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Overview 
The Minister’s Disability Advisory Forum is designed 
to build collaborative relationships with the disability 
community by providing an opportunity for the 
Minister of Community and Social Services to seek 
ideas and input from key disability stakeholders. 

Albertans with disabilities, their families, advocacy 
groups, disability service providers and others are 
invited to participate in the Minister’s Disability 
Advisory Forums based on their knowledge of and 
involvement with specific disability-related 
opportunities and challenges. The Minister’s 
Disability Advisory Forum is not a decision-making 
body; forum discussions help inform government 
planning on disability policy, programs and services. 

The third forum, held virtually on July 6, 2020, 
brought together a group of respected and 
knowledgeable academics with relevant expertise 
on the sustainability of social programs. Participants 
were asked to discuss the sustainability of CSS 
programs, given the province’s current financial 
constraints. Participants were specifically asked to 
share their thoughts and insights on the following 
questions: 

Current State of CSS Programs: 
• What evidence- and/or research-based applied

learnings and insights need to be considered to
address the sustainability challenges facing
CSS financial and disability support programs?

• What ideas or insights could be applied in the
longer term to address some of the fiscal
sustainability challenges?

Future State of CSS Programs: 
• What’s your vision – or aspects of it – of

financial and disability support programs for
vulnerable Albertans in the next decade?

Challenges and Opportunities 
for Program Sustainability 
Smart Investment in Early Intervention   
Participants emphasized the need for smart 
investments in early intervention, as it is proven to 
be more cost-effective in the long term. Examples 
included: 
• Supports for parents – stable households are

linked to program sustainability (having children
at home is not only more cost-effective but also
better for society as a whole).

• Employment for parents of children with
disabilities – recognize challenges to remain
employed and provide the right supports.

• Reductions to early intervention programs can
result in more children with disabilities being
segregated.

System Integration    
Participants also noted the importance of 
coordinated supports and services to ensure 
program efficiency and provide for long-term 
sustainability. Examples included: 
• Individuals and families caring for a person with

a severe disability need a designated
caseworker dedicated to helping them negotiate
the complexity of what is today a fragmented
array of programs and services.

• Fragmentation of the social service system has
led to extraordinary complexity, and the drive for
inclusion has led to a blurring of eligibility. The
Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped
(AISH) program, for example, was introduced to
support families who opted to care for a
child/adult with a severe disability, but is now
overlapping with employability programs.
Evaluating the original program mandates to
ensure they still reflect current practices is key
to ensuring program sustainability.



• Consider merging service delivery services by
function instead of by program – like a basic
income, regardless of the program.

• One big challenge is information-sharing
between systems. Can we imagine a more
streamlined way forward?

• Community-based delivery of services as a
one-stop shop versus delivery by ministry can
be administratively less onerous, able to meet
unique needs on a regional basis and more cost
effective thanks to the ability to shift unspent
funds to priority areas.

• Integration is also critical for program
sustainability, not only across programs and
services provided by different ministries but also
across the lifespan of Albertans. Smoother
program transitions across an individual’s
lifespan are linked to better program outcomes
and ultimately program sustainability.

• Streamline processes of transitioning youth to
adult services – this remains a challenge.

• Program sustainability may need to be
considered in the broader context of system
levers: how can these insights and ideas come
together without having to recreate the entire
system? May also need to consider the roles
and powers of municipalities.

• Integration is not only about structural changes,
but also about funding approaches. For
example, future funding under the Family and
Community Support Services program could
require agencies to demonstrate they are
collaborating with others in order to be eligible.

Civil Society and Innovation 
Another area participants focused on was potential 
avenues to increase program sustainability through 
social innovation, particularly related to civil society 
organizations. Examples included: 
• Virtual care could be a viable and innovative

option to provide access to services in a more
inclusive and cost-effective way.

• Mobilizing the non-profit sector in Alberta, which
contributes more than $9 billion in revenues to
Alberta’s economy.  Government could retain
decision-making and turn over resources to
community – this would foster community
capacity and resilience.

• How do we create employment opportunities for
all and avoid over-reliance on financial
assistance programs such as AISH?

The Poverty Interface    
While exploring challenges and opportunities for 
program sustainability, participants highlighted the 
critical nature of social programs and poverty: 
• There are critical links among education, justice

and health data. New Zealand’s
well-being model reflects the reality that social
and economic policies are separate but their
effects are intertwined.

• How do we assess poverty? When individuals
don’t have sufficient funds to meet their basic
needs, they spend their time and energy looking
for solutions.

• There is a difference between poverty reduction
and full participation in society. Poverty
benchmarks do not capture some of the extra
expenditures that people with disabilities need to
incur.

