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Changes to ODSP 
Tips for service providers to support 
people applying for or receiving ODSP 

On November 22, 2018, the Ontario government announced changes to social 
assistance, including changes to the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) 
disability definition and employment/training income earning exemptions.1 The 
government stated that the changes are to be implemented over the next 18 
months (15 months as of the date of this tip sheet). You can find more information 
about the changes on our website: https://www.halco.org/2018/news/odsp-
update2018nov. 

The government announced that most people currently receiving ODSP will be 
grandparented and will not have to meet the new definition of disability. 

Until the changes are implemented: 

 the existing disability definition will be applied to new applications and to
anyone already on ODSP who has a medical review.

 the existing earning exemptions will apply to ODSP applicants and recipients.

People with disabilities who are not receiving ODSP benefits now but who 
may be eligible should consider applying for ODSP now, before changes 
are made to ODSP.  

People who are currently on ODSP are encouraged to access the range of 
ODSP benefits they are eligible to receive now. 

Community legal clinics provide free legal services to people in their local 
communities. HALCO (HIV & AIDS Legal Clinic Ontario) provides free legal 
advice to people living with HIV in Ontario. Please see page 7 for legal clinic and 
HALCO contact information.

1  Government of Ontario Government. Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services, November 
22, 2018. News Release: https://news.ontario.ca/mcys/en/2018/11/ontarios-government-for-the-people-
announces-plan-to-restore-dignity-independence-and-empowerment-to.html. Backgrounder: 
https://news.ontario.ca/mcys/en/2018/11/reforming-social-assistance.html. 

https://www.halco.org/2018/news/odsp-update2018nov
https://www.halco.org/2018/news/odsp-update2018nov
https://news.ontario.ca/mcys/en/2018/11/ontarios-government-for-the-people-announces-plan-to-restore-dignity-independence-and-empowerment-to.html
https://news.ontario.ca/mcys/en/2018/11/ontarios-government-for-the-people-announces-plan-to-restore-dignity-independence-and-empowerment-to.html
https://news.ontario.ca/mcys/en/2018/11/reforming-social-assistance.html
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What the Proposed Changes to 
Social Assistance Mean 
The announcement about the proposed changes to social assistance gave some 
specific information, but it also raised a lot of questions.  

While we wait for more information, here is what we know: 

1. Most people currently on ODSP will be grandparented under the current ODSP 
definition of disability and therefore will not have to meet the new disability definition 
when the proposed changes take effect. We do not know yet what will happen to 
people who are currently on ODSP but who have a future medical review date.  
 

2. The new disability definition and earnings exemption changes will mean many more 
people may not be eligible to start to receive ODSP. So it is important that people 
who may be eligible now apply now under the current system.  
 

3. The earnings exemptions for people on ODSP will change. Income will be 
considered annually instead of monthly. People will be able to earn up to $6,000 per 
year in net income from employment/training before having earnings clawed back. 
But after earning $6,000, 75% of their earnings will be clawed back (current clawback 
is 50%). We do not know how the reporting or calculations will be done. 
 

4. We do not know what will happen to benefits like special diet, dental, vision, medical 
transportation and others. 
 

5. The changes are to take place over the next 15 months but we do not know when. 

Please see page 5 for more detailed information about the current ODSP system.  

 

How You Can Help Your Clients Now 
Keep your clients informed. We all know the incredible stress that changes to social 
assistance can cause for our clients. You can help by informing clients and sharing 
updates like the information in this tip sheet, and by referring clients to legal clinics for 
free legal advice (see page 7).  

Clients who are currently receiving ODSP 
1. Reassure clients that the government has indicated that most people currently 

on ODSP will be grandparented with the current definition of disability and will 
not have to meet the new definition of disability, so they will likely be able to continue 
to receive ODSP after the disability definition changes.  
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2. Ensure your clients receive all the ODSP benefits they are eligible to receive 
now - like special diet, dental care, vision care, diabetic supplies, incontinence 
supplies, and medical transportation (see page 5).  
 

a. Special Diet Allowance (SDA): The SDA is up to $250 per month for each 
person in the benefit unit who has one of the SDA medical conditions (more 
information about the SDA is at pages 5 through 7). If the client or anyone in their 
benefit unit might be eligible but is not getting the SDA, encourage them to apply 
now. Please refer people living with HIV to HALCO (see page 7).  

 

b. Dental Care: ODSP provides basic dental care for the ODSP recipient and their 
spouse/partner. The ODSP Dental Special Care Plan can provide additional 
dental care. Dependent children receive dental care through Healthy Smiles 
Ontario. 

