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WANTED: an ombud for the poor
BY PAULA DeCOITO 

T he idea of  an ombudsman 
for cash-poor people in 
Canada arose from a meeting 

to talk about social assistance. 
Most of  the folk who attended 

rely on government for income sup-
port, assistance with affordable housing, and access to 
prescription drugs and dental care. 

The event organizers – Tough Times, United Way 
of  Peel, Peel Poverty Action Group (PPAG), Peel’s 
Poverty Reduction Strategy Committee and Knights 
Table – plan to present  the information gathered to 
policy-makers responsible for the social assistance 
system.  (Social assistance refers, in this context, main-
ly to Ontario Works and the Ontario Disabilities Support 
Program/ODSP and the services associated with them.)

As speakers stood, one by one, to tell their stories 

about living in poverty, to describe their treatment 
at the hands of  government workers, and to offer 
recommendations for improving the social assis-
tance system, a disturbing picture began to emerge, 
a picture that raised challenging questions about the 
treatment of  economically-poor citizens in a democ-
racy and some very practical questions about what 
needs to be done to address this situation.

 (OMBUD, continued on p. 6)

A bout 50 people, mostly women, 
took aim at social assistance at 
a meeting this summer. 

They said social assistance – welfare 
in all its forms -- is unfair, demeaning, 
inadequate.

They told stories of  leaving hospital 
emergency at 3 a.m., but receiving no 
help getting home; of  welfare cheques 
with deductions made without prior 
notice; of  welfare payments too low to 
live on; of  a system that ensnares peo-
ple in poverty with no hope of  escape.

Except – perhaps – through politics.
It’s an election year, and as one 

speaker said, poverty should be a topic 
at every election meeting. So listen up. 
And if  you are on welfare or care about 
people who are, speak up.

These are among the statements 
made at the summer meeting at Knights 
Table, Peel’s only seven-days-a-week, 
three-meals-a-day soup kitchen:

“Of  $650 a month, $500 goes 
on rent, leaving $150 to survive for a 
month.”

“Children are going hungry at night. 
It’s not right.”

“I am a young single mother. I had 
to apply for Ontario Works allowance 

five times.”
“I was 16, I had a son. OW would 

not accept me. I had to call a supervisor. 
It’s like they don’t want to help you.”

“Case workers don’t return phone 
calls. They are rude. They wouldn’t 
help with clothes for my son going to 
school.”

“Cost of  school uniforms is not 
covered by OW.” 

“No-one wants to rent to you if  you 
don’t have job.”

“What about costs like dental? I can’t 
go out and get a job with bad teeth.” 

“Dental - $145 is what they pay. I 
have to go to a hospital to get my teeth 
fixed.” 

“If  we’re getting cuts, where’s the 
money going? Where’s the housing?”

“I get $550 - all the money goes for 
rent - I have Knights Table for food.”

“My child support is deducted from 
OW, This sort of  injustice in the system 
sends you further into poverty.”

“OW food allowance is a joke. I 

have medication, am diabetic,. Rent as 
$1050 so we (husband and wife) have 
been living in a truck.” 

“My wife and I have been trying for 
almost a year to get ODSP  - first time 
around you are always denied. I paid my 
taxes. I worked for 20 years.” 

“They did nothing to get us off  the 
street. The caseworker told us to find 
an apartment for $500-600 per month, 
but we could not find a place for under 
$700 a month.”

“My wife was in a wheelchair and 
needed homecare. I was able to take 
care of  her but my job is 40 hours a 
week. The health people only gave 12 
hours help per week. They said there 
was no more money because of  policy 
changes. They said go on ODSP, even 
though I was working, then I would get 
help for my wife.“

“My OW is $901. $850 goes to rent.”
“The caseworker doesn’t return 

your call. If  you ask for something they 
say no.”

“I get disrespect from the landlord.” 
“In a basement apartment there is 

no privacy.” 
“How to make it as a single parent: 

(Social service) kicked me out and I 
don’t know why. I need the help. I am 
a single parent with a young child. Her 
dad is not taking care of  her. I don’t 
know where he is.”

“If  you are on OW or ODSP, there’s 
a lack of  clarity, lack of  dignity, lack of  
respect. You need somebody show-
ing recognition of  what you are going 
through.”

“People are losing their housing, 
health care, children, pets.”

“ODSP/OW needs to be more con-
sistent, provide explanations, not just a 
‘no’.”

“You don’t feel human when you 
get a ‘no’.”

“Employment agencies will not help 
if  you have a criminal record.”

“I am a single person and was home-
less. It’s a 20-year wait for housing, for a 
one-bedroom apartment. I have a crim-
inal record and there is discrimination. 
But we all need help.” 

“They bring down the entire world 

WHEN “ASSISTANCE” 
IS NOT MUCH HELP

 (SOCIAL ASSISTANCE, continued on p. 7)
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PEEL POVERTY 
ACTION GROUP
Peel Poverty Action Group 
(PPAG) is open to every 
individual and organization in 
Peel Region that cares about 
what poverty does to people.

It provides a safe place where 
people who are cash-poor and 
those who try to help them are 
encouraged to speak out.-- and  
Tough Times is part of  that safe 
place.

The Group’s mandate is to 
advocate for people in need 
and to educate the public about 
poverty issues.

Membership is free. Meetings 
take place at 9.15 a.m. the 
second Thursday of  every 
month, alternately in Mississauga 
or Brampton. 

www.ppag.wordpress.com

Did You 
Know?

Spaces and Places: Uncovering 
Homelessness in the Region of  Peel 
is a 15-minute video in which 
homeless people describe their 
experiences. 

A team from PPAG including a 
once-homeless person, will show 
the video to a group on request. 
There is no charge. 

To book a showing contact 
ppagactiongroup@gmail.com. Allow 
about 45 minutes for the video 
and discussion.

The video was made by a 
team from York University, in 
cooperation with the Social 
Planning Council of  Peel, 
financed by a grant from the 
Ontario Trillium Foundation. 

