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Message from
Federal, Provincial
and Territorial
Ministers
Responsible for
Social Services* 

We are pleased to present this
report, which marks another step
forward in the shared efforts of
governments and the disability
community. Building on the vision
articulated in the 1998 In Unison
vision paper, this report sets the
stage for a new national consen-
sus on disability issues that brings
together all sectors.

As the statistical indicators and
personal stories presented in this
report demonstrate, people with
disabilities face significant chal-
lenges in achieving full partici-
pation in Canadian society. The
effective practices stories are exam-
ples of promising initiatives under

way in several sectors, in every
province and territory.

We must build on this progress,
learn from each other’s experi-
ences, and continue to strengthen
partnerships across Canada,
including persons with disabilities,
employers, labour unions, com-
munity organizations, disability
advocates and governments.

This report is evidence of our com-
mitment to continue working
together and to give disability
issues the priority they require if
this important work is to continue
moving forward.

In releasing this report, we would
like to express our sincere appre-
ciation to the individuals from the
disability community who shared
their time, advice, and constructive
criticism as the report was devel-
oped. Representatives of the five 

*Quebec shares the concerns raised in this In Unison report. However, the Government of Quebec
did not take part in the development of In Unison in 1998 or this document because it wishes to
assume control over programs for persons with disabilities for Quebec. Consequently, any refe-
rences in this document to joint federal/provincial/territorial positions do not include Quebec.
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national Aboriginal organizations
also participated and articulated
their own perspective. We also
had the benefit of research and
analysis from some of Canada’s
top experts on disability.

Over the past year, we have con-
sulted with representatives of a
number of disability organizations.
These people have been drawn
from national, provincial, and terri-
torial levels, and have helped
ensure we are accountable. We
recognize that future engagement
will necessarily involve much more 

comprehensive and ongoing com-
munication and collaboration. This
report is an important step in that
ongoing process, to which we are
all committed. We are also com-
mitted to continued progress 
on these issues both within our
own jurisdictions and cooperativ-
ely, and to continued work with
disability organizations and con-
sumers in drawing other sectors
into the discussion and in devel-
oping policies and strategies for
the future.

We will continue working together
to achieve the vision of In Unison
— we invite other partners and all
Canadians to work with us.

FEDERAL, PROVINCIAL AND TERRITORIAL MINISTERS

RESPONSIBLE FOR SOCIAL SERVICES
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Introduction

This report sets the stage for
governments, persons with dis-
abi lit ies, disability advocates,
communities, employers, labour
and the non-profit sector to jointly
focus on disability issues. It builds
on the framework document enti-
t led “In Unison: A Canadian
Approach to Disability Issues,”
which was released in 1998 by
federal, provincial and territorial
ministers responsible for social
services.

This report aims to provide
Canadians with a broad view of
how adults with disabilities have
been faring in comparison with
those without disabilities, using
both statistical indicators and
examples of personal experiences.
Examples of effective practices
that have been implemented
across Canada are also woven
into the report. 

Members of several disabil i ty
organizations from the national,
provincial and territorial levels
worked with federal, provincial and
territorial government officials dur-
ing the development of this report.
A smaller group of disabil i ty
community members, as well as
representatives of the five national
Aboriginal organizations, provided
comments and input to drafts of
this report. 

Disability Supports

Disability supports are goods and
services that assist people with
disabilities in overcoming barriers
to participating fully in daily living,
including economic and social
activities. 

The 1998 In Unison framework
identified three objectives for the
future development of disability
supports: accessibility, portability,
and an individual focus.

*Quebec shares the concerns raised in this In Unison report. However, the Government of Quebec
did not take part in the development of In Unison in 1998 or this document because it wishes to
assume control over programs for persons with disabilities for Quebec. Consequently, any refe-
rences in this document to joint federal/provincial/territorial positions do not include Quebec.
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For supports to be accessible,
they need to be affordable, avail-
able and appropriate for the needs
of the individual. Portability — or
continuity — means that people
have continued access to compar-
able supports when they make
transitions across life situations
or geographic locations. Supports
that are provided with an individual
focus are flexible, responsive 
to individual needs, and provide
persons with disabilities with maxi-
mum control over the provision of
disability supports.

Many programs across Canada
now provide some supports
through a form of financing called
self-managed or individualized
funding, where consumers are pro-
vided with the funding to manage
their own supports, such as 
the hiring and management of
attendant or respite services.
Individualized funding allows
greater self-determination, choice
and control for the people directly
affected by the service. 

The involvement of family and
advocates in service provision can
help increase the independence
of the individual, especially for
persons with developmental 
disabilities. Support to family care-
givers can often prevent a crisis
and the need for more expensive
interventions.

Aboriginal persons with disabilities
have observed pioneering self-
management models and have
expressed interest in developing
similar systems. Aboriginal peo-
ple point also to the unavailability
of respite care and a lack of ser-
vices for children with disabilities in
many Aboriginal communities.

Effective practices in this area
demonstrate the importance 
of strong partnerships — between
governments, community organi-
zations, employers, learning institu-
tions, and persons with disabilities.

A number of initiatives are underway
to address issues of portability
and accessibility. The separation of
eligibility for disability supports
from eligibility for other programs
is a key issue. 
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One of the barriers to improving
supports is a lack of data. Along
with other research on disability
that is being supported through
the 2000 federal budget, the 2001
Health and Activity Limitation
Survey (HALS) will provide impor-
tant information for all sectors to
help develop solutions to disability 
supports issues. 

Many disability advocates and
organizations have also called for
a refundable disability tax credit
that would reimburse individuals for
more of their actual out-of-pocket
disabil i ty-related costs. Many
issues would need to be exam-
ined in exploring this idea. 

Some disability advocates have
called on governments to provide
more incentives and direct funding
to enhance accessibility.

Employment

For many people with disabilities,
paid or voluntary work — whether
full- or part-time — is a key to inde-
pendence and full participation in
their communities. 

Key employment issues for per-
sons with disabilities include the
following:

• low level of participation in the
labour market;

• less likelihood of having full-
time, full-year employment
than adults without disabilities;
and

• high unemployment.

Effective practices show that
employers can be successful when
they take a proactive approach to
recruiting and maintaining per-
sons with disabilities as part of
their skilled workforce. Research
has shown that enhanced access
to education, training and skills
development, through disability
supports and accommodation in
learning institutions, can help build
this important bridge to full inclu-
sion through employment. 

Persons with disabilities have
advocated for a consumer-driven
approach to training and voca-
tional rehabilitation that permits 
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the fine-tuning that is needed for
participants to proceed at their
own rate, and with the interven-
tions they require. 

Aboriginal persons with disabilities
say that training must incorporate
the principles of their cultural
frameworks.

Persons with disabilities and dis-
ability advocates have called for a
comprehensive labour market
strategy involving collaboration by
employers, unions, community
groups, learning institutions, as
well as governments and persons
with disabilities. 

Income

To fully participate in society, peo-
ple must have enough income to
adequately meet their needs. The
costs associated with disability
supports play a big role in deter-
mining how much income a person
with disabilities requires. 

Unfortunately, those who are par-
ticipating in the labour market do
not usually get the same kind of
assistance as those who receive
support from public programs,
even if their income is very low.

There is widespread agreement
that it is desirable for employment
to be the greatest possible source
of income, as reduced depend-
ence on government income sup-
port can enhance citizenship and
a person’s sense of self-reliance.
The income safety net must ensure
that financial assistance is avail-
able where it is needed most.

Key income issues for persons
with disabilities include the fol-
lowing:

• Persons with disabilities rely
more on government transfers
and less on employment earn-
ings than do people without
disabilities; 

• Persons with disabilities tend
to have lower incomes and
more dependence on 
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government income support
programs than their
counterparts without
disabilities; and

• Employed persons with disabil-
ities have lower earnings than
those without disabilities. 

The income available to a person
with a disability is directly related
to the cost and availabil i ty of 
disability supports, and to the per-
son’s abil i ty to earn income
through employment. Successful
income strategies focus on the
inter-relationship of these elements
and others such as education and
training.

The transition to employment is 
a key point. Persons with dis-
abilities have pointed out that 
a continued base of income and
disability supports is crucial during
transition to employment. 

A related issue is the advantage of
separating eligibility for disability
supports from eligibility for income
support programs. 

Better coordination of income sup-
port programs and improved com-
munication between programs,
employers and others have been
highlighted as key issues. 

Disability advocates have called 
for a nationally integrated income
support program for people with
disabilities. 

Next steps

In developing the indicators and
gathering the effective practices
for this report, governments have
strengthened their understanding
of issues needing attention and
promising directions that are worth
exploring. 

Since the release of the In Unison
vision in 1998, governments have
been working to improve their pro-
grams and services consistent
with the In Unison principles. At
the federal/provincial/territorial
level, ministers of social services
have identified two initial priori-
ties for further exploration and 
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research. The ministers recently
agreed to explore the feasibility
of joint work on analyzing labour
market needs for persons with dis-
abilities and on assessing the fea-
sibility of a new disability tax ben-
efit to assist with the costs of
disability supports. Both of these
ideas will require analysis and
research. 

In the area of disability supports, it
is clear that strong partnerships
are needed to address the issues
of accessibility, portability and con-
tinuity, and individual focus in help-
ing offset costs. In employment,
the involvement of a range of sec-
tors in developing solutions is
essential, and the importance of
education and training must be
acknowledged. Governments rec-
ognize that income programs work 

best when they are flexible and
support persons with disabilities
in their efforts to enter the labour
market. 

Reaching the goal of full inclusion
is a major challenge for all
Canadians. Canada’s federal,
provincial and territorial govern-
ments are committed to continued
work with members of the disability
community, Aboriginal organiza-
tions, and other sectors, each 
of which has a role to play in iden-
tifying issues, sharing ideas and
developing solutions. 
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Melissa Rezansoff Õs
Story

There is no time for pity in 
Melissa Rezansoff ’s world.
Melissa, who is a quadriplegic, is
too busy improving herself and
working for the betterment of
others in her position as the
Saskatchewan Regional Manager
for the Neil Squire Foundation.

Melissa grew up on the
Kahakwisthaw First Nation as
one of thirteen children. After
attending a residential school
and living with her family in
Calgary and V ancouver , things
turned for the worse when her
family returned to the reserve
when she was thirteen. There
was little to occupy her time and
soon she started to hang around
with the ‘wrong crowd’. At 
seventeen it seemed to her that
life had no meaning. 

“I decided that I wasn’t going to
live that way any more,” Melissa
remembers. Following an argu -
ment with her boyfriend, she
went to the basement of her
home, where her father kept his
guns, locked the door , took a .22
calibre rifle and shot herself.
Instead of entering her head, the
bullet went through her neck,
nicking the vertebrae and wedg -
ing a bone fragment against her
spinal cord, paralyzing her . 