 

c. Other Health Benefits: Ask if they need other health benefits (see page 5 for 
examples). If they are already receiving other health benefits, some benefits, like 
medical travel, would be indicated on a statement of assistance, while others like 
vision care and incontinence/medical supplies may be provided directly from 
suppliers. 

 

d. Other Health Benefits and people age 62 to 64 who are receiving ODSP: 
i. People should access the benefits they are eligible for now. 
ii. Ontario does not have formal health benefits like vision and dental benefits 

for people 65 or older. The Ontario Drug Benefit senior drug program 
provides prescription drugs for seniors. 

iii. ODSP recipients transitioning to Old Age Security (OAS) at age 65 may be 
eligible for the ODSP Extended Health Benefit (EHB).  

iv. ODSP recipients should ask their ODSP caseworker to assess their eligibility 
for the EHB before they turn 65. 

v. The EHB rules are complicated - please refer people for legal advice (see 
page 7).  

 

Clients with disabilities who are not receiving ODSP 
ODSP provides more money and more benefits than Ontario Works (OW). Anyone who 
might be eligible for ODSP should apply now. When clients submit their ODSP 
applications, they should also submit applications for the Special Diet Allowance and 
the Pregnancy/Breast-Feeding Nutritional Allowance if they or anyone in their benefit 
unit is eligible. See page 5 for information about current ODSP eligibility, diet 
allowances, etc. 
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Clients can contact their local legal clinic for free legal advice about their ODSP eligibility 
and potential benefits. People living with HIV can contact HALCO for free legal advice. 
Please see page 7 for legal clinic contact information. 

1. Proactively reach out to any clients with disabilities who are not currently on 
ODSP but who might be eligible (see page 5 for more about current ODSP eligibility and 
earnings exemptions). Explain why they should consider applying for ODSP
now. Here are some reasons:
a. Being accepted for ODSP now means being assessed under the current 

disability definition and earnings exemptions.
b. People with disabilities and their spouses/partners can work and receive 

ODSP. How earnings are treated when:
i. Applying for ODSP now: For example: a single person who is eligible for the 

maximum shelter allowance can be financially eligible for ODSP even if they 
have employment/training earnings of up to approximately $2,500 net per 
month, or approximately $3,000 net per month if they are eligible for the 
maximum special diet.

ii. Currently receiving ODSP now: For example, a single person receiving the 
maximum ODSP shelter allowance may still receive some ODSP benefits even 
if they have employment/training earnings of up to $2,730 net per month, or up 
to $3,230 net per month if they are receiving the maximum special diet.

iii. The earnings amounts are generally higher if the person has a spouse/partner 
and/or children.

iv. The earnings amounts are higher for people in specific remote communities.

2. If a client was found eligible for ODSP benefits in the past but is not currently 
receiving benefits, refer them to their local legal clinic for free legal advice and 
assistance in assessing their eligibility for ODSP now (see page 7).

3. If any clients with disabilities are receiving Ontario Works (OW) now, they should 
ask their OW worker for an ODSP application right away. ODSP provides more 
money and benefits than OW. The OW worker has no right to ask what medical 
conditions the client has. The medical portion of the ODSP application is sent directly to 
the Disability Adjudication Unit rather than to the local OW/ODSP office (see Current 
ODSP Medical Eligibility on page 6). If the client or anyone in their benefit unit is not 
receiving the Special Diet Allowance (SDA) but may be eligible, they should also request 
SDA applications forms from their OW worker (more information about the SDA is at 
pages 5 through 7). 
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The rest of this document provides information about the current ODSP 
benefits system.  

Current ODSP Benefits System 
Under the current ODSP system, ODSP may provide numerous benefits for the person 
with the disability and the people in their ‘benefit unit’. The ‘benefit unit’ is the ODSP 
recipient (person with a disability) and their spouse/partner, dependent children and 
dependent adult children who live with the recipient in Ontario (students away at school 
may still be part of the benefit unit).  

ODSP benefits can include: 
 Income support (money for basic needs, shelter, special diet allowance, 

pregnancy/breast-feeding nutritional allowance, and extra amounts for people in 
remote communities). 
 

 Prescription drug benefits for everyone in the benefit unit. 
 

 Health benefits including dental, vision and hearing benefits for the ODSP recipient, 
spouse/partner and dependent children.  
 

 Diabetic supplies, medical/surgical supplies (including incontinence supplies) and 
medical travel costs for everyone in the benefit unit. 
 

 Guide/service dog benefit. 
 

 Assistive Devices Co-payment.  
 

