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INCOME SECURITY ADVOCACY CENTRE
Centre d’action pour la sécurité du revenu

February 19, 2021
The Honourable Chrystia Freeland
Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Finance
House of Commons
Ottawa, ON
K1A 0A6
Dear Minister Chrystia Freeland:
Re: Pre-Budget Consultations 2021
On behalf of the Income Security Advocacy Centre (ISAC), we are pleased to provide a written
submission for the 2021 Pre-Budget consultations.
ISAC is a specialty legal clinic funded by Legal Aid Ontario. Our mandate is to advance the rights
and interests of low-income Ontarians with respect to income security and employment. We carry
out our mandate through test case litigation, policy advocacy, community development and public
education.
Founded in 2001, we are governed by a community Board of Directors representative of all regions
of Ontario. Our Board includes legal clinic caseworkers and people who identify as low-income,
with representation from Indigenous communities, racialized communities, people with disabilities
and recipients of income support benefit programs.
At this time, we hope you will consider our recommendations set out below, which are informed by
ongoing consultation with our community partners on issues relevant to our mandate.
Recommendations:
We make the following six recommendations for the Spring 2021 budget:
1.

Legislate 7 employer-paid sick days under the Canada Labour Code

The COVID-19 pandemic is now approaching the third wave in Canada and is far from over.
Almost 21,500 Canadians have died of the disease,1 vaccine shipments are delayed, widespread
vaccination is unlikely to occur this year and we now have community spread of more contagious
variants of COVID-19. The need for expanded legislated employer-paid sick days in Canada as a
public health measure has never been greater. If Canada is to contain and curb the pandemic, there
must be universal, accessible and permanent employer-paid sick leave for all.
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Staying home when sick is one of the most effective containment strategies for infectious diseases.2
But workers without paid sick days must choose between caring for their health or earning an
income to support themselves and their families. Inevitably, many will choose to go to work while
sick, leading to the spread of illness, costs for businesses and the economy, and avoidable health
care expenditures.3 Conversely, numerous studies have shown that when workers have access to
paid sick days, the spread of illness is contained, workers and their co-workers are more productive,
and the burden on public health resources decreases.4,5,6,7
Paid sick days are also critical to achieving equitable protections for workers in Canada. Low-wage,
Black and racialized workers have been hardest hit by the pandemic. They are more likely to be
engaged in the precarious work deemed “essential,” including in postal, agricultural, transport and
delivery work.8 This is work where the risk of contracting COVID-19 is often higher. And yet,
many of these workers are less likely to have paid sick days. It should come as no surprise, then,
that low-wage, Black and racialized individuals constitute disproportionate numbers of those who
have contracted the illness.9 For example, in Toronto, 83% of people with reported COVID-19
infection identified as Black and racialized, even though Black and racialized individuals constitute
only 53% of the city’s population.10,11 Not only is this unjust, but this is a threat to public health and
the economy.
We recognize and value that the Canada Labour Code currently provides for 3 paid sick days for
workers, and that the Federal Government has begun to support workers with the Canada Recovery
Sickness Benefit. However, the CRSB is not enough because:
1. The CRSB is not accessible to all workers. Only those who earned $5,000 in the previous year
and who have a valid Social Insurance Number (SIN) number can access it. This excludes
undocumented and migrant workers, many of whom perform essential work that puts them at
high risk of contracting COVID-19.
2. The CRSB provides only partial income replacement for many workers. Unsurprisingly studies
have shown that in such circumstances, many workers cannot afford the time off and will
choose to go to work sick. Paid sick leave must provide full income replacement in order to be
effective.
3. The CRSB does not support workers who need only a day or two off for testing or vaccination.
It is only available to workers who must self-isolate for longer periods of time. As a public
health measure, the CRSB is simply not enough.
•

2.

