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The _________________ (give organization mission/mandate and any other information about your organization that you would like to include.)

The Organization Name is concerned about the Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped (AISH) program. We believe it is an essential social support program that should be retained. However, changes are needed to strengthen the program, maximize its value and enable more people to be independent.

Aspects of the AISH program discourage independence and full participation or do not meet the basic needs of persons with severe disabilities. In order for this to change, improvements must be made to the program. Of primary importance is the need to increase the income benefit for everyone on AISH so that basic living expenses are covered.

Numerous studies* within and outside government have shown that adequate social supports result in millions of dollars of savings to government programs in areas like health care, education, housing, employment, children services, etc.

Implementing AISH changes as proposed in this submission would result in greater economic independence and increased employment activity among AISH recipients. It would help bring caseload stability to the AISH program and make it more sustainable.

Timing and Structure of the Review

Organization Name is disappointed in the timing and structure of this AISH review. The hurried timeframe and limited opportunity for direct community input through the public consultation process meant many people who wanted to speak to the Committee about their concerns were unable to do so. We also believe that the Review Committee should have had representation by stakeholders including persons with disabilities, particularly since the Committee’s recommendations will go to the Minister without further community comment. The fast timelines and lack of stakeholder/consumer representation on the Review Committee have contributed to a mistrust among our members regarding the legitimacy of this review.

*Government study examples include Report of the Premier’s Advisory Council on Health, MLA Committee to Review Low-Income Programs, and Alberta Disability Strategy. 

In addition to this submission, the Organization Name supports the Alberta Disabilities Forum’s (ADF) recommendations outlining improvements to the AISH program 

ADF’s recommendations are:

· Guarantee medical benefits by separating them from income support.

· Allow AISH recipients to retain more of what they earn.

· Allow 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.

To find out further information about the above recommendations, please contact the ADF office at 488-9088.


Question 1: If the AISH benefit were to increase, which of the following two options do you think is more fair:

a) give an increase to everyone on AISH but give a larger increase to people who have no other income, OR

b) give the same increase to everyone on AISH.

Organization Name’s Response

b) Give the same increase to everyone on AISH. 

All AISH recipients are in need and therefore should receive the same increase. Giving different amounts based on financial status would only have a negative impact. It would penalize people who work or have savings and pit AISH recipients against each other. Further, we have grave concerns about the assessment criteria and process as well as the high cost of administration, should AISH recipients receive different levels of income support.

There is no question that AISH rates must increase. Alberta’s recent economic prosperity and the Government’s policy of deregulation have caused substantial increases in the cost of shelter, transportation, utilities, insurance and other daily living needs. Adjusting to these increases has been particularly hard, if not impossible, for AISH recipients. 

AISH income support is not indexed to inflation and rate adjustments have not kept pace with rising costs. As a result, most AISH recipients are falling deeper into poverty and are unable to pay for basic needs. A single person receiving the current maximum level of AISH income support of $850 a month is $720 a month below Canada’s poverty line.

AISH program benefits should be sufficient to allow recipients to be as independent as possible and to ensure lives of dignity. Further, AISH rates should be indexed to inflation to make sure that recipients do not lose purchasing power in the future.


Question 2: Should AISH increase its employment earnings exemption for people who can work?

Organization Name’s Response

Yes, AISH should increase its employment earnings exemption for people who can work.

The majority of AISH recipients are discouraged from seeking increased employment earnings because of the low exemption level and high claw back rate. 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 greater employment and does little to offset the increased costs, such as transportation and clothing, associated with maintaining a job. The result is that people continue to be dependent on others, including government, to supply many of their basic needs.

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. Increasing the retention amounts was recommended in the Alberta Disability Strategy.


Question 3: What amount of savings should individuals or families be able to have before they are no longer eligible for AISH?

Organization Name’s Response

The current asset limit of $100,000 should be retained. 

Most AISH recipients have few or no assets. Those who do have assets use them to provide a level of security, cover additional expenses, and provide savings for their future. Lowering the asset limit is a band-aid solution. Cut-off from AISH, individuals with assets would quickly consume them to pay for basic needs, experiencing hardship and increased poverty along the way. After their savings are gone, they would return to AISH.

Families should be allowed to set up a trust for a family member with a disability, without the risk of the family member losing his or her AISH benefits.
The Alberta government already permits others to assist – to a certain limit - an AISH recipient without jeopardizing the recipient’s AISH eligibility. Thousands of parents do this for their sons and daughters. Unfortunately, there is no mechanism to allow this support to continue after the parents are deceased.

Other jurisdictions have recognized the unfairness of this policy. In other provinces, parents are able to set up discretionary trusts that give them the same right in death to help their children cope as they had in life. Allowing discretionary trusts would give parents comfort and peace of mind knowing they are able to help their children with disabilities. Discretionary trusts would help more AISH recipients’ lives of dignity, and even may reduce the cost of some government support programs.


Question 4: Should the government look at providing health benefits to low-income people who qualify for AISH medically, but whose income and assets are too high for them to qualify?

Organization Name’s Response

Yes, provide health benefits to low-income people who qualify for AISH medically, but whose income and assets are too high for them to qualify.

In addition to being a major financial strain, high medical costs for chronic, permanent conditions often impede persons with disabilities from fully integrating into school, work, or community life. Many cannot function without prescriptions, prosthetics, visual or hearing aids, and other medical needs. This care is expensive, lasts a lifetime and is not paid for by Alberta Health.

Providing extended health benefits would offset medical costs. This savings would enable greater independence, promote greater wellness and health care stability, and empower more persons with disabilities to actively participate in their communities.


Question 5: Should government review medical eligibility for some people after they have been on AISH for a period of time?

Organization Name’s Response

No, government should not review medical eligibility for some people after they have been on AISH for a period of time.

To qualify, AISH recipients must have a permanent and severe disability. Any change in permanency or severity is noted in reviews done each year as part of the AISH annual reporting process. Further, if technology or medical advances enable an AISH recipient to work and gain enough money to no longer qualify for the program, the recipient automatically loses AISH status regardless of his or her medical condition.

Imposing medical eligibility reviews would only encourage AISH recipients to focus on negative aspects of their disability. Fear of losing benefits and having to ‘prove’ or ‘show’ one’s disability on an ongoing basis would result in a greater tendency for individuals to remain inactive. It would also substantially add to the AISH program’s administrative costs.

Exempting people who live in long-term care has no validity, as many persons with disabilities live in long-term care not because of their disability but because there is no suitable housing alternative.


Question 6: Should AISH provide additional benefits to meet people’s needs beyond the $850 cash benefit and health coverage?

Organization Name’s Response

Yes, AISH should provide additional benefits to meet people’s needs beyond the $850 cash benefit and health coverage.

The current system causes unnecessary inconvenience and hardship for those in need of benefits under the Alberta Works program. A number of positive outcomes would result if government were to move these benefits to AISH including more efficient and immediate access to the benefits and substantial administrative savings. In addition to moving the benefits package to AISH, the list of benefits should be reviewed in consultation with disability organizations and persons with disabilities.

It is important to note that government would not be providing any additional benefits with this change. It would simply mean moving provision of existing benefits from one program area to another.


All of the responses we have provided to the six questions posed are of vital importance to persons with disabilities. The financial crisis faced by many on AISH dictates that an increase in the income benefit must be made immediately. All other changes we have recommended should also be considered urgent and implemented as soon as possible.
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