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Designing a Canada Disability Benefit : Introduction to a 10 part 

series on the design of the Canada Disability Benefit (CDB) 

Overall income security reform 

Our income security system in Canada is inadequate as it relates to the poor and many parts of it 

are confusing, outmoded and unfair. But that does not make it a terrible system. In many ways, 

it reflects our culture and much that is good within it. We need to be very careful about what we 

dismantle or allow to disappear inadvertently. 

Old Age Security, the Guaranteed Income Supplement, our new child benefit system, CPP and 

EI are very good programs that - with a little bit of redesign work - could take vast swaths of 

people out of poverty. There is no good reason to throw them out and every reason to build 

enhancements using them as key building blocks of a new system.  

Carl Jung said in his famous defense of astrology: 

“We are born at a given moment in a given place and like vintage years of wine we 

have the qualities of the year and of the season in which we are born. Astrology does 

not lay claim to anything else.”1 

Our income security programs that pay out over $200 billion a year (much more during the 

pandemic) all bear the earmarks of their vintages. The beginning era of modern social assistance 

in Canada spanned from 1916 to 1939. Social insurance’ beginnings (in Canada) span the 26 

years from 1940 to 1966. Old Age and disability pensions began in 1927 and took their present 

form at the end of the 1960’s. The era of refundable tax credits began at the federal level in 1978 

and continues to this day. Pandemic benefits reflect their obvious relationship to infection, 

illness, death and recovery. Much of our system is now settled in place well beyond their eras of 

invention. This history is both remarkable and important.  

Still, to many, our present income security system can look like a couple of dozen cats in a bag. 

To a young person it must look like a horrible hodge-podge of divergent efforts mummified by 

Band-Aids. But as Wade Davis said, our system, like our culture is: 

“…a vast archive of knowledge and expertise, a catalogue of the imagination, an oral 

and written language composed of the memories of countless elders and healers…2”  

Throughout the history of man, there have been countless movements to fix the burden of an 

unsatisfactory present with a clean slate, a ‘tabula rasa’.  ‘Starting over’ appeals to an element 

within the human spirit - it is neither right nor wrong.  

Tinkering and fixing things with ‘chicken wire and glue’ is equally an element of our humanity. 

Most of us admire the 1950’s cars in Cuba that still run with hundreds of reengineered parts and 

workarounds. The point is that they still work. ‘Clean slaters’ and ‘fixer/tinkerers’ each have 

 
1 http://www.wisdom-of-astrology.com/thewisdomofastrology%3Ayourlife'sblueprint 
2 Wade Davis, The Wayfinders – Why ancient wisdom matters in the modern world – CBC Massey Lectures- 2009, House of Anansi Press, page 

34 
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their own place in the annals of reform and depending on the problem at hand, they are equally 

revered or reviled.  

A Canada Disability Benefit 

In all of the discussions of a guaranteed annual income or basic income over the years, many 

have said that Canada could start with a basic income for people with disabilities.  In my report 

for the Metcalf Foundation called the Welfareization of Disability Incomes in Ontario, I said the 

following: 

“Clearly, if there was an opportunity to start from scratch, no one would ever devise 

the array of disability income programs that currently exists. Neither individually nor 

as a collective set of systems do they begin to meet the real needs and expectations of 

people with disabilities. So, how do we find our way forward to transform the 

convoluted quagmire of ten large very different disability income systems? Although 

opportunities to mount this discussion are limited at best, there is a desperate need for 

reform.”3 

It would seem a lot easier to mount a basic income for people with disabilities for two reasons: 

1. It is cheaper – $12 billion nationally as opposed to $50 billion + for everyone; and  

2. Few are worried about work requirements for people with disabilities – in other words, 

the public would not worry that people with disabilities should be forced to work to 

obtain income assistance in the same way they worry about people without disabilities.  

So with those two great policy and public opinion advantages, why is it so hard to take a logical 

first step towards a basic income by ushering in a basic income for people with disabilities?  

Before answering the question, let’s look at all the expenditures made in Canada under our 

various income programs. There are 10 large separate disability income systems in Canada 

depending on who is counting.  They spend over $40 billion a year in transfers to individuals. 

• Private disability accident insurance 

• The Registered Disability Savings Plan (RDSP); and 

• The Canada Workers Benefit for people with disabilities   

• Social assistance 

• Workers’ Compensation 

• The Disability Tax Credit 

• Veterans’ programs 

• Private programs 

• CPP –Disability and  

• EI sickness.  

 
3 http://metcalffoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Welfareization-of-Disability-Incomes-in-Ontario.pdf p.30 – updated 2021 

http://metcalffoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Welfareization-of-Disability-Incomes-in-Ontario.pdf%20p.30
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The reality is that it is not simpler to implement a basic income for people with disabilities. In 

fact, it would be harder. The Disability income system would be much more difficult to reform 

than the systems for either seniors or children. In addition: 

• Eight of the 10 systems pay benefits to people who are not poor. Only social assistance 

and the CWB-D have specific rules that direct payments to low income people with 

disabilities. 

• Four of the programs/systems pay temporary benefits only – they are not designed to 

pay long terms benefits (i.e. EI Sickness -26 weeks, Workers’ Compensation – generally 

up to two years, Private programs – generally up to two years, and Veterans’ program – 

only permanent for WWII and Korea veterans). 

• The programs that are paid to low income people with disabilities are not indexed and 

are inadequate (i.e. social assistance and the CWB-D  

• Six of the ten  disability income programs can only be accessed through previous or 

current employment; and  

• Two of the ten programs ( EI and CPP) are subject to Constitutional protections 

• The most inadequate program (social assistance)  is increasing its share of overall 

expenditures on people with disabilities; 

In sum, Canada has an overall disability income system paying out more than $40 billion in 

benefits that: 

• Is largely not directed (by design) to low income people,  

• Pays only temporary benefits under half of its programs,   

• Is largely inadequate and only partially indexed,  

• Exhibits a growing ‘market share’ represented by inadequate social assistance 

benefits 

• Is largely based on previous or current employment; and 

• Is Constitutionally entangled 

Accordingly, it would be no easier to mount a basic income for persons with disabilities than 

any other subset of the population. Nevertheless, with a $40 billion base and with political 

will, it would be far easier to disentangle current programs. 

This is the way I ended my paper on the Welfareization of disability benefits: 

“Any changes made to disability income programs require careful consideration of the 

whole system and I believe this is our best starting point. Should all parties agree to the 

creation of just one more commission dedicated to the task of disability income system 

transformation and supported by all levels of government and private and non-profit 

sectors, there would be reason to be optimistic that there is a way forward to a 

coherent set of policies that could guide us through a successful transformation.”4   

     The design work in the ten papers is a contribution to this starting point. 

 
4 http://metcalffoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Welfareization-of-Disability-Incomes-in-Ontario.pdf p.30 

http://metcalffoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Welfareization-of-Disability-Incomes-in-Ontario.pdf
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Setting eligibility standards and a Disability Definition  
For a new Canada Disability Benefit (CDB) 

Issue 

There are approximately 30 definitions of disability that govern basic eligibility for 
benefits in Canada. The new CDB will have one definition that must embrace a number 
of current definitions  

Background 

Canada has 10 disability income programs and/or systems 

• EI Sickness 
• CPP-D 
• Canada Workers Benefit (CWB)-D 
• Income or social assistance in 10 provinces and 3 territories 
• Veterans Affairs Canada (VAC) disability benefits 
• RDSP 
• Disability Tax Credits  
• Employer programs – public and private 
• Workers’ compensation boards 
• Disability accident insurance 

Each program and/or system has one or more definitions of disability  

There are three significant federal disability definitions respecting disability benefits: 

• CPP-D  
• Veterans benefits  
• The Disability Tax definition that applies to the Disability tax credit itself, the 

CWB-D, and the RDSP. 

There are two sets of significant disability definitions in provinces and territorial 
government programs: 

• Income or social assistance (highly variable) 
• Workers’ Compensation (less variable) 

There are many sets of definitions surrounding private and public sector employer 
disability income programs administered by a small number of significant private sector 
insurance firms.  

There are varying definitions established by law and legal precedent regarding private 
accident insurance companies across Canada.  
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No one definition of disability for purposes of the CDB will be acceptable to all. If the 
definition has a low threshold, the CDB could be unacceptably expensive to the federal 
government. However, if the bar is too high, disability advocates, people with lived 
experience of disabilities, provincial governments, private and public sector employers 
and insurers will find the definition unacceptable. 

 

Sample Provincial definitions  

In order for the CDB to work as an anti-poverty benefit, eligibility must mirror 
Provincial income assistance/ definitions. The following are samples:  

1. Person with a disability (ODSP) 

4 (1) A person is a person with a disability if: 

(a) The person has a substantial physical or mental impairment that is continuous or 
recurrent and expected to last one year or more; 

(b) The direct and cumulative effect of the impairment on the person’s ability to attend 
to his or her personal care, function in the community and function in a workplace, 
results in a substantial restriction in one or more of these activities of daily living; and 

(c) The impairment and its likely duration and the restriction in the person’s activities of 
daily living have been verified by a person with the prescribed qualifications.  

2. BC 

To qualify for PWD, applicants must:  

• be at least 18 years of age 

 • have a severe mental or physical impairment that, in a medical doctor's opinion, will 
likely continue for at least two or more years. 

A “prescribed professional” (see the PWD definition in the appendices) must confirm 
that 

The applicant’s impairment(s): 

• “directly and significantly restricts” their ability to perform daily living activities either 
“Continuously or for extended periods.” 

Also, in order to perform “daily living activities,” the person must need: 

• help from an assistive device (such as a hearing aid or walking cane), or 
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•  Significant help from another person, or 

  Help from an assistance animal. 

Activities of daily living are defined in the legislation as: 

• preparing meals 

• managing personal finances 

• shopping for personal needs 

• using public or personal transportation 

• keeping the home clean 

• moving about indoors and outdoors 

• performing personal hygiene and self-care  

• taking medications. 

For people with mental health disabilities, daily living activities also include: 

• making decisions about personal activities, care or finances 

• relating to, communicating with, or interacting with others effectively (in other words, 
getting along with other people). 

The more of these things that are “true” about the applicant–that is, the more difficulty 
they have with daily activities–the stronger their application will be  

3. AISH – Alberta  

Medical criteria 

• You must have a medical condition that is likely to remain permanent. 

• Your medical condition must be the main factor limiting your ability to earn a 
living, not other factors such as your education level. 

• AISH looks at medical treatment, therapy, rehabilitation and training that are 
available to help improve your ability to earn a living. 
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4. Saskatchewan  

You may be eligible for SAID if you: 

Have a significant and enduring disability that is of a permanent nature, substantially 
impacts daily living activities, and which result in a person requiring assistance in the 
form of an assistive device, assistance of another person, a service animal, or other 
accommodation. 

 

Collateral Issues and Constraints 

1. Program and compensation philosophy & principles 

• Poverty reduction  
• SDG’s 
• Inclusion 
• Accessibility  
• Anti-stigma 

 

2. Coverage 

• Types of disabilities 
• Age 
• Episodic 
• Addiction? 

 

3. Program costs 

• 20% of Canada = 7 million people 
• Current =2.1 million Canadians  
• Role of definition in program costs 

 

4. Displacement and program harmonization  

• Offsets at the federal level 
• Provincial and territorial last and first payers 
• Possible reform of offset  
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5. Labour market concerns including work incentives 

• People with disabilities encouraged to work  
• Positive and negative incentives  
• Canadian views  

 

6. International covenants and agreements 

• Definitions internationally – OECD etc. 
 

7. Concerns related to the age of potential recipients 

• Below 18 get less/more 
• Above 65 get less/more 

 

8. Benefit Structure:  

• Testing criteria – income test and benefit unit definition  
• Caregivers  
• Potential for more than one definition with varying benefit levels. 

 

9. Demographic concerns 

• Aging society – more and different disabilities 
• Who cares for whom?  

 

10. The role of medicine  

• New cures  
• Trauma response 
• Specialties 
• New disabilities 
• Role of spectrum disorders 
• Medical availability  
• Accommodation  
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Options for a CDB definition  

1. Maintain  status quo (do the least) 

a.  – e.g. use the main existing federal Definition used by the DTC,CWB-D 
and the RDSP 

b. E.g. use a mix of federal definitions e.g. DTC, CWB-D and Veterans as 
implemented for pandemic benefits 

 
Pro    

• consistent with a federal program approach 
• keeps costs in check  
• allows the Canadian government to rationalize its ‘own programs’  
• keeps clear demarcation between federal and P/T jurisdictions 
• easiest to implement from a federal perspective 

 
Con 

• loses opportunity to have one comprehensive CDB meeting GBA+ goals 
• does not allow the federal government to meet anti-poverty goals  
• leaves provinces and territories in the lurch  
• continues to balkanize approaches to disability benefits 
• adds to already complex array of programs 

 

2. Move cautiously to embrace one or two key aspects provincial, 
employer, compensation and private insurance based definitions (do 
a little) 

a.  E.g. key aspect related to employment and/or  
b. E.g. disability severity 

 
Pro  

• Moves cautiously towards CDB program goals in a cost effective and 
fiscally prudent manner 

• Recognizes private sector, employer and provincial/territorial jurisdictions 
• Begins to address complexity and program balkanization  
• Allows all sectors to work together towards common goals  
• Begins to address disability severity and episodic disability issues 

 
Con 

• Does not address the major issues caused by disability poverty 
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• Disallows transformative CDB  
• Establishes adequacy for some but not others – a two tier system  
• Relives provinces and territories of some costs but not others – provinces 

and territories would lose income assistance revenues usually achieved 
through clawbacks 

• Does not really allow employers, private sector and provinces and 
territories to transform or add to their own programs. 

 

3. Embrace  key aspects of provincial, employer, compensation, and 
private insurance based definitions (meet them half way) 

a. Severity 
b. Employment  
c. Episodic  

  
Pro 

• Allows the CDB to meet some anti-poverty goals  
• Champions the beginnings of a new cooperative federalism in the 

disability benefit arena 
• Clearly addresses severity, employment incentives and severe episodic 

disability 
•  Recognizes role of provinces, territories and all other players in reform  
•  Supports Canadian goals of all sectors ‘pulling together’     

                                                                               
Con 

• Still a ‘half way measure’ that falls short of a transformative anti-poverty 
CDB 

• Assumes that cooperative federalism will succeed where it has not 
succeeded in other matters 

• Risks  failure as it may assume incorrectly  that provinces, territories the 
employer sector  and private sector have similar commitment to reforms of 
disability benefit – especially anti-poverty measures   

• Does not recognize that only the federal government has the fiscal tools to 
realize comprehensive reform. 

• Will still leave some Canadians with disabilities behind  
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4. Embrace all aspects of  federal, provincial, employer, compensation, 
and private insurance based definitions (inclusive definition ) 

a. All of the above but including addictions and environmental and some 
self-reported disabilities   

 

Pro 

• Meets all significant poverty reduction goals  
• Allows transformative change to disability benefits in Canada including 

reducing complexity and achieving benefit adequacy  
• Assures multi-sector cooperation with a well-funded approach  
• Meets or surpasses the expectations of disability advocates 
• Meets the expectations of Canadians re disability benefits and the new CDB 

Con 

• Commits the federal government to a very expensive process and benefit 
structure 

• May result in inequities respecting other target groups e.g. seniors and non-
disabled living in poverty  

• Takes over responsibilities of other sectors with no guarantees that they will 
continue to invest as in the past  

• Will attract criticism that the program would be a draw for marginally 
disabled persons to pursue eligibility 

• With high costs, may not sustain public support when Canadians understand 
the price tag or other policy constraints  
 

5. Devise an entirely new state of the art definition of disability that 
sets a new standard of disability for the future based on the best 
technical, medical employment data and studies in line with 
international covenants, poverty reduction and millennial (SDG) 
goals based on principles of inclusion, GBA+ analysis, and 
accommodation along with demographic and medical directions. 
(Do something different)  

a. Based on capacity and abilities (not disabilities)  
b. Base on the world we want in 30 and 50 years  
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Pro  

• Sets Canada on a course to be a world leader in the disability benefit arena 
• Recognizes the role of a rich country (Canada) in bringing about significant 

reductions in disability based poverty.  
• Meets Canada’s international commitments to member countries in the UN  
• Recognizes the ever-changing thinking and innovation in disability benefit design 

and implementation  
• Places a disability benefit at the centre of thinking about accommodation, 

supports, services, design, economic and community benefits  

 

Con  

• Could result in significant uncertainty surrounding benefit transformation among 
all sectors – harder to know when we ‘get thing right’? 

• Exposes Canada to significant new costs and unknown future liabilities in a post 
pandemic period already plagued by uncertainty  

• Assumes that innovation measures are widely agreed on when this may not be 
the case 

• Looks to international commitments as possibly more important than 
commitments made at home  

• Will inevitably attract criticism from those committed more to other aspects of 
reform. 

