
O N T A R I O

A COMMUNITY-BASED CHALLENGE TO
WELFARE & WORKFARE

BRIAN REID

In October, Ontario’s Minister of Community and Social Serv-
ices announced that the number of people collecting welfare
benefits in the province had dropped 17% in the two years

since the tough-talking Conservatives had come to power. The
newspaper described the minister as “jubilant.”

To accomplish this, the Harris government slashed social assis-
tance benefits and imposed punitive sanctions. It tightened welfare
eligibility rules to preclude most teens, many single parents, and social
assistance recipients (SARs) with a live-in lover or partner. All in all, the
stigma attached to receiving welfare has grown markedly worse.

In their single-minded determination to reduce welfare rolls,
however, the Tories have done little to address one of the most
troubling aspects of welfare: how to help long-term (over two
years) benefit recipients become re-integrated into the community
mainstream. Many of these people face numerous and all but insur-
mountable barriers to employment. Driving them into dead-end
“McJobs” serves no interest, apart from Mike Harris’ approval ratings.

In fact, a blueprint for providing effective help to long-term
SARs was available and in operation in 1995, although the Tories
chose essentially to ignore it. I am talking about Opportunities Plan-
ning (OP), an experimental program that achieved exceptional re-
sults in Waterloo Region between 1993 and 1996.

Launched by the Community Opportunities Development Asso-
ciation (“CODA” - an independent community development
agency), OP ultimately assisted nearly 3,000 SARs with a unique
mix of self-help, professional counselling, and community supports.
More than 1,100 clients found jobs or started their own businesses.
More than 1,000 others entered training or education programs
that promised greater opportunities in the future. 

What distinguished OP was the program’s highly innovative strate-
gies for helping people overcome the barriers and manage the personal
challenges that typically prevent them from returning to work.

Its very design was community-based. OP drew from the exper-
tise of more than a dozen independent community agencies, as well
as social assistance recipients themselves, in order to determine cli-
ents’ needs and the best way of addressing them. Staff, clients, spon-
soring agencies and even the Ministry were all members of a
democratic management team dedicated to helping the communi-
ties’ most disadvantaged residents get back to work.

This partnership structure made it possible to radically decen-

tralize service delivery. Counselling services and other resources
were provided by 11 program staff at 18 sites, reaching some of
the most isolated and disadvantaged neighbourhoods in the region.
Clients were hired as program staff and had a significant role in ad-
ministering the program.

OP did not create jobs. It did not subsidize work placement or
run training programs. Instead, it supplied the tools, supports, and
guidance that clients needed to take advantage of existing, local op-
portunities for work and personal advancement.

Experience indicated that SARs themselves know best which ob-
stacles they face in returning to work, and can usually figure out
their own solutions. With the help of their caseworker, OP clients
were expected to draft personal “action plans” to identify the steps
necessary for them to become employable. The clients were re-
sponsible for their own progress toward that goal. Clients could re-
ceive allowances to cover childcare and transportation costs (major
barriers to job searching for many SARs). OP’s unique Innovation
Loan Fund provided interest-free loans to help clients cover unman-
ageable job-hunting expenses, like clothing and tuition.

OP was funded for a 5-year trial period at a cost to the Ontario tax-
payer of $750,000 a year. A hefty investment? Studies showed that OP
participants returned to work much faster than SARs involved in gov-
ernment employment programs, and at a lower cost. One analysis cal-
culated that the OP’s operations produced more than $5.4 million in
welfare savings and increased economic activity - a tremendous “return
on investment” by any standard.

With its network of caseworkers, volunteers, peer helpers, and
community agencies, OP was the antithesis of Workfare’s tangled
system of penalties and sanctions. OP clients moved at their own
pace. After a setback, they could always pick up and start again, as-
sured of continuing support from peers and caseworkers.

Perhaps that’s the missing ingredient in the “welfare reform”
agenda: a compassionate acknowledgement of human fallibility and
an unyielding faith in human potential.�

BRIAN REID is a CODA staff member. For more information about
the OP experience, contact him at (tel) 519-623-9480 - or read his
new book, From Welfare To Work: A Community Success Story in Cre-
ating Employment Opportunities ($20). You can get it direct from
CODA, or order it from The CED Bookshop at (toll-free) 888-255-
6779, (fax) 250-723-1922.
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