During the long months of rehab -
ilitation, Melissa ‘reinvented’
herself. She pursued an edu -
cation, studying accounting,
computers and small business
management. She set a goal to
live independently , and moved
into the Houston Heights apart -
ments in Regina, for people with
disabilities.
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Before long, Melissa’ s big break
came when the Neil Squire
Foundation, which had opened
an office in Regina, contacted
her as a potential program par -
ticipant. Four months into her
program, a position as an office
administration assistant opened;
Melissa applied for and got the
job. By 1997, she had become
the regional manager . 

Today, Melissa Rezansoff works
with politicians, bureaucrats,
community leaders, First Nation

Chiefs, and people with disabi -
lities. She draws from her many
experiences and has transformed
her job into a way of life. 

Melissa wants to carry her mes -
sage to the public. She feels
that it is wrong that people with
disabilities are written off by
their communities, as everyone
has something of value 
to contribute, and therefore
should be encouraged, not
pitied.

Source: Abridged from the article by Frank Kusch, The Indigenous Times, Volume 7 Issue 5, Fall
1999 Edition. Used by permission.
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One in six Canadians and one in
three Aboriginal people in Canada
have a disability.1 People with dis-
abilities live in every neighbour-
hood and every community in
Canada. Their aspirations are 
no different from people without
disabilities — they want to enjoy
full citizenship through participation
in Canadian society. 

This report sets the stage for
governments,  persons with 
disabilities, disability advocates,
communities, employers, labour
and the non-profit sector to jointly
focus on disability issues. It builds
on the framework document enti-
t led In Unison: A Canadian
Approach to Disability Issues,
which was released in 1998, by
federal, provincial and territorial
ministers responsible for social
services.

In Unison marked the first time
that Canada’s federal, provincial
and territorial governments came

together to express a common
vision on disability issues. They
also committed to creating 
an accountability framework to
monitor progress toward fulfilling
that vision. 

The 1998 In Unison expressed a
vision of persons with disabilities
participating fully in their commu-
nities and in society. This 2000
report aims to provide Canadians
with a broad view of how adults
with disabilities have been faring in
comparison with those without dis-
abilities, using both statistical indi-
cators and examples of personal
experiences. Examples of effective 

1Statistics in this report come from a variety of sources, including Census data, the Survey of Labour
and Income Dynamics (SLID), the 1991 Health and Activity Limitation Survey (HALS) and the 1991
Aboriginal Peoples Survey (APS). This report discusses the need for improved and timelier data.
Please see Appendix A for more information on data sources, methodology and limitations.
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practices that have been imple-
mented across Canada are also
woven into the report. The situation
of Aboriginal persons with disabil-
ities is specifically highlighted.2

In presenting statistics and sto-
ries, this report identifies barriers
and areas where it may be pos-
sible to make continued progress
toward full participation. Opportu-
nities for further progress that are
identified in this report provide 
a range of ideas that could be pur-
sued by all sectors to help achieve
the vision of full inclusion. This
report is meant to complement
other reporting mechanisms asso-
ciated with specific government
programs.

This report focuses on the situation
of working-age adults with dis-
abilities, reflecting the original
parameters of In Unison. This
focus is not intended to minimize
the importance of improving the
participation of children and sen-
iors with disabilities in all aspects

of society. Governments agree
that the needs of all people with
disabilities must be addressed,
regardless of their age.

The Vision
The 1998 In Unison framework
proposed a ‘Canadian Approach’
to disabil i ty issues that is
summed up in the following
vision statement: 

“Persons with disabilities par-
ticipate as full citizens in all
aspects of Canadian society.
The full participation of persons
with disabilities requires the
commitment of all segments of
society. The realization of the
vision will allow adults with dis-
abilities to maximize their inde-
pendence and enhance their
well being though access to
required supports and the elim-
ination of barriers that prevent
their full participation.”

2Canada’s constitution recognizes three groups of people as Aboriginal: Indian (First Nations); Inuit;
and Métis. Where the term ‘Aboriginal’ is used in this report, it refers to any one of these three groups
or to off-reserve Aboriginal people living in urban or rural settings.
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A Canadian 
Perspective on
Disability Issues 

Canadians share basic values 
that help define us as a nation.
These include a commitment to
inclusion — welcoming everyone
to participate fully in society. 

The vast majority of Canadians
believe that persons with disabili-
ties should be supported in their
efforts to be active in their com-
munities and society. Yet we still
have a long way to go to fulfill this
goal.

Disability Facts and Figures
• In 1991, 16 per cent of

Canadians were considered 
to have a disability. That is
4.2 million people — 3.9
million living in the community,
and 273,000 in institutions.

• Fifty-six per cent of people
with disabilities were of working-
age; nine per cent were
children under 14, and 35 per
cent were people over 65.

• In 1991, among working aged
women, 13 per cent were con-
sidered to have a disability.

• Slightly more than half of
adults living with a disability
were affected by a mild disabil-
ity, one third were considered
to have a moderate disability,
and 14 per cent were affected
by a severe disability.

• The 1991 Aboriginal Peoples
Survey revealed that 31 per
cent of Aboriginal adults repor-
ted some form of disability –
almost twice the national 
average.

• The disability rate among young
adults was almost three times
higher for Aboriginal people
than for non-Aboriginal people.

• Sixty-six per cent of Aboriginal
adults with disabilities were
affected by a mild disability, 
22 per cent by a moderate 
disability and 12 per cent by
severe disability.

• The likelihood of a person hav-
ing a disability increases with
age. As Canada’s population
ages, the incidence of disabi-
lity is increasing.
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Citizenship for people with dis-
abilities depends on having the
supports necessary to take part
in work and community activities.
It also depends on having access
to public and private facilities and
to decision-making processes. 

Every person with a disability faces
a unique situation, determined by
a variety of factors including the
nature of their disability, their fam-
ily situation and their community,
as well as their cultural context
— an important consideration in a
multicultural society. 

Those who live in northern, rural
and remote communities — of
which a high proportion are
Aboriginal people — face special
challenges that differ from resi-
dents of urban southern Canada,
including a lack of supports, high
unemployment, transportation chal-
lenges and difficulty in getting
access to a wide range of serv-
ices in areas where the popula-
tion is smaller and more dispersed. 

The Vision 
of In Unison 

The 1998 In Unison vision affirms
the importance of full participa-
tion in society for persons with
disabilities. It recognizes the need
for specialized services for per-
sons with disabilities in order to
make sure they have the same
opportunities as other Canadians.

The 1998 In Unison framework
identified three key building blocks
that are essential to enabling full
citizenship for people with dis-
abilities:

• Disability supports — A range 
of goods and services that are
essential for the active partici-
pation of people with disabilities
at home, at work or school and
in the community. 

• Employment — Enhanced
employability, entry or re-entry
into the labour market and 
paid work that contributes to
economic independence, along
with access to opportunities for
education and training that are
vital to gaining employment. 
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• Income — Financial resources
that are essential to the well-
being and inclusion of persons
with disabilities. 

The 1998 In Unison framework
reflects a government perspective
of organizing issues around the
mandates of different sectors,
objectives, and program areas. 

The framework also acknowledges
the importance of developing flex-
ible policy solutions in order to meet
individual needs. Each person with
a disability is unique and their spe-
cific needs, aspirations and chal-
lenges are influenced by their type
of disability, stage of life, family,
community and cultural context,

Citizenship
The concept of citizenship is cen-
tral to disability issues. Citizenship
is the inclusion of persons with
disabil i t ies in all aspects of
Canadian society — the ability of a
person to be actively involved with
their community. Full citizenship
depends on equality, inclusion,
rights and responsibilities, and
empowerment and participation. 

Different people choose to par-
ticipate in various ways, so there
is no single measure of whether or
not a person is able to exercise full
citizenship. Citizenship can be
reflected in economic activity,
involvement with community activ-
ities and organizations, political
participation and in other ways. 

A person is able to exercise full cit-
izenship when they do not face
barriers that significantly reduce
their ability to participate fully in
their community. 

Persons with disabilities and their
advocates have argued that
ensuring full citizenship is not just
the right thing to do, but is also a
matter of fundamental rights under
Canada’s Charter of Rights and
Freedoms.

First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peo-
ple have a somewhat different
vision of citizenship due to their
unique position in Canada, as
Aboriginal people seek full citi-
zenship both within their own
Nations and in Canada.
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and other characteristics. Aborigi-
nal persons with disabilities, for
example, view disability issues
within frameworks that reflect their
own cultural principles.

The various perspectives of the
disability community, including
Aboriginal persons with disabili-
ties, are outlined briefly in the next
two sections of this chapter. 

Perspective 
of Members of the
Disability Community

Persons with disabilities and dis-
ability advocates have indicated
that they are encouraged by the
principles and the vision of the
1998 In Unison, and that the
framework provides a basis on
which the disability community can
work with governments to address
disability-related issues and con-
cerns.

Members of several disabil i ty
organizations from the national,
provincial and territorial levels,
worked with federal, provincial and
territorial government officials dur-
ing the development of this report

(Appendix D includes a l ist 
of participants). A smaller group
of disability community members
provided comments and input to
drafts of this report.

Members of the disability commu-
nity have explained that, while
they are wil l ing to work with
governments on this report, they
want to move beyond reporting
on issues to concrete action to
address them. They acknowledge
the work that is taking place in
individual jurisdictions, and want to
see the federal, provincial and ter-
ritorial governments work together
on joint initiatives as part of a coor-
dinated plan.

Disability community members
emphasize the need for a broad
encompassing approach to dis-
ability issues that goes beyond
the three building blocks of In
Unison. They suggest, for exam-
ple, that ‘an access and inclusion
lens’ should be applied to all activ-
ities of governments, from human
resources to the broad range of
programs delivered.
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Community members stress the
importance of basing the Canadian
vision of citizenship on the right of
each individual to fully participate
in all aspects of society. They
argue that this vision of citizen-
ship implies a broader focus than
working-age adults, and that atten-
tion should also be drawn to the
needs of children and seniors with
disabilities. They emphasize that
having a disability is a challenge
shared by the entire family.

Some members of the disability
community who took part in this
process have outlined where they
see the priority areas for action,
and the types of action that should
be taken. They suggest that bring-
ing about full citizenship for persons
with disabilities requires change
in such areas as: legislative, regu-
latory and policy reform; improved
research and data; enhanced
accessibility of information, trans-
portation, communications, infra-
structure and technology; as
well as use of technology to
advance accessibility.

Members of the disability com-
munity have highlighted disability
supports as a top priority. They
have formulated a position on what
they believe should be the funda-
mental principles of a coordinated
plan on disability supports.

Community members have also
outlined the elements that could
form a comprehensive labour mar-
ket strategy for persons with disab-
ilities, and have identified the
issues that need to be considered
in assessing the adequacy of
income support systems.
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While federal, provincial and terri-
torial governments are the authors
of this report, the involvement of
community members has been
integral to developing a stronger
document. Members of the dis-
ability community confirmed from
their own experience the barriers
they face, information that is illus-
trated by statistics in this report.
They also helped identify chal-
lenges and opportunities for further
progress.

