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Alberta Disabilities Forum

Summary of Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped (AISH) Recommendations


Alberta Disabilities Forum (ADF)

ADF represents 35 disability organizations in Alberta. We believe AISH is an essential support program that helps people be independent. It should be strengthened not weakened. We believe this can be done in a way that supports the needs of Albertans with disabilities and satisfies the government’s need to make the program more sustainable.

Making AISH better

We propose the following AISH enhancements (not necessarily in order of priority):

· Guarantee medical benefits by separating them from income support.*

· Enable AISH recipients to retain more of what they earn.*

· Enable families and others to set up Discretionary Trusts for AISH recipients without penalty to the recipient.**

· Maintain the current asset limit.

· Improve career and employment opportunities for persons with disabilities.

· Increase income support so basic living expenses are met and index support rates to inflation.

Impact of Recommended Enhancements

Implementing the recommended enhancements would result in greater economic independence and increased employment activity among AISH recipients. It would bring stability to the AISH program and have the potential of saving the Alberta Government millions of dollars. For more details, go to ADF’s website at www.albertadisabilitiesforum.ca or call us at 488-9088 in Edmonton or 1-800-387-2514.

*As recommended in the Premier’s Council on the Status of Persons with Disabilities’ Alberta Disability Strategy released in December 2002.

**As currently exists in a number of other provinces.

Source for AISH figures: Government of Alberta
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Alberta Disabilities Forum - AISH Recommendations

Medical Benefits

Issue:

The majority of AISH recipients are discouraged from seeking increased employment earnings because they fear losing vital medical benefits.

Solution:

Guarantee medical benefits by separating them from income support.

Rationale:

The majority of AISH recipients cannot function without medical care such as prescriptions and prosthetics. Medical care is expensive, must cover a lifetime, and is not paid for by Alberta Health. Currently, AISH recipients are not guaranteed to keep medical benefits once a modest income level is maintained. The fear of losing vital extended health support is a major disincentive to seeking employment. The average cost of medical support for an AISH recipient is $265 per month (September 2003).

AISH recipients who are able to work should retain their medical benefits until they can afford extended health care coverage. ADF’s recommendation is minimum earnings of $25,000 - $40,000 per year, depending on the family and medical circumstance of the recipient. Medical benefits can be guaranteed by creating a separate benefit category within AISH that is not tied to income support.

Result of Change:

Income support (currently $850) would still decline as earnings rise. Once the cut-off is reached, the savings to the AISH program is $850 per month per recipient. If the guarantee of medical benefits encourages another 5% of all AISH recipients to obtain increased employment earnings to the current cut-off level, the savings to government would total $15.4 million per year or $154 million over the next 10 years. (1,514* x $850 per month x 12 months = $15.4 million per year)

There would be a savings offset, as employed AISH recipients would receive medical benefits for a longer period of time. Using the same 5% example, this would total $4.8 million per year (1,514* x $265 per month** x 12 months = $4.8 million per year). The total cost would likely be less, as some AISH recipients would still achieve the earnings threshold and lose the AISH medical benefit. Based on this estimate, the net savings to government would be at least $10.6 million per year.
*Five per cent of 30,284 AISH recipients (September 2002 figure). Assumes the 1,514 AISH recipients in this example are currently earning $200 or less per month.

**Average monthly cost of medical support for an AISH recipient.

Source for AISH figures: Government of Alberta
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Alberta Disabilities Forum - AISH Recommendations

Income Exemptions

Issue:

The majority of AISH recipients are discouraged from seeking increased employment earnings because of the low-income exemption level and high claw back rate.

Solution:

Enable AISH recipients to retain more of what they earn.

Rationale:

AISH recipients able to work have 75 cents of every dollar clawed back by the provincial government as soon as they earn over $200 per month. The very small return for extra effort discourages people from seeking more employment. It also keeps people dependent on others including government to supply many of their basic needs, such as shelter and transportation.

To remove this barrier, the employment earnings exemption should be raised to $500 per month and the employment earnings retention rate raised to 50 cents for every dollar earned. This would increase the total earnings cut-off to $2,200. Canada’s single person poverty line in 2001 was $1,570 per month (Canadian Council on Social Development).

