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Welcome to the People’s Blueprint Conference!
Ontario has a very difficult job ahead: reviewing and making recommendations 

to reform Ontario’s Social Assistance system. We started the People’s Blueprint 

with the goal of supporting the Ontario Social Assistance Review and changing 

public policy for the better. We wanted to do this by conducting research, but 

with a twist: hiring and training people with lived experience of the social 

assistance system itself to be the lead researchers. These “Blueprinters” designed 

the questions, recruited respondents, conducted the interviews and ultimately 

developed the analysis. Today you will see the fruits of their labours.

We have a busy day ahead! We hope that you leave today with a renewed 

understanding of the key problems with the current social assistance system 

as identified by people experiencing it.  We will discuss possible areas in which 

reform should take place in order to put Ontario on the track of utilizing the 

talents and abilities of all its citizens. We also hope that you leave today sharing 

with us our enthusiasm for community-based research, and its promise for 

contributing to the fact base on which public policy decisions are made.

The People’s Blueprint is a collaboration between Daily Bread Food Bank and Voices 

From the Street. This would not have happened without the generous support, 

both financial and intellectual, from the Atkinson Charitable Foundation and the 

George Cedric Metcalf Charitable Foundation. We thank them immensely for their 

incredible support and guidance. Many thanks to the City of Toronto for its support, 

Blanca Marcela Lopez for her superb editing of over 100 hours of video footage and 

Cheryl Smith for video documenting the panel’s planning meetings.

Above all else, we thank the Blueprinters for their phenomenal work over the past 

year. They truly demonstrate the transformational possibilities when we approach 

people with respect for their lived knowledge and their proposed solutions.

Pat Capponi    Michael Oliphant

Voices From the Street   Daily Bread Food Bank

Welcome
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8:30-9a.m.  Check In

9-10a.m.   Welcome and Video Presentation: Hopes & What Works

10a.m.-12:15p.m.      Breakout Sessions

12:15-1:15p.m.     Lunch

1:20-3:25p.m.  Breakout Sessions

3:25-3:40p.m.  Break

3:45-4:45p.m.  Breakout Session

4:50-5:20p.m.  Wrap-Up: Reflections on the Day

Breakout Group Session
All conference attendees have been assigned to a room for the day to participate 

in the Breakout Sessions. The rooms are colour coded and the room that you have 

been assigned to appears on your name tag. 

Time Room A Room B Room C Room D Room E
10:10-11:10a.m. Breakout 

Session 1
Breakout 
Session 2

Breakout 
Session 3

Breakout 
Session 4

Breakout 
Session 1

11:15a.m.-
12:15p.m.

Breakout 
Session 2

Breakout 
Session 3

Breakout 
Session 4

Breakout 
Session 1

Breakout 
Session 2

1:20-2:20p.m. Breakout 
Session 3

Breakout 
Session 4

Breakout 
Session 1

Breakout 
Session 2

Breakout 
Session 3

2:25-3:25p.m. Breakout 
Session 4

Breakout 
Session 1

Breakout 
Session 2

Breakout 
Session 3

Breakout 
Session 4

3:45-4:45p.m. Breakout 
Session 5

Breakout 
Session 5

Breakout 
Session 5

Breakout 
Session 5

Breakout 
Session 5

 

ScheduleSchedule
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Hopes & What Works
What We Heard
While there is much in the social assistance system that needs to change, we 

also heard that there are a lot of positives that can be built on. These include 

the people on the system themselves, some programs both inside and outside 

government and some frontline workers who really make a difference. All of these 

things tell us that change is possible. 

All the people we interviewed had hopes — for themselves, their children and 

their community. They want to work, be productive and contribute. In fact, many 

were already doing so in numerous ways. Many wanted to turn their own lived 

experience and knowledge into an asset by working to help others. Ultimately 

people wanted to live as independently as possible given their circumstances.

Not all people will be able to work full time and leave the social assistance 

system. “Success” needs to be redefined in terms of helping people attain their 

full potential. Many non-profit and government programs in the community are 

doing just that, and we can learn from these examples.

For those who need some ongoing support, there are systems in place that help 

them manage and achieve some level of independence. Transitional housing 

organizations such as Habourlight were mentioned for the help they provide in 

overcoming active addiction and in developing healthier life skills. 