Download at: 
http://ppag.wordpress.com/
spaces-and-places-video/ 

Homeless:
The Video

You’ve got to hand it to Bonnie 
Crombie. She doesn’t let silence inter-
fere with promoting Mississauga, of  
which she’s mayor.

 When the federal election was 
called earlier than forecast, she told the 
world: 

“The priorities of  Mississauga 
are the priorities of  the majority of  
Canadians, and all roads to form 
national government run through 
Mississauga. During this election, I 
will continue to press for dedicated 
and predictable funding for public 
transit and infrastructure; new efforts 
to ignite local economic development 
opportunities to attract job-creating 
investments; and increased support to 
build more affordable housing.

 “Our City Council has voted to 

host a debate during the 2015 fed-
eral election with a specific focus on 
Mississauga.

 “Finally, as a former Member of  
Parliament, I would like to acknowl-
edge all candidates who have put their 
names forward to serve the people of  
Mississauga in Ottawa. Seeking public 
office requires immense personal and 
professional sacrifices but it is a tre-
mendously rewarding opportunity.

 “I wish all candidates competing 
throughout our City a spirited ex-
change of  ideas to make Mississauga 
an even better place to call home.”

That’s it. Go to the City’s election 
meeting when called. Demand better 
transit, more jobs, affordable housing. 
Everybody benefits: rich, poor, the 
homeless and the housed. 

Tough Times is published 
seven times a year 

Tough Times distributes 10,000 
copies,  throughout Peel Region. 

Target audience is people 
experiencing homelessness, using 
food banks and soup kitchens, 
people who are struggling, 
plus faith groups, social service 
agencies, trades unions, business 
people, and the general public.

To advertise in  Tough Times: 
toughtimestabloid@gmail.com 
Phone: 905 826-5041 
Mail address:  4 - 287 Glidden Road 
Brampton ON L6W 1H9, Canada

Advertising rates: (colour included)
Business card:  $75 
1/16 page: $85 
1/8 page: $135 
1/4 page: $205 
1/2 page: $375 
3/4 page: $515 
Full page: $655 

A full page is approximately 10 inches 
wide by 12 inches deep = 120 square 
inches. E&OE

Advertising 
Rates

Bonnie on the ball

As an Employment Counsellor with 
Ontario Works (OW) for the past six 
years, it was not surprising to hear the 
level of  frustration expressed about so-
cial assistance.  

Working with both caseworkers and 
clients, I realize that at core the issue is 
the policy makers.  

I know firsthand that all casework-
ers are nice and caring individuals who 
are there to help their clients.  But no 
matter how much they want to help they 
are obligated to follow policy and proce-
dures as is expected in any organization. 

Clients often take out their frustra-
tions on caseworkers, and treat them 
badly not because they want to but be-
cause they are frustrated. 

If  the policies are set where a 
caseworker is not authorized to issue 
certain things that can make some in-
teractions with clients very difficult.  
Dealing with frustrated and angry cli-
ents all day might affect the behavior 
of  caseworkers. 

No one has ever consulted frontline 
workers to get a better idea of  what the 
needs of  this fragile population are, in 
order to make policies to address them.  
Consultation could go a long way to 
better the relationships between clients 
and caseworkers. 

People are often denied Employment 
Insurance (EI) so they end up on OW. 
However, there are no safeguards to en-
sure that people have advocates when 
they apply for EI.  

Policies have to change, with more 
emphasis on supporting people and 
offering programs that will identify 
their problems and encourage them to 
become independent.  The current sys-
tem from everyone’s story that I heard, 
discourages self-reliance, with penalties 
for anything that clients want to do to 
better themselves. 

My suggestion to policy makers: 
design a team where all issues are iden-
tified clearly so that each person gets 
their needs met faster, and becomes 
more self-reliant and feels better about 
themselves. 

After listening to all the people talk 
about social assistance, all I heard is 
sadness, hopelessness and just sheer de-
feat as no matter what they try, they hit 
red tape or a brick wall.

We are all equal and should not be 
judged by the source of  our paycheques.

NN
NN attended a discussion of  social assistance 
at Knights Table. She is a caseworker with 
Dixie Bloor Neighbourhood Centre.

Don’t judge people by the 
source of their pay cheque

 SOCIAL ASSISTANCE
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BY FARHEEN KHAN

A s I stand in line at the nearby 
Tim Hortons for my morn-
ing coffee, I see the faces of  

many women in the lines and behind 
the counter…Watching one woman in 
particular among the crowd of  faces at 
the counter as she prepares a new pot 
of  coffee, while staring out into the dis-
tance. I see the puffiness on the right 
side of  her cheek almost gone, which 
was until last week bruised from her 
husband’s fist mark.

 The woman standing in line in 
front of  me now, holding three cups of  
coffee while her husband stands there 
watching, as the folder with some bills 
fall out from under her arm and the first 
words that come out of  his mouth are 
“Are you dumb – pick those up now”. 
Then as she struggles to put the coffees 
back on the counter he says “Yes she’s 
crazy – now everyone knows it,” and 
she concurs after having internalized it 
over the years.

At the Bank – as I stand in line lis-

tening to the older woman who sees the 
young woman teller coming down from 
her seat to assist an elderly gentlemen with 
the bank machine, and says to the man 
standing in line behind her – “See that – 
she’s wearing tights with her dress shirt, 
there’s no place for that here,” and “If  
something happens to her, she’s asking for 
it, don’t you agree?” and the man concurs.

 Such small moments, but so telling 
of  the situations that we deal with each 
and every day…

 The teenager that blasts the music 
in her room to drown out the sounds 
of  her father shouting at her mother, 
a tradition in the house that is all too 
familiar and the fear she faces whenever 
she gets close to considering any man 
into her own life. The fear being that of  
living her mothers’ life, with the hope 
of  changing a man who disrespects her 
each and every moment, drilling into 
her how useless and incompetent she is.