 

Recommendations 

Option 4 or 5  

Note: a definition that may fit Option 4 is provided in this draft. 
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Possible CDB definition of medical and social eligibility as a severely 
disabled person: 

A person is a person with a disability if he or she is at least age 18 and has not attained 
the age of 65  and : 

(a) The person has a substantial, enduring and severe physical or mental impairment 
that is continuous or recurrent and which could be permanent but expected to last one 
or two years or more; 

(b) The direct and cumulative effect of the impairment on the person’s ability to attend 
to his or her personal care, function in the community and function in a workplace, 
results in a substantial restriction in one or more of these activities of daily living,  

(c) The impairment and its likely duration and the restriction in the person’s activities of 
daily living have been verified by a person with the prescribed qualifications; and 

(d) The impairment results in a person requiring assistance in the form of an assistive 
device, assistance of another person, a service animal, or other accommodation. 

 

 

Implementation   

• Consultation  
• Schedule 
• Program  displacement and harmonization 
• Law  
• Regulations  
• Guidelines 
• Directives  
• Adjudication  
• Appeals structure 
• Communications  
• Involvement of persons with disabilities  

 

Js/August 3, 2021 
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Summary 

The federal government must solve a contradiction in policy principles respecting 
the design of the new Canada Disability Benefit (CDB).  

This dilemma is created by: 

• Competing principles in social program’ purposes,  

• Shifting focuses on meeting family needs vs. 

• Enhancing individual rights; as well as  

• Differing definitions of benefit unit in existing programs  

The issues are complicated by multiple distribution systems and roles at all 
government levels. 

There are four options in response to this issue: 

1. A family-based benefit unit; 
2. A single benefit unit; 
3. A Half-family and half-single benefit unit; or 
4. An honor-system allowing individual applicant and enrollees to choose 

family or single benefit unit through application. 

To maximize the effectiveness of the new CDB and achieve publicly-expected 
goals stated in the throne speech, Bill C-35 and the Budget, the federal 
government should implement a ‘smart’ hybrid model incorporating all major 
features of a single based benefit unit while recognizing elements of family need 
by harmonizing benefits with other disability incomes at the federal and 
provincial and territorial levels. 

 

Issues 

The federal government has inadvertently created a contradiction in policy 
principles respecting the design of the new Canada Disability Benefit. 

The Throne speech of September 23, 2020, announced that the Government 
would bring forward a Disability Inclusion Plan1, which will have: 

• “A new Canadian Disability Benefit modelled after the Guaranteed 
Income Supplement (GIS) for seniors; 

• A robust employment strategy for Canadians with disabilities; 

• And a better process to determine eligibility for Government disability 
programs and benefits.” 

 
1 https://www.canada.ca/en/privy-council/campaigns/speech-throne/2020/stronger-resilient-
canada.html 

https://www.canada.ca/en/privy-council/campaigns/speech-throne/2020/stronger-resilient-canada.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/privy-council/campaigns/speech-throne/2020/stronger-resilient-canada.html
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The same announcement was reiterated (word for word) in Minister Carla 
Qualtrough’s mandate letter dated January 15, 20212. 

The 2021 federal Budget3 expanded on the purposes of the new CDB: 

“The Government of Canada has a number of programs and services in 
place that provide support to Canadians with disabilities but these are 
often complex and can be difficult to navigate for users. To ensure all 
persons with disabilities have the support they need to overcome 
persistent barriers to full economic and social participation, the 
government is committed to bringing forward a new disability benefit.” 
(Page 233)  

On June 22, 2021, Bill C-354, an Act to reduce poverty and to support the 
financial security of persons with disabilities by establishing the Canada disability 
benefit, had first reading in the House of Commons. This Bill: 

• “Establishes the Canada disability benefit to reduce poverty and to 
support the financial security of working-age persons with disabilities.  

• “Sets out general provisions for the administration of the benefit and 
authorizes the Governor in Council to implement most of the benefit’s 
design elements through regulations; and 

• Makes a consequential amendment to the Income Tax Act.” 

Bill C-35 does address some key concerns of benefit design but does not address 
the definition of the benefit unit which it notes will be decided in regulations.  

The Bill authorizes regulations to be made regarding eligibility criteria, the level 
of benefits, payment periods, applications for benefits, reviews and 
reconsiderations of decisions and appeals, etc.  

Advocates have been somewhat critical of the Bill due to its lack of specificity 
concerning coverage and process. For example, Roxana Jahani Aval, Chairperson 
of the Council of Canadians with Disabilities (CCD) stated that:  

“…It’s like we’ve been shown the building permit, but haven’t been given 
access to the blueprints; we know something will be built but we have no 
idea what the structure will be like.”5  

In terms of the determination or definition of the benefit unit, the Act states that 
the government intends to borrow from the experience of seniors and child 
benefits, implying that the benefit amount might be in accordance with family 
needs. The following passage is taken from the Preamble to Bill C-35: 

 
2 https://pm.gc.ca/en/mandate-letters/2021/01/15/minister-employment-workforce-development-and-
disability-inclusion 
3 https://www.budget.gc.ca/2021/pdf/budget-2021-en.pdf 
4 https://parl.ca/DocumentViewer/en/43-2/bill/C-35/first-reading 
 
5 http://www.ccdonline.ca/en/socialpolicy/income/Media-Release-6July2021 

https://pm.gc.ca/en/mandate-letters/2021/01/15/minister-employment-workforce-development-and-disability-inclusion
https://pm.gc.ca/en/mandate-letters/2021/01/15/minister-employment-workforce-development-and-disability-inclusion
https://www.budget.gc.ca/2021/pdf/budget-2021-en.pdf
https://parl.ca/DocumentViewer/en/43-2/bill/C-35/first-reading
http://www.ccdonline.ca/en/socialpolicy/income/Media-Release-6July2021
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• “Whereas progress made by Canada in reducing poverty for persons 
with disabilities and others contributes to meeting the Sustainable 
Development Goals of the United Nations; 

• Whereas the Government of Canada seeks to build on its successes in 
addressing poverty through providing benefits for seniors and for 
families with children.” 

But the federal government also promised to include gender-based-plus analysis 
(GBA+) in the departmental decision-making processes and future planned 
initiatives6. 

From the perspective of gender equality, a GBA+ analysis would tend to require 
that a new CDB should be available to men and women with disabilities in their 
own right. In other words, rather than being a family based benefit unit where the 
needs and resources of the family are considered, GBA+ is consistent with an 
individual or single based benefit unit where (when available), the needs and 
resources of the disabled applicant are taken into account separate and apart 
from family need and resources  

The GIS, on the other hand, has a family based benefit structure and considers 
family resources in the determination of the GIS benefit. Couples who apply for 
the GIS are paid different levels of benefits than single and the taxable income of 
the couple is pooled for the purposes of the determination of the GIS benefit.  

Accordingly, a GIS-based Canadian Disability Benefit design may be seen as 
contradicting a crucial design parameter central to a GBA+ analysis. 

 

Background 

The Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) is a monthly payment to seniors 
based on their income. The income of a recipient’s spouse/common-law partner 
impacts both the amount of the supplement7 and the point in terms of income, 
where eligibility for benefits is reduced to zero. 

A gender-based+ analysis (GBA+) is the “process used to identify the impacts of 
policies, programs and services on different groups of: 

• women 

• men; and 

• gender-diverse people 

 
6 https://accessible.canada.ca/reports/accessibility-standards-canada-2020-2021-departmental-
plan/gender-based-analysis-plus 
 
7 https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/publicpensions/cpp/old-age-security/guaranteed-income-
supplement.html 
 

https://accessible.canada.ca/reports/accessibility-standards-canada-2020-2021-departmental-plan/gender-based-analysis-plus
https://accessible.canada.ca/reports/accessibility-standards-canada-2020-2021-departmental-plan/gender-based-analysis-plus
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/publicpensions/cpp/old-age-security/guaranteed-income-supplement.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/publicpensions/cpp/old-age-security/guaranteed-income-supplement.html
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• The "plus" considers many factors, such as race, ethnicity, religion, age, 
and mental or physical disability.”8 

“Introduced in Budget 2018, the Gender Results Framework (GRF) 
represents the Government of Canada’s vision for achieving greater equality. 
It is a whole-of government tool designed to9: 

• Track how Canada is currently performing 

• Define what is needed to achieve greater equality 

• Determine how progress will be measured going forward 

The framework is comprised of six pillars, including: 

• Economic Participation and Prosperity; 

• Education and Skills Development; 

• Leadership and Democratic Participation; 

• Gender Based Violence and Access to Justice; 

• Poverty Reduction, Health and Well-Being; and, 

• Gender Equality Around the World” 

Results from GBA+ analysis recommend the payment of individual-based 
benefits. 

“Public Services and Procurement Canada (PSPC) recognizes that lived 
experience is the cornerstone of the Digital Accessibility Strategy.  

By taking into account and emphasizing the lived experiences of persons 
with disabilities, the strategy seeks to remove the concept of “exception”, 
choosing rather to view disability as an intersection of the identity of a 
multi-faceted individual.”10 

Disability is more prevalent among women than men. Women with disabilities 
are more likely to live alone or to be lone parents than women without 
disabilities.11 

• “Prevalence of disability among Aboriginal women is higher than 
Aboriginal men and non-Aboriginal women and men; 

 
8 https://accessible.canada.ca/reports/accessibility-standards-canada-2020-2021-departmental-
plan/gender-based-analysis-plus 
 
9 https://www.nrcan.gc.ca/transparency/reporting-and-accountability/plans-and-performance-
reports/departmental-plan-formerly-reports-on-plans-and-priorities/2021-22-departmental-plan/gender-
based-analysis-plus/gender-based 
 
10 https://www.tpsgc-pwgsc.gc.ca/rapports-reports/pm-dp/2021-2022/acs-gba-eng.html 
 
11 https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-503-x/2015001/article/14695-eng.htm 
 

https://accessible.canada.ca/reports/accessibility-standards-canada-2020-2021-departmental-plan/gender-based-analysis-plus
https://accessible.canada.ca/reports/accessibility-standards-canada-2020-2021-departmental-plan/gender-based-analysis-plus
https://www.nrcan.gc.ca/transparency/reporting-and-accountability/plans-and-performance-reports/departmental-plan-formerly-reports-on-plans-and-priorities/2021-22-departmental-plan/gender-based-analysis-plus/gender-based
https://www.nrcan.gc.ca/transparency/reporting-and-accountability/plans-and-performance-reports/departmental-plan-formerly-reports-on-plans-and-priorities/2021-22-departmental-plan/gender-based-analysis-plus/gender-based
https://www.nrcan.gc.ca/transparency/reporting-and-accountability/plans-and-performance-reports/departmental-plan-formerly-reports-on-plans-and-priorities/2021-22-departmental-plan/gender-based-analysis-plus/gender-based
https://www.tpsgc-pwgsc.gc.ca/rapports-reports/pm-dp/2021-2022/acs-gba-eng.html
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-503-x/2015001/article/14695-eng.htm
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• Prevalence of disability is lower among immigrant women than non-
immigrant women aged 55 or younger, but higher among those aged 
65 or older; 

• Visible minority women are less likely than women who do not belong 
to a visible minority group to have disabilities.” 

Two initial examples of single and family definitions of the benefit 
unit in Canadian income security programs 

The Canada Pension Plan has an individual based benefit unit. 

“The basic payment amount is $510.85. We add to the basic amount 
based on how much you paid into the Canada Pension Plan while you 
worked. - CPP12” 

The Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP), like all provincial and territorial 
income assistance programs, defines the benefit unit as a family unit. 

“The amount of income support payable for basic needs is calculated on a 
monthly basis and determined based on the family size, age of 
dependants, geographic location, and the individual circumstances of the 
benefit unit…In general, if the person to whom the situation applies is a 
single person, income support should be reviewed to determine if there is 
continued eligibility. If the recipient has dependants, the person’s portion 
of income support is removed or reduced from the income support 
calculation depending on the situation and circumstances.” – ODSP13 

 

Constraints and Collateral Concerns   

1. Competing principles underlie benefit unit determination 

The values that guide real-world policies (in most western countries) relate to 
our shared heritages which in Canada are life, liberty, and security of the 
person14. Accordingly, there is a strong relationship between democratic 
principles and how benefit programs define the benefit unit. However, the 
democratic principles that guide the welfare state do not necessarily favour 
one definition of the benefit unit over another.  

“Welfare states – in which government is instrumentally involved in the 
economic and social conditions impacting its citizens – are built on these 
values: their differences are borne out in their mix, on the relative 

 
12 https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/publicpensions/cpp/cpp-disability-benefit/benefit-
amount.html 
 
13 https://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/social/directives/odsp/is/6_1_ODSP_ISDirectives.aspx 
14 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4933051/ 

https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/publicpensions/cpp/cpp-disability-benefit/benefit-amount.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/publicpensions/cpp/cpp-disability-benefit/benefit-amount.html
https://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/social/directives/odsp/is/6_1_ODSP_ISDirectives.aspx
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4933051/
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emphasis placed on one above the others. These foundational values, 
expressed in political culture and discourse, determine a great degree 
about the laws and policies that shape society.  

It may be possible to contend that a single benefit unit most closely aligns 
with equality while the family based unit corresponds better with liberty and 
solidarity. 

Societies premised on equality, similar to several of the Scandinavian 
countries, emphasize universalism as an organizing principle for policy, 
and conceive of a strong role for the state in stewarding resources to 
mitigate inequality. 

Societies premised on liberty, similar to ours, focus on the needs of those 
at the margin and leave the rest to the whim of the market.  

Societies premised on solidarity focus on collective goals and obligations, 
and seek to minimize risks to social stability through policy, often in the 
form of worker-based insurance. Many focus on traditional models of the 
family as the locus for, and beneficiary of, social policy, and are often 
geared toward the maintenance of existing social patterns” 

In addition to democratic principles, there are various policy continuums that 
inform the discussion of the desirability of single vs. family benefit units. (See 
also Appendix A). 

For example: 

• Rights-based approaches15 emphasize the realization of rights and 
recognize that rights can only be realized through empowerment; while 

• Needs-based approaches emphasize meeting needs and recognize 
needs as a valid claim. 

• Self-reliance and independence-based approaches may be agnostic to 
the definition of the benefit unit as a single or family. 

The Obstacles (1981) recommended rights-based omnibus legislation for 
Canadian disability policies. In 1982, people with disabilities were designated 
as one of five groups whose rights were specifically guaranteed in Section 15 of 
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms16. Policies are dedicated to 
establishing self-reliance and independence of people with disabilities. 

  

 
15 https://www.endvawnow.org/en/articles/1498-rights-based-approach.html 
 
16 http://www.disabilitypolicyalliance.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/A-Review-of-Disability-Policy-in-
Canada-3rd-edition-Final-1-1.pdf 

https://www.endvawnow.org/en/articles/1498-rights-based-approach.html
http://www.disabilitypolicyalliance.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/A-Review-of-Disability-Policy-in-Canada-3rd-edition-Final-1-1.pdf
http://www.disabilitypolicyalliance.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/A-Review-of-Disability-Policy-in-Canada-3rd-edition-Final-1-1.pdf


Defining the benefit unit in the Canada Disability Benefit (CDB) Page 9 
 

2. Family Needs and Individual Rights 

For low-income families, a single benefit unit does not take into account the 
needs of the recipient’s family. Therefore, if the federal CDB adopts a single 
benefit unit, income Assistance/Social Assistance benefit payments would 
need to be continued for approximately 300,000 low-income children, 
spouses and adult children on social assistance (in disability benefit) across 
Canada.   

For medium-to-high-income families, spouses and children who benefit from 
legally obligated support from spouses/partners or families with resources 
may not be in need. However, if the CDB adopts a single based benefit unit, 
payments would be made regardless of the legal obligation to support.  

On the other hand, a single-based benefit unit would contribute to the 
financial independence of recipients regardless of family income. 

 

3. Benefit Unit Definition in Canadian disability benefit programs 

Current ‘disability income programs’ are based on differing policy principles 
and therefore have adopted differing definitions of the benefit unit: Single, 
family and hybrids. 
 
Accordingly, it is difficult to find direction for the CDB from an examination 
of existing programs. But if it is the case that new disability income programs 
implemented over the decades have been designed to fill in gaps in coverage 
and service, it makes sense that an array of single based programs has been 
complimented by programs aimed at covering family need (see Table 1).  

  



Defining the benefit unit in the Canada Disability Benefit (CDB) Page 10 
 

Table 1 Current disability benefit programs and programs’ benefit units. 

 Disability Benefit Program Benefit Unit 
Federal CPP Single 

Veteran Disability Benefits Single  
CPP Survivors benefit   and Veteran Consecutive Hybrid* 
EI-Sickness Single  
Canada Workers Benefit Family 
RDSP Single 
 (Disability Tax Credit) Single 
GIS Family 
Personal income taxation Concurrent Hybrid* 

Provincial Workers Compensation Single + family support 
Ontario Disability Support Program 
(ODSP) 

Family 

Private Disability Insurance  Family  

* Consecutive Hybrid: a single benefit unit payment to surviving spouses only 
starts when a CPP/Veteran benefit recipient passes away. 

* Concurrent Hybrid: Canadians are taxed on their individual income while 
their refundable tax credits are based on family income.  
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4. Costs of single vs family benefit units for a CDB 

A program with single benefit units will be more costly than the one with 
family benefit units. Without considering family income, the caseloads of CDB 
recipients will increase as the income of spouses would not be taken into 
account. 

