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Budget 2026 comes at a time of heightened economic uncertainty. Canada is facing 

significant disruption from U.S. tariffs and ongoing threats of further trade action. Canada's 

response must ensure that the costs of this uncertainty are not borne disproportionately 

by people who can least afford them. The federal government's investments in workers, 

businesses, and economic resilience must be matched by strong protections for people 

living on low incomes and those most vulnerable to job loss, rising costs, and gaps in 

income supports. 

A strong social safety net is essential to helping people weather economic shocks while 

also supporting a resilient economy. Budget 2026 should prioritize measures that 

strengthen access to disability benefits and income supports, protect low-wage and 

precarious workers, and ensure that people are not pushed deeper into poverty as 

economic conditions change.  

The recommendations below focus on practical and urgent reforms that would make 

federal income supports more accessible, adequate, and responsive to the needs of 

people living on low incomes. 

1. Make the Disability Tax Credit (DTC) an effective, accessible, 
and accountable gateway to federal disability supports for all 
who need them 

 
The DTC is the sole gateway to many federal disability programs targeting low-income 

Canadians, including the Canada Disability Benefit (CDB). However, the DTC was not 

designed with low-income Canadians in mind and reaches only 14.6% of persons with 

disabilities1. As a result, only about half of nearly one million working-age Canadians with 

disabilities in poverty will receive the CDB2.  

The Spring Economic Update’s DTC proposals are encouraging steps in the right 

direction. But more is needed to build an accessible and inclusive disability benefit system. 

Budget 2026 should advance three priority actions. 

A. Remove narrow DTC eligibility rules that exclude people with disabilities 

i. Broaden the definition of disability: The DTC uses a much stricter definition of 

disability than the Canada Disability Benefit Act and other disability assistance programs. 

This narrow definition leaves hundreds of thousands of low-income people with disabilities 

without support, including people with severe neurodevelopmental, mental health and 

episodic disabilities3. The CDB replicates this exclusion because DTC approval is the sole 

for access. 

Budget 2026 should commit to broadening the DTC disability definition to align with 

provincial, territorial, and other federal standards, ensuring that anyone receiving 

provincial disability assistance or Canada Pension Plan Disability can access federal 

benefits. 
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ii. End the CRA’s rigid 90% test for DTC eligibility: The CRA continues to deny DTC 

applications by interpreting “all or substantially all of the time” to mean at least 90% of the 

time, despite Canadian courts rejecting a rigid 90% test. Courts have held that the 

meaning of “all or substantially all” depends on the circumstances of each case and cannot 

be reduced to simple arithmetic. This matters especially for people with episodic or mental 

disabilities, whose impairments may vary in severity and may be difficult to measure by a 

fixed percentage. 

Medical practitioners state that the 90% standard is difficult or impossible to apply in 

practice4. It can lead practitioners to advise people who may qualify not to apply, creating 

another barrier to DTC access.  

Budget 2026 should include funding to train CRA staff to assess whether the effects of an 

impairment occur “significantly more than a majority of the time,” depending on the 

circumstances of each case 5. 

Budget 2026 should:  

• Broaden the DTC disability definition so people receiving provincial disability 

benefits or CPP-D can also access DTC and other federal benefits.  

 

• Include funding to direct and train CRA staff to stop interpreting “all or substantially 

all of the time” to mean 90% or more. The correct interpretation depends on the 

circumstances of each case and whether the challenging effects of the impairment 

occur “significantly more than a majority of the time.”  

B. Remove financial and administrative barriers to DTC access  

i. Directly reimburse DTC medical practitioners: Requiring people living on low 

incomes to pay hundreds of dollars in upfront physician fees can make accessing the CDB 

through the DTC financially out of reach.  

Budget 2024 allocated $243 million over six years to cover the cost of DTC medical forms. 

That plan appears to have been dropped. Instead, Budget 2025 proposed $115.7 million 

over four years for a $150 post-approval incentive, a one-time payment tied to both DTC 

approval and CDB entitlement, starting in 2026–27. 

While well-intentioned, this incentive still requires applicants to pay $200–$500 upfront in 

medical fees with no guarantee of reimbursement if their application is denied or they 

qualify for the DTC but not the CDB. The $115.7 million proposed in Budget 2025 is also 

significantly less than the amount proposed in Budget 2024 to cover the cost of forms. 

