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introduction
Welcome to “Belong”, the fourth and final manual in our
series on Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers
with Volunteer Welcome Groups.
The purpose of this manual is to support Welcome Group volunteers as they and
their matched newcomer families approach the end of the first year of settlement
in Ontario. In particular, it focuses on transitioning from Resettlement Assistance
Program (RAP) support after what is colloquially referred to as “Month 13”.
We encourage volunteers to recognize that the end of year one represents both
an important settlement benchmark and a potentially challenging transition.
Analysis shows that most GAR newcomers will have to transition to financial
support from Ontario Works (OW). Welcome Groups can ensure that they do so
with full knowledge of what the transition entails, help them prepare for it, and
support them on their continued path to integration.
About the Manual
This manual offers insight on how Welcome Groups can use months 9 - 12 to
empower their matches’ success beyond their first year, and continue successful
integration into Canadian society. In the run-up to Month 13, the most
important thing that Welcome Groups can do for their matches is to help them
understand the ways in which their social and financial support will change
during the transition, and to help them prepare for this change.
Getting Ready for Month 13 / Section 1 provides an explanation of
what is meant by “Month 13”, how to discuss it with GAR newcomers, and the
basics of a checklist to consider as early as month 9.
Finances in Year Two / Section 2 addresses the crucial aspect of
addressing finances, including applying for Ontario Works, covering rent, and
banking and budgeting.
Social Assistance after RAP / Section 3 explains how GAR
newcomers can maintain access to settlement services, transition to regular
OHIP, understand medical coverage while on OW, and access food banks.
Toward Social Cohesion / Section 4 situates the year 1 milestone
within broader integration frameworks.
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Section 1
Getting Ready for “Month 13”
What is Month 13?
Welcome Group volunteers will likely have heard reference to “Month 13”, the
catchall phrase used to refer to the transition from the Resettlement Assistance
Program (RAP) – in place for 12 months from the date of entry to Canada - to
self-reliance or more general social services. An online search of “Month 13” will
lead to several long-form news pieces about the challenges faced by newcomers,
the settlement sector, and support networks.
While much of the news coverage is focused on Privately Sponsored Refugees
(PSRs) and private sponsorship groups, the lessons and experiences will be
familiar and useful for Welcome Group volunteers. However, while around half
of PSRs find work by the end of year 1, statistics show that the significant
majority of GAR newcomers (over 85%), will not have found full-time work and
will therefore transition to Ontario Works and also rely on tax credits for daily
expenses. The transition also means the end of certain housing credits and
other supports, which may make life more difficult just as newcomers are
getting on their feet. It also means the end of more robust health insurance
(i.e. Interim Federal Health Program) and, in most cases, the end of their
relationship with their RAP provider caseworker.
Talking to GAR Newcomers About Month 13
Welcome Group volunteers can play an important role in helping matched
newcomers prepare for Month 13. The Refugee Sponsorship Training Program
(RSTP), which is geared toward private sponsors, recommends starting
conversations and planning as early as month 9. From our perspective, Month
13 is a point at which the work of fostering autonomy rather than dependence
will become vitally important and readily apparent.
A key message Welcome Groups can help communicate is that Month 13
social assistance does not mean social assistance for the rest of their lives,
but as a period in which they can build the skills necessary to enter the labour
force, especially those related to language. At the same time, it is worth recalling
that GARs are resettled on the basis of vulnerability. On average, while around
90% of GAR newcomers will use social assistance at Month 13, only around
70% will still be using it by the end of year two, though a significant proportion
will require longer term social assistance support.
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“The start of the second year in Canada … is seen as the crucial launch point for
refugees, a point many are reaching now. The thinking goes that if Ottawa or
private sponsors can carry them along in their first year with financial resources,
language lessons and assistance navigating schools and clinics, the newcomers
will have the tools to carry forth on their own by Month 13. But only a small
portion of government-assisted refugees have functional English or French skills
at the end of their first year and just a sliver are able to find jobs.”
						
— The Globe & Mail, April 2017

The RSTP provides a checklist in their “Month 13 Resource Kit”, which will also be
useful for Welcome Groups. It provides itemized checklists for health, language
classes, education, employment, housing, social services, finances, transportation,
interpretation, community support and orientation, and documents and
application forms. The checklist is available at http://www.rstp.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2016/11/Month-13-Resource-Kit-v.1.4.pdf.
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Section 2
Finances in Year 2
Ontario Works
Following the end of RAP financial support, the vast majority of GAR newcomers
will be eligible and will apply for Ontario Works. As mentioned earlier, StatsCan
studies find that upwards of 90% of Ontario GAR newcomers claimed social
assistance at the end of their first year after arrival, as opposed to only 50% of
Privately Sponsored Refugees.
Ontario Works offers two types of support: financial assistance and employment
assistance. In most cases, the former is dependent on an agreement by the
applicant and other adult members of the household to take part in the latter.
However, exceptions are made for issues like child care or illness.

The bottom line is to start thinking and talking

about the process as early as possible not only to
ensure the maximal benefits, but also to ensure
they play an active, informed, and consensual
role in the process.