Some people with physical disabilities were grateful that there are sources of 

funding, such as the March of Dimes and Assistive Devices Program, that help 

them cover things they need that ODSP does not pay for.

Welcome Presentation
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A common theme for those whose goal was to leave the system was that third-party 

support was critical. This usually meant a non-profit organization or a charitable 

agency to help them navigate the system. Some people were utilizing third-party 

supports more than others. Many were unaware of supports that existed, whether 

through social assistance or from an outside agency. Having these supports made a 

great deal of positive differences in people’s lives.

Certain programs and supports were noted as beneficial depending on the needs of 

certain communities. For example, newcomers to Canada mentioned how the work 

training placement programs are helpful because they give Canadian experience and 

enable the building of networks that are often essential in landing employment.  

For some people, a helpful worker made all the difference. Some really appreciated 

the support received from their Ontario Works or Ontario Disability Support Program 

caseworkers. For many, feeling like the worker was “on their side,” led to a more 

positive and productive relationship. In effect, the worker and client became a team. 

Another person mentioned how her worker frequently shared information in regards 

to any changes in the delivery of services, so the client had a heads up on what was 

happening and who to talk to. 

As one Blueprinter said, “When a worker has that gift of treating a person with respect, 

compassion and dignity, you feel it, and you appreciate it by giving it back! In the end 

you walk out of the office feeling good about the visit and the decisions that were 

made.”
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Food & Health
What We Heard
Almost across the board respondents said they did not have enough money 

to afford the foods they needed for basic health, especially fresh fruit and 

vegetables. Most point to difficulty affording fresh food which is more expensive. 

Food is a flexible expense  —people scaled back their purchases of food to cover 

other critical expenses, primarily rent. Many use the food bank as a way of 

increasing their disposable income. Most say the food they receive from food 

banks does not provide everything they need and tends to be high in salt and 

sugar. People were knowledgeable about food and nutrition but were not able to 

afford the foods they needed.

The connection between food and health was talked about regularly. Many 

questioned the sense of a system that forces people to eat poorly, only to have 

health problems emerge later. Others reported medical conditions requiring 

specific diets that were difficult to afford on their income. Programs such as the 

Special Diet Allowance help. An enormous concern for the fate of the program 

was expressed in the interviews.

Many people reported eating just one meal a day, particularly single adults who 

receive $592 per month in Ontario Works benefits. With food prices increasing by 

seven to eight percent this year, this situation will continue to worsen.

Questions For Discussion
1. Should food prices be specifically considered when setting benefit rates?

2. Are there other options we should consider in order to ensure people have  
the food they need? 

3. How should special dietary needs be dealt with in the system? 

Breakout Session 1
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Social Participation
What We Heard
Most respondents answered this question begrudgingly, because there is simply 

no money for social activity. The clear implication is that fun is a luxury few can 

afford. Although many may say that entertainment is a luxury, the general lack 

of social participation leads to a whole host issues that work against people, 

including isolation, depression, and no opportunity for stress relief.

Lack of funds for transportation is a substantial barrier to participation in 

community events. As one person said, “Events are free, transportation is not free.”

For many newcomers with family back home, basic requirements such as food are 

sacrificed so phone calls can be made to loved ones. Parents said barriers exist for 

their children, as social assistance does not cover the cost of school trips. 

For those who face barriers going out due to transportation costs or disability, 

cable TV was a sole form of entertainment. Others do manage to engage in low-

cost hobbies such as art, the occasional movie, or playing musical instruments. 

For some, social participation is enabled through their volunteer work or through 

multi-service agencies which address practical needs to ensure people can attend 

their events. Many pointed to this as a positive that could be further developed. 

Questions For Discussion
1. How can the non-profit sector and organizations providing volunteer hours or 

other opportunities further capitalize on their ability to provide social activities 
for people?

2. Is there a government role in supporting low-cost or free community activities? 
Non-profit organizations?

3. Where does transportation planning and policy fit in regards to improving 
people’s participation in their community?

Breakout Session 1Breakout Session 1
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Caseworkers What We Heard

Education, Training & Employment
What We Heard
People receiving Ontario Works and the Ontario Disability Support Program 

want good jobs and want to contribute to their communities, but the barriers 

they articulated are substantial.  People said they felt trapped and stuck in their 

situation with “no clear path out.” 