 The man sitting at the next table 
over to me, ridiculing his wife in front 
of  his peers because she had a craving 
during her pregnancy and he told her to 
shut up and go to bed…

 The walk down the street the other 
night with some friends, while three elder 
men stand on the side of  the street star-
ing us up and down, hence increasing the 
pace at which we walk back to our cars…

 So many moments; it’s moments 
like these that make us wonder when 
the injustice will end. The questions 
that come to my mind are:

What have we done to shift the way 
in which women are being treated in 
society? 

What have we done to respond to 
this ever-growing need of  eradicating 
violence against women? 

What have we done to empower our 
women to speak out and speak up, in 
ways that allow us to support them and 
alleviate barriers that make it more dif-
ficult for them to get out? These are our 
sisters, mothers, grandmothers, daugh-
ters and aunts.

Statistics show that one in three 
women will experience violence in her 
lifetime. Every six days a woman is mur-
dered by her intimate partner in Canada. 

The Harper Conservatives have not 
made women and our issues a priority. 
Instead, they:
• Denied an inquiry into the missing 

and murdered indigenous women, 
as “not a priority” of  this govern-
ment. 

• Voted against having a National 
Action Plan Against Violence 
Against Women

• Shut down 12 out of  16 Status of  
Women Canada offices 

• Changed funding to exclude orga-
nizations that advocate for women’s 
rights and equality.

Is this what we want in the years 
to follow?  A government that puts 
women and their issues at the very end 
of  their list of  priorities?

I am proud to be a woman, a sur-
vivor and a candidate running for the 
NDP, a party that stands for the rights 
of  women and our equality and is 
committed to ending violence against 
women in our community and across 

Canada and one that is committed to 
making women and our issues a priority. 

The NDP is committed to: 
• Implementing the National Action 

Plan against Violence Against 
Women

• Starting an inquiry into the missing 
and murdered indigenous women 
within the first 100 days of  forming 
government

• Making changes to the funding of  
women’s programming to further 
the work of  ensuring that women 
have equal opportunities and pay 
equity

• Ensuring that women are at the 
forefront of  the Government by 
committing to having 50% women 
in our cabinet and our caucus.

This is the kind of  Canada we want 
for our future and our children. A 
Canada that strives to be inclusive and 
equitable for all people. 

Farheen Khan is the New Democratic Party 
candidate in Mississauga Centre. Author 
of  Behind the Veil: A Hijabi’s Journey to 
Happiness and A Hijabi’s Journey to Live, 
Laugh and Love, she is a Maytree Leader for 
Change and a DiverseCity Fellow. Farheen is 
currently an Agent of  Change with the Centre 
for Social Innovation.

Don’t Go Hungry.
If you are struggling to make ends meet, have to 
choose between paying rent or buying food, or have 
more bills than income... The Mississauga Food Bank is 
here to help you.
Anyone in need and living in Mississauga can use a 
neighbourhood food bank or other member agency 
regardless of age, sexual orientation, race, religion, 
gender or immigration status.

Visit www.themississaugafoodbank.org/getfood 

The silent voice of injustice
A SMALL WINDOW INTO VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

Also see “It’s never 
Okay” on page 11



4 Tough Times - September 2015

Au
th

or
iz

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
O

ffi
ci

al
 A

ge
nt

s 
fo

r F
ar

he
en

 K
ha

n,
 F

ay
az

 K
ar

im
, M

ic
he

lle
 B

ile
k,

 E
ric

 G
ue

rb
ils

ky
, A

li 
N

aq
vi

 a
nd

 D
ia

nn
e 

D
ou

gl
as



Tough Times - September 2015 5

BY ROSEMARY
KEENAN

M y mother is 94 
years old. She 
and my dad 

raised seven children. 
Mom was a stay-at-home 
mom. Dad was the bread-
winner. He passed away 24 years ago, 
five years after he retired. 

Dad worked at various jobs, devel-
oping skills as a carpenter, furniture 
maker, policeman, house builder and 
teacher. He was a skilled woodcarver. I 
remember hot summer days when Dad 
came home from work he would drive 
us to Heart Lake for a swim. 

My parents worked hard to build a 
life for us in Brampton. They wanted 
us to do well at school, and to get good 
jobs when we graduated. Our home 
was a modest three-bedroom, with four 
kids in the family by 1958. 

Mom was always home for us, as 
were many moms in the ‘50s and ‘60s. 
We came home from school for lunch, 
and often brought a friend or two. 
Occasionally Mom would take a part-
time or seasonal job at a local store. 

On weekends we took family trips, 
to the countryside to pick strawber-
ries or apples, or to Riverdale Zoo, or 
to University Avenue to see the stone 
lions and climb to the top of  the Bank 
of  Commerce building, then the tallest 
building in Toronto at 34 storeys. 

When I went to college and univer-
sity in the 1970s I lived at home. My 
friend had a car and we drove daily to 
Erindale College, now UTM. We joined 
all the sports teams because the college 
was small and new, with only 600 stu-
dents. The cost of  tuition, supplies and 
textbooks was manageable. 

My friend and I both had part-time 
jobs, and the government had a system 
of  loans and grants to help students 

from working families 
like ours. In fact, in 1976, 
the Canadian government 
signed on to the United 
Nations’ Covenant on 
Economic, Social, and 
Cultural Rights prom-
ising to gradually intro-
duce free education at all 

levels. Check it out at http://thetyee.
ca/Opinion/2015/03/02/Universal-
Higher-Education-Canada/ 

When I started teaching I became 
a member of  the teachers’ union. We 
bargained for a fair working day with 40 
minutes for lunch and two 15-minute 
breaks; for paid maternity leave; and 
for a wage that kept up with the cost of  
living. We paid into an unemployment 
insurance plan, and we paid into the 
Canada Pension Plan and the teachers’ 
pension plan, so that everyone would 
have a livable income in retirement. 

My Dad retired in 1985. He and Mum 
had saved enough to buy land and build 
a cottage, just uphill from the beautiful 
Madawaska River. My brothers had learned 
carpentry from Dad and built the cottage – 
over a few years because of  budget. 

