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Letter to the Minister of Community and Social Services

The Honourable Jason Luan
Minister of Community and Social Services
Legislature Building
10800 97 Avenue NW
Edmonton, AB  T5K 2B6

Dear Minister Luan, 

I am pleased to submit to you the annual report of the Office of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities (OAPD) for 2020-2021. 
Into the third year since the 2018 proclamation of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities Act, I, and the OAPD, continue to 
build on and strengthen the foundations necessary to support efficacy in representing the rights, interests and viewpoints of 
persons with disabilities.

This year has provided much growth for my office – we continued to support Albertans by resolving their concerns, educating 
the public on disability issues and working with your office and government to hear and address feedback from the community. 
Partnerships with Community and Social Services (CSS), other Government of Alberta (GoA) departments and the greater 
disability community has proven integral in hearing and responding to individual and systemic issues experienced by Albertans 
with disabilities. 

Early in my term as Advocate, I had the honour of touring communities around Alberta, reaching out to learn and understand 
the issues and challenges people with disabilities face on a daily basis, and to solicit possible solutions. The people I met with 
appreciated that I listened, and that I came to them rather than waiting for them to come to me. They shared that they felt heard. 
I came away from those discussions knowing that the disability community wants to be part of the solution. 

The OAPD has strived to set a high standard of customer service. We provide space and time for Albertans to share their 
experiences in order to translate this into systemic change. All of our work has been grounded in what we have heard directly 
from Albertans.

Since the inception of the OAPD in late-2018, we served nearly 3,000 Albertans and addressed over 3,100 concerns. This would 
not have been possible without a good and effective team. I appreciate the commitment and hard work of my team in providing 
the best possible service to Albertans. 

The information shared by Albertans and the disability community to the OAPD is valuable, and I hope that the government will 
honour this information by using it to improve programs and services.

This annual report was prepared in accordance with Section 4(1) of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities Act to summarize 
the activities of the Office of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities for the period April 1, 2020, to March 31, 2021. 

Respectfully yours,

[Original signed by] Tony Flores 
Advocate for Persons with Disabilities



Office of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities    |  Annual Report 2020-2021 5

Message from Tony Flores, Advocate for Persons with Disabilities

It has been an honour and a pleasure to serve as Alberta’s first Advocate for Persons with Disabilities. This report marks the 2.5 
year mark into the first full three-year term of the Advocate and the Office of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities (OAPD). 

Over the last year, the learning and growth experienced through this office has been unlike that experienced at any other time in 
my term. A lot of the learning and growth came as a result of changes to the lives of Albertans in the midst of great macro-en-
vironmental forces, including changes to government, the global COVID-19 pandemic, and an economy still in recovery. These 
forces resulted in a year-over-year increase in concerns of 18%, or nearly 1,300 received concerns.

Through the course of 2020-2021, the OAPD chronicled existing and emergent issues for Albertans with disabilities; these 
themes will be identified in this report. In addition to these themes, through engagement with me and the OAPD, other 
opportunities emerged that will serve to enhance supports, services and respect of Albertans with disabilities not only through 
the OAPD, but the greater public service, and more broadly, the province of Alberta. These areas include:

• Transparency and putting Advocate findings into action

• Respect toward and for persons with disabilities

Transparency and putting Advocate findings into action

In its first 30 months of existence, the OAPD heard concerns from over 3,000 Albertans, and engaged with over 400 community 
groups. Using this information, the OAPD provided “What We Heard” reports on the Assured Income for the Severely 
Handicapped (AISH) and Persons with Developmental Disabilities (PDD) programs. The office also commenced research to 
inform government on what we heard related to accessibility in the built environment and the efficacy of supports and services 
for Albertans with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD). 