Calculations for Ontario Works are somewhat complicated, and based on family
size and composition, living arrangements and costs, geographical region, and a
range of other supplements and deductions for things like childcare costs,
disabilities, pregnancy, special dietary allowances, etc. As with RAP assistance,
reported other income will result in “clawbacks” from Ontario Works. Those
receiving financial support from Ontario Works can earn up to $200 a month,
with every extra dollar beyond that resulting in $0.50 being deducted from the
amount received as financial support. As such, Welcome Groups can play a
critical role in helping GAR newcomers navigate the bureaucracy. The bottom
line is to start thinking and talking about the process as early as possible not
only to ensure the maximal benefits, but also to ensure they play an active,
informed, and consensual role in the process.
While caseworkers will generally assist with the application for Ontario Works,
understanding the program is nonetheless important for Welcome Groups in
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the event that their matches have questions or have not been helped with the
application. Refugees are able to start applying for Ontario Works at the
beginning of Month 12, as long as they have received written notification from
their RAP provider that they have received their final payment. Timeliness is
important to ensure that they begin receiving their benefits the following month
when the RAP support ends. To contact the nearest Ontario Works office, see
the website at: http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/social/ow/.
Banking and Budgeting
By the end of the first year it should be clear that budgeting and banking will be
important for making ends meet. Having a bank account gives newcomers the
ability to start building their credit ratings, to take out loans, to receive direct
deposits from both potential employers and Ontario Works. Welcome Group
volunteers can take the time to explain to newcomers the importance of building
a credit rating, ensure they understand electronic money transfers, and to help
build a budget.

Welcome Group volunteers can take the time to

help newcomers to understand the importance of

building a credit rating, ensure they understand
electronic money transfers, and to help build a
budget.

Many banks have budget calculators available online or on mobile that can
be useful for monthly budgeting and financial planning. It is important that
refugees who are receiving Ontario Works budget carefully so that they are
able to reliably cover expenses. Mobile apps like Mint and Dollarbird might
be particularly useful.
Income Taxes and Tax Benefits
Filing income tax returns by the regular annual due date is important for
long-term financial security and ensuring access to all tax benefits. After Month
13, GARs will no longer have “newcomer” status for income tax purposes and
will be no different from any other Permanent Resident or citizen. Tax benefits
include the Canada Child Benefit, the GST/HST Tax Credit, and the working
income tax benefit. The Canada Child Benefit, which awards benefits based on a
family’s number of children, is particularly important as a source of income for
refugees following Month 13.
GAR newcomers must file their income taxes on time to continue receiving

benefits, even if they earned no income in the previous year. Settlement Service
Providers Organizations (SPOs) and community centres generally have a range
of free tax clinics and information sessions for filing taxes and helping understand the system.
Tenant Rights and Rent
One of the major issues facing GAR newcomers in Month 13 is sustainable rent,
particularly given that many will face a decrease in financial resources when
transitioning to Ontario Works. As a result, some may be forced to relocate to
cheaper accommodations or apply for municipal community housing.
The choice to relocate, however, implies difficult tradeoffs between saving
money on rent and potentially disruptive changes like transferring between
schools and losing children’s friend groups, learning about new neighbourhoods, being further from services and community centres, and learning about
new public transit routes. A further consideration is that many will not have an
established credit history and find it difficult to find a guarantor on a more
affordable lease.
Welcome Groups that understand tenants’ rights can help refugees better
navigate any financial or legal issues regarding their housing. For example, many
refugees have reported that after the first year, landlords increase their monthly
rent. Rent can only be increased by 1.8% once every 12 months, with 90 days
advance notice. In the event of a dispute between landlord and tenant, GAR
newcomers should know about the Ontario Landlord and Tenant Board, which
mediates disputes between these parties. Their website can be found at http://
www.sjto.gov.on.ca/ltb/. A comprehensive guide to Ontario tenant rights,
available in a range of languages including Arabic, Dari, Farsi and Somali, can
also be found on the Federation of Metro Tenants’ at https://www.torontotenants.org/resources/guide-to-tenant-rights.
driving
A driver’s license is a potential new form of freedom for refugees. Anecdotally,
we know that a number of GAR newcomers have registered as drivers for
ride-sharing apps like Uber and Lyft.
But buying a car - especially a new car - can be very costly, and it is important for
families to be well-educated about the true costs of owning a car. These costs
include fuel, insurance, monthly payments, and regular maintenance costs.
Welcome Groups can find further information on typical yearly driving costs,
transportation budgeting, and the licensing process for new drivers at http://
caa.ca/docs/eng/CAA_Driving_Costs_English.pdf and https://www.ontario.ca/
page/driving-and-roads.
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Section 3
Social Assistance after RAP

Enrolling with Settlement Service
Providers Organizations (SPOs)
Transitioning from RAP assistance also means that GAR newcomers will lose the
support of their RAP / Client Support Services caseworker. Ideally, Welcome
Groups will have prepared for this inevitability and can offer an important bridge
toward independence and autonomy. Month 13 does not preclude GAR
newcomers from enrolling with a new SPO. Most SPOs will continue to offer help
with housing, budgeting, childcare, language courses, skills training, and translation.
Health Care
Newcomers to Ontario will have been covered by the Interim Federal Health
Photo: Together Project / Tides Canada