Dad’s years of  contributions to the 
Canada Pension Plan and his workplace 
pension provided a modest income so that 
Mum can continue to live comfortably in 
her own home for as long as she likes. 

You may wonder why I am telling 
you so much of  my family history. It’s 
because I believe every family should be 
able to afford a home, and be able to buy 
the goods and services they need. Every 
family should be able to care for their 
loved ones, have a livable income, and 
give their children the best opportunities. 

There is something very wrong 
when a government relentlessly cuts 
funding year after year for health care, 
education, community services, hous-
ing, income and employment programs, 
as has happened with Liberal and 

Conservative governments over the 
last 25 years. There is something very 
wrong when graduates from post-sec-
ondary education are burdened with 
debt, and when jobs are just not there. 

There is something very wrong 
when both parents working many jobs 
still cannot make ends meet, when 
more families turn to food banks be-
cause rent takes too much of  their 
income; when employment insurance, 
health insurance and pension plans are 

not enough or are no longer available 
to help people through difficult times. 

We have a federal election October 19. 
It is time to hold politicians to account. 

Rosemary Keenan is the New Democratic 
Party candidate in Brampton East.

She has a master’s degree in education 
from the University of  Toronto, and an Early 
Childhood Education Diploma from Sheridan 
College. Now retired, she  was a teacher and 
school principal in Peel for 30 years.

NORTH PEEL & DUFFERIN
Community Legal Services
g Free legal services for low income residents of Brampton, 

Caledon and Dufferin County
g Problems with your landlord? 
g Is your rent subsidy threatened? 
g Was your application for Ontario Disability Support Program 

benefits denied?
g Problems with Ontario Works?

905-455-0160   Toll Free from Dufferin 1-866-455-0160   npdinfo@lao.on.ca

Brampton in the good old days

It’s Gage Park in the old days, and Rosemary, tallest of the group, is heading for the 
wading pool with cousins Michael and Jennifer (left), and brothers Patrick and Francis.
(Photo from the Keenan family archives) 
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A brilliant way to combine being creative, learning new skills and saving money is to try 
some DIY or Maker-culture projects. Instead of  buying something new, why not make your 
own, repair what you have or repurpose it, buy used or sell your own stuff? Don’t give in to the 
consumer culture or to cheaper alternatives—you can make better stuff  than that! 

Here are some books to get you started:

Put ’em up! fruit: A preserving guide & cookbook
Creative ways to put ‘em up, tasty ways to use ‘em up 
Brooks, Sherri Vinton 2013 
A preserving guide and cookbook all in one! This creative collection has 
80 inventive recipes for preserving 18 kinds of  fruit, plus 80 recipes for 
using your preserves in main dishes, side dishes, desserts, and cocktails. The 
flavours are fresh and contemporary, and the instructions are thorough and 
easy to follow. Putting up the harvest has never been so delicious! 

Fix, repair & replace: Upgrade your home like a pro! 
Family handyman
Reader’s Digest Association, 2012
The editors at the Family Handyman magazine have packed this practical 
guide with expert advice, step-by-step directions, and clear photos and illus-
trations to help you ensure a fix and not a failure. Whether you’re interested 
in plumbing, tiling, woodworking, insulating, or electrical repair, you’ll find 
it inside. Get set to take on all kinds of  do-it-yourself  projects!

Handmade chic: Fashionable projects that look high-end, 
not homespun
Bennett, Laura  2012
In Handmade Chic: Fashionable Projects That Look High-End, Not Homespun, 
Laura Bennett shares simple strategies for creating 40 small luxuries and 
high-fashion accessories. Bennett offers patterns, easy-to-follow diagrams, 
and detailed instructions for fabricating each glamorous project, whether 
it involves sewing from scratch or embellishing a pre-purchased garment. 

Toss, keep, sell!: The suddenly frugal guide to cleaning out the 
clutter and cashing in
Ingram, Leah, 2010
The American house is one cluttered place. Frugal folks need to get their 
homes in order and find ways to make money from the junk they no longer 
need or want. Organized by rooms of  the house and tasks of  the day, this 
book becomes a veritable clutter checklist. With Leah Ingram as your guide, 
you’ll have extra money--and a home you can be proud of--in no time!

Wise Craft: Turning thrift store finds, fabric scraps, and natural objects 
into stuff  you love 
Stocker, Blair 2014
Wise Craft is a guide to the homemade life, turning old things into special new objects that 
enhance the home. The book is divided into four seasonal chapters, with designs that reflect 
different holidays and the changing seasons, allowing you to update your home according to the 
weather outside. Many projects are portable or perfect to do during a family movie night, making 
the Wise Craft lifestyle an easy one to attain.

Call or drop in to your local library for these titles and more! 
Laura Bilyea, Mississauga Library System

Chief  among the issues raised were:
• inadequacy of  the income support: not sufficient to pay 

rent AND purchase food
• major procedural hurdles in the system: navigating  the 

many different offices  and organizations involved can be 
frustrating when you are hungry or homeless

• inadequacy of  dental benefits: main focus on emergency 
needs and not on prevention 

• no support for people who want to improve themselves via 
formal education (attend school – lose income support.)

• disrespectful and insensitive government caseworkers 
(Ontario Works and Ontario Disabilities Support Program)

• reluctance of  landlords to rent to people receiving income 
support from Ontario Works and ODSP.
The number one issue and complaint of  the people in the 

room was about how they were treated by the caseworkers 
and supervisors. Linked to this was their reluctance about  
complaining about caseworkers for fear of  losing their ben-
efits or affordable government housing.  By the end of  the 
evening, tears flowed, anger mounted, frustration escalated.  

I wondered: Where can these citizens go to lodge their 
complaints about their treatment by those who are paid to 
serve them?   They can go to the government offices but are 
reluctant for fear of  losing their benefits.  They can go to 
the community legal clinics. They can go to any one of  the 
hundreds of  charitable social service agencies in Peel Region.  
The idea of  an ombudsman for the poor began to emerge. 