Making a difference to Albertans with disabilities and the disability system in the province can be strengthened by: 

 - acknowledging the receipt of information and recommendations from the OAPD
 - communicating with the Advocate what action will be taken
 - reporting on progress toward acting upon the information and recommendations

These actions will support the Advocate and the OAPD toward more effectively achieving the Advocate’s mandate, as legislated 
within the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities Act (2018). 

Respect toward Albertans with disabilities

Over the year, the office heard countless times from Albertans with disabilities and the disability community that there is a 
prevailing perception of disrespect toward Albertans with disabilities in the forms of: 

 - passing Albertans from one program to another in search of the correct path toward attaining needed supports and 
services

 - lack of response or untimely response to Albertans when they call into government programs
 - lack of empathy in communication with Albertans with disabilities

This presents an opportunity for public servants across government to not only complete mandatory training to uncover and 
understand pre-existing biases, but to make meaningful contributions toward acting with grace and empathy in supporting 
Albertans with disabilities. This change in behaviour will support a culture shift within the Government of Alberta toward greater 
excellence in serving Albertans, and a societal shift toward empathy and respect for Albertans with disabilities.

Shifts in these two areas will support the government to strengthen its capacity to hear, acknowledge and respond with grace 
to individual and systemic challenges impacting Albertans with disabilities. As a result, I anticipate Albertans with disabilities will 
feel heard, will be part of the solution to individual and systemic issues, and will be recipients of a level of respect accorded their 
non-disabled peers. 
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The OAPD team

Tony Flores, Advocate for Persons with Disabilities 

Tony Flores is Alberta’s first Advocate for Persons with Disabilities. He holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in 
economics and political science with extensive personal and professional experience working with people 
with disabilities, their support networks and stakeholders. 

As the Advocate, Tony meets with and discusses concerns with disability community members, identifies 
issues and makes recommendations to government to address challenges faced by the disability 
community. As a self-advocate who believes strongly in empowering people with disabilities to reach their 
full potential, Tony is proud to be part of a team that focuses on improving quality of life for people with 
disabilities. 

Tony is also an accomplished para-athlete, has extensive experience working with a non-profit 
organization, and has volunteered – both locally and internationally – mentoring and coaching athletes with 
disabilities. 
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Advocate staff
The Office of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities (OAPD) staff spend time 
listening and understanding people’s circumstances in order to help them find 
resolutions to their concerns. They are skilled at navigating programs and services 
for people with disabilities across municipal, provincial and federal programs, also 
extending into community, such as in the social and business sectors. The range of 
concerns, questions and issues shared with the OAPD span all ages and stages, 
genders, backgrounds and socioeconomic factors. The OAPD: 

• supports and empowers individuals with disabilities to be self-advocates

• coaches parents to more strongly advocate for their children’s best interests in 
school and with services

• navigates and walks with individuals and families through systems and program 
processes

• works together with services and agencies to best support Albertans with 
disabilities to meet their needs

• facilitates bringing key people together to find collaborative solutions for 
individuals with complex situations

• brings a systemic lens to engagement with Albertans in order to identify 
opportunities to inform change

OAPD staff have years of frontline service delivery experience in human services, 
education, rehabilitation, program policy areas, and have educational backgrounds 
in social sciences, social work, business administration and education. This diversity 
of experience and education is an asset for the OAPD when working collectively 
to find solutions for Albertans. The team experienced several changes throughout 
the year as a result of various departmental and OAPD changes, reaching full 
complement toward the end of the year. 

Tony Flores

Jen Chappell

Ivy Gracias

Jesse Orjasaeter

Ryan Popplestone Marilyn Konyer
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Feedback from Albertans

“

“ “

“
“

“ “

“
I am so grateful for all the help and support 
we’ve received from you! I do not think this 
outcome would have happened without 
you! 

Thank you so much for listening and letting 
me talk about this. Everyone I talk to tells 
me they can’t talk and they brush me off, 
but you have actually let me talk and you 
listened. 

“ “

IThank you again for all your support and 
resources. It is with those that helped 
create our submissions and played a huge 
part in validating, supporting, adding to it 
that allowed for a complete submission to 
the appeal panel. 

