Three Sad Stories

Social Development policies need major overhaul and the Minister of Social Development Kelly Lamrock has to move from words to action
On November 13th, the provincial government released a document entitled “Overcoming Poverty – The New Brunswick Economic and Social Inclusion Plan”
. This text contains very good proposals to meet the basic needs of people living in poverty: elimination of a punitive rate of $294 dollars per month for employable social assistance recipients, extension of health card benefits to three years, amendments to the household income policy, more investments in child care, a housing strategy, etc.

Unfortunately, the Plan left out some very significant demands made during the Public Dialogue Phase held in February and March 2009. On numerous occasions, the participants had requested changes in the Social Assistance Policy Manual and in the way social assistance clients are treated. Many participants said that currently, the policies act as a trap that keeps people in poverty, that the rules are too strict, that the disability allowance currently in place does not work, that the system is not flexible, etc. (See Annex A).  

Thirty Roundtable members (representing government, private sector and non profit organizations) were asked to review what was said by the public during the Dialogue Phase.  From this, they elaborated several options to rectify the inadequacies in the Social Assistance Policy Manual. They agreed on a number of options. For example, they proposed that:

· The government create a flexible, stable and adequate income and support program be put in place for persons with disabilities

· The Department of Social Development train and encourage case managers to take a personal, respectful, compassionate approach to their work 

· The government ensures that the policies of the Department protect the right of each individual to receive support
· All policies, programs and services be tested through a comprehensive policy lens to evaluate their impact on all people living in poverty.

Sadly, these options were NOT INCLUDED as priority actions in the Poverty Reduction Plan for the province of N.-B.

Common Front for Social Justice (CFSJ) members are aware that social workers and case managers have heavy workloads and that they must comply with current policies. However, the CFSJ believes that the Social Development Department needs to do away with strict policy rules which deny assistance when it should be given. There is also an urgent need to revise the disability certification.

Today, the CFSJ wants to present real examples where the Department of Social Development, because of some restrictive policies, seems to be failing to protect people living in poverty from receiving the support they need. Three people will now briefly state  their case.

My name is Peter. Due to a hip surgery, I am unable to work and I depend on a welfare check of $537 per month to live. On October 10th , there was a fire at the rooming house where 11 roomers and I lived. I lost all my belongings. The next day, the Red Cross housed us temporarily at the Colonial Inn and we were given a voucher of $120 to purchase clothing.  On the 15th of October, I went to the Social Welfare Office to get the one-month prescribed EMERGENCY cheque of $537 to cover for my food, my rent of $300, and to replace all of the personal possessions I had lost. I was shocked when my case worker deducted from this emergency cheque of $537, the entire sum of $120 which the Red Cross had given me for clothing. She left me with a fire emergency check of $417 cover all my needs: $300 for my rent and $117 to cover my food, my room my room furnishings, etc. Deduction of a clothing voucher is a harsh policy and it should be removed. It totally undermines the help which the Red Cross offers. I cannot understand why the Social Development Depart keep a policy which shows so little compassion.

My name is Coleen. I am a single mom, living with my nine-year old son. My social assistance check is $809 per month and my monthly rent is $625. In the summer of 2008, I broke my ankle from a fall. I was operated on and had a plate and three pins put in. In October 2008, my cast was taken off and a prescription for a therapeutic boot was given to me by a specialist. This boot was essential for my recovery and I was ordered to wear it during six months. Unfortunately, this therapeutic boot was denied by the Social Development Department, stating that since it was not for a long term treatment, they could not pay for it. As I was in serious pain, I have had to have a second surgery in September of this year. Again, my doctor recommended this therapeutic boot. My case worker says that unless I have a long term disability, I am not eligible for a therapeutic boot. But the Department has papers in their files which state that with my injured back, I am unable to work. Even with this information on hand, the Social Development Department is still refusing to budge. 

My name is Zélia. I am 57 years old and I am living alone. I am in pain because of very frequent diarrhoea, sometimes up to 20 times a day. My doctor said I have severe irritable bowel syndrome with multiple food allergies. My right hand is paralysed.  I live on a $537 social assistance cheque and often have no money to buy toilet paper. The Department is supplying me with Ensure and adult diapers. They also gave a home maker for 3 days per week since I cannot cook my meals nor do any housework. Compassionate neighbours occasionally help me to buy toilet paper and food. I applied four times to be 

certified as a disabled person and was refused each time by my case worker. Given my condition, I think it makes no sense to reject my claim as I am truly a disabled woman. 

Members of CFSJ recognizes that the poverty reduction plan did include two statements which say that:

· Over five years, the government will move from rules based to outcome based system

· Over five years, the government will restructure and increase social assistance rates including a new regime more appropriate for persons with disabilities.

Unfortunately, these statements are vague and do not say anything specific in terms of timeline nor about the size of increases in social assistance rates which can be expected. 

CFSJ believes that the three cases  presented here illustrate the urgency to immediately overhaul the Social Assistance Policy Manual to remove the prescriptions which are hurting so many poor people.

These three cases are only the tip of the iceberg. Soon after its foundation in 1997, the CFSJ has been advocating for the elimination of inadequacies from the Social Assistance Policy Manual. We hope that the courage of these three people, who were willing to go public, will convince the NB government of the urgency to immediately modify their restrictive policies. We therefore make the following recommendation:

The NB government must set up, as soon as possible, a working group, composed of representatives from the CFSJ, of NB citizens who are on social assistance and of high level civil servants from the Department of Social Development. Their mandate should be to completely revise the Social Assistance Policy Manual. Insensitive and unduly restrictive articles should be removed. The certification process to be recognized as a disabled person should be broadened and not exclude people with serious limitations preventing them to function normally for the rest of their lives.   

For information

Linda McCaustlin: 855-7046

Auréa Cormier: 204-1134

Annex A

New Brunswickers want changes to policies of the Dept. of Social Development

Here are 15 references of statements taken from the “What Was Said” Report which presents the opinions of 774 participants in the Dialogue Sessions held during February and March 2009. These direct quotations express the will for change coming from many New Brunswickers.  

· The social assistance system acts as a trap that keeps people poor. The programs are not responsive to actual needs. Social policies are punitive. The system doesn’t encourage people to improve their circumstances. There are too many structural and social systems to overcome
. 

· The social assistance rules hinder and don’t help people trying to improve their situation. The rules are too strict, which is preventing people from escaping from social welfare
.
· There is an erosion of the social safety net. The system of social benefits isn’t adequate. The way the system is organized promotes poverty…The disability allowance policy and other social policies don’t work
.

· Government policy and legislation is the key to people living in poverty. The government system is not flexible when it comes to individual needs. Government is too big in relation to the services received by the public
.
· Short-sightedness by decision-makers perpetuates poverty. There is too much silo thinking and a lack of integrated planning when addressing the needs of those living in poverty. There is too much red tape in the social assistance system
.
· Review disability certification process so applicant can meet with medical advisory board. Review appeal process for disability certification
.

· Revise the disability certification definitions to make them less restrictive
.

· End excessive monitoring and control of recipients
.

· Provide disabled persons on social assistance with system similar to guaranteed income supplement
.

· Provide social assistance clients more written information on policies
.

· Continue to engage those in poverty for their opinions
.

· Ensure that persons with disabilities can acquire the equipment they need, whether or not they are on social assistance; expand the list of eligible items 
.

· Reduce social worker/case manager caseloads. Increase the number of social workers 
.

· Increase sensitization of case managers to poverty
. 
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