People receiving ODSP who have the potential to work are often fearful of the 

unknown, as they may be fine now but may not be in the future. Work, therefore, 

is a big risk. Clawbacks were identified as a huge barrier, often leaving people 

worse off and penalized for working (more about this in the video “Changes”). 

Others talk about the fear that if too much income is earned one month they will 

be cut off the following month, leaving them completely destitute. The “Linda 

Chamberlain Rule” was also referenced many times. Regardless of these fears, 

people find work to be rewarding, and would like to be working in some way as 

much as possible. 

When social assistance offers training, even successful completion doesn’t provide 

the proper credentials people need. People spoke about their training programs 

not being recognized or accepted by employers as legitimate, so many do not get 

the kinds of jobs they had trained for. 

There appears to be a mismatch between the stated needs of people and the 

training available. Immigrants, for example, often felt programs were below their 

capacities: they did not need to learn computer basics or resume writing but help 

in finding employment in their fields in a new country. 

People want access to higher education, especially those with physical challenges 

who need to work with their minds more than their bodies. Interactions involving 

OSAP and social assistance often restrict this opportunity to learn and grow 

and find pathways out of poverty. Many talk about the fear of taking loans and 

building a debt load when it is uncertain if a job exists at the end of program. 

Breakout Session 2
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StigmaBreakout Session 2

People are often told to take any job—the system is geared towards acceptance 

of the first job offered instead of supporting people to achieve sustainable 

employment that lifts their living standards. Jobs require higher education than  

is possible through short-term training programs offered through OW. Many 

people report “cycling” in and out of employment and education programs that 

do not lead to jobs, and that leave them with rising debt loads as a reward for 

taking the risk.

Questions for discussion
1. What are best practices in regards to training and employment? How can they 

be expanded across the province? 

2. What are downsides and upsides to the “take any job” approach that we should 
consider?  How can we design employment supports that provide pathways 
out of poverty?

3. What would it take to create “clear paths” that help people into good jobs?

4. What could be the role of social enterprise and local economic development as 
bridges to employment?

5. How do we match training and employment to individual needs and to 
available jobs?  Where are good examples that we can draw upon?
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Caseworkers
What We Heard
The subject of caseworkers prompted a considerable amount of discussion. 

On the whole, respondents expressed their negative experiences with their 

caseworkers. However, they would also often acknowledge that issues arose not 

because of the workers themselves but rather the system the worker was trying to 

negotiate on their behalf. In general the themes of inconsistency of information, 

fear, frustration, and a lack of being forthcoming about benefits and resources 

available were common.

People mentioned inconsistency with workers being switched, often without 

them being aware. Some mentioned having this occur numerous times within  

a very short period. This makes it more difficult to establish trust and be able  

to share more with a worker, which some respondents desired. However,  

others preferred not to have any contact unless absolutely required; to “stay 

under the radar.”

People often reported the feeling of being judged, or policed in an arbitrary way. 

Some felt that they were being spoken down to. People who were fearful often 

reported that they felt they were being interrogated, or being asked questions 

with an assumption of wrongdoing. Some stated that there was fear about “not 

knowing what to say,” or saying the “wrong” thing. Often people reported feeling 

manipulated and intimidated into signing documents, particularly newcomers 

who are learning English and don’t yet understand the bureaucratic terminology. 

The issue of overpayments often came up. People discussed the fear they felt 

when form letters are sent that state funds will be withheld because of missing 

information or documents. People mentioned that these letters are received  

even when it was the social assistance office who misplaced the form. Some 

mentioned that it was often not even clear from the letter why or how the 

overpayment occurred. 

Breakout Session 2
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People often felt workers were not forthcoming with benefits to which they were 

entitled. People spoke about having to find out for themselves about benefits, 

such as a clothing allowance or community start-up assistance, and then ask. 

Overall, it was observed that people who had outside help in navigating the 

system usually did better than those who didn’t. Ultimately, people would like to 

be able to advocate for themselves.

