[image: image1.emf] 

                                 The Importance of Annual Increases in the

Assured Income for the Severely
                                    Handicapped Benefit Rate
The Alberta Disabilities Forum, formed in 1996, is a coalition of forty not-for-profit provincial disability organizations whose members speak with a unified voice on cross-disability issues of concern for Albertans with disabilities. This discussion paper is presented on behalf of ADF’s member organizations and reflects the needs of the people with disabilities that the member organizations represent. It brings forward the critical importance of annual increases to the AISH benefit rate.

The province of Alberta is fortunate to have a flourishing economy and a Government that has been forthright about its intention to support all Albertans, including people with disabilities. This is expressed in The New Alberta Agenda, which states that the goal of the Government is “to improve Albertans quality of life, and to ensure government policies reflect the varied needs of the disabled community.”
 Members of the Alberta Disabilities Forum commend the Government of Alberta for its foresight in creating equal opportunities for all its citizens.

The Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped (AISH) Program
, started in 1978, is an income support program for people with severe disabilities. It provides financial assistance, health coverage, and supplementary benefits. Members of ADF recognize that the Government of Alberta has improved the AISH program over the past three years, and that it is committed to making further improvements. AISH recipients, although thankful for these improvements, are asking that the Government act upon the need to provide annual increases to the AISH benefit rate to cover the soaring costs of housing, food, clothing, medical, transportation, and other necessities of life.

Sustainability is an important factor for any government program. Sustainability is also a vital factor for people with disabilities. When people with disabilities live on limited incomes, below the poverty level, any rise in the cost of living can have dire effects on their health, safety, and quality of life. The AISH program must be designed to protect people with disabilities from the impacts of these rising costs.

15-Year history of the Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped Benefit Rate
(1992-2007)

In its 2007 budget, the Government of Alberta increased the AISH benefit rate by $50, bringing the monthly amount to $1,050 per month. This was a welcome step, as was the government’s decision to conduct bi-annual reviews of the benefit rate. However, over time the AISH benefit rate has not kept pace with Alberta’s rising costs of living. For instance, from 1992 to 1997 or from 2003 to 2005, the AISH benefit rate was not adjusted to reflect the inflation and increase costs of living as shown in Table 1.

Table 1: History of AISH Benefit Rate

	AISH Maximum Benefit Rate
	Effective Date

	$796.00
	   February 1, 1992

	$818.00
	November 1, 1997

	$850.00
	         June 1, 2003

	$950.00
	          April 1, 2005

	                          $1000.00
	         April 1, 2006

	                          $1050.00
	         May 1, 2007


Modified AISH

Although there were increases given to the AISH program, the modified AISH Benefit Rate was not adjusted at the same pace. Many recipients of modified AISH live in care facilities because they are unable to receive the supports they require to live independently in the community. This results in separation from family members, reduces choices in daily living, and prevents participation in the community.
The current monthly allowance of $315 fails to provide for the necessary, additional expenses that are not provided by the care facility: dishes, furniture, mattress, bedding, towels, cleaning supplies, over-the-counter medications, personal items (e.g. shampoo, deodorant, toothpaste, toothbrushes, hair brushes/combs, clothing), food (other than what is provided at the facility), and some medical items. Personal items can go missing more easily in care facilities than at home (e.g. many people report that clothes are lost in the laundry).
In addition, services that are not covered include personal care attendants, telephone, transportation, computer, cable, internet, educational courses, and facility recreation/social outings, as well as laundry and nail care. Recreation and social opportunities have decreased in many care facilities leaving residents to seek and fund external opportunities on their own. The monthly allowance of $315 is inadequate to provide a satisfactory quality of life.

Cost of Living
Alberta’s cost of living continues to increase rapidly. According to Alberta Ministry of Finance, the province’s inflation rate averaged 4.9% in the first six months of 2007. This is a full percentage point higher than its average increase of 3.9% in 2006 and 2.8% higher than the 2005 rate of 2.1%. 

Between 1992 and 2006 the provincial cost of living increased in excess of 39%, while the AISH benefit rate increased by 25%. Table 2 shows a deficit of (13.9%) over that 14-year period.

Table 2: 1992 through 2006—Comparison of Increases:

              AISH Benefit and the Alberta Consumer Price Index (CPI)

	
	1992
	2006
	Percentage

Increase

	Maximum AISH Benefit
	$796
	$1,000
	25.6%

	Alberta Consumer Price Index
	100.0
	139.5
	39.5 %

	Percentage deficit
Between AISH & CPI:
	
	
	– 13.9 %


Inflation is an annual reality and an increase to the AISH benefit rate should also be an annual commitment as well. Waiting for a bi-annual review to decide whether there should be an increase in the AISH benefit rate means AISH recipients will inevitably fall further and further behind in their ability to meet their most basic living expenses.
Issues affected by rising costs of living

Housing

For Albertans with disabilities, accessible, affordable housing is a basic human
need. Without it, safety and medical conditions are jeopardized.

Alberta’s escalating cost of living is substantially driven by the rising cost of accommodation. Overall housing expenses for both rental and owned homes increased by 11.5% between May 2006 and May 2007.
The ADF acknowledges that the Government of Alberta offers housing supplement programs, some of which have recently been created to assist with the present high cost of housing. We urge the Government to offer these programs on a permanent basis and assist individuals, who are unaware of these subsidies, to access them.
The Affordable Housing Task Force Commission has stated that there is a housing shortage crisis which has caused many low-income Albertans to be evicted from their homes because of an inability to pay rent increases.
Medical Expenses

For many AISH recipients, receiving medical benefits is the most important aspect of the AISH program. AISH recipients fear losing these benefits because their health and well-being depends on them. For some these medical benefits represent a matter of life or death. Additionally, an AISH recipient’s decision about employment or marriage is often influenced by the fear of losing his or her health benefits.


