to help people
get back to work and access supports to stabilize their
lives, such as housing and health care. This is a human
services model with more person-centred municipal sup-
ports.

In closing, although we have some ways to go, the work
on social assistance reform is already under way. We have
been making great progress on things like communicating
our vision for a greater effective and streamlined social
services system that focuses on people and moving to
more digital options, which reduces data entry and admin-
istrative burden and allows staff to focus on key activities
such as supporting employment and life stabilization. I
believe we’re well on our way, and we can achieve our
transformed system that will allow front-line staff to focus
on results for people rather than paperwork and that will
better support our most vulnerable Ontarians.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): With that, we come to
the end of that rotation.
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[ want to note that I have indication that MPP Parsa has
joined us, and I would like to have an identity confirma-
tion.

MPP Parsa, good morning. Please confirm your identity
and that you are in Ontario.

Mr. Michael Parsa: Good morning. It’s Michael Parsa,
and I am in the province of Ontario.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): Thank you very much,
Sir.

Members of the committee, I’'m going to call a 10-
minute recess. We’ll be back within 10 minutes.

The committee recessed from 1014 to 1024.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): The committee is
back in session. We are now going to the official oppos-
ition. They have a 20-minute rotation.

MPP Gretzky, the floor is yours.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: MPP Barrett talked about case-
loads, so that’s the direction that I’'m going to ask ques-
tions on as well.

The first question is, is the minister expecting a massive
increase in caseloads, and if so, how would that happen?

Hon. Todd Smith: Thanks for the question.

When federal supports run out later this year, we are
anticipating that there could be a lot of those individuals
who will be looking for social assistance at that time here
in Ontario.

We do know that the federal government has given us
a date as to when things like the CRB and the enhanced
employment insurance will be running out, and we are
bracing for an influx of people, which is why it’s essential
for us to ensure that our employment services offices are
working as effectively as we would like to see and that we
are getting individuals the supports they need so they can
re-enter the workforce. I know Nelson is still on the line
here, and perhaps he can speak a little bit to projections
that we are anticipating. But again, you really don’t know
exact numbers. Hopefully, a lot of those individuals will
be returning to work.

As 1 was mentioning to MPP Barrett when he was
asking the question, we do know that, given the track
record that our government had leading up to the election
in creating hundreds of thousands of jobs in Ontario, we
still had 250,000 jobs that were unfilled. That means we
have to do a better job at ensuring that we’re getting those
individuals the life supports they need on the ground—I
mentioned it a couple of times: things like workboots and
transportation and child care and all of those supports they
may need to ensure that they’re successful in getting to
work.

Nelson, do you have any more insight into what the
predictions are, I guess, when the federal benefits run out?

Mr. Nelson Loureiro: Thank you, Minister Smith, and
thank you, MPP Gretzky, for your question.

We use the unemployment rate to forecast cases, so the
pace of economic recovery, the sectors hardest impacted—
that’s the kind of analysis that’s being done by the team
here at the ministry in terms of what our caseload fore-
casting numbers could look like toward the later part of
this year, into the fall and winter time period. As the

minister noted, one of the critical factors is the end of the
federal recovery benefits, as the ending of those will have
a considerable impact on our social assistance caseloads.

We’re taking a multi-faceted approach when we are
looking at this. One is that we’re looking at what diversion
strategies we can look at in order to not have people come
on to the social assistance caseload, and working with, for
instance, the Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills De-
velopment, working with the current service system man-
ager in Employment Ontario and looking at how we can
support people who are transitioning from the recovery
benefits into employment.

If recovery benefits conclude—a decision is still pend-
ing; I think the federal government has the opportunity to
make one more extension—right now, as it looks, its
September time frame would be the time we’re looking at,
so going into October would be when we would start to
see an increase. We’re projecting, or forecasting, right
now that the increase can be approximately 7%, so a 7%
increase in caseload. That would bring us, for instance,
into approximately 250,000, 260,000 cases on Ontario
Works.

Subsequently, we would be looking at the applications
for ODSP to come back to what we were looking at
previously in terms of applications, which were approxi-
mately 6,000 a month. Those who are eligible would de-
pend on the adjudication.

MPP Gretzky, that’s the forecasting we’re looking at.
Again, it is dependent on the pace of economic recovery
and what the unemployment rate looks like, and that’s
something we’re constantly monitoring with our Ministry
of Finance, and doing projections and working with the
Ministry of Finance along those projection lines.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Recognizing that the federal bene-
fits are ending in September, those people are still repre-
sented in the caseloads through negative entitlements.
They’ve received a cheque for about $2.50 so that they
were able to maintain the drug coverage and stay on the
caseload. So even though they were getting less of the
income from social assistance, and that was transferred to
the federal funding, they still maintained their drug cover-
age.

As you said, Mr. Loureiro, and you had said it at the
OMSSA presentation as well, that represents about
250,000 people. If you look at the numbers, that’s approxi-
mately the same number of cases pre-pandemic. And when
we compare the year-over-year social assistance rates—
again, that’s not a big, sudden influx of people on social
assistance. That was about the same as what was already
there. If we compare the year-over-year social assistance
stats for April 2020 to April 2021, OW caseloads have
declined by over 102,000 beneficiaries, so that’s about a
24% decline in people receiving Ontario Works benefits;
ODSP caseloads have declined by about 12,000 benefi-
ciaries, or about 2%.
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According to the province’s 2021 budget, on page 170,
a 1% caseload change in OW equals about $28 million; for
ODSP, it’s about $58 million. So, based on those numbers
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from the government, from April 2020 to April 2021 the
ministry actually saved $672 million from Ontario Works
and $116 million from ODSP, which equals $788 million.
What is the ministry doing with that savings?

Hon. Todd Smith: Thanks very much for that question.

As ADM Loureiro mentioned, case numbers do fluctu-
ate all the time. This is social assistance spending, and
caseloads change regularly, as the program is entirely
application-based.

What we’ve experienced during the pandemic is that a
lot of individuals are receiving the federal benefits, but at
the same time, as you rightly pointed out, we wanted to
ensure that those individuals were able to stay in our social
assistance program because they are dependent on the
drug benefit that they received for them and their families.

ADM Loureiro is there and can speak a little bit more
to the actual financial ups and downs.

As you mentioned earlier, MPP Gretzky, we don’t
know what might be coming down the pipe here in the next
couple of months, when those federal benefits run out.

Any money that has been saved we’re continuing to
reinvest in the program as well.

Nelson, do you want to pick up from there?

Mrs. Lisa GretzKky: That was my question. What is the
ministry doing with the savings they’ve already realized?
How is that money being reinvested?

Hon. Todd Smith: I think the other really, really im-
portant point here is that you’ll recall back in March of last
year—it was actually the day that the provincial emergen-
cy was declared by the Premier—Minister Clark and 1
were both out that day talking about a $200-million invest-
ment in the social services relief fund as well. So when I
talk about the fact that that money has been reinvested—
that was the first instalment, the $200 million that went out
to service managers and communities right across the
province. But there have been three instalments of that
SSRF funding that has been announced by Minister Clark
and L. It’s up over $750 million now.

So there has been additional money invested in indi-
viduals who need it during this time to support them on the
ground in various ways. We thought it was best to be
distributed by our service managers in those 47 different
regions across the province because they know best where
that money was needed. I’m not exactly sure how it was
distributed in your part of the world, down in the Windsor
region. But I do know in Hastings county, for instance,
where I’'m from, that that money went to those who
provide services like food banks and other not-for-profits,
transitional housing and residential services for places like
Minister Dunlop is responsible for, those anti-human traf-
ficking shelters and women’s shelters and those types of
places.

I’1l let Nelson pick up on exactly the ebb and flow of
what happens with funding within his division.

Mr. Nelson Loureiro: Thank you, Minister Smith, and
thank you, MPP Gretzky, for your question.

MPP Gretzky, I’'m going to pick up on two parts of your
question: the first part, on what the surge really means for
us, and then the second part, the reinvestment part of the
question.

What the surge really means for us is two things. Where
people have continued to be on the caseload, that’s re-
flected in the 200,000 number. So that’s already reflected
in where we’ve come from, at 250,000 cases, to 200,000.
So those $2.50 cases are reflected in the decrease.

We do anticipate seeing a surge, and we need to prepare
the system to be able to address the new applications and
potentially the new persona of individuals or cases that
come into our system as a result of the pandemic and some
of the sector impacts when it comes to the pandemic. What
that means is not only having the applications being taken
in streamlined, having it easier to access, and the things
we talked about earlier around why we’ve created the
digital channels; it’s also about the supports we’re provi-
ding to these individuals really early on in order not to
keep them on our caseloads for a longer period of time.

We understand based on data that the longer they stay
on social assistance caseloads or Ontario Works, the more
likely they will be on Ontario Works for a longer period of
time. We want to ensure that we are supporting them in
transitioning and providing the life stabilization supports
that they need to achieve greater independence.

In October, we need to prepare our system and our
municipal partners to have us address the administrative
components of the application—that back office. Whether
it’s the taking of the applications, the digital—we’ve cen-
tralized an intake unit within the province to be able to
administer and take applications and better respond to
those applications in a more timely way, allowing the
municipalities to focus on the individuals, provide those
person-centred supports to focus on the people who we are
anticipating coming on to our caseloads.

That’s the first part.

The second part of the question, on reinvestment: As
Minister Smith noted, this wasn’t a savings exercise. The
dollars that the estimates book highlights as the difference
between last year’s expenditures and this year’s were
reinvested in programs like the minister mentioned, the
social services relief fund, but within social assistance
specifically, the emergency benefit—3$111 million there—
expanding the emergency assistance program and discre-
tionary benefits that are provided to social assistance.

You mentioned, MPP Gretzky, keeping people on the
program to provide drug benefits. That was a decision that
was made in order to continue to provide drug benefits and
the $2.50 you mentioned earlier.

In addition to that, a lot of investment has gone into the
digital tools to increase access to services. I talked a little
bit about MyBenefits. I’ve talked about two-way messa-
ging. We’ve introduced electronic document manage-
ment, where there are no more file rooms, so people can
actually submit their documents digitally—e-ID and e-
signatures and things of that nature. Those are areas of
investment that the ministry and the government have
made to improve services, improve outcomes for people
and increase access.

Mrs. Lisa GretzKky: If I could just interrupt you there,
that’s a lot of administrative services that that money went
into—some of the money, anyway.
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Since 2017, Ontario Works rates have increased by
only $12 and ODSP rates by only $18. The province re-
ceived $182 million through the Canada Social Transfer.
And further, of the COVID-19 pandemic recovery money,
only 6% came from the province, with the rest coming
from the federal government.

Following up on what you said, where some of the
money that has been saved has gone largely to administra-
tive services—why is none of that money that has been
saved reinvested into the actual individuals on social
assistance? Why has it not gone to raising the rates? For
the people who are watching this—because I know there
are a lot of people watching this—Ontario Works, for a
single individual, the maximum is $730 a month, and for
those on the Ontario Disability Support Program it’s
$1,169 a month for an individual. Why has none of that
money that was saved been put into raising the rates and
lifting these individuals above the poverty line? Why has
the bulk of that money gone into administrative—

Hon. Todd Smith: It simply hasn’t; it actually has gone
back into benefits for individuals, either in the form of
the—

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: [Inaudible] have not seen an in-
crease in their social assistance rates. The rates are $733 a
month for Ontario Works for a single individual, and
ODSP is $1,169. That is the same as it was before these
benefits started flowing from the federal government
through the province, and before the province spent any
money, so [ will respectfully disagree with you, and so will
the recipients of these benefits.

1040

On top of that, when Ontario decided to subject the
CERB and the CRB payments to clawbacks, Minister
Smith, you assured individuals that any money clawed
back would be reinvested to support low-income Ontar-
ians. But rates are frozen; case counts are down, as I
pointed out; and even the emergency payments are re-
stricted to those who are able to get in touch with their
caseworker. I touched on this yesterday—the number of
individuals who weren’t able to get the benefit. It’s based
on them being able to get in touch with their caseworker
during the pandemic, and those caseworkers had to use
their discretion to distribute the benefits. Lots of individ-
uals were told that they did not qualify for the benefit.

Based on all of those things, can you show how the
average person on Ontario Works or Ontario Disability
Support Program has actually personally benefited from
that investment? Where is it that they have seen an in-
crease in their monthly benefit amount?

Hon. Todd Smith: I’ll respectfully disagree with your
statement that the money saved has gone into adminis-
tration; it simply hasn’t. It has gone back into supports for
individuals, either through the social services relief fund,
as | mentioned—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You have two min-
utes left.

Hon. Todd Smith: —$56 million that has been in-
vested there. Our government introduced the emergency
benefit in March of last year. More than 250,000 indivi-
duals and families were able to access that funding.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: That is—

Hon. Todd Smith: And there were also discretionary
benefits that were available—

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: —[inaudible] people on Ontario
Works and ODSP were able to—

Hon. Todd Smith: I’m just going to reiterate—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): Minister; MPP Gretz-
ky, I'm going to have one person at a time.

MPP Gretzky, if you need to speak, please raise your
hand, and I will give you the floor. You have the floor, and
then we’ll go.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: I just want to point out to the
minister that just under 43% of people on Ontario Works
and ODSP were able to access that emergency benefit,
because there was no information sent to them that it was
even available. You ended it after only three months.
Many weren’t able to get hold of their caseworkers to be
able to access that benefit, and many individuals were told
that they did not qualify for that.

So while I appreciate you bringing up the emergency
benefit—which was $100 or $200, respectfully—it is not
an ongoing program. It was only for three months. Again,
I go back to how only 42.5% of individuals and families
receiving OW or ODSP were able to access that benefit.

Hon. Todd Smith: That’s 250,000 people.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: My question is, why did you end
that benefit? Why did the ministry end the $100 emer-
gency ODSP benefit after only three months when we are
still in a pandemic and those individuals still, with their
regular benefits, were well below the poverty line?

Hon. Todd Smith: So, 250,000 individuals and fam-
ilies across the province were able to access the emergency
benefit. We also brought in emergency—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): I'm sorry to say we
are now out of time on this rotation.

We go to the government. MPP Pettapiece, the floor is
yours, Sir.

Mr. Randy Pettapiece: Thank you, Chair. Good mor-
ning to all those who are participating in these hearings
today.

Ministers, I have a two-part question. One is on the
youth leaving care, and the other will be on ending birth
alerts.

COVID-19 has impacted every Ontarian in some way,
but it has had a great impact on children and youth in care.
They’re often already in a stressful situation, and to know
that they may be leaving the child welfare system during a
pandemic can only add more anxiety to the situation. 'm
glad the government put in place a moratorium on youth
leaving care. It is a huge relief to the youth expected to
leave care during the pandemic. I’m also very pleased that
the minister has extended the moratorium beyond the
March 30, 2021, expiry date.