Aboriginal
Perspectives

Representatives of the five national
Aboriginal organizations were
involved during the development of
this report: The Assembly of First
Nations, the Congress of Aboriginal
People, The Inuit Tapirisat of
Canada, the Métis National Council
and the Native Women’s Associa-
tion of Canada.

Just as Canada’s disability com-
munity is diverse, so too is the
Aboriginal disability community.
The experience of First Nations
people living on reserve is not
identical to that faced by Inuit people,

Aboriginal people living off reserve
or Métis people. However, there
are many issues on which 
the organizations representing
Canada’s Aboriginal people have
similar views.

Following the release of In Unison
in 1998, Aboriginal organizations
issued discussion or posit ion
papers outlining their positions on
disability issues affecting Aboriginal
people. These included the docu-
ments One Voice, produced by
the Aboriginal Reference Group
on Disability Issues, First Perspec-
tive, produced by The Assembly of
First Nations, and Empowerment —
The Key to Better Living for Métis
People with Disabilities, produced
by the Métis National Council.
Although these documents pre-
sented varying viewpoints, they
consistently suggested that unique
frameworks are needed to address
the situation and needs of
Aboriginal people.

One Voice, for example, empha-
sizes a holistic approach with the
four key principles of the Medicine
Wheel: emotional, spiritual, mental,
physical. The Métis National
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Council model emphasizes the
principles of programs and services
that are community-based, client-
centred and evaluated, and Métis-
specific in approach. The First
Nations vision, expressed in First
Perspective, sets out a model com-
prising (East) capacity building;
(South) jurisdiction; (West) self-
sufficiency; and (North) sharing.

Aboriginal persons with disabilities
consider it vital to stay connected to
their families, communities and cul-
ture. But traditional First Nations,
Inuit and Métis health and healing
services are not necessari ly
recognized and supported.
Coupled with a shortage of trained
professionals in Aboriginal commu-
nities, this means that Aboriginal
persons with disabilities must often
leave their communities for care 
in urban areas, including institu-
tional settings. There, they often
experience isolation and cultural
alienation.

Aboriginal persons with disabil-
ities place a priority on programs
and services that are designed,
developed and provided by
Aboriginal people, in a manner

that respects the principles of their
cultural frameworks. As First
Nations, Inuit and Métis people
take on more responsibility for
services to people in their own
communities, it is important to
address these inequalities by work-
ing in partnership to find common 
solutions to common problems,
regardless of jurisdiction.
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This Report

This report describes the situa-
tion of persons with disabilities
based on data available when it
was prepared.

Three main types of information
are used in this report to present a
picture of the situation of persons
with disabilities:

• Indicators are statistical 
measures used to present
information in areas like
income and employment,
where it is possible to quantify
how people with disabilities 
are faring in comparison with
Canadians without disabilities.
There are limitations in data
availability, particularly in the
area of disability supports.
(See Appendix A for an expla-
nation of data sources and
methodology). 

• Effective practices are exam-
ples of initiatives that show
promise in supporting the full
inclusion of persons with 
disabilities. Some of these initia-
tives have proven successful

over the years; others represent
new directions being explored.
The examples presented in this
report are not intended to be
comprehensive.

• Personal stories convey 
both the challenges faced by
persons with disabilities and
positive steps that have been
taken to address them. Since
many concepts important to
persons with disabilities — such
as citizenship — are not easily
measured, personal stories 
provide a valuable complement
to indicators and effective 
practices.

Finally, this report presents some
of the opportunities for future
progress that have been identi-
fied by people with disabilities,
governments and other sectors.
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Brenda Lea TullyÕs
Story

Like many people with disabili -
t ies, Brenda Lea T ully has
become a highly skilled navi -
gator in her efforts to find the
disability-related supports she
needs. Diagnosed in early child -
hood with progressive spinal
cord muscular atrophy , Brenda
Lea, along with her family ,
became acquainted early on
with the complex and often
multi-faceted approach to serv -
ice delivery for persons with
disabilities. 

Brenda Lea requires an
electric wheelchair , a
speaking valve, a per -
manent tracheotomy for
continuous oxygen
flow , and a range of
other accommodations
to support daily living.
She attends university
and is nearing comple -
tion of a Bachelor of
Arts and Science
degree. She receives
support from an adult
services vocational

rehabilitation counsellor , from
campus disability services and
from a federal government
Canada Study Grant. 
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This spirited and highly articu -
late young woman describes
the road to getting disability
supports as both challenging
and rewarding. In November
1999, Brenda Lea moved from
her rural family home to an
apartment in the city . This move
did not come easily , as Brenda
Lea faced another set of barriers
in addressing her attendant care
support needs at home and in
the community . 

Brenda Lea is currently
employed as a resource worker
in a summer program for chil -
dren with disabilities. After grad -
uation, she plans to obtain her
Master of Social W ork degree
and work with chronically and
terminally ill children in a hos -
pital setting. Undoubtedly , her
desire to use her skills and life
experience in her future career
will have a positive effect on
others and will contribute to
continued positive change for
herself and her community .
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Horst PetersÕ Story

Supportive services can make a
tremendous difference in the qual -
ity of life and community involve -
ment of people with mental illness.
By the time he was 43 years old,
Horst Peters had held 45 different
jobs and had moved 25 times in
search of a “brand new start.”
Performing as an amateur violinist,
Horst found himself experiencing
cycles of depression and panic,
which grew in intensity and dura -
tion as time went on. In April 1990,
he experienced a severe bout of
depression, leading him to con -
sider suicide as an alternative to
the pain and turmoil. 

With ongoing therapy and med -
ication, Horst has been able to
address the symptoms that once
overwhelmed him and to regain a
sense of control in his life. He has
received support from the Cana -
dian Mental Health Association,
Salvation Army Crisis Services, a
psychiatrist and nurse therapist,
and most importantly , from his
peers. Horst participated in training
as a mental health worker and as a
group facilitator in a program
designed specifically for con -
sumers of mental health services. 

After 18 months working as a peer
counsellor in a mental health
respite shelter , Horst became
coordinator of a provincial con -
sumer empowerment program,
where he has remained for more
than two years. Horst has facili -
tated over 100 workshops, pre -
senting a consumer perspective
on the impact of mental illness
and the potential for recovery . He
remains active as a member of
several boards and working
groups, a consultant for service
organizations, and is currently the
chairperson of the regional Cana -
dian Mental Health Association. 

Horst attributes his success to the
timely and effective supports he
received and notes, “It’ s so grati -
fying to me to share the tools,
insights and experiences I have
to help people gain control of their
lives.” His perspective highlights
the need for available and access -
ible supports to assist citizens
with disabilities in achieving their
goals and in contributing fully to
the community .
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Issues and
Challenges:
Disability Supports

Disability supports are goods and
services that assist people with
disabilities in overcoming barriers
to participating fully in daily living,
including economic and social
activities. Supports can include
human supports (such as atten-
dant services, interpreter services
and respite care), technical aids
and devices (such as wheelchairs,
talking computers and Braille read-
ers), and other supports (such as
counseling, physio- or psycho-
therapy, and prescription drugs).
Some people need extensive sup-
ports such as attendant care, while
others need few supports, such
as a hearing aid.

Disability supports are tools for
inclusion. They are critical if peo-
ple with disabilities are going to
lead fulfilling lives and participate
fully in their communities. Without
them, many people with disabilities
are not able to fulfill their social and
economic potential. 

In addition to being a key building
block to full inclusion, disability
supports are also directly linked
to the building blocks of employ-
ment and income. For example,
in 1991, 44 per cent of people with
disabilities were not participating in
the labour market, although more
than half of these indicated that
they would have been capable of
participating if barriers and disin-
centives were removed (Health
and Activity Limitation Survey,
HALS, 1991).

There are several possible 
mechanisms for providing disabil-
ity supports:

• direct provision of supports to
individuals and family or non-
family caregivers (such as
home care);

• funding to individuals to offset
the cost of disability supports
(such as those provided
through the tax system); and

• measures to increase society’s
capacity for inclusion (such as
building codes to ensure that
public spaces are accessible).
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While this report focuses on work-
ing-age adults with disabilities, the
importance of disability supports in
the lives of children, families and
seniors is also recognized. Disability
supports provided to children at an
early age can promote optimal devel-
opment and reduce the need for

more intensive supports at a later
stage. Disability supports become
more important as people get older
so, as the Canadian population ages,
we can expect an increasing demand
for disability supports.

Some Key Disability Supports Indicators
• In 1991, more than a million

working-age Canadians 
with disabilities needed help
with one or more everyday
activities. This number
represented just under half 
of all working age adults with
disabilities.

• Of those requiring help with
everyday activities, 47 per cent
reported that they received all
the help they needed, 42 per
cent said they received help 
but that they needed more, and
11 per cent said they needed
help but received none.

• Fifty-six per cent of people 
who needed help received that
support from family members.

• More than 600,000 working-
age adults with disabilities
(about 25 per cent) needed 

aids and devices to address
issues of seeing, hearing,
speaking, mobility or the use 
of hands and arms. 

• Roughly 70 per cent of those
needing aids and devices
reported that they did not need
more than they were using,
compared to 15 per cent who
reported needing more than
they currently received and
another 15 per cent who
reported needing such items
but having none. 

• Approximately 25 per cent of
Canadians with disabilities who
relied on income support pro-
grams cited loss of additional
supports as a reason for not
looking for paid employment.
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Family members play a central role
in the provision of disability sup-
ports. The importance of family can
be even more pronounced in rural
and northern remote areas where
formal supports are not as readily
available. For Aboriginal cultures
in particular, the role of families
and the community is central to
the concept and delivery of dis-
ability supports.

Aboriginal persons with disabili-
ties, particularly those living in
northern and remote areas, face
particularly severe challenges in
the area of disability supports.
These challenges often go beyond
access to technical supports. For
example, where there are poorly
maintained road systems, it can
be very difficult for wheelchair
users to travel about
in their communities;
having to remain
inside their homes
can lead to isolation,
l o n e l i n e s s  a n d
depression. 

Meeting the
Disability Supports
Challenge

The 1998 In Unison framework
identified three objectives for the
future development of disability
supports: accessibility, portability,
and an individual focus.

Accessibility
For supports to be accessible,
they need to be affordable, avail-
able and appropriate for the needs
of the individual. Across Canada,
there are disparities in the avail-
ability of supports. Aboriginal peo-
ple report a lack of supports tai-
lored to their needs. 

The complex array of disability
supports programs and the variety
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of supports providers — including
government departments, non-profit
organizations and others — can also
affect access to programs. Indivi-
duals often need to tap into a num-
ber of different programs to get
all the supports they need.
Matching individual needs with
eligibility criteria that vary from
one program to the next is also
challenging. For some individuals,
getting information about the range
of programs available is the first
step to gaining better access to
disability supports.

The costs of disability supports
also have implications for access.
In 1991, 35 per cent of working-
age adults with disabilities had
non-reimbursed out-of-pocket dis-
ability related expenses (HALS,
1991). 