 Extended Health Benefits and Transitional Health Benefits 

 

Current ODSP eligibility 
People must be resident in Ontario. People who are not Canadian citizens or permanent 
residents may be eligible. If someone does not have immigration status or is under a 
current immigration sponsorship, they should be referred to their local legal clinic right 
away for legal advice before they apply for ODSP or OW (see page 7 for legal clinic 
contact information).  

In addition to residence in Ontario, there are two main eligibility criteria for ODSP: 
medical (disability) and financial.  
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Current ODSP Medical Eligibility:  
The person with the disability must meet the OSDP legislative definition of “a person 
with a disability” to be medically eligible for ODSP. Some people are found to be 
permanently medically eligible and some may have a medical review date.  

The person’s health care professional, generally the family doctor, completes a Disability 
Determination Package that is sent directly to the ODSP Disability Adjudication Unit for 
assessment.  

It is essential that the health care professional include all relevant medical information in 
the Disability Determination Package.  

The Disability Determination Package stays at the Disability Adjudication Unit and 
should not be shared with the local OW or ODSP office. The local OW/ODSP worker 
has no right to know what medical conditions the person has.  

 

Current ODSP Financial Eligibility:  
The “budgetary requirements” of the recipient and people in their “benefit unit” must be 
greater than the “chargeable” income of the benefit unit, and, their assets must be within 
the asset limits. Anyone receiving Ontario Works now is financially eligible for ODSP.  

Budgetary requirements are the ODSP income support entitlement of the benefit unit:2 

 Basic needs allowance (based on the people in the benefit unit) 
 

 Actual shelter costs up to the shelter maximum for the size of the benefit unit 
 

 Special Diet Allowance (SDA) and Pregnancy/Breast-Feeding Nutritional Allowance 
(PBFNA) for anyone in the benefit unit (see below), and 
 

 Remote Communities Allowance (specific northern communities). 

Chargeable income can include income from employment, training, benefits, insurance, 
spousal/sponsor support, etc. Income and benefits of children under 18 are exempt so 
are not included in chargeable income. Some other income is exempt, including some 
student income.  

  

                                            
2 For current ODSP rates, see the Income Security Advocacy Centre document at 
http://incomesecurity.org/public-education/ow-and-odsp-rates-and-the-ocb-2018-les-taux-dot-du-posph-et-
de-la-poe-2018/.  

http://incomesecurity.org/public-education/ow-and-odsp-rates-and-the-ocb-2018-les-taux-dot-du-posph-et-de-la-poe-2018/
http://incomesecurity.org/public-education/ow-and-odsp-rates-and-the-ocb-2018-les-taux-dot-du-posph-et-de-la-poe-2018/
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Net employment/training income is currently treated as follows: the first $200 is exempt 
and 50% of the balance net income is clawed back (for some earnings limit examples, 
see 1. b. on page 4). Chargeable income may also be reduced by amounts paid for 
eligible child care and disability-related employment expenses that are necessary to 
allow a person to be employed.3 

Special Diet Allowance (SDA) provides up to $250 per month for each person in the 
benefit unit who has one of the SDA medical conditions. The OW/ODSP worker has no 
right to know what medical conditions the person has. The SDA includes diets for infants 
if breast-feeding is contraindicated or breast-feeding is not possible (for example, 
inadequate lactation or infant cannot tolerate breastmilk). The Pregnancy/Breast-
Feeding Nutritional Allowance (PBFNA) is in addition to the SDA and requires a 
separate application form. The PBFNA is $40 per month or $50 if lactose-intolerant diet. 

 

This tip sheet contains general information. It is not legal advice. The law is 
complicated and may change.  

People in Ontario can contact their local community legal clinic for free 
legal advice and information about services in their community. Local legal 
clinics can be found using the Legal Aid Ontario 
website: https://www.legalaid.on.ca/en/getting/type_civil-clinics.asp.  

People living with HIV in Ontario can contact the HIV & AIDS Legal Clinic 
Ontario (HALCO) for free legal advice about ODSP or any other legal issue:  
416-340-7790 or toll-free 1-888-795-8889. You can find more information on 
the HALCO website: https://www.halco.org.  

                                            
3 For more information about working while on social assistance, see the Community Legal Education 
Ontario document at https://www.cleo.on.ca/en/publications/worksa, and ODSP Policy Directive 5.3 
“Deductions from Employment and Training Income” at 
https://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/social/directives/odsp/is/5_3_ODSP_ISDirectives.aspx.  

https://www.legalaid.on.ca/en/getting/type_civil-clinics.asp
https://www.halco.org/
https://www.cleo.on.ca/en/publications/worksa
https://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/social/directives/odsp/is/5_3_ODSP_ISDirectives.aspx
https://www.halco.org