My question, though, is about the moratorium itself and
the work being done in this space. Considering the gov-
ernment is redesigning the child welfare system, what is
currently under way to support youth leaving care once the
moratorium expires? And can you expand on exactly what
the moratorium means?
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Hon. Jill Dunlop: Thank you so much for the question,
MPP Pettapiece.

We know that COVID-19 has put immense pressure on
Ontarians, and that includes youth in the care of the
children’s aid societies of Ontario. But also, we know that
there has been a lot of pressure on youth in care prior to
COVID-19. Outcomes for the youth leaving and from the
child welfare system are typically poor compared to the
general Canadian youth population. Without a stable home
environment and strong relationships with peers, mentors
or adults, youth in and from care are more likely to
experience a range of negative outcomes, such as home-
lessness, mental health concerns, unemployment, lack of
educational engagement and achievement, and involve-
ment in the youth justice system.

Challenges during transition have been exacerbated
during the COVID-19 pandemic where non-essential ser-
vices and schools have been shut down. A closure of
supportive services combined with social distancing in-
creases risks to an already vulnerable youth population
and raises significant concerns about forcing a transition
to independence during such an uncertain and unpredict-
able time.

To address the current pandemic, a regulatory amend-
ment and a new policy directive were issued in March,
June and November 2020 and March 2021 to ensure that
no youth in care or former youth in care in Ontario would
age out of the supports and service they were receiving
through a society. This moratorium is in place until Sep-
tember 30, 2022. The moratorium provides an opportunity
to develop a policy framework that is responsive to the
needs of young people as they transition out of the care of
societies and into the community. Our vision is for an
Ontario where children, youth and families receiving child
welfare services have the supports that they need to
succeed and to thrive.

In addition, for young people who had already transi-
tioned out of the child welfare system, the ministry also
provided funding to support their immediate needs during
the COVID-19 outbreak. Working in partnership with
Indigenous and Black communities and service providers
as well as leaders in other sectors, we’re changing the
culture from apprehension to prevention.

We provided $1.5 million in funding to the Children’s
Aid Foundation of Canada for the COVID-19 youth sup-
port fund. This fund provides up to $1,000 for eligible
youth to navigate challenges related to the COVID-19
outbreak and help them meet their immediate needs, in-
cluding housing costs; food and household supplies;
remote mental health supports; and technology support for
e-learning. Youth aged 18 to 29 who were formerly in the
care of a society in Ontario or a child welfare agency
elsewhere in Canada were eligible to receive supports
through the fund.

In addition, as part of our government’s efforts to stop
the spread of COVID-19 this past year, we invested $40
million to support organizations that provide residential
services, including residential settings for children and
youth. As part of the 2020 budget, the government is

investing an additional $30 million over two years to help
both non-residential and residential service providers in
the social services sector continue infection prevention
and control measures.

I’d also like to thank the Ontario Association of Chil-
dren’s Aid Societies, who have been a critical partner
during the COVID-19 pandemic. To date, the Ontario
Association of Children’s Aid Societies has delivered over
31 million pieces of PPE to over 1,000 organizations ac-
ross the province who provide vital services to children,
youth and families.

As the situation with COVID-19 evolves, we continue
to work in this sector to keep children, youth and families
safe.

We know that the child welfare system redesign won’t
happen overnight, which is why we have already begun
working with service providers to better support children,
youth and families.

To help begin to build a prevention-focused system, our
government announced $5 million in annualized funding
to enhance access to prevention-focused customary care
for Indigenous children and youth. This investment will
help more children to thrive closer to home, their families
and their communities.

Our government also directed children’s aid societies to
end the practice of using birth alerts, which we have heard
disproportionately affects racialized mothers and families.
1050

We also released two resources for children and youth,
as well as those who serve them. The first is a compre-
hensive quality standards framework for licensed residen-
tial settings. We’ve also released the children and young
persons’ rights resource to further support children and
youth in care. We have conducted unannounced licensing
inspections in residential settings. We’ve hired 20 new
staff to help specifically with oversight and inspections
and provided free trauma-informed care training for front-
line workers in residential settings.

We have also invested an additional $1.5 million annu-
ally in the Education Liaison Program to help children and
youth in care across the province get the support they need
to focus on their studies. This will ensure that every
children’s aid society has at least one education liaison to
help students succeed.

We recently passed legislation that further protects our
children and youth from sexual exploitation, particularly
human trafficking, and provides them with resources and
support to exit that horrific life.

I’ll now pass it over to my officials and assistant deputy
minister to speak to the progress to date and the expansion
planned for child welfare redesign, and he can expand on
the importance of the legislative changes.

Mr. David Remington: Thank you, Minister.

As the minister said, in response to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, we passed a regulation that was to amend that chil-
dren in extended care and continued care and supports not
be moved out of care during the pandemic. It extended the
eligibility for youth in the interim children’s aid society
and temporary care, requiring children’s aid societies to
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maintain these supports for youth beyond their 21st birth-
day.

The regulation subsequently was amended in June,
November and March to extend the supports, and it re-
quires that youth are supported through this policy direc-
tive and maintain all of their current supports. So youth, as
the minister said, will be supported till September 30,
2022. The moratorium ensured that youth leaving care
were actually supported and not having to move out during
a pandemic. It means youth leaving care have the stability
of the current housing arrangements, foster care, group
care and independent living and will not be forced to look
for new living arrangements during this global crisis.
Youth will also continue to receive financial supports
where applicable to support their housing, their well-being
and needs such as rent, groceries, personal care items.

The extension of the moratorium also provides an
opportunity for the ministry to work together to provide a
new framework for youth as they transition out of care.
The first significant piece of creating a responsive policy
framework for youth transitions is the development of
readiness indicators to support children’s aid societies in
preparing youth to transition from care.

In order for the ministry to provide meaningful policy
changes to support youth as they age out of the system, we
need to engage youth. We need to hear from first voice
advocates: What are those policy opportunities and mean-
ingful changes we can put in place to truly support youth
as they age out of the system successfully?

The ministry knows that youth voice needs to be at the
heart of the work we do. We’re working with first voice
advocates to explore options and redesign a youth transi-
tion framework. The ministry will be co-leading with the
Children’s Aid Foundation of Canada, the Ontario Chil-
dren’s Advancement Coalition and Youth in Care Canada
to undertake youth engagements to seek advice on readi-
ness indicators. This will help the ministry establish a new
framework to determine when young people are ready to
leave the care of the children’s aid society and transition
to adulthood. The engagements have begun and will con-
tinue throughout the summer as we co-design readiness
indicators for youth transitioning out of care. As part of
the process, the engagements with youth with lived
experience, service providers, advocates, partners and
stakeholders will hear from young people preparing to
transition out of care and what they need to be best sup-
ported.

Work is under way to redesign the child welfare system,
as the minister noted. Part of the strategy is a person-
centred, evidence-informed human services system that’s
connected. It shifts the focus on child welfare policies,
programs and existing resources over time to a more
integrated continuum of supports and services for child-
ren, youth and families. The strategy undertaken will
provide a framework that allows us to work together to
better shift from reactionary services to proactive
prevention-based services and continue to improve the
experience of youth.

All human services have to be integrated and properly
supported, and it’s an all-of-government approach. We’re

going to strengthen youth voice, we’re going to strengthen
families and work together to have a strong, supported
system.

As the minister said, when we talk about birth alerts—
we undertook immediate consultation, on the passage of
the missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls
report, to include stakeholders and have an engagement
session with them on the experience of birth alerts. We
heard that they can be traumatic for Indigenous mothers,
and birth alerts can increase Indigenous women’s mistrust
and fear of the child welfare and health care systems,
reducing the likelihood that they’ll actually seek medical
care or voluntary supports before or during childbirth.

The ministry also heard that birth alerts can dispropor-
tionately impact other marginalized mothers and families,
parents experiencing poverty, young parents, and racial-
ized parents. They can perpetuate systemic inequities.

The ministry heard about the development of alterna-
tive approaches to birth alerts, like birth planning and
conferences, working with hospitals and prenatal and
postnatal supports and health care practitioners, before
ceasing and ending the practice of birth alerts. For this
reason, we issued a policy directive in July, and the
ministry provided children’s aid societies with three
months to allow time to prepare for this practice to cease.
Folks worked together to support young moms. Societies
were invited to work with local hospitals, prenatal and
postnatal services providers and health care providers to
develop collaborative, alternative, parent-involved ap-
proaches to birth alerts. These alternatives are focused on
prenatal services, early referrals to community resources,
and working with expectant parents and voluntary secure
supports before the birth of a baby, to reduce the harm to
infants.

Moving forward, children’s aid societies are expected
to work together with agencies and expectant mothers to
create parent-involved plans in collaboration with the
mother and properly supporting the family. Examples pro-
vided include supports such as counselling, birth planning,
links to community agencies and providing assistance to
expectant parents.

As mentioned, we have heard that birth alerts dispro-
portionately impact First Nation, Inuit and Métis partners
and communities. We want to be responsive to what
Indigenous partners have been telling us. We want to work
together to support them so that interactions are respectful
and the needs of Indigenous families are provided and
culturally safe. While we cannot go back in time, we are
looking forward to moving together in a positive way with
First Nation, Inuit and Métis partners.

The ministry is committed to addressing the overrepre-
sentation of Indigenous, First Nations, Inuit and Métis
people to ensure access to community-based prevention
supports. Consistent with the child welfare redesign and
changes to the government, we’re working together to
provide those prevention services, to provide high-quality,
culturally appropriate and truly responsive services to
children, youth and families.
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Eliminating birth alerts will be a first step in a child
welfare system that responds to children, youth and fam-
ilies in a prevention-focused way.

Through the child welfare Indigenous community pre-
vention supports fund, the ministry supports over $95 mil-
lion to Indigenous partners to ensure access to culturally
appropriate supports that are in place to support families.
The Family Well-Being Program is a great example of this
prevention program. It works with community partners,
it’s led by community partners and designed by Indigen-
ous folks for their communities. They’re leading the way.

The three pillars of the Family Well-Being Program
were to end violence against Indigenous women, reduce
the number of Indigenous children and youth in care, and
improve the overall health and well-being of Indigenous
communities. Family well-being programs and services
provide the supports of traditional land-based teaching and
ceremonies, trauma-informed counselling, addiction sup-
ports, safe places and coordinated services. These services
and programs support children, youth and families to heal
and to recover from the effects of intergenerational vio-
lence and trauma, to reduce violence, and to address the
overrepresentation of Indigenous children in the child
welfare system.

The Family Well-Being Program provides $35 million
annually to 34 partners, with 220 positions that are
community-based front-line workers in 250 delivery sites
across the province, supporting Indigenous communities
and working together to redesign the system that best suits
and supports Indigenous communities.
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From a third-party evaluation feedback from partners
on the Family Well-Being Program, they said, “More hol-
istic community coordinated child and family services,”
and that it substantially improved the family well-being,
reduced violence, and the creation of safe spaces where
children and women can gather and feel supported and
heal together. It preserved family units and provided a
reduction of child welfare involvement, and children in
care are reunited with birth families.

In addition to the provincial evaluation, Indigenous
partners also submitted local evaluations, demonstrating
the impact and the success of the program. The Ontario
Federation of Indigenous Friendship Centres submitted an
impact analysis estimating that the Family Well-Being
Program—potentially over $42 million in annual savings
related to long-term mental health supports, suicide pre-
vention, policing and family social services.

In 2018 and 2019, the Ontario Native Women’s Asso-
ciation reported that their Family Well-Being Program had
effectively supported 173 families, including 251 children,
in order to prevent CAS apprehensions, and 87 families
and 156 children were reunited.

In 2020, the government announced an increase of $5.4
million in the Family Well-Being Program through the
Roadmap to Wellness strategy. By leveraging flexible,
existing programs, the ministry was able to support
Indigenous communities to efficiently scale up their
programs and resources while reducing administrative
burden.

A new $5-million investment in prevention-focused
customary care is also shifting resources from protection
to prevention. This funding will support Indigenous com-
munities to care for children in a way that’s consistent with
their culture, their customs, and allow First Nation, Inuit
and Métis children to remain close to home, supported by
their families, their communities and their cultures.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You have two min-
utes left.

Mr. David Remington: Thank you for the opportunity
to be able to share some of the good work we’re doing with
our Indigenous partners in the prevention support space
and to help youth transition successfully into adulthood.
We’re looking forward to the continued partnerships with
youth leaving care so that we can co-design and co-
develop a system that’s supported, integrated, and that
truly puts youth voices at the heart of what we do.

Working together in a collaborative spirit is the whole
point of the child welfare redesign. We know we cannot
do this work alone. We must work with community part-
ners to fully engage, to fully listen and to take their advice
as we transform the service system. We know we’ve got a
ways to go. We know there’s lots of work to do in the child
welfare space. We’ve heard from partners. We’ve listened
to partners. We’re engaging partners.

Doing this work together, we feel that we can truly
reach a fully integrated human services approach to deal-
ing with folks and working together to provide services as
early as possible in their journey. Together, we can reach
out. Together, we can support. And together, we can pro-
vide more positive outcomes to children, youth and fam-
ilies.

We’re looking forward to the next steps and working
with our youth voices and hearing from them across the
province as we engage to truly do this work together. And
as always, we listen to the lead of our Indigenous partners.
We listen to their lead, we follow their lead, and we work
together with them.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide some com-
ments today. I appreciate it.

Mr. Randy Pettapiece: Minister, do you have any fur-
ther comments?

Hon. Jill Dunlop: The ending of the use of birth alerts
was very important. It’s something that we heard from
communities across Ontario, but it also—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): I’m sorry to say that
you’re now out of time.

We’ll go back to the official opposition for their ro-
tation. MPP Gretzky, the floor is yours.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: I just want to go back to ADM
Loureiro. You had mentioned diversion strategies so that
people don’t go back onto benefits after the federal re-
covery benefits end. Can you explain what you mean by
“diversion strategy”? How does that work? What does that
look like?

Mr. Nelson Loureiro: To answer your question around
diversion strategies: Employment Ontario does not, for
instance, only support persons on social assistance—so
providing supports through Employment Ontario;
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working with the Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills
Development around reskilling and retooling specific
sectors that have been hardest hit by the pandemic; work-
ing with the Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills
Development on establishing data; working with our col-
leagues at the federal government, at the officials level,
around data-gathering; and understanding the persona of
these individuals and how we can support these individ-
uals back into employment. And if they are coming onto
social assistance, that they’re coming on for short-term
supports, and that we are supporting them and putting in
targeted efforts in terms of supporting these individuals
that have been closest to the labour market and unfor-
tunately the pandemic has hit them—so programs like
Second Career, looking at micro-credentials with our Min-
istry of Labour, Training and Skills Development, looking
at programming and funding from our federal colleagues
to better support individuals or sectors that have been
hardest hit by the pandemic.