We have no estimates of the additional costs in this regard. 

 

5. The roles of the federal and provincial / territorial governments 

Under Canada’s Constitution, it is clear that the provinces have enumerated 
roles in the implementation of services and supports to persons with 
disabilities. In 1867, there were no income security programs and therefore 
income support to persons with disabilities (or anyone else) was 
uncontemplated.  

The role of the federal government in income security was clarified in the 
1940’s with the clarification by the Supreme Court of Canada that the 
government of Canada can legally spend money in areas of provincial 
jurisdiction. This is called ‘spending power.’ 

“The federal government is entitled to use its "spending power” to create 
and deliver social programs.  Such programs are permissible even when 
they involve spending in areas of provincial jurisdiction, such as health 
or education, as long as they do not amount to regulation of such matters.  
Conditions on federal spending may be used to influence provincial 
government policy without amounting to regulation.”17 

Since 1978, the Canadian government has only mounted new income security 
programs through the personal income tax system while augmenting other 
legacy programs through indexation and special increases. 

In 1996, the federal government’s National Strategy for the Integration of 
Persons with Disabilities (1991-96), released its report -- known as the Scott 
Report. The Scott Report recommended a larger role for the federal 
government in disability policy, and again recommended a national disability 
act for Canada. 

The federal government also implemented the Multilateral Framework for 
Labour Market Agreements for Persons with Disabilities, resulting in a series 
of bilateral agreements with provinces in 2003 aimed at promoting 
employment for people with disabilities. 

 
17 Raj Anand (2005) Legal opinion on MISWAA - Development of New Architecture for Income Security in 
Canada. Archived with permission: 
https://openpolicyontario.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/2021/08/MISWAA-opinion-ltr_v1-1.pdf 
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The federal government introduced a number of financial measures, such as 
the Registered Disability Savings Plan (2006) and the Accessibility Fund 
(2007), the Tax free Disability Savings Account, the Canada Student Grants 
for students with Permanent Disabilities, and Caregiver grants and expenses. 
The focus in this period was on economic self-sufficiency, rather than 
citizenship and inclusion. 

 

5.2 Potential Arguments on Constitutional issues 

It is not known whether Canada will use the personal income tax system to 
administer the CDB through refundable credits or mount a GIS type special 
program outside of the tax system. Certainly, the implementation of a special 
program outside of the tax system would break a 43-year policy of using the 
tax system to implement new programs. A separately administered CDB 
outside of any Constitutionally protected delivery route may cause a 
Constitutional dilemma outside the federal government’s ‘spending power’. 

On the other hand, the federal government may deliver a CDB program 
through Service Canada. In this way, the federal government is not required 
to invent a new administrative structure hence the “Constitutional dilemma” 
could be avoided. However, Service Canada only delivers constitutionally 
protected income security programs. That is, CPP, OAS, and EI are each the 
subject of amendments to Canada’s Constitution (1940, 1951, and 1964). 

The requirement to implement a separate program administration to the CDB 
is compelling, especially given more recent commitments to UN Conventions 
and the implementation of anti-poverty legislation.  

“Since it was written, Canada has ratified the UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities, enacted the federal poverty reduction 
legislation and adopted an official poverty line, as well as passed the 
Accessible Canada Act. Together, these present a more fulsome and 
explicit set of commitments and obligations on governments, especially 
the federal government, for positive action on the standards of living for 
people with disabilities”.18 

  

 
18 Email exchange with Michael Prince and Jennifer Robson 
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5.3 Public Administration: the delivery of benefits 

Clearly, a refundable credit administered by the CRA would signal that the 
hybrid definition of the benefit unit would be the default benefit unit 
definition: Adjusted Family Net Income (AFNI). Equally clearly, the adoption 
of a GIS model (as it appears to be contemplated in the Preamble to C-35), a 
family-based benefit unit definition would be the obvious default.  

Other than the issue with benefit unit definition, CRA as an agency may not 
have the capability to deliver the CDB benefits. It has two major weaknesses: 

• [It] does not collect detailed information in existing and regular within-
year reporting systems; 

• An important share of working-age Canadians may not file a return and 
may not receive the ongoing benefits that the CRA directly administers.19 

CRA is not well equipped to provide “soft services” to help with complex 
needs or to provide transparent benefit review. CRA’s best role might be 
providing information to another government body, rather than taking 
on a direct role in delivery”.20 

On the other hand, Service Canada may have the ability to deliver the benefit 
to individuals in their own right: 

• Service Canada has been structured to deliver benefits for EI, CPP, and 
OAS with tax information obtained from CRA. 

• It will be equipped with new system to collect real-time income of 
recipients to decide benefit alternations on time. 

• The Social Security Tribunal has better procedural fairness for clients who 
cannot find or afford a paid representative than CRA tax courts. 

“Service Canada is already set up to do benefit delivery for EI, CPP and 
OAS. They get the tax information from CRA. They are also getting a new 
multi-billion dollar IM/IT system that will finally make it possible, in real 
time, while on the phone with a client, to look across the benefits a client 
is entitled to and solve problems/answer questions rather than being 
siloed. They are also, hopefully soon, finally going to get real-time 
payroll data via CRA, so verifying within-year earnings (except for self-
employed) should get a whole lot easier for any benefit aimed at 
working-age adults. If that information pipeline could also gather up 
provincial IA data and Veterans’ benefits, that would go a long way for 

 
19 A non-trivial share of Canadians may not file a return, and as a result, benefits are not paid to otherwise 

eligible people. The estimated value of those unpaid benefits is over $1 billion in 2016. See Jennifer Robson and 

Saul Schwartz, “Who Doesn’t File a Tax Return? A Portrait of Non-Filers” (2020) 46:3 Canadian Public Policy 323-

39 (https://doi.org/10.3138/cpp.2019-063). 
20 Jennifer Robson and Saul Schwartz (2021) Policy Forum: Should the Canada Revenue Agency Also Be a 
Social Benefit Agency? Canadian Tax Journal / Revue fiscale canadienne (2021) 69:1, 87 – 98 
https://doi.org/10.32721/ctj.2021.69.1.pf.robson 
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administering a new disability benefit. And they have the Social Security 
Tribunal as oversight on their administrative processes and 
interpretations, while CRA has the tax courts where self-representation is 
much riskier.”21 

Accordingly, the choice of delivery mechanism will have an enormous impact 
on the choice of benefit unit definition.  

 

6. What about existing programs? Should they change or stay the 
same? 

Canada has 10 disability income programs and/or systems in place. Decisions 
as to whether the existing programs should change rely on the eligibility 
(definition of disability) and the program parameters that will be in place with 
a new CDB. 

• EI Sickness 

• CPP-D 

• Canada Workers Benefit (CWB)-D 

• Income or social assistance in 10 provinces and 3 territories 

• Veterans Affairs Canada (VAC) disability benefits 

• RDSP 

• Disability Tax Credits  

• Employer programs – public and private 

• Workers’ compensation boards 

• Disability accident insurance 

If the new CDB acts as a single based benefit top-up to a monthly benefit, then 
all programs could remain the same and income assistance benefits would 
perform their extended role in meeting family need.  

However, if a family based benefit unit is chosen, then income assistance (as 
we know it) could be folded into the CDB if the level of benefits is adequate.  

To some, the latter would be a measure of true reform based on anti-poverty 
principles while for others favouring GBA+, it would be seen as a clear policy 
loss. 

 
21 Email exchange with Jennifer Robson and Michael Prince on August 10, 2021 
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7. Federal offsets of its own programs (CPP-D and Veterans’ 
Programs) 

The news release on June 22, 2021 clearly stated that the CDB would:  

“[S]upplement, not replace, existing federal and provincial-territorial 
supports with a goal of lifting hundreds of thousands of persons with 
disabilities out of poverty”.22  

Therefore, if a single benefit unit is adopted for the new CDB, CPP-D is largely in 
accord with a single benefit unit as CPP itself has a single-based benefit unit. 
However, CPP-D and Veterans’ Programs also provide family-based benefits. 
Therefore, it is bad design to offset family-based benefits against a single-based 
benefit. Accordingly, any spousal benefits paid by CPP-D and Veterans Affairs 
Canada should not be offset against the CDB. 

 

Options 

 

The government of Canada has an important decision to make respecting the 
benefit unit definition of the CDB.  
It can adopt a single benefit unit approach that supports a GBA+ framework or it 
can follow the GIS approach that sees family need as paramount.  
It may also possible to design a hybrid model both inside and/or outside the new 
CDB. 

 

Option 1: A Family based Benefit Unit (GIS; income assistance) 

A family benefit unit is an amount payable to a recipient based on the people 
living in the nuclear family. If the recipient has a dependent(s), the family 
income for the benefit calculation will reduce accordingly. 

The Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) was originally introduced in 1967 
as a temporary measure to further reduce poverty among seniors. Now a 
permanent program, the GIS23: 

a. is part of the Old Age Security program, 
b. provides low-income Old Age Security pensioners with additional money, 

and 

 
22 Government of Canada introduces legislation to create the new Canada Disability Benefit. URL: 
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2021/06/000754---tabling-of-cdb-
legislation.html 
23 https://www.historymuseum.ca/cmc/exhibitions/hist/pensions/cpp-
m1968_e.html#:~:text=The%20Guaranteed%20Income%20Supplement%20(GIS)%20was%20originally%2
0introduced%20in%201967,pensioners%20with%20additional%20money%2C%20and 

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2021/06/000754---tabling-of-cdb-legislation.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2021/06/000754---tabling-of-cdb-legislation.html
https://www.historymuseum.ca/cmc/exhibitions/hist/pensions/cpp-m1968_e.html#:~:text=The%20Guaranteed%20Income%20Supplement%20(GIS)%20was%20originally%20introduced%20in%201967,pensioners%20with%20additional%20money%2C%20and
https://www.historymuseum.ca/cmc/exhibitions/hist/pensions/cpp-m1968_e.html#:~:text=The%20Guaranteed%20Income%20Supplement%20(GIS)%20was%20originally%20introduced%20in%201967,pensioners%20with%20additional%20money%2C%20and
https://www.historymuseum.ca/cmc/exhibitions/hist/pensions/cpp-m1968_e.html#:~:text=The%20Guaranteed%20Income%20Supplement%20(GIS)%20was%20originally%20introduced%20in%201967,pensioners%20with%20additional%20money%2C%20and
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c. is income-tested: as the amount of income increases, the amount of the 
supplement decreases 
 

Pros Cons 
1. Costs less if more recipients are 

couples with dual incomes; 
2. Can be easily integrated with 

existing programs that apply family 
benefit units. 

3. Meets the family needs of low-
income recipients, especially those 
with dependents. 

1. Causes potential conflicts with the 
recommendations provided by 
GBA+ analysis 

2. Makes no significant difference to 
recipients who are single. 

3. Does not enhance self-reliance and 
independence. 
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Option 2: A Single Benefit Unit (EI or CPP, Worker’s Compensation) 

The amount will be payable to recipient based simply on their individual 
incomes. 

Pros Cons 
1. Enhance economic liberty, self-

reliance, independence, and 
empowerment of marginal groups 
like low-income women in abusive 
relationships, 

2. In consistent with the 1981 
Obstacles Report’s 
recommendations on rights-based 
omnibus legislation for Canadian 
disability policies 

3. Could trigger clawbacks in existing 
programs. 

4. Recognizes GBA+ 
5. Mitigates VAW 

1. Do not solve the needs of recipient 
with dependant(s), (e.g. lone 
parents and low-income 
spouses/partners) 

a. Child benefit can cover the 
need of children.  

b. But spouses still have legal 
responsibilities to support 
each other. 

c. To solve the family needs, 
the new single benefit unit 
CDB will require Agreement 
with provinces to treat CDB 
as a top-up benefit to 
provincial programs with no 
clawbacks. 

2. Costs more. 
3. Generates public debate on 

whether social programs should 
support recipients with strong 
family support. 

4. Current Single Benefit Unit 
programs mostly require 
employment and contribution. 
These requirements are in conflicts 
with the fact that people with 
disabilities are hard to remain 
stable in the labour market. 
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Option 3: Half family and half single (Personal income tax system, 
Veteran’s Benefits) 

A hybrid (whether concurrent or consecutive) of both family benefit units and 
single benefit units must provide detailed definition of each situation. Amount 
of contribution and benefit may be decided based on the following two 
income-tested models: 

a. Contribution based on individual incomes while benefits based on 
family incomes (for low-income families) 

b. The contribution is based on family income while benefits based on 
individual income. (for medium-to-high families) 
 
 

Pros Cons 
1. (Partially) solves the family needs of 

low-income recipients and recipients 
with dependent(s). 

2. (Partially) enhances the 
independence of recipients. 

1. Complicated definition of 
eligibility. 

2. Assumption of recipients’ 
employment status (contribution) 
could disadvantage low-income 
families and recipients without 
employment. 

Option 4: Allow individual applicants and enrollees to choose family 
or single benefit unit through application. 

A two-fold single benefit unit (family income-tested) program:  

d. Below a family income threshold, the benefit will be paid to the 
individual based on its individual’s income. 

e. If the recipients’ family incomes exceed certain threshold, a portion 
(e.g. 20 per cent) of each dollar paid will be kept as benefits in reservoir. 
Recipient should be permitted to access the saved amount in certain 
situations, for instance, a forthcoming decrease in total individual 
income which included family support. 
 

 
  

Pros Cons 
1. Offers a solution to the public’s 

debate on whether social programs 
should support recipients with 
strong family support. 

2. Respects choice 

1. Complicated application process. 
2. A system which requires strong 

monitoring. 
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Recommendation 

Implement a ‘smart’ hybrid model incorporating all major features of 
a single based benefit unit while recognizing elements of family need 
by harmonizing benefits with other disability incomes at the federal 
and provincial and territorial levels 

Bill C-35 establishes “the Canada disability benefit to reduce poverty and to 
support the financial security of working-age persons with disabilities”. 
According to the 2015 data analyzed by Statistics Canada, the working-age 
population with disabilities are more likely to be lone parents with children or 
living along. 61% of Canadian population (age 18-64) with more several 
disabilities live alone (see appendix 1)24.  

To move this group out of poverty, the government should adopt an adequate 
single benefit unit (options 3 or 4) for the new CDB, while utilizing existing social 
assistance programs including child benefits and income support to meet the 
needs of recipients with dependants.   

 
24 https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-654-x/89-654-x2018002-eng.htm 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-654-x/89-654-x2018002-eng.htm
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Appendix A: A brief summary of the differences between a needs-based approach and an individual (rights-based) approach25 
 Needs-based approaches (NBA) Rights-based approaches (RBA) 

Vulnerability Vulnerability is addressed as a symptom of 
poverty or marginalisation. 

Vulnerability is seen as a structural issue, both caused by 
and leading to unequal power relations in society. 

Justice An increase in justice may be achieved as a 
by-product of meeting needs, but it does not 
explore the injustices that led to the 
deprivation in the first place. 

Justice is the focus of the efforts. Thus, it tends to 
challenge traditional, social, cultural and even legal 
practices and norms that may foster injustice. 

Discrimination 
(e.g. based on 
gender, creed, 
caste, economy) 

Tends to work with the symptoms of 
discrimination, rather than causes. 

Deals with the causes of discrimination, because it works 
with the power imbalance between authorities and 
vulnerable groups that support such discriminations. 

Power relations Does not engage with the issues around the 
power imbalance between authorities and 
vulnerable groups. In fact the latter are 
likely to approach the current power-holders 
for help, thus unconsciously enhancing their 
power. 

Focuses on addressing the differential power issues that 
underlie poverty and disadvantage – and tries to re-draw 
the power equations. 

Accountability In NBA projects, accountability is only in 
terms of outcomes – so that the funding 
agency (governmental or non-
governmental) is satisfied that funds are 
used for what was intended. 

Works towards ensuring the accountability of the state 
and other service-providers, and push them to fulfil their 
obligations to respect the rights of all, especially of 
marginalised people. 

Citizenship Citizens are perceived as beneficiaries who 
hopefully enjoy the largesse of the 
government. 

Citizens are seen as significant actors in a democratic 
state, and so emphasise opening up direct channels of 
communication 

Conflict The aim is to avoid upheaval and discontent 
by somehow arranging to satisfy the needs 
of the community. 

By opening up space for expressing demands and multi-
way communication among stakeholders, RBAs create 
possibilities in conflict prevention, although at times they 
may also function in a conflictual manner. Grievances 
simmering beneath the surface can be and are brought 
into open debate for negotiation or challenge. 

 
25 https://washmatters.wateraid.org/publications/a-brief-summary-of-the-differences-between-a-needs-based-approach-and-a-rights-based 
 

https://washmatters.wateraid.org/publications/a-brief-summary-of-the-differences-between-a-needs-based-approach-and-a-rights-based
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Appendix B: Household living arrangements of Canadian working-age population with disabilities below Canada’s 
Official Poverty Line 

Table 14 
Canadian population aged 15 to 64 years below Canada’s Official Poverty Line, by selected household living 
arrangements, disability status and severity, 2015 

Position in household Persons without disabilities Persons with disabilities 

Milder More severe 

percent 

Part of couple, no children 6.2 5.4 14.3 

Part of couple, with children  7.0 6.5 14.9 

Living with parent(s)/guardian(s) 8.1 11.5 13.6 

Lone parent with children 24.2 33.5 40.7 

Living alone 21.5 32.7 61.4 

Note 1 

Those living in a household with others but not part of a Census family are not included in this table because this type of 
living arrangement encompasses a very wide range of situations, including those living with roommates, extended 
relatives, or some individuals within multigenerational households. 

Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Survey on Disability, 2017. 
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Appendix C: Provincial (family) need based programs 

Nova Scotia - General Disability 

• “The Services for Persons with Disabilities (SPD) Program, under the Social Assistance Act, provides financial assistance or 
support services to persons in need. The SPD program provides a variety of supports to children, youth, and adults with 
disabilities through residential and at-home support programs. The SPD ranges from supporting families who care for a family 
member with a disability in their own home, to supporting people with disabilities in a 24- hour residential support option. The 
SPD Program promotes a participant’s independence, self-reliance, security, and social inclusion. 

• The Flex Individualized Funding program, under the Social Assistance Act, provides funding to purchase supports and services 
specific to the needs of adults with disabilities who live at home with their families, or who live independently with family 
supports, or a personal support network. The program provides self-directed and self-managed funding to eligible participants.” 

Quebec – Employment 

• “The Individual and Family Assistance Act implements measures, programs and services designed to foster economic and social 
self-sufficiency, while promoting one’s social integration and supporting entry into the labour market. An individual with a 
disability can be involved with employment assistance programs and services whether in a regular work environment or in an 
adapted enterprise. 

Ontario – Employment 

• The Ontario Works Program, under the Ontario Works Act, promotes self-reliance through the provision of effective, integrated 
employment services and provides temporary financial assistance to those most in need while they satisfy obligations to become 
and stay employed. 

However, in practice, a recipient’s family income and family needs are also taken into account, particularly when in collaboration 
with child benefits or when the recipient has dependents: 

• “The Canada Disability Savings Grant, under the Canada Disability Savings Act, is a matching grant up to 300 percent, 
depending on the beneficiary's family income and contribution. The maximum Grant amount is specified under the Act. Grants 
are paid into the RDSP until the end of 49th years of age. 

Newfoundland and Labrador – Education:  

• The Repayment Assistance Plan for Borrowers with a Permanent Disability (RAPPD) allows borrowers to manage their debt by 
allowing them to pay back what they can reasonably afford. Under this plan no borrower with a permanent disability should have 
a repayment period longer than 10 years; loan payments are based on family income, ability to pay and disability accommodation 
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costs (e.g. uninsured medical expenses, special care and other expenses); borrowers will not make payments exceeding 20% of 
their income toward loans covered by RAP-PD; and in certain cases, borrowers may not have to make any loan payments until 
their income increases. 

Prince Edward Island – Income Replacement:  

• The Child Care Subsidy Program, under the Act, covers all or part of the cost of child-care and before-and-after-school programs 
so that parents can work or attend training programs, or because their child has specific needs. The subsidy rate varies, 
depending on the size of the family, age of children and the household's income. 
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Keeping all the players in the game: What happens if all the other programs 

paying disability benefits decide to get out? 

There is an age-old anecdote concerning an armed forces commander who asks a 
phalanx of 10 men: “Any volunteers for a very dangerous mission? 
 
At precisely that moment, nine of the ten men abruptly take a sharp step backward 
leaving a new recruit name Bob standing in the same place he occupied moments 
before.  
 
The commander looks at the befuddled ‘volunteer’ and barks: “Thanks Bob –you 
country is proud of you!” 
 

Welfareization of disability incomes 

In 2013, I wrote a paper called the ‘Welfareization of Disability Incomes in Ontario’1. 

Earlier in that year, I wrote a similar paper with colleagues called ‘What is happening to 

disability incomes in Canada?’2   

The general idea was that most of the disability benefits systems in Canada were 

tightening their belts but the result was unprecedented growth in income assistance or 

social assistance programs for people with disabilities. In effect, social assistance 

programs played the part of the ‘volunteer’ in the anecdote. Social assistance was the 

program that volunteered by default when the other programs and systems started to 

curtail their expenditures. 

In this context, it is not difficult to understand why caseloads comprised of low income 

people with disabilities ballooned across Canada in the new millennium. Although many 

thought that social assistance based on disability must have been becoming easier to 

obtain, the truth is that income and needs tested programs form the safety net that 

backstops all the other programs. And most other programs3 simply grew more slowly 

while they went through cost containment exercises to curtail expenditure growth.  

 Some of the cost containment exercises in other disability incomes included: 

• Workers compensation programs that generally reduced benefits to a two year 

maximum while reducing the reasons for which claims could be made 

• Tightened appeals mechanisms for programs run through Service Canada (CPP-

D and EI) resulting in delays and fewer successful appeals. 

 
1 https://metcalffoundation.com/publication/the-welfareization-of-disability-incomes-in-ontario/ 
 
2 http://www.ccdonline.ca/en/socialpolicy/poverty-citizenship/income-security-reform/disability-income-systems 
 
3 EI sickness is the one notable exception. 

https://metcalffoundation.com/publication/the-welfareization-of-disability-incomes-in-ontario/
http://www.ccdonline.ca/en/socialpolicy/poverty-citizenship/income-security-reform/disability-income-systems
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• Changes to Veterans’ disability benefits that restricted lifetime benefits to 

dwindling numbers of (legacy) Veterans of WWII and the Korean War; and 

• Cuts to private sector disability benefits that (again) generally restricted benefits 

to two years in duration.  

The categorical result is an ever-growing share of expenditures in the disability income 

‘space’ that are paid through social assistance programs. The welfareization process 

continues to be unrelenting. 

In fiscal 2018-19, the total expenditures of disability income programs in Canada, both 

private and public were $37.8 billion. Of this amount: 

• $11.4 billion were expended through social assistance program or 30.1% of the 

total. Social assistance is by far, the single largest set of programs.  

• Private programs accounted for $7.6 billion (20.1%); 

• CPP-D and EI sickness combined spent $6.8 billion (18.0%); 

• Workers Compensation programs spent $5.9 billion (15.6%); and 

• All disability tax measures combined spent $3.6 billion (9.5%).  

In 2005-06, social assistance disability expenditures comprised 25.9% of disability 

income expenditures. This means – in comparison to later numbers - that the share of 

disability income accounted for by social assistance has risen by 8.6% since 2005-06. 

The shares comprised by other programs as a whole therefore continue to fall.  

In human terms, people with disabilities now comprise a plurality of social assistance 

recipients in some provinces. In Ontario, the number of disability payments surpassed 

basic welfare payments in 2013. This was the first time since 1941 that this has 

happened. The human face of a welfare payment in Canada is now a person with 

disabilities.  

 

Two observations concerning the welfareization of disability incomes 

Observation 1: Social assistance for people with disabilities will remain under 

pressure and subnational governments will continue to take opportunities to reduce 

expenditures. The implementation of a CDB could form one of those opportunities 

Observation 2: The relentless welfareization of disability benefits will only continue 

and the same fiscal pressures that force programs to reduce their eligibility and 

expenditures will mean that the implementation of a CDB could accelerate this process.  
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1. Social assistance for persons with disabilities will remain under 

pressure and a CDB must recognize this fact 

Social assistance for people with disabilities has expenditure increase of over 91% from 

2005-06 to 2017-18 and increased its share of all disability income programs 

expenditures by 8.6% to 30.1%. 

Accordingly, these programs have come under sustained fiscal pressure across Canada.  

Alberta Premier Jason Kenney openly discussed cutting benefits in the Assured Income 

for the Severely Handicapped (AISH) in 2019 and 2020.  

Ontario Social Services Minister Lisa Macleod announced that she would be tightening 

the disability definition in the Ontario Disability Support Plan (ODSP in 2018.  

Similar threats to cut disability incomes have been made in Saskatchewan and 

Manitoba4. 

Caseloads have risen for many different reasons. These include: 

• Workforce changes whereby persons with disabilities and others do not have 

tenured salary and wage jobs that would trigger disability benefits 

• Cuts in some  7  disability income systems leaving social assistance with more to 

do 

• Embedded rules that do not support work in older disability income systems (like 

CPPD) 

• Changes in medical treatment and especially advances in medicine and trauma 

treatment 

• Aging of the population  

• Inclusion of mood disorders and neuroses  as disabilities 

• The existence of separate social assistance disability programs and large 

differences in benefit levels between them and general social assistance 

• reductions in OAS and GIS for immigrant seniors 

• structural unemployment among persons with disabilities and continuing 

economic stagnation 

• lack of knowledge about disability income systems other than social assistance 

• post-recession differences in employment patterns and benefits 

• differing financial incentives among programs to bring people with disabilities 

back to work   

• Barriers to work in general 

 
4 https://north99.org/2019/12/13/conservatives-across-the-country-are-slashing-funding-for-disabled-canadians/ 
 

https://north99.org/2019/12/13/conservatives-across-the-country-are-slashing-funding-for-disabled-canadians/
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Differences in caseload pressures are accounted for by the following factors that place 

greater pressure on provinces in Ontario and the West: 

• Huge differences in EI coverage that reduces number of persons going on social 

assistance in eastern provinces. As regular social assistance is often a precursor to 

application for disability benefits, more robust regular EI appears to reduce social 

assistance overall.  

• Social assistance disability programs that are smaller, less generous, and not 

separate in eastern provinces 

• Smaller Social Assistance based Disability components for First Nations  in 

Eastern Provinces 

• A greater presence of  interventions by other disability systems in eastern 

provinces; and  

• Fewer persons with disabilities that are ineligible for (or eligible for reduced 

benefits for) Old Age Security at age 65 in eastern provinces.  

All of these factors figured in the decision of a majority of the provinces to claw back the 

CERB and all but one jurisdiction in respect of the CRB (BC).  

In other words, provinces and territories that usually exempt federal tax benefits and 

especially those designed to meet other objectives succumbed to fiscal pressure to offset 

pandemic benefits.  

This is a cautionary tale as a precedent has been set and provinces and territories may 

choose to vacate their place of providing basic disability benefits when the new CDB is 

implemented.  

It will be important for the federal government to work together closely with provinces 

and territories to ensure that the CDB   and social assistance programs both ‘stay in the 

game’. 

The federal news release of June 22, 2021 is somewhat ambiguous on this point as it 

says: 

“The legislation also recognizes the leading role that provinces and territories 

play in providing supports and services to Canadians with disabilities and the 

importance of engaging with them in developing income and other supports.” 

But in an earlier passage, it says:  

“The Canada Disability Benefit would supplement, not replace, existing federal 

and provincial-territorial supports with a goal of lifting hundreds of thousands 

of persons with disabilities out of poverty.” 
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The clear problem for the federal government in supplementing provincial and 

Territorial benefits is that it would have to ‘accept’ thirteen differing definitions 

of disability in the provinces and territories if it is to act as a top up to those 

benefits.  

This would be on top of ‘accepting’ the disability definitions for the DTC, CPP-D and 

Veterans’ benefits.  

In this sense, the federal government would in fact be accepting a lead role while 

provinces and territories   could easily decide to lower their own benefits while 

allowing the CDB to fill the gap.  

If that were to be the case, an epic dogfight would ensue that helps neither side. 

Clearly, there is much more to do.  

But the federal government does need to recognize the massive financial pressures 

provinces and territories have borne in terms of the other disability income systems that 

have forced the expansion of the only set of disability programs that actually specifically 

assist people with disabilities living in poverty and in need.  

In two other papers – one on recovery and reinvestment –and the other on an ideal 

CDB, we explore the best governance model as well as the best design for a CDB. In 

another paper, we explore the definition of disability that a CDB could adopt.  

 

2. What if the welfareization of disability incomes continues? 

It will be important for the federal government to understand that pressures on all 

disability income programs except social assistance has been handled by offloading 

program expenditures onto social assistance across Canada.  

Federal programs such as Veterans’’ disability incomes have done it by tightening 

eligibility and placing time limits on the receipt of benefits. CPP-D EI and Veterans’ 

programs have done it by tightening appeals processes. Only relatively small federal 

programs like the DTC and EI sickness have not participated in decades-long cost 

controls.  

At the provincial and territorial levels, most Workers’ compensation programs have cut 

back while private and public sector employer programs have placed stricter time limits 

on the receipt of benefits (usually in the two year range).  

In this sense, these programs have gotten used to welfareizing disability benefits.  
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In addition, accident insurance programs will have great pressures placed upon them to 

reduce premiums when a CDB is implemented unless mitigating action is taken 

beforehand.  

The bottom line is that programs - that have gotten used to belt tightening with no real 

problem with offloading their clientele onto social assistance programs - will be no less 

interested in reducing expenditures with the advent of the CDP. 

The real question is how to stop them and to stop the welfareizing that in many ways 

has provided the impetus to create a CDB in the first instance.  

 

September 2, 2021 
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How to implement a new Canada Disability Benefit: 

Can we dust off the process used for Canada’s National Child Benefit? 

Introduction 

With the exceptions of Employment Insurance, seniors and children’s’ benefits, income 

security benefits for all other target populations in Canada are shared between provinces 

and territories and the government of Canada.  

It wasn’t always this way. It started with the constitutional amendment to mount 

unemployment insurance at the federal level (1940). 

And it was not until the 1950’s and 1960’s that the Constitutional amendment of 1951 

(pensions) was used to consolidate income security for seniors at the federal level. By 

1967, our modern seniors’ benefits were uploaded from the provinces and territories and 

consolidated at the federal level in the form of Old Age Security (OAS), the Guaranteed 

Income Supplement (GIS), and the Canada Pension Plan (CPP). 

These programs working together have taken all but a few percent of seniors out of 

poverty and enjoy widespread popular support. 

Turning to child benefits, by the mid 1990’s, Canada owned a bewildering array of 

provincial, territorial, and federal child benefits in the form of the federal family 

allowance program and various supplements to family allowances alongside provincial 

and territorial welfare benefits for children. Beginning in 1996, a joint federal provincial 

territorial initiative to consolidate child benefits was undertaken by Ministers 

responsible for child benefits called the National Child Benefit (NCB) initiative.  

Like the consolidation that took place with seniors’ benefits three decades earlier, child 

benefits were lifted out of welfare programs and were replaced with a much larger child 

benefit now called the Canada Child Benefit (CCB) and much smaller provincial and 

territorial child benefits in each province and territory.  

It took almost 15 years to complete the NCB initiative but by 2010, child benefits had 

largely been uploaded to the federal level and in 2016, federal programs were’ realigned 

and consolidated into the CCB. As was the case with seniors’ benefits, large numbers of 

children have been taken out of poverty with the CCB and both the federal and 

provincial programs enjoy popular support. Both seniors’ and child benefits are indexed 

to inflation and have frequently received special increases from governments.  
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Can we repeat these processes with a Canada Disability Benefit? 

In August 2020, the federal government announced in the Speech from the Throne that 

it would implement a Canada Disability Benefit and modernize its approach to federal 

disability programs. The Throne speech also noted that the new program would be 

modeled on the federal GIS program for seniors and in the Budget of 2021, a three year 

program of consultation to bring the program to fruition was announced.  

This leads us to ask the question as to whether either of the two processes that led to 

successful uploading of provincial and territorial benefits can be repeated with the 

Canada Disability Benefit.  

We know that the process we followed with seniors’ benefits is not on the table as the 

only two parties that have been in government since Confederation are both dead set 

against Constitutional amendments to usher in any new programs. Moreover, they both 

are also dead set against Constitutional amendments for almost any reason.  

This leaves the National Child Benefit as the only large scale successful transformational 

process that lead to the adoption of a major federal benefit along with full provincial and 

territorial participation.  

The NCB initiative is aptly described in the 2005 federal evaluation of the process1.  

The NCB Initiative is an innovative arrangement that involves federal child tax 

benefits operating in a harmonized framework with provincial and territorial 

social assistance programs and other child-related services. The aim is to 

reduce poverty in families with children, with a particular emphasis on 

providing incentives for low-income parents to enter and remain in the 

workforce. The Initiative has been described as an important example of how 

social programs are being delivered collaboratively within the Social Union 

Framework Agreement2. In this context, the Initiative combines two significant 

trends over the last 20 years – the trend towards delivery of social programs 

through income-tested benefits and the trend towards shared initiatives agreed 

to by the federal government and the provinces and territories. 

The truly innovative feature of the NCB Initiative was the agreement by 

provinces and territories to adjust the income support provided for children 

through their social assistance programs. Of particular importance was the 

provision that provinces and territories could deduct the NCB Supplement on a 

dollar-for-dollar basis from social assistance recipients’ benefits (i.e., offsets). 

