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The Alberta Disabilities Forum (ADF) represents 33 disability organizations in Alberta. See the last page of this position paper for a complete organizations member list. Our mission is to speak in a unified voice on issues of importance to Albertans with disabilities. Our values and principles include:
· People with disabilities are entitled to supports and choices that enable them to fully participate in the community.

· Every person has equal value and worth.
· People with disabilities are contributing members of society, with equal rights and responsibilities.

· People with disabilities must have a determining voice in the design and delivery of the programs and services they require.

· People with disabilities need to be fully informed about issues that affect them and their families.

· Unified and consistent public statements will promote an understanding of the issues that affect people with disabilities.

· Organizations can accomplish more by working together.

· Resolving issues affecting people with disabilities will benefit others in our society.

· While our efforts are directed towards unity and consensus, members' divergent views are valued, respected, and acknowledged.

For some time, the ADF has been 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.


Some aspects of the program discourage independence or do not meet the basic needs of the severely disabled. Changes should be made to the program to correct these flaws. Numerous studies* within and outside government have shown that inadequate social supports result in millions of dollars of expense to government programs in many areas including health care, education, housing, employment, children services, etc.

Program changes that strengthen AISH will improve supports to Albertans with severe disabilities. We believe it will also help government in its quest to make the program more sustainable.

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


Guarantee medical benefits by separating them from income support.

At the moment, the majority of AISH recipients are discouraged from seeking increased employment earnings because they fear losing vital medical benefits. The majority of AISH recipients cannot function without medical care such as prescriptions, prosthetics, visual or hearing aids, etc. This care is expensive, is not paid for by Alberta Health and lasts a lifetime. Currently, medical benefits are stripped once a very small income level ($1,335 per month) is maintained for 10 months. The fear of losing vital extended health support is a major disincentive to seeking employment.

AISH recipients that are able to work should retain their medical benefits until they can afford extended health care coverage. This was recommended in the Premier’s Council on the Status of Persons with Disabilities’ Alberta Disability Strategy released in 2002.

Medical benefits can be guaranteed by creating a separate benefit category within AISH that is not tied to income support. If the guarantee of medical benefits encourages another 5% of all AISH recipients to obtain increased employment earnings to the cut-off level, the potential net savings to government could be $12.5 million per year or more.
►Go to www.albertadisabilitiesforum.ca for a more detailed rationale
Enable AISH recipients to retain more of what they earn.

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 more employment. It also keeps people dependent on others including government to supply many of their basic needs, such as housing, transportation, etc.

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

►Go to www.albertadisabilitiesforum.ca for a more detailed rationale
Enable families to set up discretionary trusts for AISH recipients without penalty to the recipient.

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 with sons and daughters who are AISH recipients. Unfortunately, there is no mechanism to allow this support to continue after the parents are deceased. Money or property left by a parent in trust for a disabled son or daughter is considered an asset under AISH rules. If the value exceeds the allowed asset limit, the child is no longer eligible for AISH.

Other jurisdictions have recognized the unfairness of this policy. In other provinces, parents are given 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 live a life of dignity, and may reduce the cost of some government support programs.

►Go to www.albertadisabilitiesforum.ca for a more detailed rationale
Maintain the current asset limit.

Most AISH recipients have little or no assets. Those who do usually have no other means of support. Without the support of AISH, these individuals would quickly consume their assets to pay for basic needs, experiencing hardship and increased poverty along the way. Severely limiting assets available to AISH recipients would also place added pressure on housing, training and employment, transportation and other subsidized government programs.
►Go to www.albertadisabilitiesforum.ca for a more detailed rationale
Improve career and employment opportunities for persons with disabilities.

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

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.

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 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.

►Go to www.albertadisabilitiesforum.ca for a more detailed rationale

Increase income support so basic living expenses are covered.

A hot Alberta economy in recent years has caused substantial jumps in the cost of shelter, transportation, utilities, insurance and other daily living needs. Adjusting to these increases has been particularly hard on 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 ($850 per month) is $720 per month below Canada’s poverty line.

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 Market Basket Measure (MBM). Increasing the AISH support rate by 26% would bring it in line with the recently updated MBM.

►Go to www.albertadisabilitiesforum.ca for a more detailed rationale


Implementing AISH changes as proposed in this position paper by the Alberta Disabilities Forum would result in greater economic independence and increased employment activity among AISH recipients. It would help bring caseload stability to the AISH program and have the potential of significant savings for government departments.

The Alberta Disabilities Forum recommends:

That the Alberta government immediately consider adopting and implementing the changes to AISH put forth by the Alberta Disabilities Forum.
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