As the minister mentioned, taking an all-of-government
approach and working across ministries to ensure that we
are supporting people in the best way we can through,
again, life stabilization and greater independence, where
we can, and where they are not needing to come on social
assistance—that’s the outcome, in terms of getting people
back on their feet and getting people back into where they
potentially were pre-pandemic, and looking at data and
looking at programming and how we can best support
people, MPP Gretzky.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Minister Smith, you are on record
multiple times claiming that discretionary benefits are still
available. The Ontario Disability Support Program
COVID-19 key information web page states, “If you have
other exceptional COVID-19-related costs, ask your case-
worker about discretionary benefits,” and yet I’'m hearing
from many individuals who reached out to their worker to
ask, and the worker had no clue what they were talking
about and referred them to the manager.

How much of the total funds, if any, were provided to
municipalities, to the OW offices and ODSP offices, for
discretionary pandemic benefits?

Hon. Todd Smith: Thanks for that question.

It all goes back to reinvesting any savings that we’ve
experienced throughout the pandemic into the system. But
I should point out, and I’m sure Nelson will want to pick
up on this as well, that discretionary benefits are available
to individuals at all times. We gave caseworkers the
direction, when individuals can show that they’re experi-
encing extra costs associated with the pandemic, that they
should receive discretionary benefits. He could probably
give you a little bit more exact amounts that have been
distributed across the province through caseworkers to
individuals when it comes to discretionary benefits. But
that was just one of the programs that we put in place to
help individuals—the biggest, of course, being the social
services relief fund, the $756 million, almost three quar-
ters of a billion dollars, that has been reinvested into the
program.

I don’t know if, Nelson, you want to pick up on that?

Mr. Nelson Loureiro: Sure. Thank you, Minister Smith.

Thank you, MPP Gretzky, for your question. Again,
maybe I’ll take it in two parts.

The first part is around what we did do to communicate
the emergency benefit. We did communicate the emer-
gency benefit through social media and news releases. We
put it on our Ministry of Children, Community and Social
Services website, and the ministry made announcements
and news releases as part of the release of the benefit.

What we were unable to do, because of the lead time it
takes to do this, was communicate directly with clients,
like a mass mail-out through a cheque insert. The lead time
that would have taken us to do that—it was speed that we
needed, in terms of responding because of the pandemic,
that prevented us from doing that specifically.
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The emergency benefit was created to provide quick
access to the discretionary benefit pool in the early stages
of the COVID-19 pandemic to support both the Ontario
Works and the Ontario Disability Support Program reci-
pients. The benefit was intended to assist with immediate
exceptional COVID-19-related expenses that occurred in
the beginning stages of the pandemic. At the beginning
stages, there were unprecedented limits on access to items
such as PPE, and the federal benefits and supports were in
the process of being launched—CERB, as it’s known, and
expansions of the HST and CCB. Initially, it was launched
as a one-time benefit, available in March, then it was
extended as a monthly benefit for three months, in July.

In terms of individuals who were trying to access it,
MPP Gretzky, you mentioned previously that people were
unable potentially to get a hold of their case worker.
Where it could be verified through voice mail or email that
the client attempted to request within the period that the
benefit was available, and was unable to contact, we have
issued directions and had issued directions to caseworkers
that they are able to issue that benefit in arrears, and they
are doing so.

Beyond July, and getting to the—

Mrs. Lisa GretzKky: ['m just curious: How much money
was provided to the municipalities, to the OW offices and
the ODSP offices, for discretionary benefits? How much
was actually provided?

Mr. Nelson Loureiro: The discretionary benefit is based
on a per-case cap. The team has done an analysis of
whether that cap is at its threshold. Our analysis on the
municipal level is that there’s still room in the cap and that
the discretionary benefit continues to be available to
people who need it, and the municipalities continue to
issue it for both the Ontario Works recipients and the
ODSP recipients. We are not being asked at the ministry
to increase the cap, because there is still room and avail-
ability within that cap to continue to issue the benefit to
people who need it. It is at the request of the municipal—

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Can you tell me what the cap is
and how much money has been given to the municipal-
ities?

Mr. Nelson Loureiro: I don’t have that information in
front of me, MPP Gretzky. I can send it to you through the
Clerk.
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Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: I appreciate that. Thank you.

I’d like to move on. The government talks a lot about
social assistance fraud. Alongside modernization, there’s
an increased use of monitoring, after the Ministry of
Children, Community and Social Services hired 17 pro-
gram integrity analysts to monitor recipients for fraud
allegations. On November 4, 2020, Deputy Minister
Menard—I believe it was during the Auditor General’s
report that I had asked a question about that—stated the
majority of those allegations were ruled out as being un-
substantiated. I’m curious as to why the province is choos-
ing to spend—and I asked it then, I believe—between $1.1
million and $1.4 million on these 17 positions to investi-
gate potential fraud, when Deputy Minister Menard said
that the allegations are ruled to be unsubstantiated.

Hon. Todd Smith: Thanks for that question, MPP
Gretzky.

The hiring of these program integrity workers is one of
several changes that are going to transform our system to
provide better support for our most vulnerable individuals.
We know that Ontario’s caseworkers want to focus on
results for people rather than on doing their paperwork,
and by relieving them of clerical responsibilities such as
eligibility reviews, we’re enabling those front-line staff to
better assist people to return to work and participate in
their community. The hiring of these program integrity
workers is one of several changes, as I say, that are going
to help us transform the system.

I don’t know, Nelson, if you want to pick up on that.

These are important new individuals who are going to
assist us in delivering a better service to people across the
province.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: These individuals are hired speci-
fically to try to root out anyone on ODSP or OW com-
mitting fraud, and they said it at that committee meeting.

I will say it here again: I don’t think that anybody who
could be making above-poverty income would choose to
defraud the system and collect social assistance just for the
sake of living in deep, abject poverty.

So I’'m not clear, when the deputy minister on Novem-
ber 4, 2020, had stated that the majority of the allegations
are unfounded or unsubstantiated, why the province would
spend that amount of money, $1.1 million to $1.4 million,
on these positions when they could indeed put it back into
raising the rates for the individuals who rely on social
assistance.

Maybe Mr. Loureiro can clarify, then: What are the
current amounts of fraud that the ministry has calculated,
on social assistance? How much has been spent on the
investigation of fraud and the collection of overpayments
versus the money—

Hon. Todd Smith: I just want to clarify, first of all,
before Nelson responds to that direct question.

Keep in mind, we’ve worked so closely with those in
the sector, and consulted with individuals as well, that
we’ve determined, again, that we want the system to work
better for the caseworkers and for individuals.

The hiring of these program integrity workers is more
about taking that load off of caseworkers. Caseworkers

shouldn’t be having to worry about this. Caseworkers
should be worried about helping the individuals they’re
serving.

If Nelson wants to pick up on that or your other
question—go ahead, Nelson.

Mr. Nelson Loureiro: Thank you, Minister Smith.

Thank you, MPP Gretzky, for your question. Again, I’11
pick it up in two parts.

The first part is, we are centralizing aspects of the fraud
allegation and review process, where program integrity
analysts will focus, again, on the investigations and
support the development of expertise in this analyst role.
The intent of this is that they will conduct this other time-
consuming work that otherwise would be, as the minister
mentioned, left to the caseworkers, such as the assessment
of clients who may not have reported changes that affect
their eligibility, or fraud.

Other responsibilities of these analysts include con-
ducting quality assurance reviews on business processes
and providing technical advice to staff, as well as making
recommendations on process improvements. Having these
dedicated resources will increase the time available for the
front-line caseworkers to work with clients and help them
in supporting them through life stabilization and achieving
greater independence. So in that, it does tie into our plans
of a more responsive, efficient and person-centred social
assistance system and improving our system to produce
better outcomes for people.

The second part of the question was around what num-
bers we have seen and what the data is telling us. Last year,
we saw approximately 17,000 cases where, as a result of
fraud, either eligibility was reduced in some form or a
termination of the case was required as a result of an alle-
gation or a fraud investigation—from all different sources,
I would say, in terms of how we come to these 17,000
cases.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Do you have a number, then, on
how much was spent for those investigations of fraud and
the collection on overpayments, as opposed to money that
was actually recovered through those investigations?

Hon. Todd Smith: Just before Nelson responds to that,
I think it’s important to point out that caseworkers were
doing this work. Caseworkers were investigating these
types of claims, and that was taking their time away from
helping individuals. I just want it to be clear that that’s why
these individuals have been hired and will be working
within the system.

Nelson?

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: To clarify, before ADM Loureiro
responds: Between $1.1 million and $1.4 million was
being spent on the 17 program integrity analysts. So I'm
asking, of those investigations, how much fraud and the
collection of overpayments was recovered, as opposed to
the money spent to recover these funds?
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Mr. Nelson Loureiro: Thank you, MPP Gretzky, for
your question.

I don’t have the exact figures in front of me. I can get
back to you through the Clerk.
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What I will say is, we received approximately 26,000
allegations last year. These are allegations that would have
to have gone to a caseworker who would have taken their
time to review and assess. These are allegations that went
to the centralized unit, and out of those allegations—the
17,000 is the number I quoted earlier.

I will get back to you, through the Clerk, on the expense
of the hiring of the fraud investigative analysts and the
recovery and what that return looks like.

Hon. Todd Smith: I would just add that the return on
investment here is going to be measured in the success of
those caseworkers getting more individuals the supports
they need so that they can get a job, so that they can go to
work, so that they can lead a more stable life. You may
want to focus on the cost of those program integrity work-
ers, but this is a very good investment. We’re very hopeful,
and we expect to see far better results than 1% of the
people on social assistance leaving to get employment
every month. That’s what this is all about—ensuring those
caseworkers can be caseworkers and not investigating
fraud allegations. Deputy Minister Menard mentioned in
her previous presentation that those are very, very time-
consuming efforts that take them away from providing the
life stabilization that’s necessary for these individuals.

We want the best outcomes possible for those indivi-
duals in the system. We want them to get the supports they
need. We want them to leave the system, and I think many
of them want to leave the system as well.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You have two min-
utes left.

Hon. Todd Smith: Far too many of them are staying
too long in the system, and I believe I outlined that earlier
in our estimates committee meeting. The average now is
about 48 months. That’s far too long, particularly for On-
tario Works, for individuals to remain in the system.

The caseworkers themselves have told us that they
spend 50% of their time on paperwork and administration.
That’s not—

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Chair, if [ could just reclaim some
of my time.

Hon. Todd Smith: That’s not time in helping indivi-
duals.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: [ would like to say, with the limit-
ed time left, when you’re talking about outcomes for indi-
viduals on social assistance, first of all, you quote getting
people back to work. I’ve heard you say it, and the pre-
vious minister said it: “The best social program is a job.”
For people with disabilities, that’s incredibly insulting and
insensitive.

I want to point out that when we’re talking about out-
comes for individuals on social assistance, it’s not just
about having access to their caseworkers—as I noted
earlier on, there is grave concern about the fact that we are
going to be looking at fewer caseworkers; that’s not help-
ing outcomes—but it’s also looking at the rates, their
monthly income.

Going through the estimates and the questions I’ve
asked so far, when you’re talking about incomes for indi-
viduals on ODSP or OW, there is nothing in here that has

increased direct support to them, financial support, as far
as them being lifted out of deep, abject poverty.

In the next round of questioning, I’1l get further into the
rates, specifically, and I’ll have some questions on that.

I’'m sure I’m just about out of time, Chair.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You are just about out
of time—20 seconds.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Yes. Again, in the next round of
questioning, I will be speaking more to the actual rates and
how, when we’re talking about outcomes for these indi-
viduals, raising the rates would certainly create better out-
comes for these individuals.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): And with that, you are
out of time.

The rotation goes to the government. MPP Oosterhoff,
the floor is yours, sir.

Mr. Sam Oosterhoff: My thanks to the ministers for
appearing before the committee today. I very much appre-
ciate all of the attention that you’ve given to providing
information to the committee and all your work in your
respective ministries. I know it has been a time of ongoing
challenges and pressures with COVID-19—but also the
substantial shift that was obviously needed when we came
to office to ensure that systems were running in a more
supportive way, in a more integrated way, in a more ac-
cessible way. I think it’s important to see some of the steps
that have been taken in this regard as well.

My question is for Minister Smith.

One of the pieces that I hear about a great deal, espe-
cially in the midst of COVID-19, is the importance of
being able to access digital services, being able to access
services from home, being able to access services and
solutions in a way that allows people to do many of these
things from home. And so, as we live in a digital-first
world—and the COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated to
us just how critical it is to be able to access resources,
information, services and supports online—I think seeing
the digital-first solutions that your ministries are putting
forward for government services and, really, across gov-
ernment is exciting, because they offer the opportunity to
improve not just efficiency but the client experience itself.
I think that’s a key component of the changes that are
being made. It’s about making sure that Ontarians have a
better experience in their interactions with the government
of Ontario, whether that’s through social assistance chan-
ges or any other agency.

I’m wondering, Minister, if you could build on some of
the digital tools that you’ve already mentioned which are
becoming available with regard to the Ontario social as-
sistance system, and I’'m wondering if you could elaborate
further and tell us how recipients and caseworkers are
going to be benefiting from these digital tools.

Hon. Todd Smith: It’s good to see you this morning,
MPP Oosterhoff. Thanks for that question. I really do ap-
preciate the opportunity to expand on how we’re em-
bracing new technologies, not just in this ministry but right
across the government.

We are improving the social assistance system here at
the Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services.



E-1036

STANDING COMMITTEE ON ESTIMATES

11 JUNE 2021

It’s especially important considering what we’ve heard
from members of the opposition who clearly haven’t
grasped the benefits of new digital tools. MPP Gretzky has
mentioned this a couple of different times.

It’s really important to provide these digital tools to
individuals. It allows us and allows them to get support to
them quicker. Based on a time study, we know our case-
workers spend, again, approximately half of their time
filing and organizing paperwork, which takes them away
from helping the individuals they want to help, and ODSP
offices process approximately 35,000 pieces of paper a
day. We see a clear need for improvement and, in fact,
have already made significant progress on this front, but
we do still have a long way to go.

As well, the pandemic has highlighted for us the bene-
fits of changing how we operate to make things faster and
safer for all of our staff and clients. The move to digital
options enhances the client experience, as well as im-
proves efficiency. It enables staff to focus on key activ-
ities, such as supporting their clients with employment and
life stabilization, as we’ve talked about here for the last
couple of hours. It’s really important that those case-
workers are able to do that and have the time to do that and
are not distracted by other things.

Over the past couple of years, we’ve been making
steady progress in modernizing service delivery options at
every step of the client journey.

I’d like to highlight some of our accomplishments in
embracing this digital-first approach to service.

I know Deputy Minister Menard and Nelson, whom
we’ve seen a lot, our ADM on the social services side, are
going to provide more detail on actions and progress in
just a moment.