Unlike the Canada Pension Plan Disability model, which pays health professionals directly, 

the direct reimbursement approach shifts the cost to applicants and risks discouraging the 

most vulnerable who need the CDB most.  

ii. Expand access to qualified DTC certifiers: The government’s recent move to expand 

the list of professionals who can certify Part B of the DTC application is a step in the right 
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direction. Registered nurses and social workers are regulated health practitioners who are 

often the most accessible to people living with disabilities. An estimated six million 

Canadians lack regular access to a family doctor or nurse practitioner6. Further expanding 

the list to include registered nurses and social workers to certify impairments within their 

scope of practice could make the DTC more accessible. 

iii. Simplify the DTC application 

Physicians take more than 36 minutes on average to complete the DTC medical form, and 

complex cases can take hours7. This has helped fuel a predatory industry of DTC 

“promoters” that charge 20%-40% of future refunds8. No government program should be 

so burdensome that it gives rise to a for-profit industry of “promoters” devoted solely to 

providing navigation support, yet this describes the DTC today.  

Despite some improvements9, the form remains difficult to navigate. The government 

should replace it with a streamlined, plain-language application tested with people with 

disabilities. It should consolidate repetitive functional assessment questions and allow 

applicants to describe their own limitations, with clinicians confirming the information 

rather than acting as form writers. 

iv. Enable supported decision-making for DTC and CDB access: Adults with limited 

decision-making capacity often cannot apply for or administer the DTC or CDB on their 

own, even when they clearly qualify.  

The CRA generally requires a legal representative to sign on their behalf, which can push 

families to pursue formal guardianship or other substitute decision-making arrangements 

simply to complete a tax application. However, guardianship is far more than an 

administrative process: it is costly and time-consuming and can significantly reduce a 

person’s autonomy and right to make their own decisions. Individuals should not have to 

give up legal autonomy to access an otherwise available tax benefit. The Income Tax Act 

does not clearly require this; it appears to be a CRA administrative practice. 

To improve access to the DTC for low-income Canadians with disabilities, the Federal 

Government should: 

Budget 2026 should: 

• Direct reimbursement of medical practitioners who certify DTC applications, 

modelled on the existing CPP-D process where the federal government pays 

practitioners directly for completing forms10. 

 

• Invest in expanding the list of professionals who can certify DTC applications to 

include social workers and registered nurses.  

 

• Invest to replace the current application form with a streamlined, plain-language 

version co-designed with people with disabilities so predatory DTC promoters 

become obsolete. 
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• Allow adults to appoint a supported decision-maker for DTC applications and 

administration without requiring full legal guardianship or another substitute 

decision-making arrangement that removes their autonomy.  

 
C. Reform DTC assessment and dispute resolution 

Canada’s tax system performs many functions well, but serving individuals with complex 

needs and adjudicating disability is not among its strengths. Disability encompasses a 

wide range conditions and experiences, and people with disabilities remain among the 

most diverse and marginalized groups in Canadian society. Interpreting disability 

definitions and administering assessments requires specialized expertise and a human-

centred approach. These capacities better aligned with Employment and Social 

Development Canada’s (ESDC) mandate than with the administration of the tax system.  

Furthermore, disability-based eligibility for the DTC should be decided by the Social 

Security Tribunal (SST), not the Tax Court of Canada, whose role is to resolve tax disputes. 

The SST has established expertise in working with self-represented individuals living with 

disabilities. The Tribunal has adopted access to justice measures such as plain-language 

communication and decision-making, stakeholder input, and legal navigator services11. 

Free legal supports for low-income individuals, such as Ontario community legal clinics, 

are also much more familiar with Social Security Tribunal procedures than with those of 

the Tax Court.  

Budget 2026 should:  

• Include funding to transfer responsibility for assessing disability eligibility for 

federal benefits from the CRA to Service Canada.  

 

• Fund the transfer of disability determination appeals to the SST rather than the Tax 

Court of Canada. 