Questions For Discussion
1. What are best practices in terms of providing frontline support in OW and ODSP 

offices? How can we ensure that best practices are standardized across the 
province?  

2. How can we ensure that front line workers are sensitized to the broad issues 
impacting clients, including physical and psychiatric disability?  

3. What is the appropriate role of front-line support? Is there a tension between 
the social worker role and the role of monitoring compliance?

Breakout Session 2
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Stigma
What We Heard
The shame and stigma associated social assistance was an ongoing theme. 

People spoke about stigma with respect to relationships with partners (or lack 

of relationship), coming onto assistance, working with one’s caseworker, finding 

employment, and access to housing.

Most often stigma was raised in terms of relationships, especially with partners, 

family and friends. With partners, stigma was often talked about in terms of power 

imbalances in relationships. This most often occurred with women, who discussed 

the dynamics of having to completely rely on a partner for income, and having no 

source of income on their own. Others talked about avoiding looking for a partner 

for that reason: “One, I don’t have a partner, two I don’t have money, three I don’t 

look because they want and I have nothing to give.”

A common theme revolved around the loss of friendships and other networks as 

a result of receiving social assistance. People talk about being a burden to friends 

because they cannot afford to go out for dinner, coffee or any of the activities 

people often do with friends. Over time they come to be viewed as “a liability.” 

Eventually people find themselves surrounded by friends in the “same place”, 

with no role models of people moving forward and improving their lives. This is 

particularly true as affordable housing is often ghettoized: “When I went on social 

assistance people started looking down on me, avoiding me. I wasn’t included in 

a lot of things, mostly because I couldn’t afford them.”  

A particular issue arose for people with disabilities, which was the stigma faced 

in the workplace. Many employers feel that people are going to be too difficult to 

accommodate or otherwise be a burden. 

Breakout Session 3
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Generally people discuss stigma as it relates to their worker: “Some make you feel 

like you need to beg for services.” From the “glass partition” to the treatment of 

people by their worker (which is further shown in the “Caseworkers” video) the 

stigma of the social assistance system was raised repeatedly in interviews and 

named by the Blueprinters in their analysis.

Questions For Discussion
1. What are the practical things that could be done to reduce stigma when people 

come to their welfare office for assistance?

2. Some say social assistance is by nature stigmatizing. What would a non-
stigmatized system look like? 

3. People often turn to family and friends to help them through difficult times. 
How can the system be designed to support people to do that rather than 
hinder it?

4. How can policy mitigate unequal gender relationships?

Breakout Session 3
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Housing
What We Heard
The Blueprinters identified a number of themes around stigma, safety, sense of 

isolation and lack of connection to community, cost, long waiting lists, effect on 

family and social relationships as well as disrepair of units. 

Many respondents referred to a lack of safety in their immediate community. 

Single parents said there are few recreational facilities available to keep children 

busy after school. Location is another identified issue, as housing is often on 

the outskirts of towns and cities, making it difficult to get to services, look for 

work, or attend social assistance appointments. For those attempting recovery 

from addiction or dealing with mental health issues, the housing that is usually 

affordable is situated in places which exacerbate these conditions or cause 

relapse. Isolation and need result in increased petty crime, leaving vulnerable 

people as the targets of break-ins and theft.

A number of respondents talked about the effect of housing options on 

relationships. Several couples with disabilities discussed the lack of housing for 

couples with disabilities. The assumption seems to be that people with disabilities 

are, and always will be, single. They also talked about the difficulty finding 

attendant care for couples as funding seems to be disability- or building-specific. 

Many married couples were resigned to the idea of living separately for years. 

Many people talked about the fear of living with a partner, because of losing their 

rent subsidies and having their overall incomes go down, as the couple OW and 

ODSP rates are less than double the single rate. 

Shelter allowances in social assistance are far below the available rents. For example, 

the maximum shelter for a single receiving Ontario Works is just over $350/month. 

The only housing available anywhere near that price range is a rooming house. Rent 

is always paid first before groceries and other expenses—those other needs come 

second and are constantly being cut due to housing costs.