Portability and Continuity
Portability — or continuity — means
that people have continued access
to comparable supports when they
make transitions across life situa-
tions (such as from school to work)
or geographic locations (such as
moving from one community or pro-
vince to another). When supports

have continuity, people with dis-
abilities find it easier to increase
their social and economic inde-
pendence.

Disability supports are often tied to
eligibi l i ty for income support,
employment or educational pro-
grams. This creates disincentives
for people who want to make a
transition. In addition, supports
often are not portable from one
province or territory to another,
and sometimes even within a
province or territory. 

It is widely recognized that, in an
ideal situation, the individual would
receive the supports they need or
funding to purchase them regard-
less of their enrolment in other
programs.

Individual Focus 
Supports that are provided with
an individual focus are flexible,
responsive to individual needs,
and provide persons with disabili-
ties with maximum control over
their provision.
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Many programs across Canada
now provide some supports
through a form of financing called
self-managed or individualized
funding. Through a variety of dif-
ferent arrangements, consumers
are provided with the funding to
manage their own supports, such
as the hiring and management of
attendant or respite services.
Individualized funding allows
greater self-determination, choice
and control for the people directly
affected by the service. It also
allows for greater tailoring of ser-
vices to meet individual needs.

The involvement of family and
advocates in service provision can
help increase the independence
of the individual, especially for
persons with developmental dis-
abilities. Support to family care-
givers can often prevent a crisis
and the need for more expensive
interventions.

Aboriginal persons with disabilities
have observed self-management
models and have expressed inter-
est in developing similar systems.
However, in Aboriginal communities,
there is a lack of trained home care

workers and attendants. Aboriginal
people also point to the unavailability
of respite care and a lack of services
for children with disabilities in many
Aboriginal communities.

Opportunities for
Further Progress

Persons with disabilities and govern-
ments agree that disability supports
are key to full citizenship, and that
the important issues for attention
are accessibility, portability and con-
tinuity, and individual focus. In the
next section on effective practices,
a number of initiatives focused on
these issues are highlighted.

Most of the effective practices 
stories demonstrate the impor-
tance of strong partnerships —
between governments, community
organizations, employers, learning
institutions, and persons with dis-
abilities. Partnerships need to be
built and sustained, and people
with disabilities and their organi-
zations must be part of the dis-
cussions that lead to solutions. It is
particularly important to find ways
to involve Aboriginal people with
disabilities and others who face
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multiple barriers to full participation.

The effective practices stories at
the end of this chapter demon-
strate the principle that disability
support initiatives will be more
successful if they respond to, and
are tailored to, the individual needs
of clients. 

A number of initiatives are under-
way to address issues of portability
and accessibility. The separation
of eligibility for disability supports
from eligibility for other programs
is a key issue. Building disability
supports into mainstream pro-
grams, such as education, training,
and employment helps people with
disabilities participate more fully,
particularly when supports are pro-
vided in ways that recognize the
varying cultural needs of people
with disabilities. 

For Aboriginal persons with dis-
abilities, a culturally sensitive
approach to providing disability
supports is crucial. This needs to 

take into account the holistic con-
text of family and community and
the connection to their own people.
Métis, Inuit and First Nations peo-
ple, on and off reserve, stress the
importance of programs and ser-
vices that are designed, developed
and delivered by, and for, people of
their own communities.

One of the barriers to improving
supports is a lack of data on what
the needs are, whether they are
being met, variation in demand,
costs and out-of-pocket expenses.
The Government of Canada
announced in Budget 2000 that
funds would be available for a
Health and Activity Limitation
Survey (HALS) in 2001. Along with
other research on disability that
is being supported through funding
from the 2000 federal budget, the
2001 HALS will provide important
information for all sectors to help
develop solutions to disability sup-
ports issues. Members of the dis-
ability community have expressed
willingness to take an active role in
conducting qualitative and quan-
titative research in this area.
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Many disability advocates and
organizations have also called for
a refundable disability tax credit
that would reimburse individuals for
more of their actual out-of-pocket
disability-related costs. Such a
scheme could make it easier for
people with low incomes to pur-
chase disability supports. Some
disability advocates have also
recommended the establishment of
national standards and a national
disability supports program as
a way of addressing porta-
bility and equity of access.

Some disability advocates have
called on governments to provide
more incentives and direct funding 
to enhance accessibility. In addi-
tion, advocates have recommen-
ded amendments to the Canadian
Human Rights Act, and more fund-
ing to provincial and territorial
human rights commissions so that
they can promote and protect the
rights of people with disabilities
to access public services.
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Across Canada, there are numerous examples of how govern -
ments, community agencies and private businesses are enhanc -
ing the accessibility , portability and individualized focus of dis -
ability supports.

Providing individualized funding and support

Manitoba Health Home Care Program
In 1991, Manitoba Health initiated a two-year self-managed care
pilot program, which was successfully expanded in 1995 into a care
option for adults with disabilities. A second option, launched in 1999,
makes self-managed care available to the families of adults with
disabilities. Both programs allow individuals to hire, train and manage
their care requirements independently. 

The Independent Living Resource Centre in Winnipeg was actively
involved in establishing the program and now plays a program support
role. Darlene Marcoux is the Independent Living Resource Centre’s Self-
Managed Care co-ordinator and she is self-managing her own disability
supports arrangements. She works full-time, is raising an 18-year-old
daughter, and attends night school two evenings a week to pursue stud-
ies in volunteer management. Darlene says: “This program has had a
terrific impact on my life. Having the flexibility to hire my own staff
means that I can make changes to my care schedule at a moment’s
notice. I also experience far less staff turnover, which means I spend less
time orienting new people. Without this program, I’m not sure I would
have made the decision to pursue studies in the evening.”

Neil Squire Foundation
The Neil Squire Foundation, a national organization with headquarters
in British Columbia, works to develop adaptive devices and alternative
methods of computer access for persons with major physical chal-
lenges. Computer interfaces, mouth-operated computer joysticks,
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environmental control switches, audiovisual note-taking devices and
brain-computer interfaces are examples of the devices they develop. 

The foundation also offers programs that include literacy and math
upgrading, computer training and Creative Employment Options. The
latter is a comprehensive, customized pre-employment readiness
program in which staff members design individual programs that
allow clients to expand their skills and knowledge in computer appli-
cations, adaptive technology, and vocational preparation. The program
is client-focused, rather than program-driven, and benefits from a
strongly committed staff, many of whom have a disability themselves.

AlbertaÕs Persons with Developmental Disabilities 
Initiative
Persons with Developmental Disabilities is a community-governed,
province-wide organization in Alberta that is a leader in supporting
adults with developmental disabilities to live in the community.
Governed by provincial and community boards, the organization pro-
vides people with supports based on their individual needs, including
community living supports, employment supports, community access
supports and specialized supports.

Persons with Developmental Disabilities supports about 7,500 people,
most of whom live in the community. About 3,000 of these people
receive individual funding that allows them to purchase their own sup-
ports. These supports range from a few hours of assistance per
week to 24-hour support. Persons with Developmental Disabilities has
given Alberta a reputation for providing cutting-edge services to citi-
zens with developmental disabilities.
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Enhancing access to disability supports

Northwest Territories Study Grant
A new study grant, offered to students in the Northwest Territories, pro-
vides an example of how governments are offering direct grants to indi-
viduals to offset the cost of disability-related supports.

Beginning in July 2000, full- and part-time post secondary students with
disabilities in the Northwest Territories were eligible to apply for
study grants to cover direct costs associated with their disabilities.
These could include fees for tutors, interpreters, note takers and
attendant services, as well as transportation and equipment expenses.
The program is designed to complement the Canada Study Grant.

British ColumbiaÕs Adult Services Program
The Adult Services Program is a joint project of British Columbia’s
Ministry of Social Development and Economic Security and the
Vancouver School Board. Through this program, adults with disabil-
ities who are post-secondary students and/or clients of Vocational
Rehabilitation Services are eligible for one-stop special technology sup-
port.

Adaptive technology is managed in a ‘loan bank.’ The services provided
by Adult Services Program include adaptive technology assessment
and consultation, loans of adaptive technology and training on the use
of technology equipment.
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OntarioÕs Community AccessAbility Program
The Community AccessAbility program was established in March
1999, to encourage not-for-profit, non-government, community-based
organizations in Ontario to enter into partnerships with local businesses,
service organizations, and persons with disabilities, to make their com-
munity more accessible. As of March 1, 2000, the program had funded
46 projects involving 154 community partners and over 3,300 persons
with disabilities, 34 events and delivery of 28 workshops. It resulted
in the production of 24,500 pieces of information.

Nova ScotiaÕs Community ACCESS-ability Program
The Community ACCESS-ability program funds the addition of wheelchair
ramps, automatic doors and other improvements to community facilities
all over Nova Scotia. It does this by providing grants to municipalities and
non-profit organizations. By the summer of 2000, 28 projects had been
approved.

The four-year, $1.2 million program was developed in consultation with com-
munity and advocacy groups. The government contributes two dollars for
every dollar raised in the community.

Charlie MacDonald, executive director of the Disabled Persons Commis-
sion, said: “These 28 projects are a good first step. One in five Nova
Scotians has a disability, and having equal access to public buildings
and facilities is their fundamental right.”
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Task Force on Access to Information for Print-
Disabled Canadians
In June 2000, Mr. Roch Carrier, National Librarian of Canada, and Dr. Euclid
Herie, President and CEO of the Canadian National Institute for the
Blind, formed a Task Force on Access to Information for Print-disabled
Canadians, to address the need for inclusive public policy and a plan to
ensure accessible information.

The Task Force, through six open consultations and written submissions
from consumers, consumer groups, service producers and service
providers, has recognized the importance of disability supports to ensure
the principle of full citizenship and access to employment, learning and social
programs. Submissions have endorsed the need for Canadian alternate
format materials, accessible Web standards, a network of production
and service centres, and have recommended a central repository
for electronic texts.

Improving access to supports for 
people living in under-serviced areas

Inclusive Transportation Initiative
In Nova Scotia, a pilot inclusive transportation initiative is helping to
provide transportation services to persons with disabilities who live in
under-serviced areas.

Dial-A-Ride Nova Scotia allows people to pre-book an “inclusive
ride” to anywhere in the province as long as a service provider is avail-
able. The pilot project is providing transportation services to all mem-
bers of the community, whether they are people with disabilities or not.
The pilot project is now operating 10 to12 vehicles in four counties.
Partnerships between provincial, federal, municipal and community
agencies are a key feature of this initiative.
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Building networks at regional and national
levels 

Planned Lifetime Advocacy Network
In 1989, a group of British Columbia families established the Planned
Lifetime Advocacy Network, a non-profit charity created by, and for, fam-
ilies that have a relative with a disability. It helps families to investigate
alternatives for guardianship, explore contribution opportunities, find
ways to reduce isolation and loneliness, and consider avenues that will
ensure their children have adequate assets.

Planned Lifetime Advocacy Network has also developed partner-
ships with organizations that are open to finding new ways of doing
business, including working with organizations that are open to social
entrepreneurial opportunities. For example, it established a part-
nership with VanCity Credit Union to develop services that were
more responsive to persons with disabilities and their families.