2. Make the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) work for low-income 
people 

 

People living in deep poverty with complex needs increasingly rely on the CRA to deliver 

government benefits, such as the Canada Child Benefit (CCB), Guaranteed Income 

Supplement (GIS), and the DTC. They also rely on the CRA for fair and compassionate 

treatment when they owe money to government. If the CRA is being asked to play this 

role, it must be equipped to serve the people who depend on it. 

Right now, it is falling far short on supporting vulnerable individuals on low income. The 

CRA remains primarily a tax administration and enforcement agency, with limited 

institutional expertise in disability and the needs of people living in poverty. Its contact 

centres have documented problems with automated service, long delays and inaccurate 

information12. Applicants can struggle to understand why the CRA denied a benefit, what 
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information they need to provide, or how to resolve a dispute. For people with complex 

needs, these barriers can prevent access to benefits they are entitled to and leave costly 

court action as the only meaningful avenue for redress. 

The federal government’s recent efforts to improve CRA service are welcome, but 

reallocating staff and expanding digital services will not address the needs of people who 

require individualized support to navigate complex benefit systems. 

Budget 2026 should: 

• Fund a meaningfully resourced and well-trained CRA navigator program to assist 

vulnerable applicants with DTC, CDB, CCB and related benefit access and 

emergency pandemic benefit debt relief. 

 

• Require clear, individualized decision letters that specify reasons for ineligibility 

and required documentation, reducing unnecessary Court applications. 

3. Wind Down CERB and CRB Debt Recovery Against Low-
Income and Exploited People 

 

The federal government’s recovery of Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) and 

Canada Recovery Benefit (CRB) overpayments continues to place a disproportionate 

burden on people with low incomes and complex needs. The emergency pandemic benefit 

system relied on rapid, low-barrier access, with eligibility checks often taking place after 

payments were made. Nearly two-thirds of CERB recipients earned less than $50,000 

before the pandemic13. Six years later, the CRA continues its recovery efforts, 

disproportionately affecting low-income individuals who face significant barriers to proving 

eligibility, challenging CRA decisions, or communicating their hardship. 

 

The recovery process threatens to push low-income people deeper into poverty. Those 

who received pandemic benefits in good faith, especially people receiving social 

assistance, have no savings or income to repay a large debt without going without food, 

housing or other essentials. The CRA has also seized tax refunds and other government 

benefits to recover these debts, further cutting the income that vulnerable people depend 

on. Additionally, its demands for contracts, invoices, business numbers and bank records 

also ignore how precarious work actually operates. Housekeepers, personal support 

workers, babysitters, tutors, artists and other low-wage workers often worked for cash, 

without formal contracts or invoices, and spent that income quickly on household 

necessities. The CRA should not treat the absence of a paper trail as proof that a low-

income worker failed to qualify for pandemic support. 

The CRA has also treated income inconsistently, accepting cash income for tax purposes 

but later rejecting it when assessing CERB eligibility. This fails to reflect how many low-

income workers earned and reported income during the pandemic. 
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In some cases, people are being held responsible for pandemic benefit debts they did not 

cause, control, or benefit from. Family members, caregivers or acquaintances sometimes 

applied for CERB or CRB in the names of people with disabilities and diverted the money 

for themselves. Yet the CRA still demand repayment from these vulnerable persons whose 

name appears on the application, even when they never received or benefited from the 

money. 

Vulnerable individuals seeking debt relief face a process that is opaque and difficult to 

navigate. The CRA does not provide a clear pathway for victims of financial abuse to 

request a write-off or remission, and it can require formal evidence that victims cannot 

reasonably obtain. CRA decision letters may not clearly explain why someone is ineligible 

or what evidence they need, while contact-centre wait times can exceed three hours.  

These barriers are particularly difficult for people who need help gathering evidence, 

explaining their circumstances, or safely reporting financial abuse. For people who cannot 

resolve their case with the CRA, the remaining option may be judicial review in Federal 

Court. As the CRA continues collection while a person seeks debt relief, including by 

offsetting tax refunds, it can cause serious hardship before the CRA decides whether the 

person qualifies for remission or a write-off. 