Breakout Session 4
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Breakout Session 4

Most respondents talked about long waiting lists for housing (i.e. 7-8 years), 

particularly those with attendant care needs. There is a lack of choice; you 

are told where to go even if it’s far from where you want to be or in a “rough 

neighbourhood.” Quality of housing was often discussed, including the stigma 

associated with social housing: “Government housing looks like government 

housing.” In general people do not want to live in social housing and would not if 

they had a choice. 

Questions For Discussion
1. Should the cost of housing be specifically considered when setting benefit 

rates?  

2. What is the right balance between building affordable housing and providing 
income benefits to support people in market rental housing?

3. What is the role of government, non-profit sector and private sector in 
delivering housing?

4. Why are couples in need of supportive housing having such difficulties? 
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Changes
What We Heard
When we were originally recruiting participants for the People’s Blueprint, we asked 

interested applicants to respond to this question: “If you had a magic wand, what three 

things would you change about social assistance in Ontario?” Of approximately 200 

applications, this is the breakdown of key words in the responses:

• Work/Employment/Job - 228  • Money/income – 138 

• Clients/Workers - 131  • Housing - 91

The responses in the interviews were consistent with these results. People want good 

jobs and they want to contribute to their community. However they identify barriers 

and other issues that get in their way.

People regularly spoke about clawbacks on their earned income as being a major 

barrier: “50% leaves you short-handed.” People would like to see the system help them 

make the transition to work, such as by maintaining benefits until you get back on 

your feet, which doesn’t necessarily happen right away.

People spoke about having adequate training programs that help them find the jobs 

they want. They also want to further themselves through higher education, and not 

denied getting this education due to restrictions around receiving the Ontario Student 

Assistance Program (OSAP) and receiving social assistance. For those with foreign 

credentials, it was requested there should be assistance with re-certification. 

In terms of income, people said that Ontario Works and Ontario Disability Support 

Program should be realistic, particularly about the cost of rent, food and 

transportation: “No rent in Toronto costs $350.”  The money from social assistance does 

not provide what is necessary to live in a clean, safe environment. 

People often referred to the need for more supportive caseworkers. A key ask was to 

stop making people feel so bad for getting assistance, as the shame and intimidation 

people feel already is strong. Many also mentioned the importance of having someone 

they can talk to, who can help people find a path to get to their goals. It was mentioned 

that it is very important for the caseworker to establish a trust with the client, when 

that happens the real benefits begin. This involves trying to see who clients are and the 

Breakout Session 5
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type of needs they have as well as find out more of their likes, goals and talents. This also 

involves sharing more information on what social services has to offer. 

In regards to housing, people spoke of the need for affordable, accessible housing, as 

well as allowing people to have more choice in regards to where they want to live. The 

issue of supportive housing for couples with disabilities was frequently raised.

Other key changes people wanted to see as they related to programs or services of 

social assistance included:

• Easing up on restrictions for people trying to go back to school to further their education. Financial 
assistance for education should take into consideration the specific challenges people with disabilities face.

• Assistance for those with criminal backgrounds in getting a pardon so they can enter the work force. 

• Understand the importance of and provide opportunities to access recreation.

• Provide access to transportation for everyone, in order to assist finding work. 

• Access to communication, such as having a cell phone, should be mandatory.

• Increase asset limits and what people are allowed to save.

• Compensate those trying to upgrade their skills by attending workshops or training programs.

Questions For Discussion
1.  What might be core principles of a renewed system of income support?  What about 

specific tools, policies and approaches?

2. How can barriers to entering the labour market be addressed, particularly clawbacks 
and loss of benefits?

3. How could we ensure that social assistance benefits together with other income 
security programs amount to a decent standard of living?  What are some possible 
standards of a decent living?  What are some factors in determining this level?

4. What are the limits to what the present social assistance system can provide in terms 
of the changes people need? 

5. How can lived experience and peer research continue to inform and guide the 
development of social policy? Are there opportunities for further work?

Breakout Session 5
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Stacey
I’m Stacey Bowen and I’m receiving OW. My current goal is to finish my three year part-time 

program of Assaulted Woman and Youth Advocacy Counseling at George Brown College. 

I plan to help the Youth of Tomorrow to achieve their goals of using Advocacy, Direct 

Response of Change, Guidance and Commitment to bring back hope and belief of self.  