Result of Change:

	Current claw back of AISH benefits

for a single recipient
	Proposed claw back of AISH benefits

for a single recipient

	Employment earnings (per month)
	AISH income support (per month)
	Total dollars retained by recipient
	Employment earnings (per month)
	AISH income support (per month)
	Total dollars retained by recipient

	$       0
	$  850
	$  850
	$       0
	$  850
	$  850

	100
	850
	950
	100
	850
	950

	 200
	850
	1,050
	 200
	850
	1,050

	300
	775
	1,075
	300
	850
	1,150

	400
	700
	1,100
	400
	850
	1,250

	500
	625
	1,125
	500
	850
	1,350

	600
	550
	1,150
	600
	800
	1,400

	700
	475
	1,175
	700
	750
	1,450

	800
	400
	1,200
	800
	700
	1,500

	900
	325
	1,225
	900
	650
	1,550

	1,000
	250
	1,250
	1,000
	600
	1,600

	1,100
	175
	1,275
	1,100
	550
	1,650

	1,200
	100
	1,300
	1,200
	500
	1,700

	 1,300
	  25
	1,325
	 1,300
	  450
	1,750

	1,335
	none
	1,335
	1,400
	400
	1,800

	Source for AISH figures – Government of Alberta


	1,500
	350
	1,850

	
	1,600
	300
	1,900

	
	1,700
	250
	1,950

	
	1,800
	200
	2,000

	
	1,900
	150
	2,050

	
	2,000
	100
	2,100

	
	2,100
	50
	2,150

	
	2,200
	none
	2,200
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Discretionary Trusts

Issue:

Money or property left in trust for a disabled person is considered an asset under AISH rules. If the value exceeds the allowed asset limit, the person is no longer eligible for AISH.

Recommendation:

Enable families and others to set up discretionary trusts for AISH recipients without penalty to the recipient.

Rationale:

The Alberta government already permits people to informally assist – to a certain limit - an AISH recipient with the higher costs of living with a disability, without jeopardizing the recipient’s AISH eligibility. Unfortunately, Alberta does not allow this support to occur through any formal or legal mechanism. This is stressful for parents who would like to provide guaranteed support for their children, or for disabled individuals who wish to gain a long-term benefit from a lump sum injury compensation payment.

The Alberta government considers “property or money legally entrusted to a person with instructions to use it for your benefit or your spouse/cohabiting partner’s benefit,” including discretionary trusts as a non-exempt asset. (AISH Handbook). Other jurisdictions have recognized the unfairness of this policy. For example, in Ontario, “payments from a trust used for approved disability related items or services or education or training incurred because of a disability are exempt as income. Payments from a trust up to a maximum of $4,000 for any twelve month period are exempt as income.” (Ontario Disability Support Program)

An Ontario court has ruled on this matter. In Henson vs. Ontario Ministry for Social Service Maintenance Branch (1989) the court ruled that capital left in a trust is not an asset for the recipient where trustees are unable to change the terms of payment.

Result of Change:

Following the example of Ontario and other provinces would give persons with disabilities and families comfort and peace of mind knowing they are able to help themselves or others. Discretionary Trusts would help more AISH recipients live a life of dignity and may reduce the cost of some government support programs.











Source for information: Government of Alberta, Government of Ontario
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Alberta Disabilities Forum - AISH Recommendations

Asset Limit

Issue:

An asset exemption of $100,000 for AISH recipients is considered by some to be excessive. Some see lowering the asset limit as a way of controlling costs and preventing “wealthy” Albertans from accessing AISH.

Recommendation:

Maintain the current asset limit.

Rationale:

Most AISH recipients have little or no assets. Those who do have assets usually have no other means of support. Without the support of AISH, these individuals would quickly consume their assets to pay for basic needs and experience hardship, increased poverty and increased medical complications along the way. They would soon seek renewed AISH support to live, with fewer resources to help pay for essentials like shelter, transportation and personal supports.

A 50% reduction in the asset limit would result in an estimated reduction of 500 cases (1.7% of total AISH recipients in 2002) or a savings of $5.8 million per year. However, the caseload relief and cost savings would be temporary.

Canada’s single person poverty line in 2001 was $1,570 per month (Canadian Council on Social Development). The average monthly cost of medical support for an AISH recipient in September 2003 was $265*. This means that added together, the minimum estimated income needed for a person with a disability to pay for basic needs is $1,835 per month or $22,020 per year.