The recovery process is also fiscally wasteful. Recovering a disputed $2,000 pandemic 

benefit can cost $4,000–$20,000, while complex cases can cost $100,000–$330,000 or 

more14. The government often spends far more pursuing a debt than it recovers. The 

CRA’s recovery attempts against vulnerable individuals stand in stark contrast to the 

CRA’s decision to deem $15.5 billion in potentially ineligible Canada Emergency Wage 

Subsidy payments ‘not worth the effort’ to recover from corporations15. 

Budget 2026 should end this inequitable and costly approach by ensuring that people who 

cannot afford to repay, or who did not cause or benefit from the debt, have a fair, accessible 

and timely path to debt relief. 

Budget 2026 should: 

• Stop enforcement and end pursuit of low value cases where recovery is unlikely, 

or costs of pursuing repayment exceed returns. 

• Establish a transparent, low-barrier process for CERB/CRB debt remission and 

write-offs that uses plain-language criteria, accepts appropriate and case-specific 

evidence of error, hardship and/or financial abuse, and provides timely decisions 

with written reasons and appeal options.  

• Fund a CRA navigator program, modelled on existing DTC and CCB navigator 

programs, to help vulnerable individuals understand CRA processes, prepare 

documentation, communicate with CRA staff to explain hardship, and safely report 

financial abuse and access debt relief.  

• Immediately suspend all CERB/CRB collection actions, including benefit offsets, 

while a remission or write-off request is under review, and treat full debt 



 

 

www.incomesecurity.org  8 of 13 

 

cancellation as the primary remedy, with repayment arrangements used only as a 

last resort. 

4. Make Employment Insurance (EI) accessible, adequate, and 
fair for all workers, including those in precarious, part-time, 
low-wage, and migrant work 

 
The U.S. tariff shock is yet another reminder of the deep, longstanding gaps in Canada’s 

Employment Insurance (EI) system. While the federal government has introduced 

temporary measures to support workers, too many workers remain excluded, and those 

who qualify often receive too little to cover basic expenses. 

The launch of the EI Board of Appeal, which promises faster and fairer decisions, is a 

positive step. But it only helps workers challenge EI decisions. It does not remove the 

barriers that keep people from accessing EI in the first place, nor does it address 

inadequate benefit levels. 

EI plays a vital role in stabilizing the economy, but the program has not kept pace with 

today’s labour market. Low-income, part-time and precarious workers pay into EI without 

being able to rely on it when they lose work. Temporary measures may provide short-term 

relief, but they do not fix these longstanding gaps. 

Years of evidence and public consultation point to clear solutions. Budget 2026 must make 

permanent structural changes to EI rather than rely on temporary fixes or launch yet 

another review. 

A. Make EI accessible to all workers 

As of June 2026, EI covered only one in three of the unemployed, a historic low16 17. The 

workers excluded are disproportionately women, racialized people, Indigenous workers, 

immigrants, and people with disabilities, who are overrepresented in part-time, temporary, 

and precarious work18. This is particularly unfair given that low-income workers contribute 

a higher proportion of their income to EI due to the regressive structure of the premiums19.  

Budget 2026 should: 

• Extend EI eligibility to all workers by setting a universal threshold of 360 hours or 

12 weeks of work for both regular and special benefits, replacing regional 

thresholds that exclude part-time and precarious workers. 

• Eliminate the “quit/fire” disqualification rules, which disproportionately punish 

women who leave work because of caregiving responsibilities, harassment, or 

unsafe conditions. 

• Extend EI coverage to dependent contractors and app-based workers by 

expanding the program's definition of 'employee.' 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1410001101&pickMembers%5B0%5D=2.2&pickMembers%5B1%5D=3.1&pickMembers%5B2%5D=4.1&cubeTimeFrame.startMonth=02&cubeTimeFrame.startYear=2026&cubeTimeFrame.endMonth=07&cubeTimeFrame.endYear=2026&referencePeriods=20260201%2C20260701
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1410028701&pickMembers%5B0%5D=1.1&pickMembers%5B1%5D=3.1&pickMembers%5B2%5D=4.1&pickMembers%5B3%5D=5.1&cubeTimeFrame.startMonth=03&cubeTimeFrame.startYear=2026&cubeTimeFrame.endMonth=09&cubeTimeFrame.endYear=2026&referencePeriods=20260301%2C20260901
https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/432/HUMA/Brief/BR11240010/br-external/Inter-ProvincialEIWorkingGroup-e.pdf
https://www.policyalternatives.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/publications/Ontario%20Office/2019/06/Towards%20an%20Inclusive%20Economy.pdf
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B. Raise benefit rates to levels people can live on 