An ombud at work
Focus: People living in poverty, especially those receiving in-
come support from government 
Purpose: To ensure that the rights and dignity of  citizens liv-
ing in poverty are respected and that such citizens are treated 
equally and fairly in all sectors of  society.

Primary Function: A place in the community where:
• cash-poor people go to lodge their complaints about the 

way they are treated when seeking services from govern-
ment, businesses, and other organizations 

• the complaints of  poor people are taken seriously and ad-
dressed either directly or through referrals

• organizations in the governmental, business and charitable 
sectors are held accountable for their treatment of  citizens 
living in poverty AND helped to be so accountable 

• the issues of  concern to people living in poverty are con-
sistently shared with the broader network of  organizations 
in the government, business and charitable sectors

• advocacy for the poor as individuals and citizens  
is a priority

Secondary Function: Research and education about poverty 
and related issues in Peel and how to help people move from 
poverty to prosperity.  
Tertiary Function: Working in partnership with organizations 
in the government, business and charitable sectors on initiatives 
that are focused on human rights and economic prosperity.

Essential Characteristics of the Ombud
• Independent (from government, businesses, and any par-

ticular charity or charities providing services to individuals, 
especially those living in poverty)

• Committed to the values of  equality, citizenship, human 

rights, democracy, and compassion
• Collaborative in approach – working in partnership with 

others to help individuals living in poverty and to eliminate 
poverty from society.

Funding:  The Office of  the Ombudsman for the Poor (at 
the Regional or City Level) should be funded mainly by the 
provincial and federal levels of  government.  It should not 
be funded by local or regional governments responsible for 
administering Ontario Works and ODSP. 

While the term “Ombud for the Poor” may be semanti-
cally awkward or politically incorrect, what is straightforward 
and correct – morally and politically – is the need to protect, 
defend and liberate those of  us caught in the poverty trap 
created by our society. The idea of  an Ombud for the Poor is 
a practical step in this direction.

Paula de Coito is the Chief  Executive Officer of  the Social Planning Council 
of  Peel and Chair of   Peel Poverty Action Group. Want to talk about an 
Ombud? Phone Paula at (416) 230-2129 or email pdecoito@rogers.com

(OMBUD, continued from Page One)
on your head. They push you to stay on ODSP, but the money 
is not enough.”

 [The following statements about re-training do not 
agree with information on the Ontario government web-
site at http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/
social/odsp/index.aspx 

Are the clients wrong?]

“If  you want to study they don’t pay that.”
“ODSP does not support school for re-training – they’d 

rather you stay on ODSP.”
“I speak English but my writing is bad. I want to go to 

Sheridan College, but who will pay my transportation there?” 
“You are not receiving transportation supports from OW 

– until you get a job.”
“Why should I stay on ODSP for life?”
“I have teeth problems. Once a year I am allowed help.” 
“Knights Table is providing supports.”
“Politicians are not hearing, not listening, not working for us.”
“I got Rent Geared to Income at $100. But rent is $300.”
“OW does not pay for all medications, not on the list of  

what is covered.”
“I am paying $100 for my medication every two weeks. 

That leaves $100 for me and my son to live on.” 
Woman reports she is bipolar – all her medications are cov-

ered by ODSP but not by OW.
“I had to call an ambulance to go to the hospital. Then I 

got a bill for $45. I got a neighbour to look after my son. I was 
released at 3 a.m. and had no way to get home. Staff  expected 
me to get a bus. And after-hours OW was no help, they said 
to call back in the morning.  What is the after-hours line for? 
A cabdriver took me home. He said ’Pay me when you can’.”

“Having to beg, you are losing dignity.”  
“You have to fight for transportation, cost of  medical 

exams. It took a year and a half  to get ODSP. I struggle to 
walk. I need surgery on my legs. But ODSP considered it ‘cos-
metic surgery’, therefore not covered.” 

“They say that you can claim for your children for sports. 
They say I can’t because I’m on ODSP.”

“There’s a lack of  info about children with special needs.”
“I don’t like being on assistance. It diminishes me, who I am. 

I have a B.A., skills. But I do not understand the system! You 
cannot go to school and be on OW. I went to George Brown 
College, to the E.C.E. (Early Childhood Ed) program. I seek 
help for a second career. It’s not happening. I graduated in 2007. 
I can’t get a job. The system is set up .. so… they’d rather you 
be at home and collect whatever little pittance they give you.”

“Legislation must be changed for people who want dignity 
and not go through all this nonsense. We are not in the Stone 
Age. In the ‘60s we did it better. There is so much disrespect 
– they should be happy they are not on the other side of  the 
line. We must be mindful of  what we do.  It is despicable. 
Sometimes I let them have it.”

“Eye glasses allowance is not adequate. I have to pay $150. 
They only pay a certain amount.” 

“Bifocals are costly, but replaced only every three years. My 
father is sending me money to pay for my glasses.”

“I paid taxes when I was working, but can’t get help when 
I need it.”

“Caseworkers need training in how to deal with people.”
“A client cannot get even a part-time customer service po-

sition with the Region of  Peel, even though experienced in 
government. Change is needed.”

“Clients have to put up with it multiple caseworkers – six 
since 2012.”

“Rent, food, cost of  living going up, but OW rates not in-
creasing. ODSP is not going up. The cheapest bread you can 
get is $3, used to be $1.50.”

“Most of  my food comes from Knights Table.”
“Seniors get nothing – they are too old for ODSP. It is just 

terrible for old people.”
“My husband’s insurance from work only covered a regular 

wheelchair. I can’t use it. I need an electric wheelchair. I have 
no strength in my limbs.” 

“My daughter is on OW, gets $1100 a month with four 
small kids. That covers rent. Her husband died at age 41, 
passed away of  a heart attack.  Now my daughter is expected 
to pay the funeral cost. She has Crohn’s disease. She didn’t 
meet the deadline to apply for money to cover funeral cost. So 
now she must pay it herself.”