Al Etmanski, one of the group’s co-founder says, “It was a win-win sit-
uation. VanCity saw the chance to increase its business by tailoring
services for this population, and we saw an opportunity to raise
funds working with their Employee Assistance Program and members.
Planned Lifetime Advocacy Network continues to reap benefits from
this alliance. We’re now looking for other alliances that allow us to
develop this type of leveraging strategy.” 

National Educational Association of Disabled
Students
Information on financial assistance for students with disabilities is 
a critical resource that contributes to accessibility. The National
Education Association of Disabled Students maintains a national 
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directory of financial assistance programs on-line, including scholarships
and bursaries from voluntary organizations. EdLink allows people to
connect to disability service centres or special needs offices at 120 cam-
puses nationwide. 

The National Educational Association of Disabled Students also provides
a variety of other assistance to students with disabilities, ranging from lead-
ership development projects to conferences, a widely used web site and
advocacy on post-secondary campuses.

Effective practices by and for Aboriginal 
people 

National Aboriginal Clearing/Connecting House on
Disability Issues
This organization provides information to Aboriginal people with
disabilities to support their efforts to achieve labour market attachment
and full citizenship in their communities and larger society. It does this
by developing, maintaining and making available a database of infor-
mation on programs, services and organizations that can assist
Aboriginal people with disabilities. Staff members are active in providing
community workshops on Aboriginal disability issues, and the organ-
ization disseminates information on a national level to Aboriginal
people with disabilities, as well as to practitioners in the disability field.
It also conducts research on disability issues of common interest to
Aboriginal communities.

M�tis National Council Reference Group on Ability
Issues
The Métis National Council recognizes the issues that Métis people with
a disability face in Canadian society and in November 1995, issued a
decree that a national strategy be developed in which Métis people
with a disability receive culturally-specific, community-based services.
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Following this decision, the Métis National Council and the Canadian
Paraplegic Association established a partnership agreement to
develop a pilot project that would provide for the transfer of vocational
and rehabilitative counselling skills to Métis people with a disability 
to act as peer counsellors to their communities. This resulted in the 
initial formation of the Métis National Council Reference Group on Ability
Issues. The Canadian Paraplegic Association furthered this partner-
ship with the intention to provide culturally appropriate services to Métis
people with a disability and the devolution of some services to the
Aboriginal organizations. Notwithstanding this agreement, the parties
agree there is a need to increase the capacity of Métis communities
to deliver these services by, for and to Métis people with disabilities.

In January 1999, Human Resources Development Canada provided
funding to the Métis National Council for the project entitled,
“Empowerment: The Key to Better Living for Métis People with
Disabilities.” The focus of the project was the developmental processes
for the formulation of a national strategy for Métis people with dis-
abilities. A direct result of this project was the formation of the Métis
National Council Reference Group on Ability Issues. Its membership
comprises individuals who are appointed by the President of the
provincial governing member associations of the Métis National
Council. This forum provides a Métis grassroots perspective on pro-
gramming and services for Métis people with a disability. 
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3. EMPLOYMENT
Colette LacroixÕs
Story

Employment in the mainstream
labour market can enhance the
independence and participation
of people with disabilities. While
people with disabilities have made
progress in moving from shel -
tered employment to community-
based employment, continued
efforts are needed to support this
growth. The benefits of doing so
are clearly articulated by those
who have witnessed the changes
that have taken place in Colette
Lacroix’ s life over recent years. 

Diagnosed with a developmental
disability , Colette attended a seg -
regated high school classroom
and, upon reaching adulthood,
worked at a sheltered workshop.
After thirteen years at the work -

shop, Colette’ s
social worker ,
believing that
she was cap -

able of full 

employment with a community
employer , worked with Colette
and her family to obtain supported
employment services. A local
employment agency for people
with disabilities, Network South
Enterprises Inc., was introduced
to Colette and helped her get
involved in a range of work exper -
iences to assess her abilities and
provide her with exposure to com -
petitive employment. 

For the past eight years, Colette
has been employed as a clerk in
the Communications Department
of the University of Manitoba. Net -
work South Enterprises provided
assistance during her transition
period, including employer sup -
port and on-the-job coaching.
Colette earns a competitive salary ,
including benefits. 

Mona Lacroix, Colette’ s sister , is
quick to point out that along with
the excellent array of employment
services such as those offered
by Network South Enterprises,
family must play an active role in
supporting a person with a dis -
ability to maximize their potential.
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Issues and
Challenges:
Employment

For many people with disabilities,
paid or voluntary work — whether
full or part-time — is a key to inde-
pendence and full participation in
their communities. For this rea-
son, employment is one of the
three In Unison building blocks to
achieving full cit izenship.
Unfortunately, it is common for
people with disabil i t ies to
encounter barriers to entering or
staying in the labour market. This
is particularly true for women with
disabilities, and Aboriginal per-
sons with disabilities face even
greater employment challenges.

This chapter looks at key indicators
drawn from the 1996 Census to
describe the employment situa-
tion of persons with disabilities.
The chapter also includes an
analysis of employment indicators
for persons with disabilities over
time, by drawing on the Survey of
Labour and Income Dynamics
(SLID). The SLID provides addi-
tional data for 1993 through 1997,
which shows the effects of the

Some Key Employment
Indicators

• In 1995, 43 per cent of persons
with disabilities were partici-
pating in the labour market –
about half the percentage of
people without disabilities. 

• Only 14 per cent of women
with disabilities worked full-
time for the full year, and 
62 per cent did not work at 
any point in the year. More
than half of men with disabili-
ties were without paid work for
the full year, compared to less
than one in ten men without
disabilities. 

• In 1995, the unemployment
rate for persons with
disabilities was 16 per cent,
compared to nine per cent for
persons without disabilities.
The rate was highest among
young Aboriginal men (15-34)
with disabilities, at 34 per cent.

• Between 1990 and 1995, there
was a decrease in full-time, 
full-year employment overall.
For people with disabilities, 
this resulted in a complete loss
of work for many people, 
particularly men. 
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early 1990s recession on persons
with disabilities.

Labour market participation
Labour market participation refers
to people actively in the labour
force, whether employed full or
part-time, or unemployed and
seeking work.

Indicators reveal that labour mar-
ket participation is a key issue for
persons with disabilities. In 1995,
people with disabilities were less
than half as likely as persons with-
out disabilities to be participating in
the labour market. The rate was
lowest for women with disabilities.
These low participation rates rep-
resent a loss of potential to
Canadian society as a whole as
well as a barrier to full inclusion
and independence for persons
with disabilities.

In the 1991 Health and Activity
Limitation Survey (HALS), per-
sons with disabilities identified
lack of job accommodation and
flexible hours, loss of supports
and income, and inadequate train-
ing as some of the factors that
prevented them from participat-
ing in the labour market.

Impact of education on
participation
Overall, people with higher levels
of education are more likely to
participate in the paid labour mar-
ket and educational attainment
among persons with disabilities
has been increasing. The 1996



1. INTRODUCTION

34

Census clearly shows the strong
correlation between educational
attainment and labour force par-
ticipation rates among persons
with disabilities. 

• Of women with disabilities 
who had a university degree,
66 percent were in the labour
market, three times the rate 
of women with disabilities 
with less than a high school
education;

• Thirty-six percent of men with
disabilities who had less than a
high school education were
participating in the labour mar-
ket, just over half the rate for
university graduates; and

• Seven percent of working age
men with disabilities, compared
to 17 percent of men without
disabilities, had completed a
university degree.

Employment and
unemployment
For those persons with disabili-
t ies who do participate in the
labour market, indicators show
that they experience disadvan-

tages compared to those without
disabilities. For example: 

• In 1995, people with disabilities
were less likely to have full-
time, full-year employment than
were adults without disabilities;

• Women with disabilities were the
least likely of all groups to have
worked full-time for the full year
and were the most likely to have
gone without work all year;

• Aboriginal persons with disabili-
ties were slightly more likely to
have been completely without
paid work than their non-
Aboriginal counterparts, and
were more likely to have worked
for only part of the year; and

• Overall, the unemployment rate
for people with disabilities was
almost double that of people
without disabilities.

Effects of recession
The recession of the early 1990s
had a significant impact on the
labour market experience of per-
sons with disabilities. Overall, peo-
ple with disabilities were hit harder
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by the recession than were people
without disabilities, and recovery
was slower for persons with dis-
abilities than for those without.
For example: 

• Labour market participation by
people with disabilities
declined to a greater extent
than it did for persons without
disabilities during the years 
following the recession. This
was most pronounced for older
male workers with disabilities,
suggesting that many might
have entered into early 
retirement either voluntarily 
or involuntarily during 
the recession years;

• Although higher levels of edu-
cation appear to provide some
protection from unemployment,
the effect was weaker for per-
sons with disabilities. At every
level of educational attainment,
persons with disabilities had a
higher level of unemployment
than did persons without
disabilities;

• In the years following the early
1990s recession, people with
disabilities found it increasingly
difficult to find full-time, full-year
work. Although some individuals
moved to fewer weeks of work
or fewer hours of work per
week, the overall trend was a
total loss of paid work. For
example, in 1990, 44 per cent of
men with disabilities had no paid
work. This had grown to 52 per
cent by 1995;

• While Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal persons with disabil-
ities experienced a loss of paid
work between 1990 and 1995,
a slightly greater tendency of
Aboriginal people with disabili-
ties to remain in the labour
market than other persons with
disabilities simply resulted in
their experiencing a higher rate
of unemployment; and

• The Survey of Labour and
Income Dynamics (SLID) shows
that the proportion of persons
with disabilities with long spells
of unemployment (40 or more
weeks) increased beginning
after 1993, and peaked in 1995
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— widening the already signifi-
cant gap between persons with
and without disabilities. While
the difference in gap seemed
to be narrowing in 1996 and
1997, it had not yet returned 
to pre-recession levels.

Meeting the
Employment
Challenge

The In Unison vision aims to
increase the employability of adults
with disabilities, encourage entry or
re-entry into the labour market and
help promote increased employ-
ment and volunteer opportunities.
The employment building block
depends on access to education
and training programs that meet
the specific needs of persons with
disabilities, making sure jobs are
available with the appro-
priate accommodations,
and offering job seekers
and employers the
information they need.

The 1998 In Unison framework
outlines five objectives in the area
of employment:

• reduce reliance on income 
support programs;

• promote access to the training
programs available to all
Canadians;

• increase the availability of
work-related supports;

• encourage employers to make
appropriate job/workplace
accommodation; and

• promote work and volunteer
opportunities for persons with
disabilities.
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In addition, job retention and career
enhancement are key issues, 
as both present considerable chal-
lenges to persons with disabilities
once they have achieved employ-
ment. The needs of persons with
very significant employment chal-
lenges, including persons with
developmental, mental health 
and multiple disabilities, require
particular attention.