Recommendation #1 – Legislate 7 days of paid sick leave under the Canada Labour Code.
Legislate an additional 14 days of paid sick leave during declared pandemics.
Reform Employment Insurance into a decent and accessible system

The Employment Insurance (EI) system is long overdue for reform into a system that can meet the
needs of working Canadians who lose their jobs, fall ill, go on parental leave, or are unable to work
for other reasons. The program's eligibility requirements have become increasingly inaccessible to
workers, including low-wage precarious workers with unstable work. This has hurt women, Black,
racialized, Indigenous, disabled and migrant workers the most. We therefore urge the government to
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conduct a comprehensive review of the EI regime in consultation with community stakeholders, and
to implement the following improvements:
1. Set a new cross-Canada qualifying rule of 360 hours or 12 weeks for all EI benefits.
2. Set a minimum benefit floor of $500 per week and an adequate benefit rate.
3. Eliminate unfair disqualification rules that hurt vulnerable workers the most (including
management-labelled "quit-fire").
4. Expand access to migrant workers and those misclassified as independent contractors.
We support the recommendations of the Ontario Community Legal Clinic Employment Insurance
Working Group.
•

3.

Recommendation #2 – Reform Employment Insurance into a fair and accessible program for
all workers that sets a cross-Canada qualifying rule of 360 hours or 12 weeks for all benefits,
a benefit floor at $500 per week and adequate benefit rate.
Bring people living with disabilities above the poverty line

People with disabilities are “about twice as likely to live in poverty,” and up to one third of people
living in poverty are women with disabilities; this poverty is exacerbated for those who are Black,
racialized, Indigenous or lone parents.12,13,14,1516,17 Under Ontario’s social assistance system, a single
person living with a disability who qualifies for the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP)
receives $1169 per month.18,19 Even though the costs of safe housing and nutritious food far exceed
these amounts,20 people with disabilities have not had the same increase to income guarantees as
children or seniors over the last fifteen years.
We appreciate that people with disabilities may have benefited from several of the pandemic-related
benefits including the Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB), the Canada Recovery Benefit
(CRB) and the one-time $600 benefit to peoples with disabilities. However, because of inaccessible
and unaccommodating workplaces, illness, or being immunocompromised, some people with
disabilities do not work and did not qualify for CERB or CRB. Further, while the one-time payment
did provide some assistance, the fact that only those with a valid Disability Tax Credit (DTC)
qualified, limited the reach of the benefit.
People with disabilities require immediate, broadly and easily accessible money in their pockets to
bring them above the poverty line. The announcement of a Disability Inclusion Plan, which outlined
“a better process to determine eligibility for Government disability programs and benefits” was
welcome news. 21 Instead of determining eligibility with a valid Disability Tax Credit (DTC), for
the newly announced Canada Disability Benefit we recommend using the more inclusive Accessible
Canada Act definition: “disability means any impairment, including a physical, mental, intellectual,
cognitive, learning, communication or sensory impairment – or a functional limitation – whether
permanent or episodic in nature, or evident or not, that, in interaction with a barrier, hinders a
person’s full and equal participation in society.”22 Further, the benefit must be a refundable tax
credit to ensure that people with disabilities do not lose part of the benefit through provincial
clawbacks.
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•

4.

Recommendation #3 – Ensure the Canada Disability Benefit uses the Accessible Canada Act
definition of disability to determine eligibility, is an adequate amount to bring people with
disabilities above the poverty line, and is a refundable tax credit to prevent provincial
clawbacks.
Expand CERB repayment amnesty to low-income people