“What is the government doing with the $ when cuts are 
made?”

“Clients are penalized or funds taken away – that doesn’t 
happen to politicians.”

“My husband’s daughter was put up for adoption because 
he had a criminal record. Nobody wants to hire you if  you 
have a criminal record. People come out of  jail where it costs 
$200 a day to keep them. But when they get out, the cost of  
keeping them is a lot less.”

“Almost better supports in jail.”
“I had no contact with a caseworker since moving from 

Brampton to Mississauga. I was told my file is on hold, I don’t 
know why. They said ‘We have a lot of  clients. We don’t have 
time’.”

“OW is not enough so you need supports from a food 
bank.”

“System is structured so that you have to know the tricks 
to get benefits.”

“They don’t listen or hear a cry for help and that is why the 
system doesn’t work.”

“Welfare refuses to help me. I am very grateful to Knights 
Table. It is our family when the government won’t help us.”

But it’s not all bad:
“Now I am on OW. I can go to the wellness program. I 

love it.” 
“Worker, very nice lady when she’s there, is supportive 

when available but does not respond for two-three days—did 
not support when losing housing.”

“I am running my own business. ODSP lets you keep half  
the money.”

“In groups like this we can get things changed. How many 
cases do social workers have?”

“As individuals we have rights. We need education to make 
change. We need to speak to the Region and the Provincial 
government.”

“Empathy is needed. There are some good caseworkers.” 
“Call politicians with concerns – this is an election year.”
“In this coming election, ask: What are you going to do to 

help me survive on social assistance?”

Tough Times thanks Sherona Hollman and Rosemary Keenan for 
help in recording these statements. 

(SOCIAL ASSISTANCE, Continued from Page One)

NEED IT? MAKE IT!

A female inside The System
I was arrested in 2009, and released a little over two 

years later.
I started out in Windsor, Ontario. My experience there 

was OK at first until the other women found out who I 
was. Then I ended up locked in my cell for my own protec-
tion. The guards in Windsor were great. They went out of  
their way to keep me safe. They put me on my own range 
for a few days, until they found another place for me. 

From Windsor I went to a London jail. It’s horrible 
there. The girl I was cellmates with beat me up.

But on a different note. From there I went to Vanier 
in Milton.

The court said I had to do a bunch of  treatment stuff  
inside. Well I was there for a while and not once did I get 
any treatment. I was in Protective Custody. Women in 
Protective Custody don’t get the help they need. 

This needs to change. How is someone supposed to get 
better without any treatment? 

For example. I asked numerous times to see the range 
counsellor and she was only there once a month and would 
never see me because she had to catch up on her other 
clients. I saw her maybe five times in two years. 

And getting medical is very hard and a long wait. Also 
I believe that people (men/women) with severe mental 
health issues such as severe suicidal tendencies should 
NOT be in jail. 

I have seen a lot and these guards don’t care. Vanier for 
example has a chair where you get tied up while naked if  
you are suicidal. This is not right. Men guards check on us 
women just as female guards do. 

I am going to end here, and say I hope the system changes. 
Take care and my thoughts and prayers are with those 

inside and their families.

The author lives in Peel.
The Ministry of  Community Safety and Correctional Services 

confirms that the Vanier Centre for Women has a “restraint chair” 
as do some other correctional facilities in Ontario. Are women re-
strained naked, and checked on by male guards? The Ministry prom-
ised to find out, then reply to Tough Times.  

 SOCIAL ASSISTANCE  SOCIAL ASSISTANCE
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BY MICHELLE BILEK

I am proud to be running as the NDP Candidate for 
Mississauga-Erin Mills.  

It is time to elect a party you can count on: a 
party and representatives who are honest, hardwork-
ing, and will help you and others to thrive.  

It is time to elect a government that will work with 
others to improve the lives of  all Canadians.  

Only the NDP will do this!  Stephen Harper and 
the Conservatives were elected on promises that they 
would work for Canadians and fix the dishonesty and 
lack of  democracy in Parliament.  They did not.  

Harper and the Conservatives said they would 
make our lives more affordable, but instead we are 
mired in debt and struggling to make ends meet.  

The Conservatives, like the Liberals before them, 
have failed Canada.  It is time for change and it can 
be done.  It is about a government making Canadians 
and their needs and services a priority.  

New Democrats have a plan: we will work to erad-
icate our national disgrace -- poverty!  
We will pass an Affordable Housing Act and recog-

nize housing as a right.  We will restore long-term 
investment in social housing.  We will provide in-
centives to build affordable housing and market 
rental units. 

We will restore the age of  retirement to 65.  We will 
boost the Guaranteed Income Supplement and 
expand the Canada Pension Plan.  We will pro-
tect workers’ pensions when their company goes 
bankrupt.  

We will make health care sustainable and work with 
all of  the provinces to ensure the best health care 

for all Canadians.  We will improve access and de-
livery of  home care and long term care.  We will 
work on the creation of  a national pharmacare 
program to make prescriptions drugs safer and 
more affordable.  

We will create and maintain a million quality child 
care spaces. We will keep child care costs at $15 
per day.  We will work with the provinces, territo-

ries and indigenous communities to deliver quality 
childhood education. 

 We will create a national seniors’ strategy, and sup-
port caregivers with tax benefits and stronger 
Employment Insurance. 

We will improve Reserve housing, roads, and drink-
ing water.  

We will ensure that no child goes hungry throughout 
Canada. 

We will restore the foreign credential recognition  
program to make it easier for newcomers to get 
employment in their field.  

We will create an action plan to end violence against 
women and income inequality.  

We will improve our local infrastructure and transit, 
and kick-start a Canadian economy based on re-
newable energy investment.  

The money is there for these investments and pro-
grams.  We need a government that will use our tax 
dollars on the services and priorities of  Canadians.  

The NDP has grown as the needs of  Canadians 
have grown.  We are focussed on the needs of  all 
Canadians and we are ready and willing to work for 
you, to make your voice heard.  Together we can build 
the Canada we want, a Canada of  compassion, where 
no one is left behind.  We are all in this together, so 
let’s make it happen!