 
1 https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/esdc-edsc/documents/programs/child-benefit/papers/evaluation-
report/eval_ncb.pdf. - p-3- 10 

https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/esdc-edsc/documents/programs/child-benefit/papers/evaluation-report/eval_ncb.pdf.
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/esdc-edsc/documents/programs/child-benefit/papers/evaluation-report/eval_ncb.pdf.
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Accompanying the above was a commitment by the provinces and territories to 

reinvest the savings resulting from such offset provisions (i.e., additional 

program activities) and to explore whether they could make still further 

investments above and beyond social assistance savings. Such incremental 

investments and reinvestments were to be focused on provincial and territorial 

programs having objectives consistent with the NCB (i.e., program synergies).4  

In deciding what benefits and services to support through NCB reinvestments, 

provinces and territories are guided by a National Reinvestment Framework 

that was agreed to by the Federal/Provincial/Territorial Ministers Responsible 

for Social Services. Under this framework, jurisdictions have the flexibility to 

make reinvestments and investments in line with their own priorities and needs, 

provided they support the objectives of the NCB Initiative. The result is a 

complementary set of support benefits provided by most provinces and 

territories aimed at providing additional assistance to low-income families with 

children. 

The key provisions of the NCB process for the new CDB are: 

• The commitment that provincial and territorial governments would take any 

savings recovered from the federal benefit and reinvest them in other programs 

for children 

• The ongoing reporting and accountability to Canadians;  

• The provincial and territorial commitment to mount child based income security 

programs; and  

• The federal commitment to increase the federal benefit into the future.  

These arrangements have become even more important for two reasons: 

1. There is a large array of benefit systems for people with disabilities at the F/P/T 

levels and in the private sector which need to be part of the process; and  

2. The very recent experience of the pandemic where large scale pandemic 

programs were offset by provincial and territorial social assistance even though 

P/T  were requested by the federal government to refrain from such offsets 

(clawbacks). 

The ideal CDB could be implemented with an NCB like recovery reinvestment set of 

arrangements (as described for the NCB above) respecting OAS/GIS sized federal 

investment. 
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The June 22, 2021 news release calling for the CDB as a supplement: Will it 

work? 

The June 22, 2021 news release on the CDB enabling legislation contains a passage   

relating to a recovery reinvestment model.   

The Canada Disability Benefit would supplement, not replace, existing federal 

and provincial-territorial supports with a goal of lifting hundreds of thousands 

of persons with disabilities out of poverty2. 

But a recovery reinvestment model with a GIS sized CDB is likely not workable in the 

present environment where even emergency payments (CERB and CRB) were offset by 

provinces and territories. 

A GIS size CDB that offsets federal benefits and attempts to supplement provincial 

income assistance programs is also unworkable at face value as it would give lopsided 

credit to the federal government for implementing the CDB but only allow credit to 

provinces, territories and the private sector for maintaining their existing expenditures. 

In fact, the reality that income assistance programs at the P/T level would no longer be 

able to offset federal benefits like CPP-D and Veterans’ benefits would put provinces and 

territories in the positon of spending approximately $500 million just to maintain 

current benefit levels.  

Finally, a GIS sized CDB of $935 maximum per month is insufficient when coupled with 

provincial and territorial benefits to meet the expected level of benefit that would bring 

low income persons with disabilities out of poverty.  

Accordingly,   a larger federal benefit equal to OAS/GIS would allow provinces and 

territories to reduce and transform their own benefits permitting savings that could be 

spent in other areas while receiving political and policy ‘credit’ for such spending along 

with their federal partners. The same hydraulic would be present   for the private sector.  

 

  

 
2 https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2021/06/000754---tabling-of-cdb-
legislation.html 
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A way forward 

The federal government could    request F/P/T Ministers to convene three tables to 

begin a recovery-reinvestment regimen as part of the three year consultation process 

funded in the Budget: 

Table 1: F/P/T ministers where a commitment would be made to an NCB-like recovery 

–reinvestment process. 

Table 2: a federal table that would convene public and private sector employers to plan 

reinvestments by employers related to their disability income programs; and  

Table 3: a federal table that would convene private sector accident and disability 

insurers to plan reinvestments by employers related to their disability payment 

settlements. 
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The Canada Disability Benefit and the federal offset issue: What it means 

for federal provincial and territorial income programs, employer programs 

and private disability insurance  

  

Introduction 

On June 22, 2021, the federal government introduced legislation to establish a Canada 
Disability Benefit (CDB). In essence, the new legislation (Bill C-35) is enabling 
legislation with very little substance as it relates to the design of the new benefit.  

However, the News Release that introduced the legislation to the media and public 
contained the following passage that is not clarified or introduced in the Bill itself: 

As part of the Government of Canada’s plan to ensure an inclusive recovery that 
“leaves no one behind”, the Minister of Employment, Workforce Development 
and Disability Inclusion, Carla Qualtrough, introduced new legislation today 
that would establish the framework for a new Canada Disability Benefit. 
 
This ground-breaking legislation would enable the Government of Canada to 
take a proactive approach in the creation and delivery of the new benefit, to 
support working-age Canadians with disabilities. The Canada Disability 
Benefit would supplement, not replace, existing federal and 
provincial-territorial supports with a goal of lifting hundreds of thousands 
of persons with disabilities out of poverty1. 

In simple terms, this means that the federal government will begin by using the Canada 
Disability Benefit to top up other federal disability income programs. For example, if the 
new CDB was set at a flat rate guarantee of $1,600 a month and a qualifying disabled 
adult already received $800 a month in Canada Pension Plan Disability payments and 
$200 a month in war Veterans benefits for a total in $1,000 a month in existing 
payments, then the CDB payment would be $600 to bring the person’s benefits up to the 
$1,600 guarantee.  

Until the news release there was no other federal written statement that a federal CDB 
offset would be implemented. 

Canada has many important disability income programs or systems to serve Canadian adults 

with disabilities. Thirteen are listed here: 

 

 
1 https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2021/06/000754---tabling-of-cdb-
legislation.html 
 

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2021/06/000754---tabling-of-cdb-legislation.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2021/06/000754---tabling-of-cdb-legislation.html
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 Level of Government Disability Benefit Program 
Federal CPP 

Veteran Disability Benefits 
CPP Survivors benefit   
EI-Sickness 
Canada Workers Benefit - disability 
RDSP 
 Disability Tax Credit –value of non-refundable 
credit 
Other Personal income tax related refundable and 
non-refundable credits 

Provincial/Territorial Workers Compensation 
Income or social assistance 

Private Disability Insurance 
Public sector employers Proprietary Disability income programs 
Private for profit and not 
for profit employers  

Proprietary Disability income programs 

 

Discussion 

Federal benefit offsets 

The immediate question relates to which federal programs the CDB would supplement.  

It would seem clear that the following two federal income-based programs for under 

65’s would be programs that the CDB would supplement and would include:  

• CPP-D 

• Veterans benefits 

Less clear are benefits that may not relate directly to a disability. These include: 

• EI sickness 

• CPP survivors benefits 

It is unknown whether refundable credits related to disability will be offset. These 

include: 

• The Canada Workers’ Benefit (Disability component) 

• Other mostly smaller refundable credits 

It is also unknown whether non-refundable credits will be offset. This would include: 

• The cash value of the Disability Tax Credit (DTC) 
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Finally, it is not known whether other refundable credits will be offset. This would 

include GST Credits.  

We make the assumption that the CCB (Canada Child Benefits), federal RDSP benefits 

and the (small)   federal Workers Compensation benefits would not be offset although – 

for some – this may remain and open question. 

Provincial and Territorial benefit offsets 

The news release specifically notes that provincial and territorial supports would also be 

supplemented as opposed to being integrated or replaced.  

The first question relating to provincial and territorial supports once again relates to 

which programs the CDB would supplement. 

From the wording of the news release, it is possible to speculate that the CDB will 

‘supplement’ both income and social assistance and workers compensation programs. 

It is simply not known what the news release’ intent is. 

 

Policy Questions  

Federal Offsets 

1. Which programs will be offset? 

a. Disability programs outside the personal income tax system 

b. Other non-disability but related programs like EI sickness 

c. Disability related refundable credits 

d. Disability related non-refundable credits like the DTC 

e. Other non-disability related refundable or non-refundable credits like GST 

credits and  the CCB 

f. RDSP payments to individual plan holders 

g. Federal workers compensation payments. 

 

2. Depending on whether the CDB is individual or family based, will dependants’ 

benefits be offset against an individual based benefit that the CDB does not 

cover? 

3. If family based, will child benefits under other programs also be offset? 

4. How will the federal government ensure that other federal benefits stay in place? 

For example, the CDB could replace such programs as Veterans’ disability 

benefits. 
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 Provincial and territorial offsets  

1. Which programs will be offset? 
a. Workers compensation and income assistance only – both, one of them or 

neither? 
b. Will other provincial programs of various sorts – refundable and non-

refundable credits and other programs be offset? 

Private sector disability (accident) insurance 

1. Although not mentioned in the news release, will disability accident insurance 
payments be offset by the CDB? 

Public and Private Sector employer programs 

1. Again, these are not mentioned in the news release, but would these programs 
also be offset by the CDB or remain intact? 

Income/social assistance and provinces and territories already offset federal 

disability income programs 

The news release shows that there is a plan for the CDB to offset its own disability 
benefits. If Provinces and Territories are forced to stop clawing back benefits - 
principally CPP-D, (approx. 65,000 clawbacks across Canada) would be affected.   

In Ontario alone, if Income assistance cannot deduct CPP, Ontario would lose a revenue 
stream of approx. $200M a year). Income assistance offsets of all federal programs 
likely exceed $500 billion now.  

Under a federal offset mechanism in its own programs, provinces and territories would 
no longer be able to do their own offsets and may seek compensation especially if the 
CDB also offsets provincial and territorial programs.  

Provinces and Territories may also feel pressure to exempt CPP survivors’ benefits and 
EI payments under social assistance if they stop deducting CPP-D and workers 
compensation benefits. 

Multiple offsets: Mutual cannibalism  

Open Policy has termed multiple overlapping offsets processes as ‘mutual cannibalism’ 
which already occurs among many provincial and territorial programs2.  

 

 
2 https://policyresponse.ca/how-can-we-improve-income-security-in-a-post-cerb-world/ 
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In fact many programs such as federal refundable credits (RTC) already offset incomes 
such as social assistance, EI, and CPP by using Adjusted Net Family Income (AFNI) to 
provide credits. If the CDB offsets program that are already offsetting other programs, 
there could be a ‘knock-on’ cascading effect whereby nominal benefits are cumulatively 
offset at a rate over 100%. This is a serious issue in that it already happens among other 
programs that the CDB may be chosen to offset. The CDB could exacerbate this issue. 

Work Incentives may be curtailed 

Multiple offsets lead to stacking clawbacks of benefits. This is an age-old public policy 
issue in the benefit structures of offsetting programs and especially those that are 
income tested.  

If one program claws back earnings in addition to others that also clawback earnings or 
the benefits of the other program, multiple disincentives usually result even though they 
are thought to be an unintended consequence of policy designs.  

 

A way forward 

Much design work has yet to be completed in relation to the policy intent that the CDB 
will supplement other programs when implemented.  

The following main considerations should be taken into account when designing the 
‘supplemental’ characteristic of the CDB. There are other lesser order fallout issues. 

• Consider federal offsets on only those non-tax related programs that directly pay 
under 65 disabled persons specifically based on their disability such as CPP-D 
and Veterans’ disability benefits.  

• Give thought to winding down benefits like Veterans’ disability benefits (but not 
services and supports) if the CDB is materially higher in value than Veterans’ 
benefits 

• Do not consider refundable tax based credits in offsets as they already participate 
in offsetting other benefits like CPP, EI and social assistance e.g. the CWB-D  

• Exempt non-refundable credits as their dollar value varies based on personal tax 
liability  

• Do not offset dependants’ benefits from a single based benefit. 

• Negotiate with provinces and territories (rather than offsetting their benefits) 
using a recovery reinvestment (NCB) formula as: 

o Income assistance and workers’ compensation are widely variable between 
provinces using very different definitions of disability 

o Income assistance already offset federal programs such as EI and CPP and 
doubles offsets (mutual cannibalism) is ill advised. 

o It will be important to keep provinces and territories in the mix ( as noted 
elsewhere in the news release) 
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• Consider convening separate tables with private accident insurers as well as 
public and private employers to explore the best mix of the CDB with those 
programs. 

• Examine overlapping clawbacks carefully to ensure that intended work incentives 
are in place and not cancelled out by multiple clawbacks or program benefit 
offsets (or both). 

 

 August 24, 2021 
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Introduction  

The Canadian Disability Tax Credit (DTC) is unlike almost all other income supports for 

people with disabilities in Canada. The DTC is a non-refundable tax credit.  

In lay terms, the DTC acts a ‘coupon’ that qualifies for ‘money off’ the amount of taxes 

someone would otherwise pay. People with disabilities whose income is low and don’t 

pay income tax get no benefit from the DTC. Only people with positive taxable income 

benefit from the DTC. 

In addition, the DTC has a very tough disability definition that makes it especially hard 

to access for people with mental illnesses such as neuroses and psychoses although this 

matter is addressed in Budget 2021. The DTC also envisions qualifying disabilities to be 

ongoing. The definition focuses on functional losses.  

As a result of its design and definition, the DTC is overwhelmingly used by seniors1 as 

opposed to adults under age 65.  

Overlap between a Canada Disability Benefit and the Disability Tax Credit 

The focus of the DTC means that it would be very difficult to integrate it (as currently 

designed) with the Canada Disability Benefit (CDB) as the CDB: 

• Is aimed at those age 65 and younger 

• Will be designed to address disability poverty (most DTC claimants are not poor) 

• Will pay a positive disability benefit as opposed to issuing a tax coupon 

• Will likely have a less strict disability definition than the DTC; and  

• Cannot be transferred to a caregiver as currently conceived (nothing in Bill C-35) 

Possible Disability Tax Credit Reform: refundability or seniors only? 

For years, advocates have been asking for the Disability tax credit to be made 

refundable. This would mean that the DTC would change – in lay terms- from being a 

coupon to a ‘gift card’ from the government.  

In order to prevent losers among those who presently receive it (again mostly seniors), 

the cash value of the non-refundable credit (about $1,300 – varies by Province) would 

have to be paid to all of those who meet the DTC definition and apply for the benefit. 

If made refundable, the non-senior’s portion of the DTC could be rolled into the CDB 

design and cancelled leaving it as a benefit for seniors only. If left non-refundable, there 

are limited opportunities for rationalization of the DTC.  

 
1 https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/cra-arc/prog-policy/stats/dtc-stats/dtc-tbl4-2019-e.pdf 
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Caregivers and Children: How do they fit into Disability Tax Credit Reform? 

Children 

There is a special DTC for children that should have little or no impact on DTC reform in 

light of the CDB as the CDB does not cover ‘children in its preliminary design.  

Caregivers 

However, the DTC can be transferred to a caregiver for someone who qualifies for it2. 

Whether refundable or non-refundable in the future, this is another area where the CDB 

does not provide the same benefits as the DTC. It is also worthy of note that there are 3 

specific tax credits that can be claimed by caregivers that form a suite of tax credits. 

(Some cannot be claimed if another is claimed). 

The fact that the DTC can be transferred to caregivers raises an interesting set of policy 

issues. For example, should there be consideration given to the transferability of the 

CDB to a caregiver (e.g.  For someone residing in an institution who technically has 

basic needs - but not care needs -covered). 

This also raises the question as to whether the DTC is the correct avenue for 

compensation of caregivers given the introduction of the CDB. For example, if a 

caregiver is low income and does not pay taxes and therefore would get no benefit from 

the DTC, should it not be possible to allow transferability of the CDB or a part of it to a 

caregiver especially if the CDB is designed as an individual benefit?  

Given that the dollar value of the DTC is low and caregiving expenses often high, should 

Canadians expect that some portion of the CDB be transferable to a caregiver and 

treated as a private transaction or should it be structurally transferable? A further 

consideration relates to whose income should be considered if a portion of the CDB was 

made transferable. 

There are many possible options available to government depending on the ways, if any, 

that the DTC may be repurposed in support of the CDB. 

Conclusion 

Unlike other income security provisions for people with disabilities, there are few 

overlaps between the current DTC and the proposed CDB. However, options 

surrounding repurposing are available while provisions for caregivers under the CDB 

will become an important future consideration.   

 
2 https://www.sunlife.ca/en/tools-and-resources/money-and-finances/managing-your-money/4-important-tax-
credits-that-help-caregivers/ 
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The Canada Disability Benefit: Do we need to worry about benefit equity 

between different target groups in setting the amount of the CDB? 

Introduction 

Following the introduction of pandemic benefits at $2,000 per month, many equity 

seeking groups have called for income guarantees for this amount for a basic or 

guaranteed annul income.  The $2,000 level is also an ‘ask’ among disability advocates.  

The CERB income guarantee is important as this program – in short order - became 

Canada’s largest income security program. It is also set to disappear following the worst 

of the pandemic.  

In contrast, in the Speech from the Throne (August 2020), the CDB design was 

compared to the non –taxable Federal GIS. The monthly amount paid under the GIS 

monthly is $935.72, much lower than $2,000 a month.  

 

Seniors benefits almost as high as CERB 

But GIS does not stand alone from the Old Age Security (OAS) program that it tops up.  

OAS is $626.49 a month and the two programs together provide a maximum benefit of 

$1,562.21 a month to Canada’s poorest seniors.  