Last fall, we introduced a new easy-to-use online appli-
cation, and we streamlined the process to apply for social
assistance. This includes a digital identity verification op-
tion to reduce the need for people to travel into our offices,
which is really important given the pandemic.

We rolled out MyBenefits. It’s a digital tool for clients
to report any changes in their circumstances and apply for
new benefits, or they can check on the status of their own
applications at this site, MyBenefits. Over 120,000 Ontar-
ians are registered and are users of this new tool, and the
number of users is growing by 1,000 a week. It’s quite
remarkable. We’ve seen a 285% increase since the start of
the pandemic. So if there is a silver lining in this pandemic,
this is one of them here in our ministry of social services.

We’ve also made significant progress in eliminating the
paper cheque and using reloadable payment cards, as well,
and direct bank deposits, which has been really important
for individuals. This makes payments quicker, more ac-
cessible, and more importantly avoids the need for cheque-
cashing fees as well, which some clients were facing.
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Finally, we’re also working on several fronts to help
ensure the provision of Internet access and affordable
plans to social assistance clients, recognizing the need now
more than ever for them to be connected. By embracing
the move to digital options, we have achieved reductions

in the amount of time spent on administrative work. This
has freed up valuable staff time to work with clients to get
the right supports that will get them on the path to greater
independence and ready for jobs.

Digital solutions also serve to underpin the foundation
that we’re building for a transformed social assistance
system, one that’s going to evolve to embrace a human
services delivery model with more person-centred sup-
ports. Those supports are so important to getting them to a
place where they can then move into employment. Wheth-
er they’re on Ontario Works or maybe—contrary to what
MPP Gretzky has said, there are many people who are on
the ODSP program who want to go to work, and they need
supports to go to work. It’s quite insulting, actually, that
she would even mention the fact that people on ODSP
can’t go to work or don’t want to go to work. There are
many people I’ve talked to over the last two years in this
portfolio who are anxious to work and to go to work more
often.

I’ll pass it over to Nelson right now, and he can expand
on the comments and the successes that we’ve seen on this
front.

Mr. Nelson Loureiro: Thank you, Minister Smith.

As noted, we have an opportunity to embrace tech-
nology to enable our staff to save valuable time, focus on
clients and make interactions with the system easier, thus
supporting better outcomes for the people we serve.

Clients come to us in crisis, often when they have
nowhere else to turn. The last thing they need is a system
that doesn’t really reflect their reality; that requires them,
for instance, to fill out lengthy and hard-to-navigate forms,
to wait for phone calls to be returned, or to physically
come into the office when they may be dealing with trans-
portation issues or child care responsibilities. The minister
noted that our caseworkers spent approximately half of
their day on general administration. This is far from ideal,
so we are transforming the way we work and offer ser-
vices.

We have been making progress with this transformation
by testing and scaling service modernization options. The
following are some specific ways we have employed tech-
nology to better support staff and clients:

On the digital applications front, as mentioned, in
October 2020 we launched the social assistance digital
application, a new, easy-to-use online application and
streamlined process to apply for social assistance. The
digital application is available 24 hours per day and offers
e-signature and electronic identification to reduce the need
for applicants to travel into our offices. Over 84% of appli-
cations received since February 2021 have included e-
signatures, making it faster and easier for applicants to
receive the critical financial supports they need when they
need it.

I also want to highlight that at the start of COVID-19
we launched a new digital emergency assistance applica-
tion. This has streamlined the application for citizens look-
ing for emergency assistance only, allowing them access
to supports faster, without having to go through the entire
social assistance application process. This facilitated
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access to much-needed support at the start of the pan-
demic, before federal benefits were announced.

I want to speak specifically to MyBenefits. MyBenefits
was launched in 2018. This provides a fast, easy and
secure way for people to access case information and to
report changes. It is accessible; available 24 hours a day,
seven days a week; and saves time by providing a self-
service channel for clients to manage their case. The tool
follows the Ontario Digital Service Standard and is avail-
able to all Ontario Disability Support Program and Ontario
Works clients. This self-service tool allows clients to
access and update information on their case, including
messaging and document upload.

MyBenefits has over 120,000 users and is averaging
approximately 1,000 new users each week. As of April
2021, clients have completed more than 42,000 income
reports through the platform—this is 42,000 less pieces of
paper being processed by our caseworkers—and 92% of
users have gone paperless in receiving communications
from us, things like client letters and statements of assis-
tance. This reduces the amount of printing and mailing that
is required.

In November 2020, we began to prototype an expansion
of MyBenefits to provide two-way messaging for clients
to communicate with their caseworkers. This provides a
secure way for clients to communicate 24 hours a day,
seven days a week, and enables them to provide important
documentation to staff to request benefits, inform of chan-
ges in their circumstance and communicate more generally
about their case. Although this feature is being prototyped
with six municipal partners and five Ontario Disability
Support Program offices, this new digital communications
channel is showing great success. It has been used to send
over 8,500 messages in these 11 offices, and more than
4,000 documents have been received digitally through this
messaging service. This reduces office walk-ins, phone
calls, mail and faxes coming into our offices. It is antici-
pated that two-way messaging will be available to all
MyBenefits users by the end of this month.

I also want to note that the feedback from staff on this
tool has been positive, with one caseworker noting, “All
my clients are very happy and love using messaging. They
picked it up right away with no issues. It is a really easy
way to book appointments and advise of required docu-
ments.”

I want to talk a bit about electronic document manage-
ment. Our ministry has also implemented electronic docu-
ment management, or EDM for short, for both the Ontario
Disability Support Program and the Ontario Works deliv-
ery partners, which fully digitizes a client’s file. EDM
reduces the amount of data entry and paper-handling time
and enables staff to access files without needing to search
through a file room or internal mailing systems. EDM also
includes a component called “digital day one.” What that
is is a tool which allows staff to scan documents that have
been dropped off by clients so that they are immediately
digitized and connected to a client’s file, improving
response times to client inquiries, access to benefits and
overall service quality.

EDM has been very well received by our staff as a
digital tool that frees up their time to support clients. As
noted, our ODSP staff processes approximately 35,000
pieces of paper per day. That means that prior to EDM,
staffers were spending approximately 30% of their time in
document management alone; I am proud to say that
introducing EDM has reduced this by 75%. Ontario Works
municipal partners have also moved to EDM, with 21
offices representing over 78% of the total caseload on-
board with EDM. Another 12 Ontario Works municipal
sites are on track for implementing this fiscal year.

As mentioned earlier, we also introduced a centralized
intake. We have started to prototype this centralized intake
model that will process applications more quickly and
reduce time-consuming paperwork for caseworkers. Cur-
rently, 20 Ontario Works providers are participating in the
new centralized intake model, with the anticipated expan-
sion to all municipalities by the end of this year.

I want to shift to a program that we launched called a
reloadable payment card. The ministry continues to pro-
mote the use of reloadable payment cards for clients who
are unable to open or maintain a bank account. The re-
loadable payment card has been available since 2016 for
ODSP and 2019 for participating Ontario Works partners.
The card protects against theft of cash or cheques, elimin-
ates cheque-cashing fees, and enables clients to make
purchases online, which has only become more important
during the pandemic. The card also reduces stigma, as it
appears like any other bank card. The uptake on e-
payments, including direct bank deposit and the reloadable
payment cards, is at 96% for both programs. Prior to the
launch of the reloadable payment card, we were at 86% for
ODSP and 91% for Ontario Works, so introducing this
card has not only increased convenience but also reduced
costs for clients.

I want to note that our digital services are being de-
signed to complement existing in-person and telephone
channels, not replace them. These services now ensure
citizens have access to their case information and the
choice of how they wish to engage with the ministry.
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Generally, those who are choosing to use digital chan-
nels are happy with the options made available to them and
have given us positive feedback. For example, we heard
from one client, “The online benefits function is user
friendly and offers the tools I need to comfortably manage
the benefits I’m receiving whenever I want to. It is also
clear regarding who and how to contact for help.”

We continue to test our digital services with users and
improve them based on their input. This is, again, a co-
designed approach. On the connectivity front, we recog-
nize that digital services are not the only support that
social assistance clients require. Access to affordable
Internet not only ensures that our social assistance digital
strategies are successful and available to all who choose
them, but it also increases social inclusion, access to
digital health care resources, and expands access to jobs,
training and educational opportunities.

COVID-19 has only amplified the need for more effect-
ive Internet connectivity as people are dealing with social
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isolation, physical distancing, labour market impacts and
communicating with social assistance offices virtually.
We recognize this issue and that it is larger than social
assistance. We are collaborating with other ministry part-
ners, including the Ministry of Infrastructure, on Up to
Speed: Ontario’s Broadband and Cellular Action Plan, to
consider ways that can help our clients in the immediate
short term and longer term.

The ministry has also had discussions with telecom
providers to support the expansion of affordable Internet
plans to social assistance clients, many of whom have not
been eligible for affordable Internet programs from other
levels of government. The ministry has equipped 45 of its
47 ODSP offices with free public access WiFi. The re-
maining two are awaiting infrastructure upgrades and will
be completed by the end of this summer.

In closing, as a result of digital services in place through
the ministry, we were quickly able to pivot, provide ser-
vice without interruption, and respond to the COVID-19
pandemic, while ensuring staff and client safety by re-
ducing the need for in-office visits and submissions by
mail and in-person appointments.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You have two min-
utes left.

Mr. Nelson Loureiro: Thank you. Overall, our trans-
formation to implement digital options and automation has
already shown significant progress and has made things
easier for both our staff and clients. By achieving reduc-
tions in the amount of data entry and paper-handling time,
and by making it easier for clients to interact with us and
their life, we have enabled both staff and clients to focus
on things like connecting to employment and life stabiliz-
ation activities, the things that matter most.

Maybe I can turn it over to Deputy Minister Menard in
the last minute or so.

Hon. Todd Smith: Actually, I can take it, Nelson.

I just wanted to reiterate the comments that you were
making and some of the comments that you have received
on the good work that’s happening on the digital front in
our ministry.

We’re hearing directly from clients, including one
client who says, “Thank you for the MyBenefits web page
and developing new ways to break barriers in accessing
disability supports. Please continue developing and fight-
ing for supports for disabled persons during COVID-19.”
That came to us just a couple of months ago, in April of
this year.

And this one is great: “As a newcomer to Canada, and
especially in Ottawa, I must admit that the quality of the
service that has been provided to me since the start of the
contact is five stars. The new online service of my services
was very well explained, point by point, and is largely
clear. Different languages are available, in French and
English, which is really important and it’s a big plus.” That
was a client who responded to us last summer, actually, in
July, who signed up.

I think it’s just an awesome testament to the importance
of this digital program that a thousand of our clients are
signing up to MyBenefits every week. They really see how

this is making their life easier in accessing the information
that they need. And the two-way texting that has been
happening has been well received as well.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): This rotation is up.
We have roughly 15 minutes before our noon break.

This rotation goes to the official opposition. MPP
Gretzky, the floor is yours.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: I appreciate the time to ask some
more questions before we go to break.

And I just want to be clear, because the minister is mis-
representing what I said: I never said that individuals with
disabilities don’t want to work. What I’ve been very clear
about in the five or six years that I’ve had this critic
portfolio is that there are many individuals with dis-
abilities who can’t work and that saying the best social
program is a job and trying to pushing them into jobs that
are not suitable for them, that they cannot physically do, is
insulting to them. That’s their words. That’s not coming
from me.

I would like to read off a comment from ODSP Action
Coalition on that very topic. It says, “Minister Smith, you
say many people with disabilities on ODSP over the past
two years told you they want to work. That’s great. But
how many people have told you they can’t work and are
struggling to survive on measly monthly benefits?”’

I’m going to go back to the digitizing, because the min-
ister, again, took a personal dig about myself and my col-
leagues, or specifically myself not being able to grasp
digitizing because I asked this question—I want people to
understand that this is the question I asked that provoked
a personal attack: “Can you show where in the estimates
the budget is for the devices and Internet access plans for
the 31% of low-income Ontarians who don’t have ade-
quate Internet access for services at home?” That question
was asked because, while I understand that we are moving
to digitizing things, obviously, because we’re on Zoom
today—I’ve never said that’s not a good thing. What I
have said is, there are many people, 31%, who will not be
able to access those services. The government needs to
take that into consideration and ensure that they can access
it. One of the ways that they can ensure that is by raising
the income rates for these individuals.

In that vein, the average rent for a one-bedroom apart-
ment in Ottawa, for example, is $1,244, and in Toronto,
it’s $1,417; the cost in Sudbury is $921, and in Peter-
borough it’s $990. That’s according to the Canada Mort-
gage and Housing Corp. in 2021.

The report from the city of Toronto indicates that an-
nual spending for a shelter bed in the city increased to
$80,000 per year, while the cost of running a supportive
housing unit was $24,000 per year. We know there is a
supportive housing wait-list of well over two decades
long. We know that, in 2021, the shelter amount for an
individual-—one person, a single person—on OW is $390.
If you include their basic needs, their total maximum
income would be $733, so that’s well below housing costs.
Their shelter and their basic needs combined still do not
meet the needs for housing.

For a single individual on ODSP, an individual with a
disability, the maximum amount is $497 for shelter and
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$672 for basic needs, for a total maximum of $1,169 a
month—again, in many cases, not even reaching the cost
of housing. And if they do have enough for housing,
there’s very little left over for food and other necessities.

Food price increases are expected to be between 3% to
5%, with the highest increase up to 6.5% for meat and
vegetables. The most healthy foods for people are going
up over 6.5%, and yet your government, Minister, cut a
planned increase of 3% for social assistance rates in half.
These individuals are not even getting cost-of-living in-
creases to be able to go to the grocery store and get healthy
food.

I’'m wondering if the minister could then explain why
the government is not investing in raising the rates, know-
ing that the cost of housing and shelter are so high; why
they choose to spend more money on shelter beds rather
than stable permanent housing for individuals; and why
rates have not been increased so that individuals on social
assistance can afford to go to a grocery store, instead of
relying on a food bank.

Hon. Todd Smith: There’s a lot to unpack there and a
lot of questions.

Certainly, individuals who are watching today will
know that, after 15 years, they were no further ahead under
the previous Liberal government than they were 15 years
ago. There was little investment in this sector. There was
very, very little investment in supportive housing from the
previous government.
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Under the guidance of the Minister of Municipal Affairs
and Housing and working collaboratively with our depart-
ment here at the Ministry of Children, Community and
Social Services, we’re making many, many investments in
supportive housing. As a matter of fact, this year alone,
we’re investing $2.2 billion in supportive housing. We’ve
committed to increasing the combined funding for Home
for Good and the Indigenous Supportive Housing Program
by $31.7 million, from $63 million in 2019-20 to $94.7
million in 2021-22. We’re also increasing funding for the
Community Homelessness Prevention Initiative, known as
CHPI, by $15 million, from $323.7 million in 2019-20 to
$338.7 million in 2020-21. There’s a lot of work to do,
there’s a lot of catching up to do in this area; there’s no
question about it.