Maya
I am Maya Shariffe. I am well-educated and have worked hard all my life; also I am 

proud of the relationship I continue to have with the People’s Blueprint. I marvel at 

people’s ability to contribute in light of what little is expected of them.  However, due 

to stigma attached to anyone who receives social assistance, I am reluctant to provide 

people with my personal moniker.  This stigma, in my opinion, has caused employers 

to discriminate against me despite my many skills, being multilingual and having great 

work experience. I look at the media, which daily depicts or rolls out research to say 

negative things or produce nefarious findings about persons who struggle in poverty 

as a social assistance recipient. I would like to see this change.  I am a person who is 

educated, always able and willing to work.  However, I too have to face poverty just like 

those who receive social assistance.

Mark
I am Mark Sussmann and I am currently on ODSP. My goal is to continue to focus on 

my post-secondary education, so I can support myself. My goal for others is that while 

they are on OW/ODSP that they be treated with respect and dignity and be enabled to 

make positive changes in their lives.

Nancy
My name is Nancy McLean. I am a 52-year-old grandmother of two. I have been on 

ODSP since the year 2000, when I had a spinal cord operation from which I am lucky to 

be able to walk and lucky to be alive. I have been volunteering with the homeless and 

trying to do my part by making someone’s day a bit brighter for around five years. Last 

year I had the great opportunity to be one of the researchers for the People’s Blueprint. 

I have purpose in my life. I get up and usually have lots of things to do, for which I 

am grateful. I have helped people and made a difference to their day-to-day lives. 

I have been given self-pride for my efforts, that is the biggest gift I can receive. The 

best advice I could give to anybody who has a problem with depression is to become 

involved in your community. It is truly wonderful and it doesn’t come in pill form. You 

will meet people, receive fantastic opportunities. Please try my prescription for mental 

hurts. It works and it is free! 

Meet the Blueprinters
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Sarah
Sarah lives in Kitchener and has been involved with the Employment and Income 

Support Community Advisory Committee in the Kitchener-Waterloo area for the last 

three years. She is also creating a video on addiction and mental health.

Asem
Asem is an immigrant to Canada since 2008. His community experience includes 

volunteering with Lyndhurst Spinal Cord Injury Institute, Thorncliffe Neighbourhood 

Office, The 519 Church Street Community Centre, and  Daily Bread Food Bank, where 

he also worked as an Agency Relations Associate. Asem is also a Training Facilitator 

with the Among Friends Project and is interested in creating safer spaces and doing 

anti-oppression work for the LGBTQ communities.

Paul
My name is Paul Fitzgerald and I’m from Brantford. I have been receiving OW for three 

years, waiting for a decision on ODSP. Since starting the People’s Blueprint I got involved 

locally with the Brantford Roundtable on Poverty. I attended Tamarack - an Institution for 

Community Engagement. My goal is to bring awareness and changes to poverty issues.

Opal
Opal Sparks has a deep history of community activism worked with Daily Bread Food 

Bank on the Hungry City Campaign and the Ontario Deprivation Index, the Wellesley 

Institute as a community-based researcher, and collaborated with the Institute for 

Life Course and Aging on several CBPR projects. She has  also worked with The Stop 

Community Food Centre as an advocate for residents and briefly on the PFIB, Do the 

Math campaigns. She is also active with the ODSP Action Coalition as co-chair for 

the Train the Trainer committee. She is currently working at FoodShare Toronto as a 

community food animator and is dedicated to ensuring that access to good, healthy 

food is a basic human right. Opal is enjoying working with the People’s Blueprint and 

hopes that they will have some input as to policy change and changing the fate of 

poverty issues.

Robin
Robin lives  in Thunder Bay. Her work experience includes working at Confederation 

College as a Student Success Specialist, helping students with visual impairments. For 

Robin, working with the panel strengthened her belief that there will be a time when 

there will be no more need to fight for accessibility, and maybe even a time when the 

word “poverty” will no longer be found in our vocabulary. 
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Teisha
I am Teisha James, a single mother of two, and currently on OW. I am desperately 

looking for a way out, or a way to improve the services provided by Ontario Works and 

disability programs. My goals besides getting off OW include completing university 

and someday owning my own home for my daughters to live in. I would also like to get 

my husband into the country as a landed immigrant. With his help I can achieve my 

goal of finishing university and owning a home. I would love to see better funding and 

opportunities available for others in my situation.