If living in Ontario, a senior with OAS/GIS income would receive $2,391 a year in 

refundable tax grants and credits along with $1,020 a year in GAINS-A, a provincial 

program.  

Ontario’s poorest seniors therefore receive a total base income of  

• $18,746.52 in OAS/GIS 

• $2,391 in tax credits; and  

• $1,020 per year in GAINS-A 

This results in a total yearly income guarantee of $22,157.52. This amount applies to 

seniors age 65-74. Seniors age 75+ also will receive an OAS increment of a nominal 

current amount of $751.80 resulting in a 75+ guarantee of $22,909.32 or $1,909.11 a 

month, not too far short of the $2,000 CERB monthly payment.  
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Welfare Benefits much lower 

On the other hand, basic welfare benefits in Canada are much below these amounts (see 

chart) 

Ontario’s single welfare rate is $733 a month for a yearly total of $8,796. With tax 

credits of $1,063, total income is $9,859 for a year or a monthly total of $821.58 a 

month, less than half of the CERB amount of $2,000. 

Income assistance disability rates somewhat higher 

Income Assistance for people with disabilities in provinces and territories is mostly 

higher than basic welfare. In Ontario, the disability rate is 60% higher1 than basic 

welfare at a maximum of $1,169 a month or $14,028 a year (see further discussion 

below). With comparable tax credits of $1,063 a year, total income received would 

maximize at $15,091 a year or $1,257 a month. This amount is just 63% of the CERB 

$2,000. 

 

Policy issues 

1. Should people with disabilities under the CDB and seniors receive the same 

government benefit rates? 

2. What should the disability increment compared to basic welfare be with the new 

CDB? 

3. Should disability income under the CDB be comparable to other 

‘unsupplemented’ disability income programs? 

4. Are there incentive and disincentive effects created by an adequate disability 

income?   

 

 

1. Should people with disabilities under the CDB and seniors receive 

the same government benefit rates? 

On July 1, 1973, Ontario implemented the GAINS-A guarantee whereby low income 

persons with disabilities and seniors received a guarantee of $50 a week or $216.67 a 

month. The amount was indexed to inflation  

On July 1, 1975, the disability portion (called GAINS-D) was de-indexed for the stated 

reason – along with other reductions - that the Ontario government must tighten its 

belt.  

 
1 Maytree uses a slightly different base rate that produces a 54% increment. 
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If the GAINS guarantee had been indexed to inflation (CPI), the monthly GAINS rate 

would now be $1301 a month.  

However:  

• OAS/GIS/GAINS-A now equals $1,645.54 a month; and  

• The ODSP maximum single rate (as noted) is $1,169 a month.  

In other words, seniors’ benefit guarantees have been rising ahead of inflation (+26.5% 

since 1973) while income assistance disability rates have been tracking below inflation (-

10.1% since 1973) when rates were last equal 48 years ago.  

The direct reason that seniors rates have accelerated ahead of inflation is due to 

extraordinary increases to the GIS made in 1979, 1981, 2011 and 2016. Further 

extraordinary increases have been promised in the 2021 federal election.  

The reason that disability rates have not increased with inflation is that they are simply 

not indexed at all. Almost any non-indexed benefit falls to inflation (as a general rule).  

The CDB could change this multi-decade pattern of higher-than-inflation increases to 

low-income seniors and lower for low-income people with disabilities.  

Political and social factors 

By looking at ‘who gets what’, it is possible to observe a ‘hierarchy of deservedness’ 

among low-income people. Clearly seniors and children are at the top of the hierarchy 

and single welfare recipients are at the bottom.  

Until the announcement of the CDB and the subsequent Angus Reid poll showing high 

support for the CDB, low-income people with disabilities have been in the ‘middle of the 

pack’2.  

Seniors benefits and CDB equity  

It will be important, in light of the CERB benchmark, to raise seniors guarantee levels to 

a nominal $2000 a month. As noted above, that benchmark has almost been achieved 

through OAS/GIS, provincial supplements like GAINS-A in Ontario, and almost $2,400 

a year in tax credits.  

In this way, the CDB would not ‘leapfrog’ seniors’ benefits and create a situation where a 

low income 64 year old with disabilities turning 65, would see their level of income 

security decline.  

 
2 https://angusreid.org/disability-poverty-benefit/ 
 

https://angusreid.org/disability-poverty-benefit/
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2. What should the disability increment compared to basic welfare be 

with the new CDB? 

Numerous studies have failed to pinpoint a desirable disability increment in income 

assistance for people with disabilities over basic welfare. 

Often used benchmarks for a disability related poverty line come in at the 30% to 40% 

range. However, income assistance ‘disability increments’ across Canada vary wide as 

shown in the following chart: 

Table 1 : Maximum Monthly Welfare Benefits, by Province, as of September 2021 

 

Notes:  Figures replicate methodology used by Maytree in their Welfare in Canada report. 

 

 

 

Single Person 

Considered 

Employable

Single Person with a 

disability
Notes

AB $745 $866

AB amounts for the person with a disability include 

the Alberta Works, Barriers to Full Employment 

benefit as well as the AISH benefit.

AB AISH $1,685

BC $935 $1,403

MB $773 $1,093

NB $571 $805

NF $904 $904

NF clients with a disability receive additional financial 

support from Health and Community Services to top 

up rent/utility costs; these amounts are unknown.  

NS $686 $950

ON $733 $1,169

PE $1,219 $1,369

QU $708 $1,111

QU requires new employable applicants to enrol in 

the Aim for Employment program, which tops up the 

basic rate.  These amounts are excluded.

SK $860 $1,134
SK amounts are Saskatchewan Income Support for the 

employable and SAID for the person with a disability. 

Maximum monthly welfare benefits, by province, September 2021*
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Somewhat ironically, disability increments in many P/T disability programs are far 

higher than the amounts recommended by disability advocates. That is because the base 

welfare rates are so low and so far below any recognized poverty lines, the increments 

for disability tend to be meaningless. 

The increments derived from the above table are as follows: 

Table 2 

 

These very different disability increments reveal extreme differences in program 

philosophy.  

For example, Newfoundland and Labrador officials have expressed that they prefer to 

recognize disability needs through supports, services and accommodations as opposed 

to cash.  

BC clearly recognizes a need for cash increments while others lie in the middle.  

Ontario is a curious case as its large disability increment was created by a rate cut in 

basic welfare in 1995 that did not affect people with disabilities. The increment at that 

time grew from 43% to 78%. This ‘all time high’ increment did not begin to reduce until 

the Kathleen Wynne government began to provide larger welfare increases to single 

persons.  

The policy problem that ensues from this discussion is what happens when a much large 

disability payment results from the implementation of the CDB. 

Percentage disability increment over the base welfare rate

AB 16.2%

AB AISH 126.2%

BC 50.1%

MB 41.4%

NB 41.0%

NF 0.0%

NS 38.5%

ON 59.5%

PE 12.3%

QU 56.9%

SK 31.9%

Single provincial disability increments over basic welfare, September 2021
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Clearly, unless provinces and territories significantly raise basic welfare rates (at 

considerable cost to them), the disability increments will grow substantially.  

If a CDB is established at a guarantee of $1,500 a month or $2,000 a month, the 

increments over basic welfare could rise to over 100% to 150%. Increments of these 

amounts would completely change the relationship of disability benefits to basic welfare.  

It is not that the increment is too high; the reality is that basic welfare rates are too low.  

 

3. Should disability income under the CDB be comparable to other 

‘unsupplemented’ disability income programs? 

Depending on how the CDB supplements other provincial and territorial programs (see 

news release of June 22, 2021), the relationship to other programs is a moot point.  

Private and public sector employer disability benefits along with disability accident 

insurance may be persuaded to provide equivalent benefits to what they provide now.  

However, there is sure to be private sector employers who will see an opportunity to 

lower their benefit rates if a CDB is in place. Similarly, litigants in disability accident 

insurance cases will attempt to use the CDB as an important base rate in their 

settlements if the CDB is provided as a matter of right.  

Pressure will also be on insurers to reduce premium rates to recognize the presence of 

an ‘as of right’ CDB. 

If changes are made in the private sector especially to reduce their exposure to disability 

benefits, it will be difficult to get them ‘back in the game’ either by regulators or policy 

makers. Accordingly, it will be important to convene tables at an early stage with 

employers and insurers to map out the role of a CDB in the provision of benefits.  

Such tables are essentially different in character from tables convened with provinces 

and territories as insurers will be governed by insurance law and employers will be 

governed by contracts, collective agreements and other matters related to competitive 

practices, commitments, and corporate social and workplace responsibility.  

 

4. Are there incentive and disincentive effects created by an adequate 

disability income?   

There are obvious incentive effects for low-income people with disabilities to obtain and 

retain work. An income guarantee at poverty levels would allow people with disabilities 
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to marshal the supports and services required to meet work expenses and stay in the 

labour force.  

Essentially, this is a ‘u-curve’ argument where there can be a base income that is so low 

that work is essentially impossible to sustain and amounts above which that labour force 

attachment is realistic and possible.  

But the fact that welfare incomes might be so much lower than a CDB, a person who has 

sickness and impairments that do not meet a disability definition, may be spurred by 

their poverty to concentrate on their sicknesses and impairments to escape poverty 

through renewed attempts to see themselves as having disabilities that do in fact meet 

the standard set. This is especially the case if the disability increment over basic welfare 

exceeds 100%.  

In this regard, it will be important to have discussions concerning raising basic welfare 

rates or restructuring income security such that the new disability increments do not 

create unintended consequences in policy. These discussions can be undertaken at 

F/P/T meeting meetings specifically convened on this topic.  

Doubtless renewed discussion of a basic or guaranteed income might be levered through 

this type of discussion. 

 

August 27, 2021 
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“Defining disability is a complex, evolving matter” – Ontario Human Rights 
Commission, Policy on preventing discrimination based on mental health 
disabilities and addictions1 

Introduction 

Inclusion of addiction in a disability definition has been a longstanding issue. The topic 
of this paper is to examine how addiction can be included in a new Canada Disability 
Benefit. In other words, should addictions be recognized in a CDB definition and should 
the level of payment in a CDB include the extra expenses and needs created by an 
addiction?  

Would we widen the scope of disability benefits to include addictions and would a CDB 
compensate costs associated with addictions? 

In civil society, there has been a longstanding concern that paying additional funds to 
recognize addiction would have the perverse effect of compensating people for having 
addictions. However, addiction does create additional needs and can worsen other 
disabilities.  

Accepted treatment for addiction in the modern era is modelled on harm-reduction. 
Accordingly, people with disabilities who have addictions   require resources to fund a 
harm reduction regimen.  

  

Issues 

The key concerns here are: 

1. Should addiction be recognized in the definition of disability for a CDB? 
a. If so, how should the CDB recognize addictions? 

2. If addiction is recognized in the benefit, how should they be included 
a. Extra payments? And/or 
b. Treatment options    

Background 

According to research on the subject, almost one in five Canadian adults will experience 
a mental illness or addiction.2 

Among Canada’s 10 major disability income programs and/or systems, some programs 
have detailed criteria related to addictions (See Appendix A): 

• EI Sickness; 
• CPP-D; 

 
1  
2 Offord DR, et al. “One-year prevalence of psychiatric disorder in Ontarians 15 to 64 years of age, “Can J 
Psychiatry 1996; 41: 559-563. 
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• Veterans Affairs Canada (VAC) disability benefits. 

A common theme in their definitions is that an addiction must prevent an individual 
from working (EI Sickness and CPP-D) but they must be making reasonable decisions to 
improve their health (VAC) in order to receive   benefits. 

  

In contrast, some programs have developed policies to remove people with addictions 
from benefits. 

“When the Harris government cut welfare rates and benefits, it expressly stated 
that it was cutting people addicted to alcohol off ODSP. The addiction cuts were 
challenged as being obviously contrary to the Charter and the Code. The two 
individuals who challenged the cuts were ultimately successful. However, only 
those two litigants were ever compensated.”3 – Toronto Star, 2018 

 The goal of assisting people back to work promptly may have the risk of triggering 
addiction inadvertently as many injured workers often turn to painkillers that could lead 
them to an addiction. 

“After Hardy’s accident, the provincial agency pushed him back into the work 
force while he was still in pain, then cut his benefits. It also failed to 
acknowledge his opioid addiction and didn’t respond to his pleas for help.”4 – 
The Globe and Mail on workers’ compensation, 2018 

 

Purpose of the CDB 

The federal government indicated in its news release of June 22, 2021, that the new CDB 
will be5: 

• A program addressing the longstanding inequities that lead to financial insecurity, 
hardships and social exclusion faced by persons with disabilities; 

• A benefit supporting working-age Canadians with disabilities; and 
• A supplement to existing federal and provincial territorial supports. 

“By addressing the longstanding inequities that lead to financial insecurity, 
hardships and social exclusion faced by persons with disabilities, the 
Government of Canada is delivering on its commitment to building a disability-
inclusive Canada.” 

 
3 https://www.thestar.com/opinion/contributors/2018/12/17/disability-changes-will-hurt-people-with-
mental-illness-and-addiction.html 
4 https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-how-workers-comp-fanned-the-flames-of-the-
opioid-crisis/ 
5 https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2021/06/000754---tabling-of-cdb-
legislation.html 



5 
 

“This ground-breaking legislation would enable the Government of Canada to 
take a proactive approach in the creation and delivery of the new benefit, to 
support working-age Canadians with disabilities.” 

“The Canada Disability Benefit would supplement, not replace, existing federal 
and provincial-territorial supports with a goal of lifting hundreds of thousands 
of persons with disabilities out of poverty.” 

“The legislation also recognizes the leading role that provinces and territories 
play in providing supports and services to Canadians with disabilities and the 
importance of engaging with them in developing income and other supports.”6 

 

Collateral concerns and constraints 

According to the UN, mental health issues often correlate with addictions  

“The core obligations applicable to the right to health include ensuring the right 
of access to health facilities, goods and services on a non-discriminatory basis, 
especially for vulnerable or marginalized groups.”7 – United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, 2017 

 The emotional toll required to take care of certain addicts is challenging. Civil society 
frames addiction in two ways. While some communities view addiction as a law 
enforcement problem, others view it as a public health issue.   

“It’s an exhausting and grim business treating addicts because one can’t help 
but conclude in the end that most of them don’t really want to change. It’s been 
heart-wrenching for me to become so disillusioned with the whole thing.” – 
Name Withheld, Licensed Mental Health Counselor, Brooklyn8 

On the other hand, addictions can be overcome. Many research findings and testaments   
attest to promising results. 

“The emphasis on the opioid epidemic speaks to a societal problem with 
empathy…Addiction is defined as a chronic, relapsing disease. Many have done 
bad things as a consequence of their addiction, but that doesn’t mean they are 
irredeemable. We have known for quite some time now that addiction changes 
the brains of those who fall to its prey. We need to do a better job at using 
pharmacotherapies to treat addiction.”9 – Shannon Dingle, Psychiatric Nurse 
Practitioner, Bronx 

 
6 https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2021/06/000754---tabling-of-cdb-
legislation.html 
7 https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/861008/files/A_HRC_34_32-EN.pdf 
8 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/13/magazine/health-care-professionals-share-their-stories-about-
opioid-addicted-patients.html 
9 Ibid. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2021/06/000754---tabling-of-cdb-legislation.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2021/06/000754---tabling-of-cdb-legislation.html
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/861008/files/A_HRC_34_32-EN.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/13/magazine/health-care-professionals-share-their-stories-about-opioid-addicted-patients.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/13/magazine/health-care-professionals-share-their-stories-about-opioid-addicted-patients.html
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“The biggest misconception about opioid abuse is that folks cannot get better. I 
saw with intensive outpatient treatment over a year with Suboxone that 
miracles do happen…But the investment of resources is significant. They also 
need continuing care for many years...”10 – Christine, Licensed Clinical Social 
Worker, Syracuse” 

Discussion   

1. Definition of Addiction 

Should addiction be recognized in the CDB definition of disability?  

Addiction or addictive behaviours are usually related but not limited to substance use 
(alcohol and drugs) or other compulsive behaviours (e.g., gaming and gambling). 

“Psychoactive substances are substances that, when taken in or administered 
into one's system, affect mental processes, e.g., cognition or affect. This term 
and its equivalent, psychotropic drug, are the most neutral and descriptive term 
for the whole class of substances, licit and illicit, of interest to drug policy. 
‘Psychoactive’ does not necessarily imply dependence-producing, and in 
common parlance, the term is often left unstated, as in ‘drug use’ or ‘substance 
abuse’.”11 – World Health Organization (WHO) 

“Addiction is a treatable, chronic medical disease involving complex 
interactions among brain circuits, genetics, the environment, and an 
individual’s life experiences. People with addiction use substances or engage in 
behaviors that become compulsive and often continue despite harmful 
consequences.”12 – American Society of Addiction Medicine (ASAM) 

In other words, an addiction can be described as the “compulsive use of a psychoactive 
substance or continued repetition of an action regardless of any negative effects which 
may go along with it.”13 

However, medical science clearly does not fully understand addiction. 