Our government has also announced a range of meas-
ures to help Ontarians get through these unprecedented
times. As I mentioned a number of times throughout the
morning, we’ve invested $765 million in the social ser-
vices relief fund, which goes directly back to our partners
at the 47 municipal agencies and DSSABs in the north to
ensure that individuals in those communities are getting
the support that they need; specifically, on housing and
homelessness.

The Community Housing Renewal Strategy focuses on
affordable housing for low-income households and sup-
ports the sustainability of the non-profit co-operative and
municipal housing sectors. The strategy is going to help
sustain, repair and grow the community housing system,
making it work better for the people that it serves. As part

of the Community Housing Renewal Strategy, the govern-
ment is investing nearly $1 billion in 2020-21. That’s
going to help sustain, it’s going to help repair and grow
community housing and help end homelessness in On-
tario.

As I mentioned earlier when we were talking about the
Poverty Reduction Strategy, we are taking a cross-
government approach, so some of the things that we’re
talking about here would fall under the Ministry of Muni-
cipal Affairs and Housing and Minister Clark—things like
the Canada-Ontario Community Housing Initiative, prov-
iding funding to those service managers in our munici-
palities to replace the federal social housing agreement
funding that expires each year. Those service managers
can use this funding to repair and regenerate and expand
community housing, protect affordability, support for ten-
ants, support community housing providers whose origin-
al program and arrangements are expiring. There’s the
Ontario Priorities Housing Initiative, which provides
funding as well to those 47 service managers; the Indi-
genous Supportive Housing Program, working with urban
and Indigenous organizations and service providers.
There’s the Multi-Ministry Supportive Housing Initiative,
undertaking a review of supportive housing programs to
improve services for people and increase system efficiency
there. There’s CHPI that I already mentioned, which is a
significant investment.

As you can see, just on the housing front alone, we are
making major investments in all kinds of different pro-
grams.

When it comes to food security, the Emergency Food
Box Program has been provided an additional $8 million;
the social services relief fund, as I mentioned—$765 mil-
lion; the Surplus Food Redistribution Infrastructure Pro-
gram, providing over $5 million in funding to help food
rescue organizations, First Nation communities, Indigen-
ous organizations purchase refrigeration trucks and freez-
ers and storage space and kitchen equipment so they can
safely collect and preserve and distribute food in the vari-
ous communities that they serve.

So we are taking a cross-government approach in the
Poverty Reduction Strategy. That, of course, doesn’t in-
clude all of the investments that we’re making when it
comes to mental health. There are four pillars that are
involved in this program: the employment and training
supports—

Interjection.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): Excuse me, Minister;
I’msorry. I have a request from MPP Gretzky for the floor.

MPP Gretzky?

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: I'm just going to ask the minister—
he gave a list of areas they’re investing in. He talked about
housing. He talked about investing in shelter beds, inves-
ting in the increased need for those shelter beds and food
banks.

My question to the minister is, why would you not
invest in raising the social assistance rates for individuals
to lift them out of poverty so that the need for shelter beds
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would decrease, so that the need for food bank usage
would decrease?

When you’re talking about eliminating homelessness, a
good direction to go would be to increase social assistance
rates. And while you are rightfully critical of the previous
Liberal government, I will point out that they, near the end
of their term, right before an election, announced a 3%
increase—not nearly enough, but it was a start—to social
assistance. Yet the first thing that your government did
was cut that increase in half.

When you look at where you could invest on the front
end to save money on the back end, why, Minister, are you
and your government so opposed to raising social assis-
tance rates to ensure that individuals who rely on social
assistance—more specifically, those with disabilities do
not have adequate income to be able to secure housing, to
have food security so they don’t have to go to food banks?
Why are you so averse to the idea of raising those rates
when many, many organizations, many of these support
agencies have shown that when you invest on the front end
there is a savings on the back end? Whether that is in the
health care system, in the education system, the justice
system—when you make those investments on the front
end, it decreases the need for food banks, and it decreases
the need for shelter beds. I’'m just wondering why the
government is so averse to making those very impactful
investments that would go directly to individuals on social
assistance, by raising the rates?

Hon. Todd Smith: Thanks for acknowledging, again,
the fact that the previous government did very little except
for, really, what we both know was an empty promise prior
to an election campaign. This was a government that we
both know was circling the bowl and was not going to be
re-elected, so they could promise anything that they
wanted. You can’t put a whole lot of stock in the fact that
the previous government was advertising a 3% increase in
rates.

What I will tell you is that we increased rates by 1.5%
when we became the government. We’ve also, as indi-
cated, provided additional supports in so many other areas,
in our Poverty Reduction Strategy, which provides invest-
ments for individuals, while at the same time ensuring that
we’re streamlining all of these systems so that we’re get-
ting better results.

What we’re focused on, particularly in the employment
services transformation, is ensuring that we can get people
back to work—

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Chair, can [—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): Excuse me, Minister.

MPP Gretzky, you had a point?

I’1l note to all, you have about two minutes before we
take our break.

Mrs. Lisa GretzKy: Thank you. It’s clear that not only
are the minister and the government averse to the idea of
increasing social assistance rates, but they are not inter-
ested in actually answering that question either.

I just want to point out, about the Poverty Reduction
Strategy, because the minister has mentioned that several
times—again, I will go back to the estimates. In the current

estimates before us, that entire line is gone. It’s zero—=zero
dollars in that—and it was supposed to be a five-year
strategy. So there is concern, and I did ask a question about
it and didn’t really receive an answer as to why that entire
line has been cut. I think that you could understand why
there are individuals who are concerned about the fact that
that particular line has been completely eliminated.

I will have an opportunity this afternoon, along with my
colleague from Ottawa Centre, to ask some more ques-
tions. But the first question we’re talking about, on the
employment services transformation—and I’m hoping it
could be really a tight answer: What is the difference
between the common assessment tool that has been intro-
duced and the previous tools that were used in the past?

Hon. Todd Smith: Sorry, I just want to touch on the
Poverty Reduction Strategy comment and the fact that that
was zeroed out—that $14 million. Our Black youth action
plan investment alone—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): I’'m sorry to say,
Minister, we are now out of time.

We will recess until 1 p.m. See you all at 1 p.m.

The committee recessed from 1200 to 1300.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): Good afternoon,
everyone. We’re going to resume consideration of vote
701 of the estimates of the Ministry of Children, Commu-
nity and Social Services. There’s now a total of 10 hours
and 35 minutes remaining for the review of these esti-
mates.

When the committee adjourned this morning, the offi-
cial opposition had five minutes remaining.

Before we go to the official opposition, I have a number
of new participants in today’s hearing. I’d like the MPPs
to confirm their identity and the fact that they’re in On-
tario.

I have MPP Skelly.

Ms. Donna Skelly: 1 am MPP Skelly, and I'm in
Hamilton.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): Thank you for chair-
ing yesterday afternoon. I gather it went very well.

MPP McKenna.

Ms. Jane McKenna: It’s Jane McKenna, and I am in
Burlington.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): Thank you so much.

MPP Harden.

Mr. Joel Harden: MPP Harden here. I’'m on unceded
Algonquin territory in Ottawa. It’s nice to see you.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): Thank you very much.

With that, MPP Gretzky, the floor is yours.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: I’'m going pick up where I left off
this morning with just this one question to start, and then
I’Il move on to another area. I wanted to ask the minister—
as I pointed out, a single individual receiving Ontario
Works receives a maximum of $733, and a single indi-
vidual on the Ontario Disability Support Program receives
a maximum of $1,169. I’m just wondering if the minister
himself thinks that, even in his area specifically but in
other areas across the province, he would be able to secure
stable housing, and based on the 6.5% increase to healthy
food costs, like meat and vegetables, if he believes that he
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would be able to sufficiently survive on that amount of
money.

Hon. Todd Smith: Thanks for the question, MPP
Gretzky.

That’s why we increased funding by 1.5% when we
first became the government of Ontario. That works out to
about an $80-million investment year over year. And
that’s why we’re making the changes that we’re making to
the employment support services that are available—so
that, particularly in Ontario Works, we’ll get those indi-
viduals who are making, as you mentioned, the $700-plus
a month off social assistance by getting them the life
stabilization supports that they need; the job training that
they need; the equipment; potentially, mental health or
child care or other supports that they need. That’s why
we’re making investments in all of these other areas—

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Chair, if I could reclaim my time,
please.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): MPP Gretzky, you
had a question?

Mrs. Lisa GretzKky: Yes. I’d like to reclaim my time.

Just to be clear, since 2017, Ontario Works rates have
increased by only $12, and ODSP has only gone up in
2018. So that’s between 2017 and the three years, Minis-
ter, that you have been in government.

My question was very specific: With the current rates
of Ontario Works for a single individual being a maximum
of $733 and ODSP for a single individual being a maxi-
mum of $1,169, do you believe that you would be able to
secure stable housing and be able to put food on the table
without having to rely on a food bank?

Hon. Todd Smith: As I was saying, MPP Gretzky,
that’s why we’re providing all of the supports in other
areas to assist these individuals in getting housing—
supportive housing, in many cases—and we’ve made a lot
of investment there, along with my colleague Minister
Clark at municipal affairs and housing. That’s why we’re
ensuring that we’re getting individuals the 1.5% increase,
which, again, works out to—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You have two min-
utes left.

Hon. Todd Smith: —an $80-million-a-year investment.
That’s why during the pandemic we were quick to come
out with the social services relief fund. And that’s why
we’ve brought in the Poverty Reduction Strategy, which is
a pan-government approach to ensuring that—

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Chair, if I could reclaim what’s
left of my time.

Hon. Todd Smith: —we’re assisting not just those—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): Excuse me, Minister;
sorry.

MPP Gretzky, you have a point you want to make?

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Yes. I just want to point out, again,
that according to estimates, the Poverty Reduction Strat-
egy has been allotted zero dollars in this current budget.

I’'m going to move on, because the minister is not dir-
ectly answering my question—and by extension, then, is
answering my question.

We finished last time with me asking, what is the dif-
ference between the common assessment tool that has
been introduced under the transformation—what is it like,
compared to the previous tools that were used in the past?

Hon. Todd Smith: Unfortunately, in the limited amount
of time that we have left, I’'m not sure that ADM Nelson
Loureiro will have enough time to explain that, but he is
prepared to use whatever time we have left to address that
question.

Nelson?

Mr. Nelson Loureiro: Thank you, Minister.

Thank you for your question, MPP Gretzky.

I’m going to point to three things, and I'm going to
speak fast because I know the time is limited. The tools
that are available at the municipalities are district tools.
They’re not integrated and connected across the province.
They’re not integrated and connected with the case man-
agement tools that are used to support clients on social
assistance. The tool that we have introduced as part of the
employment services transformation has taken lessons
learned from the tools that exist. We’ve done co-designing
with the municipalities around the tools that exist. It does
integrate with the case management systems. It allows for
planning—with the client, the services, the manager or the
employment service provider and the social assistance
caseworker—a person-centred plan within the tool.

The last thing I’ll say—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): [’'m sorry to say that
that rotation has ended.

Before we go to the government—Mr. Cuzzetto, just
before I go to you, sir—Mr. Coe has joined us.

Just to bring you into the swim of things—if you would
identify yourself as, indeed, MPP Coe and that you’re in
Ontario.

Mr. Lorne Coe: I'm situated in Whitby, in my con-
stituency office.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): Okay.

MPP Cuzzetto, the floor is yours, sir.

Mr. Rudy Cuzzetto: First of all, I’d like to thank the
minister, the associate minister, the parliamentary assist-
ant and the staff for all your work that you’ve been doing
at the ministry, as well as for doubling the funding for
autism from $300 million to $600 million—very well
needed.

Minister, I’ve been hearing from families and parents
with family members with developmental disabilities in
my riding. What has been clear to me is that they’ve had
challenges accessing funding for them, and this has been
going on for the last 10 to 15 years.

Beyond accessing the development service system, it is
also known that unfortunately these people who do have
developmental disabilities still deal with stigma.

I know that you recently released a plan to implement
real change in this sector and to improve outcomes for
people and their families. Can you tell us more about the
plan and the steps that have been taken to date on this
implementation?

Hon. Todd Smith: It’s good to see you this afternoon,
on a glorious Friday. Thanks for the question. It’s a really
important question.
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I can tell you that the ministry has heard for years from
people with developmental disabilities and their families
about the challenges they face with the developmental
services system here in Ontario. The previous government
had years to make changes, address those challenges and
develop a more individualized and responsive model for
developmental services that responded to what the minis-
try has heard. Very clearly, they failed to make any mean-
ingful progress on this front over the 15 years that they
were the government of Ontario.

We’re addressing the challenges that individuals and
families are facing head-on, with a focus on ensuring
people with developmental disabilities can fully partici-
pate in their communities. Over the fall and winter, we
held consultations and we heard directly from hundreds of
people across Ontario. We also had an advisory group
comprised of key stakeholders, and I’ve also continued to
engage regularly with a table of sector leaders on develop-
mental services.

We heard clearly through the engagement that Ontario
needs a developmental service system that is person-
centred, responsive and sustainable, to better address the
needs of people now and in the future. It was evident that
the system has issues that cannot be solved by tinkering
around the edges; significant foundational changes are
needed. That’s what we’re embarking on with the reform
in this sector, working collaboratively with our partners,
as | mentioned.

I was really pleased to release the government’s reform
plan. It’s called Journey to Belonging: Choice and Inclu-
sion. We did this last month, back on May 18. Our plan
outlines a common vision that we share with people with
developmental disabilities, their families and our sector, as
well as Indigenous partners. It’s a vision where people
with developmental disabilities are supported to fully be-
long in their communities.

The journey to reform developmental services has been
a long one, from a place in time when people with develop-
mental disabilities were living in institutions—and you’ll
remember those institutions—separated from the commu-
nity in which they live, to one where we’re in reach of
community inclusion and true belonging.
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That’s why we’ve released our plan. It’s going to help
lead to a more person-centred and responsive system that
better addresses people’s needs and goals and that sup-
ports people to belong and participate in their commun-
ities.

Yesterday, I had a great meeting with Chris Beesley
from Community Living Ontario. Michelle Brooks from
our reference group also joined us on that meeting. It was
areally interesting perspective from siblings of individuals
with developmental disabilities. Siblings with a cause—
that’s the name of the group. It’s a great bunch of young
people who have family members with developmental
disabilities. They want to be advocates for their brothers
and sisters. They know them as well as anybody else does,
and they want to ensure that they reach the goals they’ve
set out.

Our plan focuses on three key areas: creating a more
person-centred system, as I’ve mentioned a couple of
times; improving service experience by modernizing how
services and supports are delivered; and delivering high-
quality services with a strong focus on achieving positive
outcomes for people.