It is people like you that bring hope for 
those like me and make it so that others 
may find the courage to speak out and 
be heard. Not many treat those like me 
as human let alone make me feel that my 
word/feelings matter. 

Thanks again for making me believe there 
is someone out there that cares.

Dear Tony, What an inspirational meeting 
we had today with you!! Thank you for 
agreeing to meet with us and to take our 
concerns forward to the Minister. It was 
so meaningful that you listened to us and 
understood/empathized with our strong 
feelings. 
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Mandate

Mission: Help Albertans with disabilities access available supports and live with dignity and equal opportunities.

Vision: Overcoming adversity, reaching our full potential and living fulfilling lives. 

Values: The OAPD promotes the values of self-advocacy, self-determination, human rights, well-being, social inclusion, 
awareness and education. The OAPD is grounded in the lived experiences of Albertans with disabilities, their families and their 
support networks.

As per Section 3 of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities Act, the role of the Advocate is to represent the rights, interests 
and viewpoints of persons with disabilities, through: 

• identifying and studying issues of concern to people with disabilities

• reviewing programs and policies affecting people with disabilities 

• participating in consultations in which decisions are made about people with disabilities 

• promoting the rights, interests and well-being of people with disabilities through public education

• providing information and advice to the Government in any matter relating to the rights, interests and well-being of people with 
disabilities 

• providing education, as needed, to ensure individuals having difficulty accessing programs and services are aware of 
appropriate resources

The OAPD aligns with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) , whose principles 
“protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by all people with disabilities, 
and to promote respect for their inherent dignity” (UN, “Article 1 – Purpose”) and identifies individuals with disabilities as people 
“with rights, who are capable of claiming those rights and making decisions for their lives based on their free and informed 
consent as well as being active members of society” (UN, “Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities”). Canada is 
a signatory to this international convention and is obligated to uphold and promote the rights and well-being of people with 
disabilities.
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Definition of disability

The OAPD aligns with the concept in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) which 
states disability is caused by environmental and attitudinal barriers in an individual’s environment, which prevent or hinder their 
ability to participate alongside their able-bodied community members. 

The OAPD does not have a fixed definition of “disability”, and instead views it in broad terms and recognizes this may change or 
grow throughout a person’s life span.

The Advocate represents all individuals impacted by disability, including family, caregivers, and service providers. The OAPD also 
aligns with the Alberta Human Rights Commission’s definition of disability, which is inclusive of all self-identified Albertans with 
mental, physical, sensory, and developmental disabilities, as well as invisible disabilities such as brain injury, autism and mental 
illness.

https://albertahumanrights.ab.ca/publications/bulletins_sheets_booklets/sheets/protected_grounds/Pages/mental_or_physical_disabilities.aspx
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Highlights from 2020-2021

Key Partnerships
The Advocate places critical importance on sustained relationships and partnerships with people who have lived experience, 
and community groups who are leading work on the ground. These partnerships include:

• Albertans Advocating for Change Together (AACT)

• Radical Inclusion (through the John Humphrey Centre of Peace and Human Rights)

• Alberta Ability Network (AAN)

• Voice of Albertans with Disabilities (VAD)

Building partnership with other offices and advisories has also been critical in the Advocate’s work. These partnerships 
strengthen and expand the Advocate and OAPD’s ability to serve the disability community. Other partnerships include:

• Alberta Human Rights Commission

• The Alberta Ombudsman

• Community and Social Services Appeals Secretariat

• Office of the Child and Youth Advocate

• Office of the Health and Mental Health Patient Advocate

• Alberta Health Services Patient Relations

• CSS Disability Services and Employment and Financial Services

• Premier’s Council on the Status of Persons with Disabilities (PCSPD)

• Family Support for Children with Disabilities (FSCD) Provincial Parent Advisory Committee (PPAC)
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Reviewing programs and policies

What We Heard: PDD Report (2020)

The OAPD developed a ‘What We Heard’ report regarding the Persons with Developmental Disabilities (PDD) program. This was 
submitted to the Minister of CSS in April 2020. See learnings and recommendations on p.14. 