“I don’t think that we know why one person can be prescribed oxycodone after 
surgery and take it for five days and then stop and another person becomes 
addicted…There is no “one size fits all” model for treatment.” – Dr. Heather N. 
Schwemm, Primary Care Internist, Kennebunkport, Maine.14 

 
10 Ibid. 
11 https://www.who.int/teams/mental-health-and-substance-use/alcohol-drugs-and-addictive-
behaviours/terminology 
12 https://www.asam.org/Quality-Science/definition-of-addiction 
13 https://canadiandisabilitybenefits.ca/types-of-disabilities/addiction/ 
14 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/13/magazine/health-care-professionals-share-their-stories-about-
opioid-addicted-patients.html 
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With the constant development of research studies in mental health, the categories of 
addictions and addiction disabilities continue to expand, making the defining process 
even more challenging. 

“It is not possible or appropriate to provide an exhaustive list of mental health or 
addiction disabilities in this policy. Many impairments have been recognized as 
disabilities under the Code (The Ontario Human Rights Code), including anxiety, 
panic attacks, depression, schizophrenia, alcohol dependence, and addictions to 
illegal drugs. Human rights law is constantly developing, and certain conditions, 
characteristics or experiences that are disputed as disabilities today may come to 
be commonly accepted due to changes in the law reflecting medical, social or 
ideological advancements.”15 – Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC) 

 

2. How to include addiction 

Causes of addictions can be roughly divided into substance use and compulsive 
behaviours. People with gambling problems, for instance, could be considered by some 
programs such as Disability Tax Credit (DTC) as qualified recipient with serious illness. 

“The Disability Tax Credit is one such program differently-abled Canadians can 
submit a claim for to alleviate the emotional and financial drain of gambling 
problems.”16 

  

  There are four ways in general of defining addiction in the new CDB. 

1. Eligibility related to the cause of an addiction (if the person involuntarily 
consumed the substance) 
Pros Cons 
1) Avoids complexity due to public 

opinion on unintended 
encouragement of substance-use. 

1) Ambiguity: voluntary use vs 
involuntary use is hard to define 
and identify. Patients, particularly 
injured workers, are often   
prescribed pain-relief medicine 
which poses risk of addiction.  

2. Based on types of addictions: medical vs. others (alcohol) 
Pros Cons 
1) Public opinion may be more 

supportive of disability caused by 
medicinal substances 

1) Issue of fairness: addictions can be 
similar.   

 
15 http://www.ohrc.on.ca/en/policy-preventing-discrimination-based-mental-health-disabilities-and-
addictions 
16 https://www.thenba.ca/disabilities/gambling-addiction/ 



8 
 

3. Based on severity: 
Pros Cons 
1) Severe addiction is more likely to 

cause severe disability  
1) Ambiguity: severeness is a spectrum.  
2) Issue of elapses. 

4. Based on the disruption of personal development made by addictions.  
With some disability benefits, addictive behaviour must prevent an individual 
from working or making reasonable decisions related to their health. 
Pros Cons 
1) Easy to define There will be opposition to including 

addiction in the CDB definition  

 

3. Should addiction be recognized in the benefit payment? 

Addictions result in costs to both the addicted individual and civil society. However, the 
option to include an increment in the CDB to recognize the costs of addiction is not 
discussed here.  

Elsewhere in this series of papers, we discuss the alleviation of poverty among people 
with disabilities by noting four avenues of coverage: 

• Income security 
• Disability supports 
• Services; and 
• Accommodation including anti-Ableist measures 

 

For the purposes of this paper, coverage of the costs of addiction recovery and supports 
would not take place through an increment in the CDB. Rather, approaches to support 
and recovery should be included in supports, services and accommodation.  

 

4. How to include addiction treatment in the CDB 

1. Mandatory harm-reduction treatment:  
Include eligibility for treatment resources in CDB eligibility  
Pros Cons 
May garner more public support to 
make treatment mandatory as a 
condition of receiving the CDB for a 
disabling addiction. 

1) Any mandatory approach generates 
human rights issues. 

 

“Harm Reduction is an evidence-based, client-centred approach that seeks to 
reduce the health and social harms associated with addiction and substance use, 
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without necessarily requiring people who use substances from abstaining or 
stopping.”17  

 

Recommendations 

Note: each of these recommendations will be controversial in some quarters. 

Include disabling addictions in the definition of disability adopted by the 
CDB. 

Do not pay additional funds in the CDB to covers costs related to addiction  

Cover the costs of addiction through supports, services and accommodation  

Make mandatory enrolment in a harm reduction program a condition of 
receiving the CDB for a disabling addiction.  

Alternatively, make enrolment in a harm reduction program an expectation 
but not a conditional expectation (i.e. mandatory)

 
17 https://ontario.cmha.ca/harm-reduction/ 
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Appendix A 

 
Disability Income Programs/Systems Definition of Disability Related to Addiction 
EI Sickness “Drug and alcohol dependency is without question another factor likely to render a 

person incapable of working to a full extent, or indeed, at all, during certain acute 
phases. It is possible that such a person will be treated in an outpatient clinic or will 
instead be admitted to a clinic, hospital or specialized centre for addiction 
treatment. Such a stay constitutes tangible proof that the person is incapable of 
working, in which case the payment of self-employment sickness 
benefits will be considered, unless the admission is a condition of mandatory 
confinement which is occasionally imposed by courts of law in their sentences. 
Such mandatory confinement may be regarded as a stay in an institution similar to 
a prison”18 
 

CPP-D “First, applicants must have made contributions to the program in four of the 
last six years, with minimum levels of earnings in each of these years, or three of 
the last six years for those with 25 or more years of contributions. 
 
Second, they must demonstrate that their physical or mental disability prevents 
them from working regularly at any job that is substantially gainful, and that it 
is long-term and of indefinite duration or is likely to result in death.”19 
 

Canada Workers Benefit (CWB)-D “You may be eligible for the disability supplement if: 
 
you are eligible for the disability tax credit and have an approved Form T2201, 
Disability Tax Credit Certificate, on file with the Canada Revenue Agency”20 
 

Income or social assistance in 10 provinces and 
3 territories 

Various definitions 

Veterans Affairs Canada (VAC) disability 1. Substance-related-disorders 

 
18 https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/ei/ei-list/reports/digest/chapter-24/benefits-sickness.html 
19 https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/pension-plan-disability-benefits.html 
20 https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/child-family-benefits/witb-eligibility.html 
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Disability Income Programs/Systems Definition of Disability Related to Addiction 
benefits “Substance-Related and Addictive Disorders is a category of conditions in the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders Fifth Edition (DSM-5). 
 
The Substance-Related and Addictive Disorders included in this Entitlement 
Eligibility Guideline (EEG) is Substance-Related Disorders. 
 
Substance-Related Disorders are divided into two categories: Substance Use 
Disorders and Substance-Induced Disorders. 
 
Substance Use Disorder is the primary condition for which entitlement may be 
granted. 
… 
The essential feature of Substance Use Disorder is a cluster of cognitive, behavioral, 
and physiologic symptoms indicating that the individual continues using the 
substance despite significant substance-related problems. 
 
Categories of Substances Considered for Entitlement: 

• Amphetamine-type substances 
• Cannabis/ Cannabinoids 
• Cocaine 
• Opioids 
• Sedative, Hypnotics and Anxiolytics 

… 
Not all substances within a category are considered for entitlement by Veterans 
Affairs Canada (VAC). 
 
Substances considered for entitlement must meet the criteria established by VAC. 
… 
 
Each substance is considered on an individual basis in accordance with the criteria 
for substances considered for entitlement by VAC. 
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Disability Income Programs/Systems Definition of Disability Related to Addiction 
If a claim for a substance addiction is submitted, VAC will rule on Substance 
Use Disorder, if the DSM-5 criteria are met. Consultation with Medical Advisory for 
diagnosis clarification is strongly recommended.”21 
 
2. Alcohol Use Disorders 
“Alcohol-Related Disorders are included in the category of Substances-Related and 
Addictive Disorders. 
 
Alcohol-Related Disorders are divided into two categories: Alcohol Use Disorders 
and Alcohol-Induced Disorders. 
 
Alcohol Use Disorder is the primary condition for which entitlement may be 
granted. 
 
The Alcohol-Induced Disorders are considered under Section B or Section C in the 
Entitlement Considerations of this Entitlement Eligibility Guideline (EEG). 
 
The essential feature of Alcohol Use Disorder is a cluster of cognitive, behavioral, 
and physiologic symptoms indicating that the individual continues using 
alcohol despite significant alcohol-related problems. 
… 
 
If a claim for alcoholism, or alcohol addiction, is submitted VAC will rule on 
Alcohol Use Disorder if the DSM-5 criteria are met. Consultation with Medical 
Advisory for diagnosis clarification is strongly recommended.”22 
 

RDSP “The Registered Disability Savings Plan (RDSP) is a long-term savings plan to help 
Canadians with disabilities and their families save for the future. If you have an 
RDSP, you may also be eligible for grants and bonds to help with your long-term 
savings. 

 
21 https://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/health-support/physical-health-and-wellness/compensation-illness-injury/disability-benefits/benefits-
determined/entitlement-eligibility-guidelines/subst_use 
22 https://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/health-support/physical-health-and-wellness/compensation-illness-injury/disability-benefits/benefits-
determined/entitlement-eligibility-guidelines/alcohol 
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Disability Income Programs/Systems Definition of Disability Related to Addiction 
 
You should consider opening an RDSP if you have a long-term disability and are: 
 

• eligible for the Disability Tax Credit 
• under the age of 60 (if you are 59, you must apply before the end of the 

calendar year in which you turned 59) 
• a Canadian resident with a Social Insurance Number (SIN), and 
• looking for a long-term savings plan 

You may contribute any amount to your RDSP each year, up to the lifetime 
contribution limit of $200,000. With written permission from the RDSP holder, 
anyone may contribute to the RDSP.”23 

Disability Tax Credits  “You are eligible for the DTC only if we approve Form T2201, Disability Tax Credit 
Certificate. A medical practitioner has to fill out and certify that you have a 
severe and prolonged impairment and must describe its effects.”24 
 
See also Appendix B 

Employer programs – public and private Various definitions 
Workers’ compensation boards No specific definition related to addictions. 
Disability accident insurance Various definitions 

 
23 https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/disability/savings.html 
24 https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/individuals/segments/tax-credits-deductions-persons-disabilities/disability-tax-credit.html#lgblt 
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Appendix B:  Are you eligible for the disability tax credit (DTC)?25 

Note: the questions and answers below are reproduced from the Canada Revenue Agency website. 

 

Question 1 

Has your impairment in physical or mental functions lasted, or is it expected to last, for a continuous 
period of at least 12 months? 

 

Question 2 

Select A, B, C, or D below, whichever applies to you. 

A. You are blind. (See Vision for the definition.) > If Yes, Go to Answer 

B. You receive life-sustaining therapy. (See Life-sustaining therapy for the definition.) > Go to 
Question 3B 

C. The impairment restricts you in one or more of the following basic activities of daily living: > Go to 
Question 3C 

• speaking 
• hearing 
• walking 
• eliminating (bowel or bladder functions) 
• feeding 
• dressing 
• performing the mental functions necessary for everyday life 

D. None of the above. 

 

Question 3B 

Does the life-sustaining therapy meet both of the following criteria? 

• The therapy is needed to support a vital function, even if this therapy has eased the symptoms. 
• The therapy is needed at least 3 times per week, for an average of at least 14 hours per week. 

You must dedicate the time for the therapy – that is, you have to take time away from normal, 
everyday activities to receive it. It includes the time you spend setting up a portable device. 

 
25 https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/individuals/segments/tax-credits-
deductions-persons-disabilities/disability-tax-credit/you-eligible-disability-tax-credit-3.html 
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If your therapy requires a regular dosage of medication that needs to be adjusted daily, the time spent 
on activities directly related to determining and administering the dosage does count toward the 14-
hour per week requirement (for example, monitoring blood glucose levels, preparing and 
administering the insulin, calibrating necessary equipment, ketones testing, or keeping a log book of 
blood glucose levels). 

If a child cannot perform the activities related to the therapy because of their age, the time spent by 
the child’s primary caregivers performing and supervising these activities can be counted toward the 
14-hour per week requirement. For example, for a child with Type 1 diabetes, supervision includes: 

• having to wake the child at night to test their blood glucose level 
• checking the child to determine the need for additional blood glucose testing (during or after 

physical activity) 
• other supervisory activities that can reasonably be considered necessary to adjust the dosage of 

insulin 

However, some activities do not count toward the 14-hour per week requirement, such as: 

• the time a device takes to deliver the therapy, if you receive therapy by a portable or implanted 
device (such as an insulin pump, a CPAP machine, or a pacemaker) 

• activities related to dietary restrictions or regimes, even when these activities are a factor in 
determining the daily dosage of medication (such as carbohydrate calculation) 

• activities related to exercising 
• travel time to receive the therapy 
• attending medical appointments (other than appointments where the therapy is received) 
• shopping for medication 
• recuperation after therapy 

Examples of life-sustaining therapy: 

• chest physiotherapy to facilitate breathing 
• kidney dialysis to filter blood 
• insulin therapy to treat Type 1 diabetes in a child who cannot independently adjust the insulin 

dosage 

 

Question 3C 

Do the effects of your impairment cause you to be markedly restricted all or substantially all of 
the time (at least 90% of the time) in one or more of the basic activities of daily living, even with 
the appropriate therapy, medication, and devices?-> If Yes, Go to Answer 

 

Answer 

You may be eligible for the DTC. 

Take Form T2201, Disability Tax Credit Certificate, to a medical practitioner who can certify the 
effects of your impairment for you. If the medical practitioner certifies the form, send it to us for 
approval. We will review your form and advise you in writing if you are eligible for the DTC. 
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If you are eligible for the DTC, you may be able to claim the disability amount. For more information, 
see How to claim the disability amount? 

You may have expenses that you can claim on your tax return. For more information, see Guide 
RC4064, Disability-Related Information, or use the following links: 

• Canada caregiver credit 
• Lines 33099 and 33199 – Eligible medical expenses you can claim on your return 
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Introduction 

The purpose of the Canada Disability Benefit is to reduce poverty among people with 

disabilities. Income poverty elimination can be achieved nominally by raising disability 

incomes to Canada’s recognized poverty line: the MBM.  

However, it is widely recognized that poverty lines for the general population are 

inadequate for people with disabilities. Many different increments have been suggested. 

The Ontario Roadmap on income security reform suggested an increment of 30% which 

would suggest a poverty line for a single person of over $31,000 a year, an amount that 

would be higher than any suggestions heard so far for the Canada Disability Benefit.  

In contrast, the increments paid to social assistance recipient with disabilities over and 

above basic assistance often exceed 50% and could easily exceed 100% or more if the 

CDB is adequate. This highlights the real inadequacy of social assistance, an issue we 

take up in paper #7. 

The reality is that real poverty reduction among people with disabilities cannot be 

achieved through income security measures alone. The required measures can be 

broadly assembled under the following headings: 

• Income security 

• In kind disability supports 

• In-kind Services; and  

• Accessibility (housing and other).  

What is the best mix? 

The best mix can vary according to the concentration of benefits under each pillar. For 

example, one approach would be to concentrate anti-poverty measures into adequate 

income supports. Other approaches would balance things differently.  

What are the basic hydraulics? 

Many call for anti-Ableist approaches that would concentrate resources in equalizing 

infrastructure in a way that recognizes disabilities. For these approaches, accessibility is 

crucial. An anti-Ableist infrastructure could lower the cost of services and supports and 

may reduce the need for a disability increment. Other authors such as Charles Murray1   

propose a guaranteed income that would replace services and supports that comprise 

the ‘welfare state’. For others, a comprehensive suite of services and supports is a crucial 

element of an anti-poverty strategy which if sufficiently robust, may dampen the need 

for a high disability income increment.  
 

1 https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-guaranteed-income-for-every-american-1464969586 
 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-guaranteed-income-for-every-american-1464969586
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Clearly, a true anti-poverty strategy for people with disabilities will require 

consideration of all four pillars. Policy attention to any one element may reduce the 

need for others.  Advocates would clearly call for all four to be present in a robust anti-

poverty plan.  

It is also worthy of note that many programs do not neatly fit the four 
pillars offered here. There is wide interchangeability in what various 
authorities call accessibility measures, anti Ableist measures, supports, 
services and income supports.   
 

1. Income Security 

Elsewhere in this series, we have recommended a CDB that would start with a federal 

income benefit equivalent to OAS/GIS and a modest provincial and territorial 

supplement that would serve as a connector at the local level to services, supports and 

accessibility strategies. This is explored in a PowerPoint in this series called the Ideal 

design. 

The ideal design would combine payment that approximated an income floor of $2,000 

a month from all sources. 

2. Disability Supports 

Disability supports can be provided either as specialized income supports such as a 

disability supports allowance and/or as earnings supplement either tied to other income 

supports or as a separate refundable tax credit.  