Opportunities for
Further Progress

All sectors — business, labour,
community agencies, persons with
disabilities and their advocates —
have a role to play in improving the
employment situation of persons
with disabilities.

For example, helping people with
disabilities to increase their parti-
cipation in the labour market
involves efforts at several levels.
The effective practices below 
portray initiatives by governments
designed to remove disincentives
to employment, and provide flex-
ible support to persons with dis-
abilities who are working to re-
enter the labour market. 

The effective practices also show
that employers can be success-
ful in taking a proactive approach
to recruiting and maintaining per-
sons with disabilities as part of
their skilled workforce. The role
of front-line service providers and
community organizations in work-
ing with persons with disabilities,
employers, and government agen-
cies to identify opportunities and
facilitate workplace accommoda-
tion is also highlighted.

Research has shown that education
and training are linked to success in
employment. Enhanced access to
education, training and skills devel-
opment, through disability supports
and accommodation in learning
institutions, can help build this
important bridge to full inclusion
through employment. Assisting
young people with disabilities to
make successful transitions to the
workplace is also a key element, as
experience with cooperative edu-
cation programs, internships, and
career-related summer job initi-
atives have shown.
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Persons with disabilities have
pointed out that a consumer-driven
approach to training and voca-
tional rehabilitation initiatives per-
mits the fine-tuning that is needed
for participants to proceed at their
own rate and with the full range of
interventions they require. The
effective practices examples
throughout this report underscore
the value of this approach.
Improved labour market informa-
tion to support individual planning,
and improved marketing of the hir-
ing of persons with disabilities are
examples of areas well suited to
broad cross-sector cooperation. 

Aboriginal persons with disabilities
have stressed the importance of
training and employment
programs that are
designed, developed
and delivered in cul-
turally relevant ways.
Specific examples of
such initiatives are
also described in the
effective practices
section.

Persons with disabilities and dis-
ability advocates have called for a
comprehensive labour market
strategy that necessarily involves
collaboration by employers, unions,
community groups, learning insti-
tutions, as well as governments
and persons with disabilities. The
effective practices demonstrate
how well such collaboration on
employment for persons with dis-
abilities can work.
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Effective Practices

Many employers, governments and others have developed inno -
vative initiatives to address the employment needs of people with
disabilities. A review of these effective practices reveals key
themes that can be useful in developing future initiatives.

A strong role for employers

Boeing Canada
Boeing has been hiring members of the deaf community since shortly after
its composite manufacturing plant opened in Winnipeg in 1971, and today
employs 25 deaf workers who are making a significant and positive impact
on Boeing’s corporate culture.

In 1999, the company created a Deaf Issues Committee to improve com-
munication among deaf and hearing people and raise awareness
among Winnipeg Division employees at all levels in the company about
the needs of deaf and hard-of-hearing employees. Boeing Winnipeg also
cooperates with other agencies to promote the hiring of persons with dis-
abilities. 

“The key to a company’s competitive advantage is its people,” says
Boeing Canada Technology President Jim Sawyer. “I believe that a
diverse workforce gives us the depth, the skills, the knowledge and the
advantage needed to excel in a global community. Our deaf employees
have added to the richness of our diversity for many years.”

Royal Bank Financial Group
An ‘Employees with Disabilities Advisory Council’ was first conceived
by the Royal Bank Financial Group in recognition of the fact that
employees could provide the greatest expertise and first-hand expe-
rience in strengthening the company’s ability to employ and provide
services to persons with disabilities. 
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The Council has researched how the Royal Bank Financial Group could
become an employer of choice for people with disabilities, and a number
of their recommendations already have been implemented. For example,
to help overcome the myth that workplace accommodation for people with
disabilities is costly, the company established the ‘I Make it Barrier Free’
program. This program authorizes managers and employees to spend up
to $3,000 per person to conduct workplace assessments and purchase
whatever is needed to accommodate an employee’s disability. 

The Council also looked at ways of assisting the Royal Bank Financial Group
to strengthen its ability to provide services to customers with disabilities.
“We’ve been held up by other financial institutions as having developed a
best practice,” reports Christine Suski, Manager of Strategic Initiatives.
“Several other Canadian financial institutions and businesses have followed
our lead and established their own councils.”

Palliser and its partners
Palliser, a Winnipeg-based international furniture manufacturer, has
demonstrated a longstanding commitment to hiring individuals with
developmental disabilities and to working in partnership with local non-
profit employment agencies, Work and Social Opportunities and
more recently, Sturgeon Creek Enterprises LifeWorks.

Currently, there are seventy-seven participants from Work and Social
Opportunities’ Vocational Services and Employment Services Programs
working in six Palliser divisions in Winnipeg, and LifeWorks pro-
vides employees with developmental disabilities with job coaching,
modification of the work environment, work training, and employ-
ment development, placement and follow up supports and services. 
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Ron Koslowsky, Palliser’s Director of Human Resources, says,
“Palliser recognized that it is a challenge for disabled people to get into
the workforce but through the expertise of organizations like Work and
Social Opportunities and LifeWorks, we have been able to see a
number of these people become a vibrant and valued part of Palliser’s
community.” 

Building public-private partnerships

Team Work Cooperative
Established in 1997, Team Work Cooperative Ltd. is a collective of 20 share-
holder organizations, such as the Nova Scotia Community College and the
Canadian National Institute for the Blind, working together to ensure
persons with disabilities have full access to the Nova Scotia labour mar-
ket. It achieves this goal by facilitating cooperation and collaboration
between employment service providers that work with persons with dis-
abilities. Team Work’s cooperative structure allows members to profit
from others’ knowledge of available programs and by pooling resources,
including staff, office space, equipment and knowledge. Both provincial and
federal governments support Team Work Cooperative’s work.

Team Work is also taking action to improve the portability of supports for
people with disabilities making the transition to work. Executive Director
Veronica McNeil says, “Employers were initially attracted because the pro-
gram provided them with an efficient way of meeting their own employment
equity policies. We’re finding that the experience can be so positive that
employers start looking to hire people with disabilities through their reg-
ular employment stream. They come to see that employment barriers were
in their own minds.”
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Skills Training Partnership
The Canadian Council on Rehabilitation and Work developed the Skills
Training Partnership in 1991. It is based on partnerships among community,
government and business sectors and focuses on providing training to
people facing barriers to employment and making sure that employers
can find individuals with disabilities who have the required skills or 
experience.

Training is customized to meet the specific needs of the individual and the
employer. Employer partners commit themselves by signing a contract
before hiring project graduates into permanent positions. The managing
agency works to make sure appropriate job accommodation is made and
stays involved during the transition from training to employment, delivering
expert assistance to help the employer and the worker adapt to their new
situation.

Senior executives act as champions for the partnership and send strong
messages to all employees. Evelyn Gold, national Skills Training
Partnership coordinator, says, “It’s important that all parties understand that
the program takes a holistic approach to employment and that it demands
time and resources. But the bottom line is that 85 per cent of our program
graduates are retained by their host employers.”

Comit� dÕadaptation de la main-dÕÏuvre (CAMO)
CAMO is a unique partnership made up of Quebec employers, the labour
movement, governments, service providers and the disability com-
munity. It empowers the disability community through a decision-mak-
ing partnership with the labour market community. CAMO focuses on
sharing knowledge and improving awareness among employers and ser-
vice providers about the needs of persons with disabilities. 
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This partnership applies a disability lens to employment issues by
ensuring that employment related initiatives in all sectors respect the spe-
cific needs of persons with disabilities. The partnership also promotes
a strong regional and local role in the implementation of the Politique
active du marché du travail (Active Labour Market Policy) in a way that
is inclusive of persons with disabilities, proactive and far-reaching.
CAMO pursues long-term solutions such as training, improved access
and awareness. 

Ensuring equal access to employment 
opportunities

Nunavut Future of Work Conference
The Future of Work conference, held in Iqaluit in 1998, built the principle
of full inclusion of persons with disabilities into its design and its content.
The conference was not about disability, but by being fully accessible, and
providing a range of disability supports, it demonstrated that people with
disabilities could be full participants in the conference — and the workplace.
For example, in focusing on opportunities for a universally accessible com-
munication network, the conference provided a showcase for people to
develop awareness of how technology can be used to serve everyone.

The leaders of Nunavut were able to send a clear message to people in
communities that all people are valued and will have opportunities to con-
tribute to the future of Nunavut. 
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New BrunswickÕs Equal Employment Opportunities
Program
The Equal Employment Opportunities program was established in 1982,
to provide Aboriginal persons, persons with disabilities and visible minor-
ity persons with equal access to employment, training and advance-
ment opportunities in the New Brunswick Public Service.

The Equal Employment Opportunities program’s primary objective is to pro-
vide a more balanced representation of qualified target group persons in
the Civil Service. This goal is achieved by placing individuals into term posi-
tions of up to two years, twenty-week job experience opportunities or 10-
week student summer employment. All three components of the pro-
gram are designed to provide career-related work experience.

Visible Abilities Registry
The New Brunswick Department of Training and Employment Development
operates the Visible Abilities Registry, an electronic registry of individuals
with disabilities who are trained and ready to work. The program serves as
a direct employment screening and referral service for employers, and once
a prospective worker and employer are matched, an on-the-job training sub-
sidy can be negotiated.

While the program began with a focus on private sector jobs, it has
since been expanded to cover recruitment for federal government jobs under
an agreement with the federal government.

The department’s Employment Services for Persons with Disabilities
program is also working with Human Resources Development Canada and
the Canadian National Institute for the Blind to establish a specialized Client
Resource Centre to assist persons with visual and learning disabilities to
conduct job searches and get access to related services.
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Conference Board of Canada Partnership Project
In 1999, the Conference Board of Canada, in partnership with the Ontario
Ministry of Citizenship, Culture and Recreation, launched a project to gain
an understanding of the policies, practices and needs of employers in the
recruitment and retention of a diverse workforce. While diversity overall is
the project theme, there is a strong emphasis focusing on employers’ needs
vis-à-vis recruiting and retaining people with disabilities. 

This two-year multi-phased project will provide useful information and learn-
ing resources to assist employers and employment-related disability
organizations to increase employment opportunities for persons with
disabilities.

Effective practices by and for Aboriginal
people

Heightening Awareness Leading to Opportunity (HALO)
Project
This project, sponsored by the British Columbia Aboriginal Network 
on Disability Society, provides pre-employment, pre-vocational and
work-related programs and services to Aboriginal persons with disabilities 
in three pilot sites, both rural and urban. Partners include three 
tribal councils and three community colleges, which are supported by
the federal government.

The HALO project has hired Aboriginal people with disabilities to manage
the program, and serve as mentors and role models. The partnerships help
to build capacity on disability issues at the Aboriginal community level, while
also ensuring the appropriate cultural environments for learning, support,
and eventual employment.
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Aboriginal Development Network Enhancement
Recruitment Business 
A business started by a Métis entrepreneur (who has a disability), opera-
ting in Alberta has filled an identified gap by Métis people, by building inter-
vention capacity for Aboriginal persons living with a disability. The
Aboriginal Development Network Enhancement Recruitment Business
designs and develops enhancements for program and services specifically
supporting Aboriginal persons with disabilities. Programming builds self-
awareness through Aboriginal spiritual development and adds appro-
priate Aboriginal content. 