There is a necessity for individualizing the needs of people with disabilities. For some, the number of catheters that is allowed by the AADL is not enough. In addition, people require customized walkers or wheelchairs. For some taking vitamins or participating in yoga, adds to their health and well-being. How many AISH recipients have tried to access dental services, only to be turned down because only 
70% of the costs are covered by the Government? The money to cover these additional medical expenses is often diverted from other critical areas such as housing, food, and transportation.


Food and Clothing
Rising prices prevent many AISH recipients from being able to afford nutritious
food. Finding affordable food can become a full time job. The reality is that no
matter how resilient a person may be, going hungry is an assault to body, mind,
and spirit. With stretched resources, dietary quality is compromised. The
number of AISH recipients compelled to use Food Banks is on the increase.

According to the Alberta Finance Ministry report from June 28, 2007, food prices
in Alberta increased 4.9% between May 2006 and May 2007 (compared to a 3.5% increase nationally). Table 3, which provides a breakdown of the increase in grocery prices by category, makes it clear that the price of healthy, nutritious foods is rising rapidly.
When income shrinks, purchasing clothing is one of the first things to go. The harsh Albertan winters require appropriate clothing such as long and warm coats, boots, etc. Many AISH recipients depend heavily upon thrift stores and second-hand shops. Even then, it is hard to keep properly clothed, and every Albertan should be able to purchase basic personal items new, such as undergarments, socks, and shoes.
Table 3: Increase in Alberta food prices by category, May 2006 to May 2007

	Commodity
	Percentage Increase

	      Fruit
	13.7 %

	      Vegetables
	10.8 %

	      Bakery & other Cereal Products
	  6.4 %

	      Meat
	  5.7 %

	      Dairy Products
	  4.1 %


Transportation
Albertans with disabilities face the challenge of affordability when it comes
to accessing transportation. Even when reasonably priced transportation
or half-price bus passes are available, the costs must come from the few

dollars that remain after paying for housing, food, clothing, and out-of-pocket
medical expenses. Those who live in rural or remote areas encounter even
greater obstacles when trying to access affordable transportation.

Lack of adequate transportation has barrier-creating effects on people with disabilities when accessing employment, volunteering, social and recreational activities, medical appointments, safety, and grocery shopping.
Social Concerns

The effect of living on limited funds on a person’s social life is profound. For some, even the cost of sharing a cup of coffee with a friend seems out of reach. For others, the ability to attend art classes opens the opportunity to engage in fulfilling activities. However, after allocating money for housing, food, clothing, transportation, and medical expenses, AISH recipients are left with almost no funds to be used for social activities. The inability to fully participate in social activities often leads to isolation and depression.

Advantages of an annual increase to the Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped benefit rate

An annual increase in the AISH benefit rate has advantages for both AISH recipients and the Government of Alberta.

For AISH recipients, an annual increase would make it possible to live within a realistic budget and have the security and stability of knowing benefit levels will keep pace with rising costs of living. Additionally, easier access to housing, food, clothing, medical, and transportation will afford more participation in the community and a better quality of life.


For the Government of Alberta, an annual increase in the AISH benefit would provide tangible evidence of the government’s priority to improve Albertans’ quality of life by increasing supports and services to persons with disabilities. It would act as a vehicle by which government policy is responsive to the ongoing needs of citizens with disabilities and assist the government to accomplish its goals set out in The New Alberta Agenda.
Additionally, the Government would benefit from yearly budgetary allocations to the AISH budget rather than playing “catch-up” every few years when trying to pull larger amounts of funding to make up for the short fall in previous years.
Albertans have always supported people with disabilities, and our Government has been among the most conscientious. In a province whose economy is healthy and thriving, Alberta does have the financial capacity to provide its citizens with disabilities with a dependable income support amount.
ALBERTA DISABILITIES FORUM RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Alberta Disabilities Forum members urge the Government of Alberta to recognize, in principle, the critical importance of an annual increase in the Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped benefit rate, including the modified AISH benefit rate.
2. Alberta Disabilities Forum members urge the Government of Alberta to increase the AISH benefit rate annually, by an increment of no less than the increase in the cost of living.
3. Alberta Disabilities Forum members recommend that the Government of Alberta establish a permanent body of equal representation from stakeholders such as elected officials, government representatives, and AISH recipients. We recommend that this body conduct annual (rather than bi-annual) income support amount reviews, and that it establish a process for annual adjustment of the AISH benefit.
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  “A United Voice”





“One of my major expenses has become food. I cannot buy good meat and often find myself with what can be described as mystery meat, frozen hamburger, sausages and hot dogs. Vegetables and fruit are becoming more expensive.”








“The street is cruel but at least I know what I’m dealing with. I have my cheques sent to my friends so I can live. I stay with friends when I can to sleep on their couches.”














“O.k. I walk when I can. It only scares me at night.” 


“As I need the extra money for food or rent I hitch hike a lot.”








“With a booming population, lots of people means lots of transportation needed. For people with a disability, it’s quite hard sometimes to get an easy access to any handicap transport unless it was arranged ahead of time. Taxis are expensive. Public buses are scheduled and stop only in the bus stop – not good for people with a handicap.”











“In other regards it is frustrating when doctors tell you that you need to buy this item of food, or this medical device. I spend more time running around trying to do paper work just to get turned down. The end result from this frustration is I just give up and accept that I will have to pay out of pocket for item, or go without.”
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