We know that change isn’t going to happen with the
snap of a finger. It’s not going to happen overnight. This
is something that’s going to take a while to achieve. But
we also know that people want to see improvements now
to the services that they receive, and we’ve made those
changes. The plan commits to real action over the next
year to make immediate changes to improve how people
access services. It streamlines the process and also helps
reduce barriers for people.

As we work toward achieving our long-term vision,
some of the immediate actions we’ll be taking over the
next year include:

—improving user experience and reducing the amount
of time people spend on the assessment process;

—making changes to the Passport Program to better
address people’s needs;

—reducing administrative burdens and freeing up ser-
vice provider capacity to focus on providing services for
people;

—implementing initiatives to support people through
key life transitions, such as moving from the children’s to
the adult system and finding youth employment opportun-
ities; and

—improving the availability of skilled staff to provide
people with the supports they need at the right times.

We continue to make investments in the developmental
services sector to support people currently in service and
those who are at high risk. This commitment actually goes
back to last year’s investment. It was $361 million in the
2020 budget. When we were elected, we inherited a
budget—this is really important—from the previous Lib-
eral government that lacked any real long-term plans or
any investment to continue to cover the costs of supporting
people who had previously come into the adult develop-
mental services system, including some who had transi-
tioned from the children’s system to the adult system.
Those investments simply weren’t made. The government
wasn’t ready for those people coming into the adult pro-
grams. That’s why we invested $361 million in stabili-
zation funding.

Among other measures, budget 2020’s $361-million
investment allows us to fully commit to continue to pro-
viding funding and supports for people in those develop-
mental services who came into service in the prior fiscal
years and the budget never allowed for them to receive
those services. It means that individuals will continue to
receive the high-quality services they need.

As part of budget 202 1—this year’s budget—we’re in-
vesting $13 million over the next three years. That’s going
to assist more people with developmental disabilities to
access community housing.

We’re also expanding the Adult Protective Service
Worker program to better support people with
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developmental disabilities to live more independently,
which is one of the goals of our long-term vision as well.

We’re committed to planning for the future and better
serving those who depend on developmental services. As
we move into designing and implementing changes to
make our shared vision a reality, we’re committed to
working with our partners to get it right.

I love the meetings that we do have with our partners in
the sector. They’re a really great, committed, dedicated,
passionate group of individuals. We have great conver-
sations about where the sector needs to go, and we’ll con-
tinue to do that as we continue to roll out the vision for the
developmental services sector together.

I’m now going to turn it over to our deputy minister at
the Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services,
Janet Menard. She’s going to provide more details on the
engagement process that informed this long-term reform
plan that we’re embarking on in this sector.

Janet?

Ms. Janet Menard: Thank you very much, Minister.

As the minister outlined in his remarks, we have con-
sulted extensively with stakeholders and sector partners as
part of the development of the reform plan. Last fall, the
ministry held eight virtual engagement sessions with
people, family, service providers, academics and a range
of stakeholders right across the province. Almost 200
attendees participated in these sessions that were held over
November and December, and we heard additionally from
a wide range of stakeholders directly, including indivi-
duals with lived experience and francophone stakeholders.

In addition to the virtual engagement sessions, there
was an opportunity for people to provide online feedback
based on a discussion guide on reform that was posted on
the ministry website. Happily, we received a strong res-
ponse to the online guide, with almost 900 responses. The
feedback we received through our engagements was very
much in line with what we expected and have heard from
people, families and sector partners over the years.

Some of the themes that emerged from the engagement
included the need to make supports more person-centred,
responsive to people’s needs and offer them meaningful
choice; building on people’s strengths instead of their
deficits; supporting families and caregivers to allow them
to continue providing care; shifting to more proactive
supports and moving away from a model where people
may need to be in crisis before they can actually obtain
supports; addressing barriers and external factors, such as
affordable housing, poverty, education and employment
opportunities; and finally, providing culturally appropriate
services for Indigenous people, francophones and new-
comers to Canada, as well as regional supports in northern,
rural and remote communities.

The ministry has also been engaging on an ongoing
basis since late last summer with the Developmental Ser-
vices Reform Reference Group, which is an advisory table
comprised of stakeholders, including individuals with
lived experience, family members, service providers and
academics and other key experts.

Finally, as the minister noted, he has also personally
been engaging regularly with the minister’s table, which is

comprised of key sector leaders representing develop-
mental services agencies of varying sizes and from across
Ontario, as well as sector umbrella organizations.

I would like to now turn it over to Rupert Gordon. He
is the assistant deputy minister of the community services
division. He will provide more details on the long-term
commitments and immediate actions outlined in the
reform plan, as well as the government’s recent invest-
ments in developmental services.

Over to you, Rupert.

Mr. Rupert Gordon: Thank you, Deputy.

The developmental services reform plan is a strategic
framework that outlines the government’s key long-term
commitments to improve the developmental services sys-
tem in Ontario. The plan recognizes the journey for
people, families in the sector and the great work that has
already been done. It acknowledges there are challenges
right now. It summarizes what we heard from people
through our DS reform engagements. It outlines imme-
diate actions to improve client supports and services over
the next year, and it describes the long-term foundational
changes that are needed to be designed and implemented
over the coming years to enable successful reform of the
system.

The vision for reform is one where people with de-
velopmental disabilities are included and belong, through
supports that are person-centred, person-directed, flexible
and sustainable, and where everyone has a supporting role
to play—government, families and support networks and
the wider community.

There are a number of foundational changes that are
critical for reform that we’ll be developing over the next
years and then testing and rolling out across the province.

As the minister noted in his remarks, the reform plan
focuses on three key commitments: on creating a more
person-centred system where supports are based on a
person’s needs, offer greater choice and flexibility and
help people achieved desired goals; improving the service
experience by modernizing how services and supports are
delivered; delivering high-quality services with a strong
focus on achieving positive outcomes for people.
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To develop a more person-centred system, key actions
will include:

—better support with planning and coordination for
people;

—earlier proactive supports to address emerging needs
and supports for families, caregivers and networks to de-
liver better planning and early intervention;

—developing a person-centred funding model that links
a person’s funding to their assessed needs, in addition to
achieving greater equity in the level of funding and im-
proving financial sustainability. An individual funding
model is a key enabler of person-directed services;

—addressing barriers for people accessing services in
their communities, like housing, education, employment
and health, and barriers to the opportunities that are avail-
able to all citizens;
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—more culturally relevant supports for Indigenous
people as well as francophones and racialized and margin-
alized communities.

To improve how people experience getting services and
supports, actions will focus on improving the application
process:

—by making it simpler and easier to access and provid-
ing better information to help people plan for the future;

—by improving the intake and assessment;

—by reviewing different approaches that are more res-
ponsive to people’s circumstances, support needs and the
types of support that they are looking for;

—by making it easier to share and adopt best practices
in person-centred service delivery; and

—by expanding the use of technology and improving
digital options.

It’s important to note, however, that digital first does
not mean digital only. As we know, that doesn’t work for
everyone.

Finally, reform will focus on the quality of services and
supports and better outcomes for people. This will involve
introducing a performance measurement approach to sup-
port continuous improvement; sharing information to help
people and families identify and choose high-quality sup-
ports; and a workforce strategy in collaboration with the
DS sector to support a skilled, diverse and professional
workforce to help people participate meaningfully in their
communities and lead good lives.

We know there are things we can do right away to im-
prove the current system while we work on the founda-
tional aspects of reform. The immediate actions focus on
two broad categories, which are improving access to ser-
vices for people and reducing barriers.

The first is related to improving how people apply for
services and supports. As part of this, the ministry is
working on providing clear information about the applica-
tion, intake and assessment processes and outcomes early
on to families so that they can support transition planning
and transition to adulthood; and providing more training
and supports to Developmental Services Ontario offices to
help reduce wait times for assessments.

The second area is related to Passport, where the min-
istry will focus on evaluating flexibility introduced during
COVID-19 to determine what to make permanent, with a
focus on enabling the purchase of technology supports,
supporting people to make it easier to submit expense
claims for quicker online reimbursement, and providing
clearer guidelines to help better plan how people spend
their funding.

The third area focuses on reducing administrative bur-
den for service providers through work on more efficient
and streamlined contracting and reporting processes so
they can focus on supporting the people rather than the
paperwork.

The fourth area is about enabling smoother life transi-
tions. As a part of this work, the ministry will be helping
people access affordable housing and community-based
housing solutions, starting with the investment as part of
budget 2021. We’ll be promoting youth employment in-
itiatives in partnership with the Ontario Disability

Employment Network. We’ll be improving transitions for
youth moving from the child welfare system and chil-
dren’s special needs systems into adult developmental
services.

The fifth area of immediate action is related to the sec-
tor workforce. In partnership with sector partners, this in-
volves improving staffing capacity through recruitment
and retention efforts, shifting to a more person-centred
way of delivering services by supporting the sector
through the ministry’s knowledge translation and transfer
hub.

The final area of work, importantly, is related to in-
creasing awareness, and this will be done through outreach
and an education campaign across sectors to reduce stigma
and discrimination.

The reform plan has set out an eight- to 10-year time
frame to implement key components of the reform agenda
in a gradual and thoughtful way, with a focus on minimiz-
ing disruption for people and families. A high-level break-
down of the timeline is as follows:

Over the next year, the ministry will be implementing
the immediate actions that I just described. In terms of the
core, foundational elements to enable long-term reform,
we’ll spend the next three years on the design of key
elements in collaboration with partners. Some of the early
areas of focus will be on the workforce strategy and on
understanding the cost of service delivery across the prov-
ince to develop the funding model. In the later years of
reform, the focus will be on helping people and service
providers transition through the change. This may involve
testing and evaluating reforms on a smaller scale or
phasing in reform activities. In the final years of the
strategy, we will involve implementing reform across—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You have a minute
and a half left.

Mr. Rupert Gordon: —and the province.

I want to build on the minister’s comments related to
the $361 million. Important investments include annual-
ized investment for sector stabilization. This amounts to
$50 million that was previously committed through the
2018 budget but only previously provided on a fiscal
basis—residential funding for people taken into service in
2018-19 and earlier. This year’s budget packages will
reflect those historical funding commitments, and this
investment also allows the ministry to continue investing
in new residential services for the highest-risk people and
to continue offering the Passport basic amount as new
people become eligible.

Mr. Rudy Cuzzetto: How much time is left, Chair?

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): Twenty-five seconds.

Mr. Rudy Cuzzetto: I just want to thank the ministry
again for all your hard work. I commend you for every-
thing you are doing to improve the system for future
generations. Thank you very much for your time today.

I’ll pass it back to the Chair.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): We now go to rotation
for the official opposition. MPP Gretzky, the floor is
yours.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Under the proposed new delivery
model for social assistance, it states: “The province will
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focus on overseeing social assistance applications and
payments....

“Municipal partners will use their expertise to deliver
person-centred casework and knowledge of local supports
to help people get back to work and access supports to
stabilize their lives such as housing and health care.”

My question is, how many caseworkers under this new
model are expected to lose their employment after the
restructuring of social assistance? Do you have an estimate
on that?

Hon. Todd Smith: Thanks very much for the question,
MPP Gretzky. Nelson has been working very closely on
this.

We’ve been stressing, along with our partners in the
municipal sector, that this is about providing a better
service to individuals. This is ensuring that the province is
taking the responsibility of applications and administra-
tion. The province will be up here; the municipalities will
be delivering the services on the ground. There won’t be
any involuntary job losses as a result of this transformation
that’s taking place. We’re committed to working collabor-
atively with our municipal partners on the development
and the co-design of the program, but also ensuring that
there is no additional cost associated with this for muni-
cipalities.

I can tell you, there has been tremendous enthusiasm
from our municipal partners we’ve been working with on
this transformation. At the AMO tables we’re involved
with, both with our colleagues who are municipal poli-
ticians but also at the staff table, where they’ve been
working away at this employment service transforma-
tion—which everybody understands is really important.

I don’t know if we need to go to Nelson, but I’m sure
he would probably like to fill in a few additional points, to
build on what—

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: If I could just go specifically to the
question: Whether voluntary or involuntary, how many
caseworkers, how many employees, how many jobs do
you think will be lost? Whether that’s through someone
voluntarily leaving—and frankly, what are the incentives
for someone to leave their employment? And those who
may be affected involuntarily, how many of those case-
workers are expected to—what’s the number of case-
workers that’s going to decrease?

Hon. Todd Smith: I’ll stress again: This isn’t about job
losses; this is about providing a better service to the
individuals who are receiving services from the province
and the municipality and making sure that it works better
and is seamless.

We’re working together with our municipal partners on
the co-design. Obviously, the municipal partners are
responsible for the employees on the municipal side, and
we’re responsible for those who are working on the
provincial piece of this.

Nelson, do you want to add anything?

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: I’ll just jump in and say that I
categorically disagree with the minister on what he just
said. To the caseworkers who will be out of a job, it
matters, and that is exactly why I asked the question.

When you’re talking about being able to provide services
to the individuals who receive social assistance, the num-
ber of caseworkers who are available to assist those indi-
viduals with whatever it is that those caseworkers are
going to be charged with doing—that matters. You cannot
say that it is increasing services to individuals receiving
social assistance when they don’t have access to case-
workers or their caseworker loads continue to be 400-plus
cases and over. Again, [ will go back to the individuals
who are going to lose their jobs, whether voluntarily or
involuntarily—it really does matter.
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I want to ask again about the common assessment tool
that has been introduced. I’d like to know how marginal-
ized populations such as Indigenous, LGBTQ+, BIPOC
and women will be taken into account with this tool. Is it
a one-size-fits-all, or are there differences based on those
particular marginalized populations?

Hon. Todd Smith: I just want to go back to your
previous comments, MPP Gretzky.

This is not about losing jobs. This is about getting
people jobs. This is about getting people off social assis-
tance so that they can be independent and living on their
own. It’s about ensuring those caseworkers who are work-
ing in the sector have reduced responsibilities, as we
talked about throughout the morning, and they can be
solely focused on providing those social supports to indi-
viduals and assisting them in getting into employment.

I will pass it over, on your new question, to Nelson, and
he can talk a little bit more about the tool and how it works.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: I'm just going to go back to that
again, to the caseworkers who are going to be out of a job:
It is about jobs. It’s about losing their jobs. It’s not just
about pushing people, regardless of their abilities, into a
job that’s not suited to them or they may not be able to
maintain; it is also to prop up numbers, to be able to say,
for the government’s own purpose, that we’ve created so
many jobs. If they’re not jobs that are appropriate to indi-
viduals, then those really are not good jobs. And, again,
the individuals who are going to lose their jobs, the
caseworkers—it is about that.