Program (IFHP) for their first 12 months in Canada. It is worth reiterating that
GAR newcomers are Convention Refugees, and as such are Permanent Residents,
which means they have full access to health services under OHIP. Welcome
Groups should ensure that all family members have health cards and understand
what types of medical services are available, particularly if they are on OW, as
additional benefits are available to them as per the following link: (https://www.
mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/social/directives/ow/7_3_OW_Directives.
aspx). In some instances, GAR newcomers can apply to extend IFHP coverage.
Welcome Groups should explore these options with RAP SPO caseworkers and
potentially contact IRCC well before the Month 13 deadline.
Welcome Groups should enquire with the OW caseworker about clients’ eligibility
for the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) where physical or mental

11

Welcome Groups can play
a role in helping reduce

stigma around enrolling
with food banks

disability may be an issue, as well as additional benefits available for seniors.
Welcome Groups should ensure that their matched newcomers have accessed
available dental care, have made full use of IFHP’s support for supplemental
items like mobility devices, are registered with a family physician, and have
requested any referrals to specialists.
Finally, research shows that mental health issues, particularly post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD), might not manifest until several months to years after a
traumatic event. The possibility of moving houses, changing schools, or thinking
about how to make ends meet on an even more curtailed budget might in fact
trigger some newcomers. During this transition, Welcome Group volunteers
should pay close attention to practicing trauma-informed care, which we first
covered in our first manual. The Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH)
and the Canadian Centre for Victims of Torture (CCVT) offer a list of signs and
symptoms of PTSD. Children’s Mental Health Ontario (www.CMHO.org) provides
a list of children’s mental health centres throughout the province.
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Food Banks
Food security can become an even more pressing issue for newcomers in year
2. If this issue is to arise, Welcome Groups can assist newcomer families by
enrolling them with local food banks. As with enrolling in Ontario Works,
Welcome Groups can play a role in helping reduce stigma around enrolling with
food banks.
Throughout 2016 and 2017, there was significant media focus on (in particular
Syrian) refugees making use of food banks throughout Ontario because of high
costs of living. While individual foodbanks set their own policies, in general they
are available to anyone who can demonstrate need. Many will require basic
information including household size, income and expenses, and an address.
The Ontario Association of Foodbanks has a location-based search engine for its
128 member food banks and 1,100 affiliated hunger-relief programs available at
www.oafb.ca.
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Section 4
Toward Social Cohesion
As discussed in the first manual in this series, Welcome Groups play an important
part in helping GAR newcomers foster social networks. A significant body of
academic research looks at how social bonds and social capital influence integration outcomes, where social capital is understood simply as the help and resources mobilized from networks. Our matching program operates on the hypothesis
that Welcome Groups offer important “bridging” social capital – access to established communities with more resources and knowledge about navigating
Canadian society. But social networks are dynamic. We hope that your experience
as part of a Welcome Group has offered the opportunity to develop new and
unique relationships that influence your life and outlook on your role in fostering
safer, more inclusive and empowered communities.

Welcome Groups offer important “bridging”

social capital – access to established communities
with more resources and knowledge about
navigating Canadian society

The end of the first year of settlement is an important, but early milestone in the
integration journey. Some integration metrics, like language acquisition or employment, are straightforward and easy to measure. For example, when Welcome
Groups help newcomers find employment then we have a clear marker of how
social capital is converted into economic capital. As we have seen, many GAR newcomers will not have “reached” these markers a mere twelve months from arrival.
Other integration metrics, like trust, civic participation, and social inclusion are
longer-term and more subjective, and thus more challenging to measure. We
believe the support of Welcome Groups will have given GAR newcomers a strong
base of experience toward these more subjective integration metrics.
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The ultimate goal of effective integration is social cohesion – in which all members
of society consider themselves as part of a shared endeavor, with more egalitarian
opportunities for upward social mobility. While neither Welcome Group volunteers nor GAR newcomers are under any obligation to maintain contact, we hope
that by the end of year one, relationships have moved past these dichotomies
toward a shared sense of community and endeavor.
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The ultimate goal of

effective integration
is social cohesion –

in which all members
of society consider

themselves as part of
a shared endeavour,

with more egalitarian
opportunities for

upward social mobility.
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Thank you for taking the time to read BELONG,
the fourth and final manual in the Welcome Group
Model series. The purpose of these manuals is to help
standardize a model of volunteer engagement with
Government-Assisted Refugee newcomers across
Ontario. The manuals will be available for download
at www.togetherproject.ca. For your reference, the
complete Welcome Group Model series is listed below.

WELCOME

Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers
with Volunteer Welcome Groups
Months 1-2

CONNECT

Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers
with Volunteer Welcome Groups
Months 3-6

EMPOWER

Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers
with Volunteer Welcome Groups
Months 7-9

BELONG

Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers
with Volunteer Welcome Groups
Months 10-12
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READY TO FORM A WELCOME GROUP? CONTACT

A project of Tides Canada

www.togetherproject.ca/volunteer
hello@togetherproject.ca
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