Michelle Bilek studied psychology and sociology at McMaster 
University, and Women’s Studies at York University. She has 
taught high school, provided psychosocial education within hospitals, 
retirement residences and in long-term care facilities. xxxxxxx 
     This is her fifth campaign as an NDP candidate.

Hepatitis C
You can be at risk if:

•  Sharing of personal care and hygiene items such as razors, 
toothbrushes, clippers and scissors with someone living with 
hepatitis C 

•  Sharing needles used for body tattoos and piercings. Re-using and sharing tattoo ink and ink pots  
•  

 
•  Receive blood and body organs that have not been screened for hepatitis C. Even in Canada, if you 

received blood and organ donations before 1990 you may be at risk.  
•  Involved in medical procedures including immunization in hepatitis C endemic countries 

Treatment, Care & Support Is Available 

to book a free test. 

Contact: 
Bloom Clinic
40 Finchgate Blvd. Suite 224
Brampton, ON L6T 3J1
Phone: 905-451-6959  |  mail@bramaleachc.ca

CANDIDATE SEES THE NEEDY
POVERTY – A NATIONAL DISGRACE!

Michelle Bilek, NDP candidate in Mississauga-Erin Mills

Tough Times invited Peel candidates in the federal election whom it could 
reach by email, to submit a head and shoulders photo, a short biography, and 
a statement of  their views on poverty, for free publication. Some submitted 
lengthy articles which are published at the editor’s discretion. Watch for more 
in Tough Times October issue.

LINH NGUYEN
Green Party, Mississauga Centre

There’s deep concern about the widening in-
come gap and the steadily increasing numbers 
of  individuals trapped in the low-wage econ-
omy, including those living in Peel Region. 
As the Green Party candidate in Mississauga 
Centre, this is an issue that hits close to home, 
as I fall into the group of  Canadian youth 
struggling to survive with part-time employ-

ment. Living in a country as wealthy as Canada, we need to be more 
serious and strategic in ways we end poverty. I will fight for tax 
reform and a federal-provincial overhaul of  our tax and benefit sys-
tems to create a Guaranteed Livable Income – a plan Green MPs 
will pursue to allow Canadians secure and stable lives.
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Julie Macfarlane of  the Faculty of  Law, 
University of  Windsor, has researched what 
happens in court, including the courts here in 
Peel. She reports that  self-represented litigants 
are growing in numbers, frustration and des-
peration.

BY JULIE MacFARLANE

S ince the National Study of  Self-
Represented Litigants (SRL) re-
ported in 2013, the number of  

people facing court alone – without a 
lawyer -- has continued to grow. More 
than half  of  those coming to family 
court now in Ontario do not have law-
yers to assist them, with the percentage 
closer to 70% in some urban centres. 

The reason? Research shows clearly 
that by far the most important reason 
is the unaffordability of  legal services – 
and the very limited assistance offered 
by Legal Aid. The cost of  a lawyer is 
only provided for those with an income 
less than $12,000 (for a single person). 

To qualify for duty counsel services in 
the courthouse, the threshold is slightly 
higher at $19,000.

Even those with moderately good 
incomes cannot pay for legal services 
(a typical rate is $350 an hour) for very 
long. We found people in our SRL study 
who had spent all their savings, run up 
their credit cards, and now had only one 
option left –- to represent themselves.

The National Self-Represented 
Litigants Research Project (NSRLP) is 
continuing to lobby and advocate for 
self-represented litigants, trying to draw 
attention to the hardships they face, and 
to mobilize public opinion and the atten-
tion of  politicians to this access to jus-
tice crisis. The first step is making clear 
to policymakers that “self-reps” are not 
doing this to have fun! If  they have a 
custody, access or support dispute after 
a divorce, or if  they have been fired by 
their employer or denied compensation 
in some way, and cannot afford to pay 
for a lawyer and do not qualify for Legal 

Aid - they have no choice but to try to 
“be their own lawyer”. 

NSRLP knows from our conversa-
tions with hundreds of  self-reps just 
how hard that process is. We continue 
to build resources to help self-reps help 
themselves (check www.representin-
gyourselfcanada.com). We also hear 
all the time about the lack of  courtesy 
that some judges and lawyers give to 
self-reps. The legal system is not ac-
customed to dealing directly with the 
public – but now it has to. 

At the NSRLP we are lobbying for 
greater respect for self-reps, as well 
as including the public directly in dis-
cussions over essential reforms and 
changes. As well, the NSRLP continues 
to lobby for changes in the way legal 
services are offered and paid for. We 

need an affordable practical model of  
legal assistance that is within the reach 
of  Canadians. 

ELECTION QUESTION
If  you agree that this is an urgent 
issue, please ask your federal can-
didates questions like “What are 
going to do about the crisis in access 
to justice and the fact that most peo-
ple can longer afford to have lawyers 
assist them in court?”

If  you have had or are having an expe-
rience representing yourself  and would like 
to connect for support with others, check the 
Facebook page National Self-Represented 
Litigants Project for regular blogs, news up-
dates and conversation. 

So you can’t afford a lawyer?
DO-IT-YOURSELF IN THE COURTS

Peel Criminal Lawyers Association  
offers advice on its website  
www.peelcriminallawyers.com on 
what NOT to do when you don’t have 
your own lawyer.

It says: “Don’t Plead Guilty”
and it continues:
 
“Don’t Plead Guilty Right Away ‘Just to 
Get it Over With’; the Consequences 
are Too Important
 
“On your first day at Court, it is impera-
tive that you do NOT plead guilty right 

away, unless you have spoken in depth 
with your own lawyer.
 
“The Government wants you to plead 
guilty to save the Government money. 
You have every right to find out ex-
actly what the evidence is against you 
and get advice on your options.”

You can find a lawyer by clicking on 
the Members Database on the PCLA 
website.
Then you can pick from a list of mem-
bers who may represent you. But you 
will have to pay.