The next question is—because I’m sure we could go
back and forth all day on that one, so we’ll just agree to
disagree—I’d like to know how it’s beneficial to use
corporations that have problematic pasts to run our em-
ployment programs rather than rely on our Ontario public
service workers. Why are we using taxpayer dollars for
private corporations?

Before you answer that, I want to share a quote from
the Niagara Falls Review, specifically on Fedcap—the
other company also has a problematic past: “Christine
Hastedt, public policy director for Maine Equal Justice
Partners, said her organization has continued to hear ‘very
disturbing problems’ from people who have been referred
to Fedcap since 2017, when the non-profit corporation was
given a $62-million five-year contract to run the programs.

“But in some cases, people referred to Fedcap were
given work assignments, despite having mental or physic-
al disabilities, or a child with a significant disability.
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“‘They basically can’t do what they’re being asked to
do,” she said. ‘They aren’t appropriately accommodated
for those conditions.””

So I go back to: How is it beneficial to use these cor-
porations that have problematic pasts? Why would we not
be investing into our public service workers? And how
will the ministry ensure that individuals who cannot work
due to a disability or having a child with a disability will
not be forced into inappropriate work situations?

Hon. Todd Smith: I hope you’ll let me answer this
question. You seem—

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: 1 would be glad to have you
answer it, if you would actually answer it.

Hon. Todd Smith: You’re actually more interested in
asking questions and not getting the answers.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: If you give me answers, | would
be interested in listening.

Hon. Todd Smith: I would like to answer the question
if you give me the opportunity to answer this question.

As the member knows, there are three prototypes that
we launched. One of them is in Peel. It’s one of the
prototype areas. In Muskoka-Kawarthas, Fleming College
is operating the employment services transformation there,
and as you mentioned, Hamilton-Niagara is Fedcap. We
wanted to ensure, in the three prototypes, that we had a
private sector, a non-profit and a public sector partner. The
early reviews that we’re getting from all three areas are
very positive.

I would point out that in BC, John Horgan’s NDP gov-
ernment also moved to this outcome-based model, and
they’re awarding contracts to a mix of non-profit and
private providers, including the very same organization
that we selected as the service manager in Peel region,
WCG. The NDP Minister of Social Development and
Poverty Reduction out there, Shane Simpson, said the
system is going to “make it easier for more people to find
good, stable jobs so they can provide for themselves and
their families.” That’s the goal in this entire process.

I know Nelson would love to talk about this. Nelson
could also talk about the jobs that are going to be created
when it comes to our employment transformation. You
seem obsessed with the fact that jobs will be lost. Jobs are
going to be created as a result of this program, not just for
those who are working in the sector—

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: Chair, if I could reclaim my time,
please—

Hon. Todd Smith: —but for those on social assistance
who are working to get a job.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): MPP Gretzky and
Minister—MPP Gretzky, you’ve raised your hand. You
have the floor.

Mrs. Lisa Gretzky: I’ll just point out that in BC
they’ve also raised the rates over 54%, while your govern-
ment cut it down to 1.5% and people still live in poverty.

I’m going to back to Ontario; you’re responsible for
Ontario.

I am asking why a company like Fedcap is being
awarded these contracts.

And I am obsessed with people losing work because
these caseworkers are very concerned that they are going

to lose their jobs. I don’t think that is something you
should try to shame me over. These are very real concerns
over job losses. They’re very concerned about job out-
comes for individuals who rely on social assistance, and
individuals living on social assistance, especially those
with disabilities, are very concerned, based on the past
performance of the company that you have chosen, that
they are going to be pushed into jobs that do not suit them,
that they have disabilities that would normally preclude
them from being able to work and that the government is
moving towards a model where they will be pushed into
jobs even if they are not able to do them. I just want to put
that on the record.

My colleague from Ottawa Centre is on the call and has
numerous questions as well. So I will cede my time to the
member for Ottawa Centre, who I know also has questions
regarding this.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): MPP Harden, the
floor is yours.

Mr. Joel Harden: How much time do we have left?

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You have nine and a
half minutes.

Mr. Joel Harden: Thank you. Before I get started, I
hope people will indulge me. I’ve been going to a number
of community events here, and I’ve been asked by
community leaders to mention something specifically for
the record—because I know folks are tuning in to watch
this. I just want to acknowledge that our province and our
country are in a state of grieving right now with the reve-
lations that have happened on the west coast of the
country, at the Kamloops residential school. I’'m coming
to you from unceded Algonquin territory here in what we
call Ottawa, what we love as Ottawa.

I also want to acknowledge that our community, in
particular our Muslim community, is grieving this week,
given the heinous events that happened on June 6 in
London, Ontario. I was pleased to see parliamentarians
from all parties there to comfort the families and pledge
that we are going to do more than just talk about mobiliz-
ing against hate, that we’re going to do concrete action.

I just want to begin on that front and acknowledge that
there’s great work being done here in Ottawa; I know in
your communities as well. I think it’s important for the
record, given that we’re talking about human dignity,
human development, employment, all these important
things, that that be mentioned off the top.

Thank you for indulging me.

I come to our discussion at the estimates committee of
MCCSS’s proposals here from the perspective of being the
party’s disabilities critic. Obviously, my work overlaps a
significant amount with MPP Gretzky and other MPPs in
our caucus, and I know the work that all of the members
of the Legislature do.

I’d like to begin, if you like, from a higher level,
because having read the Recovery and Renewal document
that has been published, having read what we’re discuss-
ing today, I want to make sure that I am reflecting in good
faith what the minister and the team are putting forward.
So I’ll just clip a segment from the Recovery and Renewal
document, Chair.
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Minister Smith, in that document, writes that the goal is
“To create an efficient, effective and streamlined social
services system that focuses on people, providing them
with a range of services and supports to respond to their
unique needs and address barriers to success so they can
move towards employment and independence.”

When I read over the whole document and I reflected
on the key capstone passages from the document, that was
one of the ones that stood out for me; indeed, it was
highlighted by the document creators.

Just from the standpoint of beginning our discussion
this afternoon, I would like to ask a couple of basic entry
questions.

Do we think at this point, in looking at the estimates
you’ve submitted to this committee, that everyone current-
ly drawing upon an ODSP income is capable and able to
engage in a significant capacity in paid employment? I’'m
just wondering, Minister, if I can get an answer from you
on that.
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Hon. Todd Smith: Yes. This is why we’re undertaking
the major changes that we are, specifically on the em-
ployment services—and good afternoon, MPP Harden. I
appreciate the comments that you made off the top as well.
We all should be standing in solidarity with locked arms
on these two horrific occasions that you mentioned. So
we’re with you on that, and express our sympathies to all
those who are affected by that.

When it comes to employment services transformation,
we’re continuing to modernize the system and ensure that
individuals, particularly individuals with disabilities, have
an opportunity to participate in the workforce, because
many of them want to. When we were talking yesterday at
our press conference with Minister McNaughton, the
Minister of Labour, Training and Skills Development,
Minister McNaughton highlighted just one of the
individuals—and if we do have the opportunity, go to
Nelson; he could tell you. The number so far in the three
prototypes that we’ve launched, I believe, is—44% of the
individuals who have been assisted so far are individuals
who have disabilities.

Minister McNaughton mentioned yesterday a gentle-
man by the name of Dave from Peel region who was out
of work. He has a disability. He was on Ontario Works,
but he needed assistance in getting the tools that he
needed, the workboots that he needed. He needed to get a
forklift license or permit so he could drive a forklift. And
there were a few other issues that he was facing when it
came to his own life circumstances. That’s why the
transformation that we’re making on the recovery and the
renewal piece is so important and so wide-ranging that that
individual—whether it’s Dave or any other individual
across the province—is able to access the life stabilization
supports that they need to assist them to get back into the
workforce if they’re able and wanting to do so.

We understand that not everybody on ODSP is able to
work, but there are many who are. And of course, every-
body on Ontario Works is only supposed to be there for a
short time if the system is working for them, but right now

we know that it’s not. We had the discussion earlier about
how only 1% of the individuals on Ontario Works are
actually gaining employment each month, and many of
those people end up coming back into the system because
they’re not getting those life stabilization supports that
they need. Maybe it’s mental health supports—and we
know that Minister Tibollo has made tremendous invest-
ments in mental health, and Minister Elliott in other health
care services that people are requiring.

We know that our government and the federal govern-
ment have made commitments to child care. It’s our muni-
cipal partners that are getting those individuals child care
supports when they need them.

There are others who need training. That’s why we’re
working so closely with the Ministry of Labour, Training
and Skills Development, and the Ministry of Colleges and
Universities, for that matter, with accelerated programs
like the PSW accelerated program—because we need far
more PSWs in the province, too, to meet the demands that
we already have, plus all of the investments that we’ve
made in long-term care. So we need training.

There are so many life stabilization pieces around this
employment service transformation and the social services
recovery and renewal that are going to assist individuals
who can work and want to work, be able to work and live
independently on their own.

Mr. Joel Harden: Thank you for that answer.

I think what I’m going to attach myself to, Minister, is
when you mentioned “if they’re able.” I think this is really
important. When I’ve had the occasion to talk to a number
of ODSP recipients, a number of ODSP workers, they’ve
made it very clear to me that everybody wants to con-
tribute; there’s no doubt about that.

You used to be in radio. I’m very familiar with some of
the great events we do here in Ottawa, and I can tell you,
there is no way, once we get back to those live music
events, any of those events are going to function without
ODSP recipients acting as volunteers, for Bluesfest, for
CityFolk—people are contributing as ODSP recipients all
the time. To be honest, I often worry that sometimes we
don’t talk about that piece enough.

What I’m interested in, then—because I'm also going
to take a stab, in the remaining time I have on this round,
at what I think is another point of consensus.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You have two min-
utes left.

Mr. Joel Harden: First of all, I think there is consensus
among all of us that everybody wants to contribute to our
society and they want to be supported in their way of con-
tributing to our society, whether it be through paid em-
ployment or through some voluntary activity or through
looking in on your neighbours. I think we’re all in agree-
ment on that.

I think also—if I could take a stab, Chair, because I was
listening in on some of the discussion, earlier this morning
and obviously just now—that the income levels we have
for ODSP and OW are completely inadequate. I heard the
minister talk about the last 15 years and the lack of in-
vestments in people’s incomes. I think we can collectively
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agree as parliamentarians that they’re so low and certainly
have been exposed during this pandemic to be so low that
they actually incur significant harms upon the individuals
in these programs and other health services, education ser-
vices, criminal justice services and other public services.
I’m going to take a stab, and maybe in this round, Minister,
if you want to have a quick reaction to that—about this
income adequacy consensus and whether I’'m right on that
front.

Hon. Todd Smith: What we’re doing and what this is
all about right now is ensuring that those wraparound ser-
vices are there for individuals. On top of what they’re
receiving, there are other services that are available to
individuals.

Obviously, we’re trying to drive as many people who
can work, to get them the supports they need so that they
can be gainfully employed, and for those who are on
ODSP, as you mentioned, give them the opportunity, not
to work full-time, in some cases, but to open the door to
adding some additional income so that life does become
easier for those individuals—but certainly, for those on
Ontario Works, getting them off Ontario Works in a very,
very timely manner.

This morning, we talked about the fact that we could
have an avalanche coming towards us this fall when the
federal programs run out. We want to make sure that we
are able, and we’ll have to be able, to embrace those
individuals—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): Thank you. I’'m sorry
to say, Minister, with that, this rotation has come to an end.

The next rotation now goes to the government. MPP
Parsa, the floor is yours, sir.

Mr. Michael Parsa: Minister, like my colleagues, |
want to thank you—both yourself and Minister Dunlop—
very much for being here, and to your officials, the deputy
minister. Thanks very much for the great work that you’ve
all done during some very difficult times.

Minister, my question is going to be about something
that is near and dear to many of us, many families here,
and that’s the adoption modernization in our province.
Many times, I’ve heard complaints from families of just
how difficult their journey has been to adopt a child and to
be able to grow their family. You and I both know, what
should be an exciting time for both future parents and their
child is often a long, drawn-out experience that really dis-
suades prospective parents from undertaking the process.
It also means that many individuals from diverse back-
grounds who may be looking at adoption as an option
choose not to, limiting the choices for children and youth
to those of similar backgrounds. Again, I’ve heard it from
many families who have described the system, Minister,
as disjointed, confusing, and, of course, it takes a long
time.

I know adoption is one of the pillars of your redesign
strategy. What exactly does it mean? Would you be able
to elaborate on what your plans are to improve the
adoption experience—an experience that affects children,

youth and families, and, again, something that is near and
dear to the hearts of many Ontario families?

Hon. Jill Dunlop: Thank you so much, MPP Parsa, for
this question. It’s always an exciting opportunity, to talk
about adoption.

I’d also like to thank MPP Roberts, who mentioned
earlier our announcement at Peel CAS in 2019.

Adoption can be an incredibly beneficial and rewarding
experience for both the child being adopted and the family
opening their hearts and home. There are many children in
care of children’s aid societies who are eligible for
adoption, and every child is unique and will thrive with the
right family in the right environment. The research is
clear: Children who are placed in a permanent home have
significantly better outcomes compared to those who
remain in care. They are more likely to graduate from
secondary school, be employed and have higher incomes.
They are less likely to rely on social assistance, be home-
less, involved with the justice system or have substance
abuse issues. There is nothing more critical, nothing more
fundamental, to a child’s well-being and success than
knowing they have a permanent place to call home. Every
child deserves the best opportunity to succeed and reach
their potential, and every child deserves a loving, per-
manent, safe family and home.

Parliamentary Assistant Jeremy Roberts held round
tables last year with adoptive parents, prospective adopt-
ive parents, Indigenous partners, front-line workers and
leaders in the adoption sector. We wanted to hear from
them about their experiences and ideas on how to improve
the adoption system. This is what he heard: There’s a lack
of consistency in approaches to adoption planning and
responsiveness from children’s aid societies, leaving
families feeling a lack of engagement and support; also, a
lack of collaboration between societies and across public
and private adoption streams; also, a need for greater
access to post-adoption services, including financial and
non-financial supports, to support adoption stability and
prevent adoption breakdowns and disruptions.
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Children and youth desire greater participation in the
adoption process and openness with their families, post-
adoption. There is also a need for equity to be included in
all phases of adoption service delivery, while recognizing
that adoption is not an appropriate permanency option for
all children and youth, and that options for permanency
arrangements also include legal custody and, for First
Nation, Inuit and Métis children and youth, customary
care.

A key priority for our recently announced plan to trans-
form and modernize the child welfare system is to develop
lifelong connections and supports for children and youth
through permanency, increased stability and the success of
family-based placements, such as adoption, kinship ar-
rangements or customary care. We intend to increase
adoption stability and success and offer a more consistent,
responsive experience for children, youth and prospective
adoptive parents.
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Our government is taking action to improve the adop-
tion system by investing an additional $1.5 million annu-
ally in programs and services to improve the adoption
process for children, youth and families. The funding will
help bring more prospective parents, adoptive parents,
children and youth together permanently through the de-
velopment of a centralized intake system and expansion of
online matching. It will also provide additional supports
and training for families, post-adoption. These invest-
ments address feedback received from the consultations
with the child welfare sector in the fall of 2019.