Michelle
My name is Michelle and I live in Cambridge.  I dropped out of school more than ten 

years ago. I have lived in poverty and suffered from depression and addiction most of 

my adult life. Luckily after participating in the People’s Blueprint I found the courage, 

and was given the validity to go out in to the community that once shunned me. I 

talked to many people on assistance and all they want is a second chance. A chance 

to learn, to grow, or simply to eat better:  in essence, to live better. I attended some 

confidence courses and I have been accepted into the Social Service Worker Diploma 

Courses at Conestoga College. None of this would be possible if I wasn’t given that 

second glance by those who started the Blueprint or a second chance by those who 

hold the regions purse strings. “Ignorance on fire is better than knowledge on ice.”

Johnathan 
Johnathan Higgins, 37 , lives in Sudbury Ontario and has been receiving ODSP for the past 

10 years. He is passionate about issues surrounding poverty, youth homelessness as well 

as issues affecting people living with mental illness. He enjoys reading, writing and loves 

animals. Currently he is enrolled in college studying to be a personal support worker.

Sima
My name is Sima Dini and I’ve been receiving OW on and off since coming to Canada as a 

refugee six years ago. Throughout this journey, with all the ups and downs, I’ve gained 

many experiences and forged a perspective, which I’m hoping to use to help others 

that have to walk the same path. As an optimist I believe we can use these experiences 

(mine and others as well) to make a brighter future for all of us, since we are all 

connected, whether we know and acknowledge it or not. I’m grateful for living in this 

great country Canada, but together we can make it even greater. My other purpose of life is 

to create awareness about my homeland, Iran, hoping in a not very far future, no one has 

to leave his or her home to an uncertain future.

Meet the Blueprinters
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Gunnar
Gunnar Sewell was born in Rhodesia, back when it existed, in 1963. His professional 

background is in language instruction. In his late 20’s Gunnar became extremely 

depressed and started suffering from panic attacks, later to be diagnosed as 

hypomania.  After losing his job he went on ODSP.  Gunnar’s dream is to start or work 

for an existing foundation that develops extracurricular programs that help children 

under the age of seven develop healthy self-esteem through dynamic activities, small 

class sizes, art, and being kind to one another.

Dylan
My name is Dylan Goff. I live in Hamilton and I’ve been living on ODSP (formerly Family 

Benefits) as well as some earned income for the past 20 years, as a result of having a 

mental illness. I believe that fundamental change is needed to help those of us reliant 

on assistance to reach our full potential so that we too can contribute to society to the 

fullest possible extent. I believe that this change must be holistic—a change that will 

ensure everyone can afford all of the basic necessities of life: enough nutritious food, 

safe and clean housing and adequate clothing and that also recognizes the human 

need for adequate recreation, socialization and personal development.

Melissa
Melissa is a single mom who went back to school and has recently graduated with a 

bachelor’s degree from York University. She now currently works in the social services field.

Robert
I am originally from Espanola, Ontario.  I was educated in Sudbury at the elementary, 

secondary and university levels.  I have worked and lived in three provinces.  The 

members of the panel really helped me realize that I could achieve whatever I set out 

to do.  For that I am forever grateful.

Danielle 
My name is Danielle and I have been on ODSP for about 18 years.  I have enjoyed being 

part of the People’s Blueprint as I discovered that we all want to make a difference and 

change social assistance programs so that everyone can lead a better quality of life and 

make their dreams come true.  I believe that everyone has the right to tell their story 

and if we listen to each other we can make a difference no matter what our challenges 

are. Let’s work together so that life is not such a struggle but rather a journey to be 

savored each step of the way.
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Notes
“Sometimes they make you feel like you have to beg for certain things.”

“I don’t have fun, because having fun has some sort of requirments...  
   I can’t afford it, if you want to have fun there’s a lot of expenses.”
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“The more educated I am the more likely they are to hire me, based on my abilities rather than my disability.”

“Social Assistance affects individuals in a way where they are not able to function in society.”
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