The recent federal announcement23 not to require self-employed individuals who qualified based on
gross-income calculations to repay the CERB, brought much needed relief to many Canadians.
Considering the rules were unclear and the flaws in the program design, the Federal Government
made the right decision.
While the targeted interest relief will assist, it will not help the working poor or people on social
assistance, all of whom have less than $75,000 taxable income. Since many of these Canadians rely
on refundable tax credits such as the Canada Child Benefit and the GST/HST tax credit to make
ends meet, allowing them to keep the full credit for the next fiscal year was also a good decision.
However, it does not offer a long-term solution.
As one example, under Ontario’s social assistance system, a single person receives only $733 per
month from Ontario Works (OW) or $8,796 per year; if they are a person living with a disability
and qualify for the ODSP they receive $1,169 per month or $14,028 per year.24 It is well
documented that social assistance is severely under-funded25 and forces recipients to live in deep
poverty (based on both the Market Basket Measure26,27 and the CFLIM-AT).28 Many of the working
poor – often Black, racialized, Indigenous, disabled, and gendered29 – have been among the hardest
hit by the pandemic; they often work on the front-lines in part-time, contract, or precarious jobs,
often in several workplaces.30
Both social assistance recipients and the working poor accessed CERB for the same reasons as
anyone else: to get by during unprecedented times. Both were impacted by the same lack of clarity
and flaws in the program design. Some of these workers made $5,000 without receiving a T4, either
through honorariums or because employers did not produce documentation. Under the Obligation to
Pursue Resources, many social assistance recipients were encouraged to apply for CERB by their
caseworkers.31,32 Even after the economy rebounds and even with modest repayment plans, asking
low-income people to repay up to $14,000 will guarantee that they remain in poverty for years to
come.
•

5.

Recommendation #4 – Immediately extend CERB repayment amnesty to all low-income
people including the working poor and social assistance recipients.
Expand the Canada Child Benefit Eligibility

Many children continue to live in poverty in Canada, with 18.2% of children under the age of 18
and 19.2% of children under the age of six living in poverty.33 We ask that the Federal Government
expand the Canada Child Benefit (CCB) eligibility criteria so that children can be lifted out of
poverty. Even though individuals may be working in Canada legally and are filing their income tax
returns, Section 122.6 (e) of the Income Tax Act34 discriminates against marginalized groups of
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people based on their immigration status, thereby excluding them from receiving the Canada Child
Benefit and perpetuating disadvantage. This is particularly the case for refugee claimants and other
individuals who are living in Canada with precarious status. The denial of the Canada Child Benefit
leaves children from disadvantaged groups35 without a financial benefit to help meet their basic
needs. The need for CCB eligibility expansion is even more critical, given the rising costs during
the COVID-19 pandemic. We want to ensure that people who live in poverty can access and rely on
the government supports to help raise their children, which will contribute towards their personal
growth and development.
•

6.

Recommendation #5 – Extend eligibility of the Canada Child Benefit to everyone who files
an income tax return in Canada, despite their immigration status, to lift more children out of
poverty.
Increase the conditions for the Canada Social Transfer

In Ontario, 94% of the COVID-19 pandemic recovery money came from the Federal Government.36
And yet, rather than going to the people for whom it was intended, much of that money has instead
ended up in the Province’s pocket as a result of benefit clawbacks. In Ontario, COVID-19 related
federal benefits including the Canada Recovery Benefit (CRB) were clawed back from social
assistance recipients dollar for dollar, while the CERB was clawed back 50% after the first $200
exemption. Other federal benefits including Canada Pension Plan Disability (CPP-D) and EI have
been clawed back for years. These clawbacks created significant savings for the Province of
Ontario. According to the 2020-21 Third Quarter Finances, the social assistance expenditure was
$427 million less than expected because of federal benefit and income support programs.37 People
should have access to the full amount of federal benefits initiatives so they can live with health and
basic human dignity, particularly during a pandemic.
One tool the Federal Government could use is to increase the conditions for the Canada Social
Transfer.
•

Recommendation #6 – Increase the conditions for the Canada Social Transfer and insist that
provinces invest in poverty-eradicating measures, robust social services including social
assistance rate that meet the actual cost of living, and that people have full access to federal
income supports and initiatives.

Thank you for your consideration of our submissions.
Sincerely,

Devorah Kobluk
Senior Policy Analyst
Income Security Advocacy Centre
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