As part of the $1.5 million, we are investing $900,000
to work in partnership with the Adoption Council of On-
tario to develop a centralized adoption intake service and
significantly expand centralized adoption matching. Cur-
rently, prospective adoptive parents go to individual chil-
dren’s aid societies, with varying responses, times and
experiences. Centralized adoption intake will provide a
single access point for parents interested in adopting
through the public adoption system. We will mandate cen-
tralized online matching by requiring societies to profile
children and youth who are eligible for adoption, where it
is in the child’s best interest, on the AdoptOntario web-
based adoption-matching platform.

Centralized matching will make it easier for families
and children and youth to find and be matched with each
other across the province. This is anticipated to lead to an
increase in the number of adoptions of children in care.

As part of the $1.5 million, we are also providing an
additional annual investment of $600,000 to the Adoption
Council of Ontario and Adopt4Life. We will be expanding
Pathways to Permanence 2, which is a training program to
support adoptive parents who are parenting children who
have experienced trauma and loss as part of their history,
and the Parent2Parent program, which is a peer support
program that provides support to adoptive parents by
facilitating support groups and pairing them with a local
adoptive parent to get help. This is responsive to what the
ministry has heard from adoptive parents, who have ex-
pressed a lack of help post-adoption and that more sup-
ports were needed to keep adoptive families together.

The ministry has heard from the Adoption Council of
Ontario: “Now more Ontario adoptive families will have
the benefit of the specialized training that Pathways offers.
More Ontario children and youth on adoption and perma-
nency journeys can experience stronger relationships with
their families. This will help them heal from their trauma
and loss, reducing the risk of family breakdowns and
ensuring the stable, permanent home they need to thrive
and flourish.”

We will also establish service standards to improve
adoption services provided by children’s aid societies to
prospective adoptive parents, adoptive parents, and chil-
dren and youth, and to support greater consistency across
the province.

We have also heard from sector partners the importance
of matching kids, where appropriate, with prospective
adoptive parents of similar religion, race or cultural back-
grounds. To better match diverse youth, we will undertake

a public education campaign to recruit new and diverse
adoptive parents. The service delivery standards will con-
sider equity and culturally appropriate service delivery,
including matching of prospective adoptive parents with
children in extended society care.

My ministry also funds supports for adoptive youth to
support them in education and health care benefits. The
Living and Learning Grant provides financial support to
youth adopted from extended society care who are be-
tween the ages of 18 and 24 and who are enrolled in a full-
time post-secondary program. The Aftercare Benefits
Initiative allows youth adopted from care who are between
the ages of 18 and 24 to access benefits such as health,
dental care and counselling at no cost if they don’t have
access through another plan.

I want to thank the thousands of families across Ontario
who have opened their hearts and homes to children in
need of a family.

Our government is committed to bringing more pro-
spective parents, children and youth together through an
improved adoption system. We know that our investments
and efforts are making and will make a real difference for
children, youth and adoptive parents. We also know that
we must continue working diligently with our partners in
the adoption community to continue strengthening On-
tario’s adoption system.

I’d now like to pass it over to ADM Remington to speak
about the details of our adoption modernization.

Mr. David Remington: Thank you, Minister, and thank
you, MPP Parsa, for the question.

As the minister has noted, we have heard from signi-
ficant partnerships about the challenges with the adoption
system, as MPP Parsa initiated at first—lots of challenges
in the system, and a huge opportunity to work towards
creating a much more responsive adoption system.

I thought I’d start by giving some frame of adoption and
what adoption is. It really is the legal means for another
family to permanently take care and responsibility for
raising a child. We know that some birth parents are un-
able to care for their children and other times, through a
variety of reasons, parents seek a new family to care for
their child; they’re just not able to do it. Adoptive parents
become permanently responsible for caring for their child.
Adoption is legislated in Ontario under the Child, Youth
and Family Services Act and the Intercountry Adoption
Act, 1998.

The goal of adoption is to match families with children
so that they can support their needs. It’s really about
getting that match right, about supporting the family so
you can have successful, long-term placements for chil-
dren and youth. Sometimes children can’t live at home
with their parents, and they may be looking for alternative
caregivers. A lot of times kin and other family members
will look after children. And in Indigenous communities,
customary care is very popular; it allows children to
remain in the community, connected to their community,
connected to culture and connected to family. Children
become available for adoption because their birth parents
either decided to have an adoption plan for the child, or an
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Ontario court has decided that a child should be perma-
nently removed for protection concerns.

There are four types of adoption in Ontario. I thought
I’d go over them for you. There’s public adoption through
the children’s aid societies, international adoption, private
domestic, and adoption of a stepchild or a relative.

Public adoptions are by far the most common. They’re
through children’s aid societies, and children that we know
to be children in extended society care—so the society is
now the parent. Most children in extended society care are
not infants. They’re often older children. Many have com-
plex special needs. Many have siblings who are also
looking to be adopted. In certain situations, it’s in the best
interest of the child—and adoption is always to maintain a
connection with birth parents wherever that’s possible. We
call this open adoption. It allows the family to still stay
connected. Right now in Ontario, there are around 3,720
children and youth in extended care under the children’s
aid societies, and a lot of these kids are looking for a
forever home. In the public adoption system, there are no
fees attached to that, so parents who are wanting to go
through public adoption can just work with the children’s
aid society and explore that.

International adoption allows for orphaned or aban-
doned children from outside Canada who don’t have a
chance of being adopted in their own country to find a per-
manent home with adoptive parents. Children from inter-
national adoptions can be infants, toddlers, school age and
siblings, and most of these children have spent time in an
orphanage. The ministry licenses individuals and non-profit
agencies to facilitate intercountry adoptions, and they are
overseen by the Intercountry Adoption Act.

Private domestic adoption is facilitated by either a
licensed private adoption agency or a licensed individual.
Relatively few children are available for private adoption
compared to the number of families seeking to adopt, and
the process for adopting a relative who resides outside of
Ontario, such as a niece, a nephew or a grandchild, differs
from other adoptions. Relative adoptions can be done dir-
ectly through the court, and they don’t require an adoption
licensee person to work with them, so it just makes it an
easier process for families.
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As the minister said, adoption is not always an appro-
priate permanency option. Customary care is care provid-
ed by a First Nation, Inuit or Métis community in the
custom of the community. Right now, we have about
1,600 customary care agreements in place in Ontario—so
youth who are supported by Indigenous communities.
Additionally, societies may provide some funding to
support these placements. Up to $5,000 a year is available
for customary care arrangements. This assists families
with some of the accommodations to have a child in their
homes—so furniture, mattress and other modifications, if
you think about windows, doors, safety locks, things like
that. It just allows them to have that access to the fund and
that one-time financial assistance to make this customary
care work.

We also have legal custody orders that—right now,
there are about 460 legal custody orders in Ontario. These
are agreements between family members such as an aunt,
an uncle or a grandparent who has legal custody of the
child.

Last year, we received advice from adoption round
tables led by the government, which we talked about, to
truly understand the challenges that families were facing
and look at improvements for the adoption system. We
established an adoption working group. We invited the
Adoption Council of Ontario, Adopt4Life, children’s aid
societies. We had the Office of the Children’s Lawyer. We
had ministry staff participating on this working group. It
has been lots of engagement with folks to really think
about how we plan out the system, including the Associa-
tion of Native Child and Family Services Agencies of
Ontario, engagement with youth with lived experience,
adoptive parents and other parents—to really think about,
what should this adoption system look like? As the
minister said, it’s a chance to redesign the adoption sys-
tem, looking at lifelong connections and supporting those
changes. We are partnering with the Adoption Council of
Ontario, Adopt4Life and the Dave Thomas Foundation.

The Adoption Council of Ontario is a not-for-profit
organization. We’ve been working with them since 2006.
We want to expand some of their programming. They’re
going to take on centralized matching for us to help make
it easier for families to navigate the adoption system,
which is so complex. They’ll be working through
AdoptOntario’s secure website to make this possible. The
Adoption Council of Ontario will centrally manage this
adoption intake and application process, so it makes it
easier for parents to have one point of contact. And the
Adoption Council of Ontario started the design of the
centralized matching process, launching in March 2022.
So lots of work is under way in this good space.

The other thing we’re doing is working with the Adop-
tion Council of Ontario and Adopt4Life to enhance post-
adoption training and supports for individuals and parents.
We’re expanding the Pathways to Permanence 2, as the
minister said. It’s really a specialized series of training for
adoptive parents. It provides them lots of sessions on
things that they want to work on and need help with. The
Parent2Parent program is kind of an ongoing buddy
mentoring program. It pairs folks and parents together to
navigate supports and services.

I also want to talk about our partnership with the Dave
Thomas Foundation for Adoption-Canada. It’s a non-profit
agency, and they have a program called Wendy’s Won-
derful Kids, where they hire private adoption agencies to
hire professionals to work together to recruit and find
homes and placements for children. Often, Wendy’s Won-
derful Kids deals with children who have significant med-
ical needs and other challenges and really are harder to
place. They’ve done a really good job in getting into that
space.

We also support youth from extended care for other
eligible financial supports. So youth in extended care, 18
to 24, if they want to pursue secondary education, can
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receive a grant through our Living and Learning Grant.
That provides $2,000 a semester, up to $6,000 for an aca-
demic year.

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You have two min-
utes left.

Mr. David Remington: Thank you, Chair.

Youth formerly in extended care or adopted on or after
June 2016 can actually receive benefits in what we call an
aftercare benefits program. The aftercare benefits program
provides things like prescription drug coverage, dental
benefits, extended health services and employee-
assistance-type benefits. It’s available for youth 18 to 24,
and the plan provides those life skills up till their 29th
birthday. Lots of youth are accessing that program.

The other thing we’re doing in the child welfare broader
strategy is strengthening supports for children, youth and
families so that they have a strong voice in the decisions
made about them, expanding access to education programs
and employment services, working with youth on post-
secondary and apprenticeship programs. It’s also about
supporting lifelong connections in communities so that
youth have permanent connections and stability through-
out their lives. It’s really about creating those pathways,
and it’s all part of redesigning the child welfare system to
think about a more integrated human services approach to
the supports that we provide.

I really appreciated the opportunity to be able to share
with you today.

Mr. Michael Parsa: Chair, do I have at least a minute
left for a quick question, or no?

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): You have 40 seconds,
Mr. Parsa.

Mr. Michael Parsa: Thank you very much, Mr.
Remington.

Minister, thank you, and thanks for pointing out the
great work the parliamentary assistant, Jeremy Roberts,
did in this process, as well. It’s very much appreciated.

Just a quick answer, Mr. Remington, on the internation-
al adoption: When you’re redesigning the adoption, will
that have any effect on international adoption as well?

Mr. David Remington: Thanks for the question.

We are looking at international adoption as well, be-
cause it’s part of this—

The Chair (Mr. Peter Tabuns): With that, I’'m sorry
to say, you’re out of time.

The rotation goes back to the official opposition. MPP
Harden, the floor is yours, sir.

Mr. Joel Harden: I’d like to resume where we left off,
if that’s all right, Minister Smith. I’'m going to just sum-
marize from our last round of consensus I saw emerging,
which I found really helpful.

First, an acknowledgement that everyone in our society
wants to contribute, and that includes people with disabil-
ities, people on ODSP, many of whom, in order to qualify
for ODSP—having a sustained relationship with paid em-
ployment would be very difficult, in fact, impossible with-
out significant supports. I heard you talking about wanting
to amplify and renew those supports. Fair enough. But

we’re agreed that everyone in our society wants to contri-
bute, and paid employment is simply not an option for a
lot of folks on ODSP.

The next thing I think we have some consensus on is
that the income levels, currently, for ODSP and OW, given
years of neglect, are absolutely insufficient. I know my
colleague MPP Gretzky mentioned the current maximums
for OW of $722 a month and for the Ontario Disability
Support Program of $1,169 a month. To be candid, I think
in Ontario we legislate poverty at those rates. It’s not the
fault of any one government; it’s a cumulation of indiffer-
ence, where people have fallen further and further behind.

Minister, if I'm correctly summarizing those points of
agreement, that everyone wants to contribute, that a signi-
ficant amount of ODSP folks are not able to contribute in
a paid employment context on an ongoing basis and that’s
why they qualify for ODSP and those important income
security supports—I feel like Canada has just gone
through a basic income pilot during this pandemic, called
the CERB, the Canada economic recovery benefit, where
it was deemed at the federal level that a minimum livable
income was $2,000 a month. I’m asking you, if that’s what
we think is a minimum livable income for folks so that
they can survive during a pandemic and feed themselves
and their families and do what they need to do, why do we
have a different standard for folks on social assistance?

Hon. Todd Smith: Thanks, MPP Harden, for the ques-
tion.

Yes, this has been an interesting time, for sure, during
the pandemic. The federal government came out with its
CERB—the Canada employment relief benefit, I believe,
is the way that one went; I could be wrong on that. Every-
body knows it as the CERB. That was intended to replace
employment earnings that were lost during the pandemic
for individuals who were working at that time.

I’'m not exactly sure, to answer your question, how the
federal government came about that $2,000 number—

Mr. Joel Harden: I can let you in on the reason, be-
cause we keep a very close relationship with our col-
leagues at the federal caucus here, and I’'m sure you do
with your Conservative colleagues. The original proposal
the federal government had brought forward was an $800-
a-month benefit administered through the employment
insurance program, which as you can imagine was not
very popular. Because we actually have a minority govern-
ment situation, the government is open to being pushed
federally, and our team, with Jagmeet Singh at the lead,
was able to push this government into a $2,000-a-month
minimum benefit.
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I do want to mention, Minister, that for ODSP reci-
pients, who, because of their circumstances, live with daily
pain, daily trauma and daily needs—a permanent rela-
tionship with paid employment is simply not an option for
them, and I think we agree on that. For those who want to
pursue extended relationships with paid employment,
absolutely we should be supporting them—I take your
point—but a significant amount of people on ODSP can’t.
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During this pandemic, it was shocking for me to see that
for the small amount of people who qualified for the
CERB who were ODSP recipients, the government here in
Ontario was clawing back CERB income from ODSP
earnings—and I use that word specifically, from a dis-
ability rights standpoint, Minister, because I consider
ODSP recipients to be earning that employment security
income. That’s our social investment to make sure we
have an enabling society.

I’'m wondering, from your perspective—I don’t know
if this was a question you engaged with MPP Gretzky
on—why did the government take that decision? It wasn’t
something that every province in the country did. Why did
you take the decision to claw back CERB for the small
amount of folks who qualifie