Another look at the law

Reprinted with permission of  the National Self-Represented Litigants Project
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BY FAYAZ 
KARIM

I n Canada, al-
most one mil-
lion families 

rely on a food bank. 
That is unaccept-

able given that Canada has one of  the 
highest Gross Domestic Products in 
the developed world. 

But in spite of  GDP, we have an un-
precedented level of  inequality, poverty 
and precarious employment. A million 
Canadians are out of  work and strug-
gling to make ends meet. 

Also of  grave concern is the fact 
that 40% of  senior citizens right here in 
Peel live in poverty. Indeed, successive 
federal governments are responsible for 
creating a new class of  citizens, “The 
Working Poor.”

At the same time, the government 
has given (and continues to give) the 
largest corporations hundreds of  bil-
lions of  dollars in tax cuts that we can-
not afford. This is bleeding our cities, 

hospitals, schools, colleges, universities 
and citizens of  much needed relief, 
maintenance, infrastructure and devel-
opment responsibilities. Canadians pay 
their fair share of  taxes and we believe 
these large corporations should be re-
quired to pay their fair share so that we 
can begin to mitigate these inequalities.

As the Government, Canada’s 
NDP will immediately begin to re-
verse decades of  damage by successive 
Conservative and Liberal governments:  
by giving federal employees a $15 per 
hour minimum wage, a measure that 
will bring fairness to thousands of  
working people AND will kickstart the 
economy. 

It is poor economics and unethical 
to continue to pay Canadians pover-
ty-level wages. An NDP government 
will change that and will work hard to 
make sure that no Canadian is left be-
hind and that we make life affordable 
for all.

Fayaz Karim is the New Democratic Party 
candidate in Mississauga-Streetsville.

The Working Poor
It’s Never Okay is the title of  an 
Ontario government action plan to 
stop sexual violence and harassment. 

The project was announced in 
March and Harinder Malhi, MPP for 
Brampton-Springdale, led an invita-
tion-only discussion in Peel in August.

There, lots of  literature was on the 
table for pick-up, not all of  it new.

For instance, a leaflet presents a “male 
model” who doesn’t use sexist or demean-
ing language about women, a n d 
suggests to other males 
– little brothers, cousins, 
friends – that they treat 
women with respect. The 
suggestion may not even 
be a spoken word. It 
could be simply setting a 
good example. That’s a 
fun flyer.

Then there’s Safety 
Planning for Women 
who are Abused. Not 
nice. The leaflet 
says: ”Tell your chil-
dren that abuse is never right, even 
when someone they love is being abu-
sive. Tell them the abuse is not your 
fault or their fault.” And it gives very 
specific advice on limiting injury: “If  
you are being hurt, protect your face 
with your arms around each side of  
your head, with your fingers locked.” 
It advises contacting the police or a 
local women’s shelter.

How to Talk to Men Who are Abusive 
was first published in 2008. It’s still 
current. It notes that you may feel 
in-family abuse is none of  your busi-
ness when it’s not your family in-
volved. The leaflet says: “Violence is 

everyone’s business.” And “It’s not 
a private matter when someone is 
being hurt.” As for a conversation 
with an abuser, the leaflet suggests: 
“Approach him when he is calm. Be 
direct and clear about what you have 
seen. Inform him that his behaviour 
needs to change.” A warning note: 
“Always keep yourself  safe. Don’t get 
in the middle of  an assault.”

 Another handout, on sexual as-
sault by a person of  authority, points 

out that 85% of  sexually 
abused children and 
teens are abused by 
someone they know. 
“Any sexual con-
tact between a child 
younger than 16 and a 
person of  authority is 

legally considered sex-
ual assault… and you 
are required by law to 
report it to the Children’s 
Aid Society.”

The government has 
produced a 40-page book-

let It’s Never Okay: An action plan to stop 
sexual violence and harassment. You can 
download it at www.ontario.ca/doc-
ument/action-plan-stop-sexual-vio-
lence-and-harassment 

The booklet declares that sexual 
assault and harassment are expres-
sions of  misogyny and rape culture. 
That sexual violence is connected to 
gender inequality, and that we must 
“become aware of  behaviours and 
attitudes that – however subtly – pro-
mote misogyny, and that we become 
diligent about challenging them when 
we see them.”

It’s Never Okay

Education is free in Mexico
I’m from Mexico, and this really 

amazed me; how Mexican schools teach 
us at our geography classes that Canada 
is one of  the ‘tops’ and developed coun-
tries, without hunger, poverty, a great 
economy, with huge opportunities, and 
people that love to help people... 

But reality is that it doesn’t mat-
ter how high your taxes, is incredible 
that you don’t have free ‘government’ 
schools, health insurance (consultations, 

medications, surgeries, dentistry...), even 
uniforms and schools’ materials like 
books, notebooks, pens, pencils... 

I’m from a “not developed” country. 
But even with our low taxes, our gov-
ernment can afford all these to the peo-
ple that really need them.  Love brought 
me here, and I believe that love, union 
and lots of  effort can change this too...
Adhelly Munoz
Ms. Munoz attended the discussion of  social 
assistance at Knights Table, Brampton.

 SOCIAL ASSISTANCE
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Helping You Find the Right Child Care
Licensed home and centre-based child care
providers in Peel: 

• are required by the Province of Ontario to
provide safe and healthy environments

•help children learn and grow in 
healthy ways

• support children with special needs
Fee subsidy is available to parents and
caregivers of children 0-12 years who need
help to pay for licensed child care in Peel.  

For licensed child care options in Peel, 
call 905-890-9432 or visit cdrcp.com  

To apply for fee subsidy, call 905-793-9200
or visit peelregion.ca/children 

To inquire about special needs resources in
licensed child care, call 905-791-7800 ext.
7627 or email SNAP-PIRS@peelregion.ca

New rules protect Ontarians
from second-hand smoke

  905-791-7800
Visit peelregion.ca
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