Even when workers qualify for EI, the benefit levels don’t provide meaningful support in 

crisis. In 1971, individuals could receive EI benefits equal to 66.7% of their insurable 

salary. Today, workers can only receive benefits equal to a historic low of 55% of their 

insurable salary, up to a maximum of $729 per week, which is then taxed as income. In 

today’s affordability crisis, a part-time minimum-wage worker can barely survive on full 

earnings. Living on 55% of those already low wages is impossible. 

Budget 2026 should:  

• Raise the EI benefit rate to 70% of pre-unemployment earnings, calculated on the 

worker’s 12 best weeks. 

 

• Set a minimum weekly benefit floor of $600, so workers earning low or minimum 

wages receive something they can actually survive on. 

C. Fix the structural exclusion of migrant farmworkers from EI  

Workers in the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program (SAWP) and the Temporary Foreign 

Workers Program (TFWP) face one of the clearest inequities in the EI system. These low-

wage, mostly racialized workers must pay EI premiums but are effectively barred from 

regular, and often special, benefits. Because their work permits are tied to a single 

employer and they must leave Canada immediately after their contracts end, they cannot 

meet the “available for work” and “present in Canada” requirements. 

The Ontario Superior Court recently certified a class action lawsuit alleging that the 

SAWP violates workers’ equality rights under the Charter and unjustly enriches the federal 

government by collecting hundreds of millions in premiums while denying access to 

benefits20. A Quebec court recently certified a class action lawsuit with respect to tied 

work permits that also includes TFWP workers21.  

The government should not wait for a court order to act. In 2026, the SAWP marks six 

decades of racialized workers sustaining Canada’s food system while being denied basic 

labour protections, including income support. 

Budget 2026 should: 

• Extend EI regular and special benefits to SAWP workers during periods of 

unemployment, regardless of whether they are physically present in Canada, by 

removing the residency condition that the program’s design makes impossible to 

meet. Canada should pursue bilateral portability agreements with SAWP-

participating countries, modelled on its existing agreement with the United States 

(EI Regulations s. 55(6))22 to enable this access. 

 

• Ensure SAWP workers can access EI benefits by ending tied employment, so that 

workers can seek new employment and are not forced to leave Canada when work 

ends, the structural conditions that triggers EI ineligibility in the first place.  

https://goldblattpartners.com/news-events/news/post/migrant-farmworker-class-action-certified/
https://canlii.ca/t/k6tbn
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/sor-96-332/section-55.html#:~:text=(6)%20Subject%20to%20subsection%20(,requested%20by%20the%20Commission;%20or
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5. Make substantial investments to ensure income security and 
to advance self-determination of Indigenous Peoples 

 

The federal government must move beyond symbolic commitments and deliver 

investments to reduce ongoing income insecurity among Indigenous peoples. A decade 

after the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Calls to Action, governments have not 

made enough progress, and nearly half of Indigenous people still struggle to meet basic 

needs23. Governments continue to keep most Indigenous funding within federal systems 

rather than providing it directly to communities24. 

 

The 2026 Spring Economic Update launches a $25 billion Canada Strong Fund, but the 

Assembly of First Nations has raised concerns about the lack of targeted funding25. Bill C-

5 and U.S. tariffs risk deepening inequities by weakening free, prior, and informed 

consent26. Indigenous organizations allege that the government “partners” only when 

Canada’s economic and resource-extraction goals are served27.  

 

First Nations, Inuit, and Métis communities have clearly stated what is needed for their 

communities and how programs should be funded and administered. ISAC supports calls 

from the Assembly of First Nations, Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, Métis National Council, Chiefs 

of Ontario, and Native Women’s Association of Canada for substantial, multi-year 

investments in housing, clean water, health, education, economic infrastructure, and 

community independence. 

 

Investments must respond to self-determined priorities, reach communities directly without 

unnecessary bureaucracy, and strengthen self-determination28. Only predictable funding 

will close persistent socioeconomic gaps, reduce poverty, and ensure income security. 
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