Without any other source of income, a $50,000 asset would be spent in 2.3 years or less. A $25,000 asset in 1.1 years or less. The vast majority of AISH recipients made ineligible because of the lower exemption would return to AISH in less than 2.5 years, with even less ability to be independent. Those returning to the program or those who become seniors would be less healthy, resulting in more substantial medical costs for the Alberta Government.
* 88% of medical support for AISH recipients is for prescribed medication, which is not covered by Alberta Health Care.

Source for AISH figures: Government of Alberta
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Alberta Disabilities Forum - AISH Recommendations

Barriers to Employment

Issue:

AISH recipients do not get the kind of support they need to overcome employment barriers.

Recommendation:

Improve career and employment opportunities for persons with disabilities.

Rationale:

A 2001 Statistics Canada study showed that fewer working age people with disabilities were employed compared with the remaining population. This difference is attributed to system and attitudinal barriers, not the disabilities.

In Alberta, employment supports for AISH recipients lack a holistic array of services. For example, almost 50% of employment support for AISH recipients is spent on education but comparatively little is spent on helping individuals find suitable work. Compounding this problem is a lack of access to employment programs for persons with disabilities. AISH recipients are often denied access as they are seen as unemployable.

Other key employment roadblocks for AISH recipients are career development and workplace support programs that ignore the special challenges they face. An AISH recipient often needs help obtaining the proper education, getting to the job, or arranging a more accommodating workplace environment. For example, lack of home care (getting ready for the workday) and suitable transportation can often prevent someone from taking or keeping a job. Poor physical access, negative workplace attitudes, and limited after placement support can also be major roadblocks for someone who is otherwise qualified, capable and willing.

As recommended in the 2002 Alberta Disability Strategy, government departments must work more closely together to integrate services like home care, career counselling, education and training, transportation, and other components that make employment a more attainable goal for persons with disabilities. As well, employment support programs offered to other Albertans should be opened to AISH recipients. The Alberta Government should take the lead in removing educational and employment roadblocks for persons with disabilities.
Result of Change:

Improved career and employment opportunities for AISH recipients and other persons with disabilities would be good for Alberta’s economy, reduce pressure on government income support programs and result in more independence and self-sufficiency for persons with disabilities.

Source for information: Premier’s Council on the Status of Persons with Disabilities, Statistics Canada, Breaking Barriers – 2002 Report from Minister of Alberta Human Resources and Employment’s Employability Council.
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Income Support

Issue:

AISH income support is inadequate to pay for basic needs.

Recommendation:

Increase income support so basic living expenses are met and index support rates to inflation. 
Rationale:

Most AISH recipients are falling deeper into poverty. AISH income support is not indexed to inflation and rate adjustments have not kept pace with rising costs.

Economic prosperity in Alberta in recent years has caused substantial jumps in the cost of shelter, transportation, utilities, insurance, and other daily living needs. For example, the consumer price index for Alberta jumped 9.7% in 2002. Adjusting to these increases has been particularly hard on AISH recipients and other fixed income earners. In many cases, families, charities and others must supplement AISH support in order for recipients to cope.

The maximum level for AISH income support is $850 per month, a 4.9% increase since 1993. During the same 10-year period (1993-2003), the following has occurred:

· The cost of living rose more than 20%.

· Rental rates have risen 38% in Edmonton and 33% in Calgary.

· The price of electricity rose 60% - 100%+

· The federal Market Basket Measure (MBM) has been updated & is based on year 2000 costs for food, shelter, clothing, transportation, and other essentials. The estimated amount needed for an individual to pay for basic living expenses in Edmonton three years ago was $982.13 per month. Today, if indexed to inflation, this cost would be $1,069.25. The cost of living for Albertans living outside Edmonton is higher.

AISH program benefits should be sufficient to allow recipients to be as independent as possible and to live a life of dignity. The provincial government made a commitment to adopt the new MBM. Therefore, the AISH support rate should be increased by 26% to bring it in line with the updated MBM.

Result of Change:

A single person earning the maximum level of AISH income support would see their monthly payment rise from $850 to $1,070. This is still $500 per month below Canada’s poverty line.

Source for information: Statistics Canada, Canadian Council on Social Development, Human Resources and Development Canada, Calgary Homeless Foundation, Premier’s Council on the Status of Persons with Disabilities, Bank of Canada, Canadian Mental Health Association.
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Canadian labour force participation rates of persons aged 15-64 with and without disabilities, 2001�
�
Without disabilities�
79.4%�
�
With disabilities�
67.1%�
�
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