The Aboriginal Development Network Enhancement Recruitment Business
will also take existing programs or services already operating and assess
if they are sensitive and accessible for Aboriginal persons with disabilities.
In addition to the program development work, it provides one-on-one
peer counselling and advocacy for individuals and organizations serving
Aboriginal persons with disabilities.

Aboriginal People with Disabilities Program
The Aboriginal Disabled Self Help Group was founded in August 1996, “to
advocate, support, and strive for quality services to be provided for
Aboriginal persons with disabilities in the city of Winnipeg.” Working in part-
nership with the Centre for Aboriginal Human Resources Development, and
with funding from Human Resources Development Canada, the group has
developed a culturally appropriate employment counselling/placement pro-
gram to serve the needs of Aboriginal people with disabilities. By working
together, the two organizations are able to support Aboriginal persons with
disabilities to participate fully as members of the Aboriginal community. Not
only do they make connections with each other, with prospective employ-
ers and training opportunities, and other disability organizations, they also
continue to encourage more Aboriginal-specific services for Aboriginal per-
sons with disabilities. 
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Grand River Employment and Training and Special
Services for Special People Partnership 
Grand River Employment and Training is a community agency that was
created after Aboriginal communities and Human Resources
Development Canada came together to develop Aboriginal-specific
training and employment programs. Since its inception in 1993, the
agency has worked to provide employment for the Onkwehon:we of the
Grand River Territory.

Grand River Employment and Training delivers employment and
training programs to Six Nations community members both on and off
reserve, and also recognizes and supports the strong cultural and tra-
ditional beliefs of the community, which are reflected in its programs
and services. It recognized that the development of programming for
Aboriginal people with a disability would be a unique opportunity for
culturally appropriate programming for the integration of all commu-
nity members into the labour market. The agency has developed
and integrated a labour market program specifically for the develop-
mentally challenged adults of the community through a relationship with
the Special Services for Special People program, which has been in
existence since 1980. The ultimate goal of the partnership is to pro-
vide a holistic and supportive environment that empowers and supports
developmentally challenged individuals in their efforts to contribute and
participate in daily and community life. 

The Grand River Employment and Training — Special Services for
Special People partnership is a prime example of the effectiveness of
programming for Aboriginal people with disabilities, which has been
developed and delivered to the community by Aboriginal people.
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4. INCOME
Francis ShcaanÕs
Story

September 8, 2000, was an
important day for Francis
Shcaan. On that day , McDonald’ s
hosted a celebration honouring
Francis’ s 20th year with the
company . During this t ime
Francis has “worked at all 
but one of the Saskatoon
McDonald’ s.” He has worked in
all areas of the restaurant and
was recently promoted to the
grill area. Francis particularly
enjoys working with staff and
customers and is proud of the
work he does.

Francis, who has Down’ s Syn -
drome, lives in a group home
and pays $410 rent each month.
The rest of his salary is his to
use as he chooses. 

The Benchmarking Program,
which separates the delivery of
income supports from the deliv -
ery of disability supports, has
made a difference in Francis’ life.
Before the program was intro -
duced, Francis could not keep
more than $175 of his monthly
salary . The rest of his earnings
were used to pay for the sup -
port he received in the group
home where he lived at the time. 

Francis is proud of his finan -
cial independence and plans to
invest his anniversary bonus.
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Issues and
Challenges: Income

To fully participate in society, peo-
ple must have enough income to
adequately meet their needs. There
are different ways of measuring
what adequacy and low income
mean. Some people believe low
income means lacking enough
income to buy the basic necessities
of life, such as food, shelter and
clothing. Others take the view that
it means not having enough income

to be active in their communities.
Still others believe that low income
falls somewhere in between. This
report does not attempt to establish
a single definition of the term.

The costs associated with dis-
ability supports play a big role in
determining how much income a
person with disabilities requires
to meet their basic needs or parti-
cipate fully in their community.
Access to funding for disability
supports is often directly related to

Some Key Income Indicators
• In 1997, working-age adults

with disabilities were more than
twice as likely to be living on
low income than were adults
without disabilities (26 per cent
of adults with disabilities were
living below the low-income
cut-off, as compared to 11 per
cent of those without
disabilities).

• The depth of low income was 
also greater for people with
disabilities, with 17 per cent of
adults with disabilities more than
25 per cent below the low-income
cut-off, as compared to 6 per cent
of those without disabilities.

• Working-age men with disabili-
ties were more than six times
as likely to rely on a government
income support program, as
were men without disabilities.
Women with disabilities were
almost three times as likely to
rely on government income
support programs as were
women without disabilities.

• Men with disabilities were only
half as likely as were men with-
out disabilities to rely on earn-
ings as their largest source of
income. 
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the individual’s sources of income.
With the exception of Canada
Pension Plan Disability, people
whose main source of income
comes from government income
support programs tend to have
some of the costs of disability sup-
ports covered by government, as
this is considered to be one of
their income needs. 

Unfortunately, those who are parti-
cipating in the labour market do not
usually get the same kind of assis-
tance, even if their income is very
low. Employed people who pay
for their own disability supports
must generate a higher level of
income than their counterparts

who do not have disabilities in
order to have the same standard of
living.

Income for people with disabili-
ties may come from employment
earnings, private insurance, pen-
sions, investments, government
income support programs (such
as social assistance, Worker’s
Compensation, Canada Pension
Plan/Quebec Pension Plan Dis-
ability) or some combination of
these types of income. 

There is widespread agreement
that it is desirable for employment
to be the greatest possible source
of income, as reduced dependence
on government income support
can enhance citizenship and a
person’s sense of self-reliance. 

The difficulties many people with
disabilities face in entering
or staying in the labour mar-
ket have a profound impact
on income levels, as does
their more limited access to
post-secondary education
and training and the diffi-
culty they tend to experi-
ence in progressing to
higher paying jobs.
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The reality is that some people
who have disabilities are not able
to support themselves sufficiently,
or at all. The income safety net
must reward individual work effort
to the greatest extent possible,
while ensuring that financial assis-
tance is available where it is
needed most.

Sources of income
Analysis of indicators shows that
persons with disabilities are only
half as likely to get the largest part of
their income from earnings and
almost four times as likely to rely

on government transfers than are
persons without disabilities. In 1997,
for example, less than 40 per cent of
persons with disabilities had earnings
as their major source of income,
compared to 78 per cent of persons
without disabilities. This figure had
been even lower in 1995, when only 
33 per cent of persons with disa-
bilities identified earnings as their
largest source of income, compared
to 76 per cent of persons without
disabilities.



1. INTRODUCTION

52

As Canada’s economic situation
improved,  the percentage of  
people with disabilities relying on
government transfers decreased
slightly (from 49% in 1995 to 46% in
1997) and earnings played an
increasing role (from 33% to 40%).

Persons with disabilities who are
unable to maintain employment as a
result of their disabilities may qualify
for government earning replacement
programs. For example, the Canada
Pension Plan replaces a portion of
earnings lost as a result of a dis-
ability and is designed to be inte-
grated with other disability income
programs. Worker’s Compensation
plans replace between 75 and 90
per cent of net earnings. Canada
Pension Plan benefits can be sup-
plemented by long-term disability
insurance plans, which typically can
replace up to 70 per cent of lost
earnings. Persons with disabilities
who do not have enough income
from these sources or persons who
are unable to participate in the labour
market may qualify for provincial or
territorial social assistance.

Income Levels3

Persons with disabilities tend to
have lower incomes than those
without disabilities. Persons with
disabilities who are employed tend
to have lower earnings than per-
sons without disabilities. In 1997, the
depth of low income experienced by
adults with disabilities — how far
they were below the low-income
line — was much greater than for
people without disabilities.

Between 1993 and 1997, following
the early 1990s recession, per-
sons with disabilities experienced
low income more severely than
did persons without disabilities —
by every measure and in every
year. However, there was rela-
tively little change in this situation
during the period following the
recession, despite large employ-
ment earnings losses by adults
with disabilities. This suggests that
the taxation system and social
safety net programs had some
success in softening the impact
of difficult economic times.

3See Appendix A for information on the income measures used in this report.
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Meeting the Income
Challenge

Existing income programs and
policies for persons with disabilities
were established in the past and
reflect past realities and attitudes.
The 1998 In Unison framework
reflects a new direction that gov-
ernments wish to pursue with
income policies and programs for
the future. The In Unison income
building block identifies four objec-
tives:

• encourage economic
independence by removing
barriers to working;

• detach eligibility for disability
supports from income programs;

• improve access and reduce
administrative duplication
through greater coordination of
income programs; and 

• ensure the availability of
income supports for periods
during which individuals are
not able to support themselves.

Opportunities for
Further Progress

The income available to a person
with a disability is directly related
to the cost and availability of dis-
ability supports and to the per-
son’s abil i ty to earn income
through employment. Successful
income strategies focus on the
inter-relationship of these elements
and others such as education and
training.

Definitions and attitudes are a fac-
tor. For example, some special
disability income support pro-
grams, supplements and pensions
have eligibility criteria requiring
people to be classified as “unem-
ployable.” In recent years, govern-
ments have worked to provide
more flexibility for persons with
disabilities to participate in the
labour market as they are able. 

The transition to employment is a
key point. Persons with disabilities
have pointed out that a continued
base of income and disability sup-
ports is crucial during transition 
to employment, so people can 
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become established in the labour
market without facing financial
uncertainty or undue hardship
because of the cost of their dis-
ability supports. Some of the effec-
tive practices featured in the next
section illustrate the difference
that transition support can make as
people move toward economic
independence.

A related issue, discussed earlier
in this report, and again illustrated
by some of the effective practices,
is the advantage of separating eli-
gibility for disability supports from
eligibility for income support pro-
grams. Having the assurance 
of disability supports regardless
of whether one is involved in
employment, learning, or other
activities enhances opportunities
and contributes to the goal of full
inclusion.

Better coordination of income sup-
port programs and improved com-
munication between programs,
employers and others have been
highlighted as key issues.
Transition provisions for people
moving from one program to 

another, better and more acces-
sible information about the pro-
grams, and better coordination to
meet the needs of those who par-
ticipate in more than one program
at a time, are some of the key
considerations. The 1998 In Unison
identifies improved coordination
as a key objective, and some
examples of initiatives aimed at
achieving this are included in the
effective practices section.

Disability advocates have called for
a nationally integrated income sup-
port program for people with dis-
abilities. Governments welcome
continued dialogue among all sec-
tors and all Canadians in working
together to address income issues
for persons with disabilities. 
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Facilitating transitions to economic 
independence

Bay St. George Community Employment Corporation
The Bay St. George Community Employment Corporation of Stephenville,
Newfoundland, supports people with developmental disabilities in their
efforts to participate in self-employment. It began when a private
employer in Bay St. George approached the Canada Employment
Centre to provide an opportunity for an individual with a severe devel-
opmental disability. Ken Caul got the help he needed to start an indus-
trial bolt refurbishing and refinishing business. In succeeding years, Ken
has added new services to his company and has expanded his customer
base.