Other disability supports include caregiver allowances (the subject of paper 10) or in the 

form of direct support such as: 

• Supports at school and work 

• Meal preparation and other daily activities 

• Medical and nursing care 

• Architectural modifications 

• Transportation (public and private) including specially equipped vehicles and 

parking spots 

• Employment supports including job redesign, modified work hours, modified 

work stations; and  

• Leisure supports including travel modifications 

 

3. Services 

Services to people with disabilities are often attached to social assistance 
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Taking Ontario as an example, the following services are provided are provided is a 

person is eligible for ODSP, the social assistance program in Ontario for people with 

disabilities  

 An amount for health benefits equal to   

• the cost for drugs prescribed for members of the benefit unit   

• vision services,   

• hearing services, 

• the cost of dental services for recipients and for spouses   

• the cost of diabetic supplies and surgical supplies and dressings for members of 

the benefit unit (special diets and Northern allowances are also provided under a 

different section of the ODSP legislation  

•  the cost of transportation that is reasonably required in any month for medical 

treatment for members of the benefit unit, 

•  an amount   for dental services, dentures, prosthetic devices including eye 

glasses, clothing, wheelchairs and wheelchair accessories, 

•  the amount a member of the benefit unit is required to pay for the consumer 

contribution for an assistive device under the Assistive Devices Program 

administered by the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care, up to the amount 

approved under that program, 

• the cost of batteries and necessary repairs for mobility devices used by a member 

of the benefit   

• An amount equal to $39.15 for a periodic oculo-visual assessment for every 

member of the benefit unit once every 24 months. 

• an amount not exceeding $84 for the care of the guide dog 

• employment and training start up assistance 

• An amount   for the person to begin a new employment or an employment 

assistance activity, up to a maximum in any 12-month period with respect to any 

one person of $500 

• An amount of $500 to be paid with respect to the month immediately preceding 

the month in which a recipient ceases to be eligible for income support if, 

• A monthly amount of $100 for work-related expenses for a recipient or a spouse 

included in the benefit unit, other than a recipient or spouse excluded by 

subsection (2.1), or for a dependent adult who is not in attendance at secondary 

school full time or at a post-secondary   

•  An amount determined by the Director, up to a maximum in any 12-month 

period of the amount that the person would be entitled to as a deduction for child 

care   

• If a person is resident in a long-term care home under the Long-Term Care 

Homes Act, an amount not exceeding $30. 



Keeping them in the game Page 6 
 

• If a person   is required to temporarily change that residence in order to undergo 

training in a program that, in the opinion of the Director, will enhance the 

person’s prospects for obtaining employment, an amount determined by the 

Director not to exceed the lesser of, 

• an amount equal to those costs of maintaining the normal place of residence 

during the training that are not otherwise reimbursed or subject to 

reimbursement, and $455 

In addition to services (and supports) provided under basic income support, the 

following services are also provided at the provincial level: 

Ontario’s in-kind programs listed by the Ministry responsible is as follows. 

Attorney General 

• Fee Waiver 

• Legal Aid 

• Mandatory Mediation Program 

• Poverty Appeals – Assessment Review Board 

 

Children and Youth Services 

• Assistance for Children with Severe Disabilities 

• Targeted Subsidies for Adoption and Legal Custody 

 

Citizenship and Immigration 

• Women in Skilled Trades and Information Technology Training 

 

Community and Social Services   

• Home and Vehicle Modification Program 

 

Education   
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• Child Care Fee Subsidy 

 

Health and Long-term Care 

• Assistive Device Program 

• Dedicated Supportive Housing  

• Habitat Services  

• Healthy Smiles Ontario 

• Homemakers and Nurses Services Program 

• Homes for Special Care 

• Long-Term Care Homes         

• Mental Health Supportive Housing        

• Ontario Drug Benefit 

• Trillium Drug Plan  

 

Housing 

• Community Homelessness Prevention Initiative 

• Electricity and property tax rebates  

• Housing Allowance - Rent Supplement 

• Investment in Affordable Housing - Housing Allowance 

• Rural and Native Housing Program  

• Second Stage Housing 

• Social Housing     

• Strong Communities Rent Supplement Program 
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Advanced Education and Skills Development 

• Ontario Student Assistance Program    

• Ontario Tuition Grant 

• Second Career 

 

4. Accessibility and Accommodation: Ableist or anti-Ableist 

Ableism is discrimination and social prejudice against people with disabilities and/or 
people who are perceived to be disabled. Ableism characterizes people who are defined 
by their disabilities as inferior to the non-disabled. 
 

There are two general approaches to disability and accommodation. The first calls for 

changes to be made in the environment and surroundings of the disabled person in 

order for that person to be able to live and work in a community that does not feature 

accommodations and accessibility measures for people with disabilities.  

The second calls for the conversion of the infrastructure of the community as a whole to 

recognize the amplitude of lived experience of the community including persons with 

disabilities.  

The first calls for piecemeal change while the second calls for wholesale change. The first 

approach may be termed Ableist while the second is anti-Ableist. 

Much of anti-Ableism is centred on housing.  

For example, the Accessible Housing Network has recently called for more accessible 

housing noting: 

"The cost of building a new apartment is the same whether accessible or not - if 

it is planned from the design stage. It is renovations to conventional housing 

which are expensive. This is why making 100% of new housing accessible is 

practical and affordable”, says Minnette Samaroo, President of the Toronto 

chapter of the Alliance for Equality of Blind Canadians (AEBC). “There will be 

huge healthcare savings if people are not needlessly stuck in acute care 

hospitals or forced into long-term care.” 

Accessible housing prevents burn-out among care-givers, reduces the need for 

personal care attendants, and reduces the need for household help. Anyone can 

have been born with a disability, and anyone of any age can experience illness 

or accident which creates a temporary or lasting injury. 
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Accessible housing enhances dignity, freedom, social inclusion, health and well-

being. 

   

  

Appendix: Accessible Housing Network demands for Election 2021 

 

The Accessible Housing Network calls on all federal government candidates to 

take action to make housing 100% accessible: 

1. The National Building Code must be amended to make universal design 

mandatory in every unit in all new multi-unit residential buildings. 

2. Provinces follow the lead of the National Building Code. To harmonize all 

provincial Building Codes, the National Building Code must be updated so that 

all Canadians have access to the housing they need. There is currently no 

provincial law requiring that housing be accessible. 

3. The promised Federal Housing Advocate must be appointed promptly. The 

Accessible Canada Act requires this, and the Accessibility Commissioner must 

enforce it. The appointment of the Accessibility Commissioner must be no longer 

delayed. 

4. The National Housing Strategy (2017) should guide the leveraging of federal 

spending on housing to promote accessibility across Canada by requiring 

recipients of federal public money to not perpetuate existing barriers or create 

new ones.” 
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Issue 

The Canada Disability Benefit (CDB) is set out to close one of the significant and 
outstanding gaps in Canada’s social safety net. When implemented, the program design 
must consider its relationship with existing income support program. 

Background 

The throne speech announcement made in August 2020 

• “The Government will bring forward a Disability Inclusion Plan, which will have: 
• A new Canadian Disability Benefit modelled after the Guaranteed Income 

Supplement for seniors;  
• A robust employment strategy for Canadians with disabilities; 
• And a better process to determine eligibility for Government disability programs 

and benefits.” 

The commitment is reiterated ‘word for word’ in the minister’s mandate letter of  
January 15, 2021. 

Budget Statement 

To ensure all persons with disabilities have the support they need to overcome 
persistent barriers to full economic and social participation, the government is 
committed to bringing forward a new disability benefit. 

Budget 2021 proposes to provide $11.9 million over three years, starting in 2021-22, to 
Employment and Social Development Canada to undertake consultations to reform 
the eligibility process for federal disability programs and benefits. This will 
help maximize the reach of these programs and improve the lives of Canadians living 
with disabilities. This work would feed directly into the design of a new disability 
benefit. 

In preparation for legislation, the government will undertake extensive consultations 
with stakeholders on the design of the new benefit and engage with provinces and 
territories, which play a central role in providing support to many Canadians with 
disabilities.  

Employment and Social Development Canada will also establish a steering committee 
to oversee the development of this work, alongside the Canada Revenue Agency, the 
Department of Finance Canada and Veterans Affairs Canada. 

 

Why the GIS matters? 

We use Canada’s Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) as a guidepost to develop 
options for a Canada Disability Benefit. 
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The GIS has been Canada’s best, most effective tool for lifting seniors out of poverty. 
Canadians with disabilities have a poverty rate of 21% but when they turn 65, that 
poverty rate drops to 9%. 

In the absence of other income sources, the GIS helps to push seniors towards the 
poverty line. OAS is a universal benefit paid to all Canadians over 65 irrespective of 
income or need (Scene A). 

If other income sources — pensions, employment, RRSP savings — are available, the 
amount of GIS paid is reduced (Scene B).  

If other income sources combined with OAS exceed $26,165, in a year the GIS is no 
longer paid (Scene C). 

 
Figure 1 how the GIS and OAS get older Canadians over the poverty line 

 

 

Principles and program considerations 

If the goal of the new CDB’s goal is poverty elimination for all Canadians with disability, 
a design solely based on the GIS is insufficient. We must ensure: 

• Dignity, 
• Fairness, 
• Inclusion, 
• Adequacy, and 
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• Accessibility 

Research suggests that eliminating disability poverty is exceptionally cost effective and 
can provide economic stimulus. The new benefit should provide an income floor that 
enables Canadians with disability to participate in and contribute to Canadian society. 

Design Parameters 

• A gender-based+ analysis leads us to recommend the payment of individual-
based benefits. 

• Other programs must be designed to meet family needs. 
• We must ensure that any new benefit is neither clawed back or offset from any 

existing benefit. 
• We must have an open channel available for low-income candidates who do not 

receive disability benefits now. 

Program Features 

• Modelled on Canada’s most effective poverty fighting measures:  the GIS 
guarantee and the Canada child benefit. 

• Establishes an income floor and a generous earned income exemption 
• Provides significant economic return on investment. 
• Provides an open channel to all eligible Canadians. 
• Aligns with Canada’s accessibility legislation and UN Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) commitments. 
• Enables meaningful inclusion in Canadian society. 

Program Considerations 

Eligibility: inclusive disability definition of severe disabilities including episodic 

• The CDB design would include provincial and territorial social ‘income’ 
assistance definition of disability; 

• Provincial and territorial disability recipients would be referred to the new CDB 
for automatic inclusion; 

• There would be a separate and independent portal for newly eligible disability 
applicants; 

• The disability definition would include those with severe disabilities and episodic 
disabilities and would be based on incapacity to perform activities essential to 
daily life. 

Single-Based Benefit Unit 

• Would provinces and territories continue to cover children and spouses?  
• In other words, would provincial and territorial benefits remain family-based? 
• Would the new CDB cover caregivers? 

New Higher Income Exemptions 
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• What level of earnings would require exemptions to support a new inclusive CDB? 
• How would they support entry into the workforce? 
• How would they allow persons with disabilities to remain in the workforce? 
• How would they best promote career advancement? 
• How would they support a life course characterised by dignity, adequacy and 

fairness? 

Offsets: CDB tops up other federal programs 

• A person receiving other federal disability benefits (e.g. CPP-D) would receive a 
CDB top-up to the designated maximum disability overall payment; 

• As noted earlier, provinces and territories would not longer be in a position to 
offset existing federal government disability payments; 

• Provinces and territories would be compensated for the loss of this offset through 
possible rate reductions in their provincial and territorial allowances; 

• These offsets and compensation would be significant. 

Income Administration 

• How can we ensure that administration of the new CDB is conducted with dignity 
and fairness? 

• How do we best ensure the right to appeal? 
• How do we ensure that a new administration buffers the inherent impersonality 

of the income tax system? 

Cooperative Federalism 

• All provinces and territories would be asked to maintain existing levels of 
expenditures after adjusting rates. 

• However, reinvestment is difficult to ‘count’ especially over long periods of time. 
• Provinces and territories would require guarantees that federal investments 

would remain over time. 

 

Benefit range and early estimates 

The new program needs to establish an appropriate income floor:  

 

• GIS Level: $1,800 per month 
• Sufficiency: $2,000 per month 
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• Inclusion: $2,200 per month 

The beneficiaries and ball park program costs are: 

 

• GIS Level: serves about 1 million beneficiaries and brings 650,000 out of poverty 
with a spending of $7.5 billion per year. 

• Sufficiency: serves about 1.35 million beneficiaries and brings 875,000 out of 
poverty with a spending of $12 billion per year. 

• Inclusion: serves about 1.7 million beneficiaries and brings 1.1 million out of 
poverty with a spending of $19 billion per year. 

The ideal design 

This report recommends a much larger income-tested GIS guarantee than the existing 
program with the assumption of the OAS+GIS base would be implemented 
($1,562.21/Month). 

This new federal benefit base would in combination with reformed provincial social 
assistance, provide a uniformly higher overall benefit to persons with disabilities. 
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U nderstanding the status quo

• Provincial and territorial social ‘income’ assistance provides basic income 
supports to persons with disabilities with very low incomes.

• Existing federal benefits such as CPP-D and Veterans’ Benefits are deducted from 
social assistance in their entirety.

• All federal benefits continue unchanged.
• Social supports continue at the provincial level.
• All other programs remain as they are currently.

Figure 2 OAS/GIS Current Design

CDB R ecommended Concept: F ederal/ Provincial R ecovery- R einvestment

• The federal CDB would assume prominence among all disability benefits (with 
smaller contribution from provinces and territories) with an overall guarantee of 
at least $ 2,000-$ 2,200 per month.

• Provincial social assistance would remain but would be much smaller and 
redesigned to harmonize with the federal CDB (recovery).

• Provinces and territories would redeploy much larger savings into supports, 
services, anti-ableist initiatives, community benefits and infrastructure 
(reinvestment).

• Provinces and territories would no longer be able to deduct federal benefits.
• Federal government, provinces and territories cooperate in the delivery of 

harmonized benefits.
• Provincially and territorially funded supports remain to ensure that recipients 

could keep services associated to programs (health services, medicines, etc.)
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Figure 3 The Ideal Design

Impacts on individuals

This report developed three personae:

• Persona 1: J udy
o Living in poverty on income (social) assistance;
o Not working;
o With developmental disabilities.

• Persona 2: Robert
o Living on income supports;
o Working ($ 15,000/Year);
o With late onset episodic disabilities.

• Persona 3: Alex
o Living on income supports;
o Working ($ 15,000/Year);
o With late onset episodic disabilities.
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Table 1: Impact on individuals – income and supports

Table 2: Impact on individuals - life outcomes

Appendix  A: Canada’ s Disability Income Support E cosystem

Proportional Program Spending by Source
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Proportional Program Spending by Funder 

 

Appendix B: Undertaking Disability Tax Credit (DTC) Reform 

• Currently, the DTC is a non-refundable tax credit (a coupon off taxes) that 
normally only benefits persons with disabilities who pay tax in the first place; 

• As part of the CDB reform, the DTC could be made refundable (a government gift 
card) and paid to all persons with qualifying disabilities, not just those who pay 
taxes; 

• The DTC could also be ‘cashed out’ and be paid only to low-income persons; 
• A reformed DTC would not be paid to caregivers, leaving that job to the new CDB. 


	00 - Intro - CDB papers
	01 - A Disability Definition for the new Canada Disability Benefit3
	Issue
	Background
	Sample Provincial definitions
	1. Person with a disability (ODSP)
	2. BC
	3. AISH – Alberta
	4. Saskatchewan

	Collateral Issues and Constraints
	1. Program and compensation philosophy & principles
	2. Coverage
	3. Program costs
	4. Displacement and program harmonization
	5. Labour market concerns including work incentives
	6. International covenants and agreements
	7. Concerns related to the age of potential recipients
	8. Benefit Structure:
	9. Demographic concerns
	10. The role of medicine

	Options for a CDB definition
	1. Maintain  status quo (do the least)
	2. Move cautiously to embrace one or two key aspects provincial, employer, compensation and private insurance based definitions (do a little)
	3. Embrace  key aspects of provincial, employer, compensation, and private insurance based definitions (meet them half way)
	3. Embrace  key aspects of provincial, employer, compensation, and private insurance based definitions (meet them half way)
	3. Embrace  key aspects of provincial, employer, compensation, and private insurance based definitions (meet them half way)
	3. Embrace  key aspects of provincial, employer, compensation, and private insurance based definitions (meet them half way)


	02 - Benefit Units
	03 - Keeping all the players in the game
	04 - How to implement a new Canada Disability Benefit
	05 - Offsets
	06 - CDB and DTC_Caregivers
	07 - Equity between target groups
	08 - Addiction
	Introduction
	Issues
	Background
	Purpose of the CDB
	Collateral concerns and constraints
	Discussion
	1. Definition of Addiction
	2. How to include addiction
	3. Should addiction be recognized in the benefit payment?
	4. How to include addiction treatment in the CDB

	Recommendations
	Appendix A

	09 - CDB and other supports
	10 -The ideal design
	Issue
	Background
	Budget Statement

	Why the GIS matters?
	Principles and program considerations
	Design Parameters
	Program Features
	Program Considerations

	Benefit range and early estimates
	The ideal design
	Appendix A: Canada’s Disability Income Support Ecosystem
	Proportional Program Spending by Funder

	Appendix B: Undertaking Disability Tax Credit (DTC) Reform