• Current earned income exemptions in the
income support program are punitive
(disincentives) in securing employment.

• Beyond income exemptions, there is a need to
shift the provision of supports to the beginning of
the client journey, as early supports are more
likely to enable autonomy and independence
instead of delivering supports targeted to a
crisis.

• Functional needs assessments can be very
helpful, especially when they include both the
individual’s needs and strengths, to identify
employment opportunities. Rather than
gathering information about what an individual
can or can’t do, the focus should be on how an
individual needs to be supported to work and in
what ways interdependence may be fostered.

Indigenous Dimension    
Participants also explored the Indigenous dimension 
in regards to the sustainability of social programs. 
Examples included: 
• There is a focus in social programs on

individuals achieving self-reliance through
training and employment supports – the missing
piece is a job creation strategy.

• There are significant challenges to creating jobs
on reserves as people often choose to either live
on and/or off reserve according to their
circumstances. There are also seasonal
variables at play, given the remote conditions
and challenging road access during winter.

• Some services for people with disabilities
provided by CSS programs are not offered to
those living on reserve. There is a need for
greater access to these services in First Nations
communities, as well as increased cultural
understanding.

• A potential avenue is for CSS to collaborate with
Indigenous leaders and the federal government
to bring those services to First Nations
communities.

Civil society has a key role in moving forward 
with proven and demonstrated innovations, 

such as inclusive post-secondary education and 
supporting individuals as part of inclusive 

employment environments. 



 

Vision for a Sustainable Future 
State 
Outcomes 
Participants were asked to reflect on the outcomes 
that need to guide sustainable social programs in 
the next decade. These were some of the highlights: 
• Support people to be healthy and independent

in their homes and communities.
• Both interdependence and independence are

equally important. It is also about participation in
other ways – some may not be able to have
employment but can have full participation in the
community.

• Participation in society is a key outcome for
social programs.

Programs 
Participants offered their insights on programs and 
services that will help vulnerable Albertans achieve 
these outcomes: 
• Evidence-based program simplification and

system integration delivered through targeted
interventions.

• Strategic approach to CSS overall investment
portfolio – more matching funds with
municipalities and strategies to reduce
fragmentation of the non-profit sector.

• Income thresholds (eligibility criteria) need to be
assessed. This is a sensitive topic. While a
change to eligibility criteria may lead to smaller
caseloads, the effects of this change would be
felt elsewhere (e.g. health system).

• Need to make it easier for families to care for
their kids – more supports are needed for these
families (e.g. child care, respite).

• It is not about each program but the overall
approach: common assessment and intake
process (international classification of function)
and shifting eligibility criteria to functional needs
assessment (instead of heavily based on
medical diagnosis).

Roles 
The last questions posed to participants addressed 
the different roles within the social services system. 
What might the role of government be in supporting 
vulnerable Albertans in the future? Civil society? 

Non-profit sector? For-profit sector? These were 
some of the highlights from the discussion: 
• Caseworkers are the primary interface with

clients and the community sector. Ideally, there
will be welcoming and receptive communities
across Alberta supported by civil society
community partners.

• There is an extensive amount of collaboration
within communities and coordination and
collaboration in the non-profit sector is already
present.

• Civil society would have an innovator role and
needs a larger role as social enterprises fully
engaged with vulnerable Albertans.

• The government needs to articulate a shared
vision, common values and a cohesive plan for
quality, integrated programs in collaboration with
individuals, families, community disability
service providers and other stakeholders (e.g.
employers, educators, entrepreneurs) to achieve
the full citizenship of individuals with disabilities.

• Government also has a key role as the last
safety net for vulnerable Albertans when facing
acute crisis.

Appendix 
List of Participants (in alphabetical order) 
• Rhonda Breitkreuz, U of A
• Kelly Dowdell, Momentum
• Arnold Fox, Blood Tribe
• Perry Kincaid, former GOA ADM
• Richard Lewanczuk, U of A
• Audrey McFarland, CanFASD Research

Network
• Jack Mintz, Premier’s Economic Recovery

Council
• Jacqueline Pei, U of A
• Dick Sobsey, retired professor, U of A
• Nilima Sonpal-Valias, ACDS and U of C
• Alina Turner, U of C and Turner Strategies
• Bruce Uditsky, Inclusion Alberta and U of C
• Lonnie Zwaigenbaum, U of A
• Jennifer Zwicker, U of C

Lessons could be learned from BC, which has 
many innovative approaches like the British 
Columbia Aboriginal Network on Disability 

Society, which works to advance disability and 
health priorities for Indigenous people. 