Community members rallied around Ken to make sure his efforts
would be successful. The Canada Employment Centre tapped into
community resources to make sure he had the legal, financial, business
and personal support he needed. Ray McIsaac, a director with the
Newfoundland Association for Community Living says, “Examples like
Ken’s demonstrate that in a larger sense, the community adopted the
vision that people need to support individuals with disabilities in order
to support the economic and social fabric of the society... All supports
must be sensitive to opportunities that enable the individual to fully inter-
act with the community. Support should be discreet and enable persons
with disabilities to reach their full potential in a community setting. It is
essential that the support does not overshadow the individual.”
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Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped (AISH)
Alberta’s Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped (AISH) pro-
gram provides a flat-rate benefit outside the welfare system for peo-
ple with severe disabilities. AISH reduces financial disincentives to seek-
ing employment by providing an income exemption as an incentive for
people to find paid work. The program allows for rapid reinstate-
ment, so if a participant leaves the program for work or school they can
return during a two-year period without needing to go through medical
eligibility again. Individuals manage their own funds, and if they aren’t
able to do so, a family member may act as financial administrator.
AISH provides extended medical benefits and if an AISH recipient
earns enough to leave the program, their medical coverage is extended
for one year. 

Peggy Thiessen, Manager of the AISH program says, “We’re telling peo-
ple that if they’re willing to risk working, we’re willing to support them.
Employment specialists and client support workers are encouraging peo-
ple to go back to school or to work. We want AISH recipients to take an
active part in determining their own course, but we make it clear no one
is forcing a course of action on them”

Networking Employment Opportunities Now
Networking Employment Opportunities Now is a regional network in
Prince Edward Island that was established to help people with disabilities
and people recovering from injuries to find employment. Network
members include federal and provincial government agencies and
community organizations.
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One of the network’s initiatives, Rural Outreach Support for Employment,
is designed to help persons with disabilities in outlying areas match their
job skills with the needs of employers. The program pays for short-term
wage subsidies and the services of a job coach who works with local
employers to develop long-term career opportunities for clients.

Mette Halley, a worker with Employment Assistance for the Physically
Disabled, in Montague, says: “Identifying barriers and partnering
with organizations that can work to overcome them has been the net-
work’s goal. While the initial job placement may be relatively easy to
make, the more difficult task lies in helping the employer, the workplace
and the employee to establish a longer-term relationship which meets
the expectations of all parties involved.” 

The Ontario Council of Alternative Businesses
The Ontario Council of Alternative Businesses is a unique provincial
organization that assists in the development of small businesses with
and for people who have been through the mental health system. The
council is an association of businesses that employ more than 800 psy-
chiatric survivors. The council manages several economic initiatives and
provides resources to the survivor community. It actively promotes
the notion of “real work for real money.”

An employee in one of these businesses said, “The reason con-
sumer/survivors are doing this is not just to create successful businesses,
it is to rebuild human lives. Survivors are using the economy toward that
end, not using the people to build the economy.”
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Breaking down barriers to workplace
participation

Ontario Disability Support Program
The Ontario Disability Support Program demonstrates an evolution in atti-
tude. People with disabilities are no longer viewed as permanently
unemployable. The program recognizes that many people with disabil-
ities can and want to work, and can also assume responsibility for
planning their careers and choosing the services and supports they need.
The Ontario Disability Support Program has two main components —
income support and employment support. A person may be eligible for
both types of support, and those who don’t require income support
may still receive employment support.

The program’s Employment Policy Manager Peter Amenta says:
“The program has taken the approach that individuals know best
what kinds of support they need. The program is designed to approve
and provide these supports so the person can prepare for, find or keep
a job. We make direct funding available so individuals can purchase
the goods and services they need.”

Multi-Partner Pilot Project Ñ Returning to Work
Programs designed to meet individuals’ needs through employment
income increase their likelihood of success when they use a collab-
orative approach that involves all levels of government, community
agencies and the private sector. This was demonstrated through a
Canada Pension Plan pilot project in British Columbia: “Returning to
Work — Removing the Barriers.”
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Blake Williams, Director of the Workers Advisors Branch at the British
Columbia Ministry of Labour says, “We recognized that we needed to
create a federal and provincial project that included private sector rep-
resentation in order to really begin making headway. We needed to
replace a fractured, uncoordinated safety net with approaches that
assist rather than confuse, delay and frustrate people trying to return
to work. We wanted to create a fast track that would coordinate
services better.”

The Return to Work Pilot demonstrated the importance of continuing
to provide a base of income and disability supports to assist people dur-
ing their transition into the labour market. All eleven clients who
were accepted into the program found employment at higher than entry-
level salaries, despite the fact that they faced significant employment
barriers. 

Providing opportunities to retain earned
income

Saskatchewan Benchmarking Project
The Saskatchewan Benchmarking Project separates the cost of res-
idential services from eligibility for income security. People with dis-
abilities who require residential support and have earned income
are expected to pay a rate reflecting standard room and board.
Residential support costs in excess of standard room and board are
considered a cost of disability and are not income-tested against
the individual’s earned income. Those who pay the full room and
board rate and are no longer eligible for income security, continue to
receive supplemental health services that cover their additional med-
ical costs. 
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Murray Nurse is involved in the on-going administration of the project.
He says, “Someone who earns $800 per month can keep the difference
once their benchmark amount is paid. As with transportation, telephone
and health care initiatives begun in Saskatchewan, the goal is to
help people deal with the cost of a disability. For individuals involved
in the benchmarking project, any residential costs over $410 are
the provincial government’s responsibility.”

Recognizing the additional costs of
disability

New BrunswickÕs Disability Supplement
In its 2000 budget, the Government of New Brunswick introduced a new
provincial benefit for people with disabilities. The Disability Supplement
is a yearly financial benefit that is provided to social assistance
recipients who have been certified as deaf, blind or ‘disabled.’ The ben-
efit recognizes that people with disabilities face considerable disability-
related expenses and require additional support to purchase these
essential goods and services. 

The benefit began at $250 per person per year and will increase
over four years to $1,000 per person in 2003. There are about 4,000
people in New Brunswick who meet the Disability Supplement’s criteria. 
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5. NEXT STEPS
The development of In Unison in
1998 brought together Canada’s
federal, provincial and territorial
governments, in consultation with
the community, to agree on com-
mon goals in working toward a
vision of full inclusion for people
with disabilities.

This report builds on the 1998 In
Unison framework by analyzing
the issues, discussing some of
the potential solutions, and high-
lighting examples of effective prac-
tices in the areas of disability sup-
ports, employment, and income for
working-age adults with disabilities.

In developing the indicators and
gathering the effective practices
for this report, governments have
strengthened their understanding
of issues needing attention and
promising directions that are worth
exploring. The data highlighted in
this report i l lustrate the dis-
advantages faced by people with
disabilities today. There is much
that remains to be done to achieve
full citizenship for people with dis-
abilities. Governments recognize
that achieving this vision wil l
require all sectors in society to

work together in developing 
a range of solutions. Full inclu-
sion cannot be achieved overnight,
nor by the efforts of any one gov-
ernment or agency. Governments
understand the importance of 
sett ing priorit ies and moving 
ahead step-by-step to build on 
the progress that has already 
been made.

Since the release of the In Unison
vision in 1998, governments, indi-
vidually and together, have been
working to improve their programs
and services consistent with the In
Unison principles. At the fed-
eral/provincial/territorial level, min-
isters of social services have iden-
tified two initial priorities for further
exploration and research. The min-
isters recently agreed to explore
the feasibility of joint work on ana-
lyzing labour market needs for
persons with disabilities and on
assessing the feasibility of a new
disability tax benefit to assist with
the costs of disability supports.
Both of these ideas will require
more analysis and research. Input
from people with disabilities, dis-
ability advocates, aboriginal organ-
izations, experts, employers and
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others will continue to be an impor-
tant part of this work.

Federal, provincial, and territorial
governments are committed to on-
going discussion and collabora-
tion with the disability community
and representatives of Aboriginal
organizations. This is an integral
element of accountability under
the Social Union Framework
Agreement and the In Unison
framework. Governments welcome
the input of the community, and
recognize the importance of build-
ing capacity in the community to
enhance their contribution and
forge strong partnerships. Through
this ongoing dialogue with the dis-
abil i ty community, Aboriginal
groups and others, governments
hope to find new ways of making
progress toward full citizenship.

This report has identified some of
the diff icult ies of measuring
progress toward the full participa-
tion of people with disabilities.
Much of the data relating to people
with disabilities is nearly a decade
old. However, with federal fund-
ing now committed to the Health 

and Activity Limitation Survey
(HALS) for 2001 and other
research, there will, in a few years,
be more timely data. This will help
inform our collective understanding
of priorities and solutions. There
remains a need for more data on
Aboriginal people with disabilities. 

The Disability Links web site, being
established jointly by the federal,
provincial and territorial govern-
ments, and planned for launch in
the spring of 2001, will be another
step toward providing improved
information in the area of disabili-
ties. Disability Links will provide
a comprehensive directory of inter-
net l inks to disabil i ty related
resources.

Governments wish to work with
all sectors on issues of disability, to
develop solutions and strategies
for full inclusion. As the effective
practices in this report show, there
are promising initiatives underway
across sectors that are relevant
to the issues of disability supports,
employment, and income for per-
sons with disabilities.
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In the area of disability supports, it
is clear that strong partnerships
are needed to address the issues
of accessibility, portability and
continuity, and individual focus in
helping offset costs. Disability sup-
ports are key to success with the
other building blocks, and in
achieving full participation in the
community.

In employment, the involvement of
a range of sectors in developing
solutions is essential, and the import-
ance of education and training must
be acknowledged. Governments
can reduce disincentives to seek
employment, while employers and
unions can encourage the hiring of
persons with disabilities and support
their ongoing success.

Governments recognize that
income programs work best when
they are flexible and support per-
sons with disabilities in their efforts
to enter the labour market. As con-
sideration is given to redesigning
those programs in the future, all
Canadians need to be involved in
understanding and supporting
these changes.

In working to address disability
issues across sectors, ministers
of social services will continue to
encourage inclusion for people
with disabilities in other social pol-
icy agendas, including those
related to children as well as sen-
iors. To be successful in supporting
people with disabilities in their
efforts to achieve full citizenship,
Canadians and their governments
need to work together at every
level.

Reaching the goal of full inclusion
is a major challenge for all
Canadians. Canada’s federal,
provincial and territorial govern-
ments are committed to continued
work with members of the disability
community, Aboriginal organiza-
tions, and other sectors — each of
which has a role to play in identi-
fying issues, sharing ideas, and
developing solutions. Step by step,
working in unison, we can make a
positive difference in the lives of
people with disabilities.