What We Heard: AISH Report (2019) Follow-up

Following up on the OAPD’s ‘What We Heard: AISH’ report (2019), the Advocate met with Alberta Supports, Income, 
Employment Services Directors in June 2020 to pursue next steps and action on report recommendations, including:

• providing accessible, plain language communication, including revisions to AISH eligibility letter for increased clarity 

• clarification to AISH recipients of the AISH Generalist role (e.g. compared to a caseworker, social worker etc.) 

• access for AISH staff to training opportunities regarding empathy and person-centred communication 

In addition, the Minister of CSS engaged with the Advocate in the AISH and Income Support review.

Providing information and advice to the government 
In addition to CSS, the Advocate brought forward key considerations and concerns in meetings with: 

• Justice and Solicitor General (JSG)

• Seniors and Housing

• Children’s Services

• Alberta Health and Alberta Health Services (AHS)

The Advocate engaged as a member of the Neuroscience, Rehabilitation & Vision COVID-19 Taskforce which provided advice 
to Emergency Coordination Centre (ECC) to ensure appropriateness and relevancy for key messages regarding COVID-19 
response strategies for individuals with disabilities.

The Advocate held regular meetings between AACT, the Minister of CSS, and senior leadership representatives from CSS. The 
Advocate serves as a bridge to provide information and advice from community to government. These meetings have been 
ongoing with AACT on behalf of the Minister – primarily focused on the impact of COVID-19 and other disability related issues.

The Advocate also participated in the Town Hall hosted by the Chief Medical Officer of Health Dr. Deena Hinshaw regarding 
Phase 2B of the COVID-19 vaccination roll-out. This was an opportunity to bring a disability lens to the discussions taking place 
and escalate key concerns being reported from the broader disability community.

The Advocate was approached by the Premier’s Council on the Status of Persons with Disabilities and the Family Support for 
Children with Disabilities Provincial Parent Advisory Committee to report on what the office has heard regarding the impact of 
COVID-19 on primary and secondary education (grades 1-12). A summary report on these key themes contributed to a letter to 
the Minister of Education, co-signed by the Advocate.

Toward the end of the fiscal year, the OAPD was approached by the Barrier-Free Sub Council within Municipal Affairs, and work 
has begun toward reporting key themes on ‘Accessibility in the Built Environment’, which will serve to inform their ongoing work. 
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Participating in consultations
The Advocate formally participated in the following consultations:

• PDD Transformation work

• The Affordable Housing program

• The Police Act

• Facility-Based Continuing Care

The OAPD also engaged in the COVID-19 Recovery Questionnaire created by the Premier’s Council on Charities and Civil 
Society (PCCCS).

The engagement and responses in these consultations were grounded in the perspectives and lived experiences shared with the 
OAPD by people with disabilities and their families.

Identifying and studying issues of concern
The Advocate met with parents regarding concerns around privatization of government operated group homes.

The Advocate continued engagement with the Kids Brain Health Network Navigation Project, working with researchers and 
community members in finding solutions to navigation challenges experienced by individuals with developmental disabilities and 
their families.

The OAPD has also been approached by the Alberta Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) Networks to contribute to their 
understanding of key themes relating to FASD as reported by Albertans.

Response to COVID-19 
The Advocate contributed to the Re-entry Strategy for Persons with Disabilities report created by Alberta Ability Network’s (AAN) 
Re-entry Strategy for Persons with Disabilities Task Force. The Advocate engaged as a member of this task force, including 
contributing toward an environmental scan of best practices in international, federal, provincial and municipal governments. 
From this, four main themes were identified: individuals going out of their homes and staying safe in public, household stress 
and availability of support, transportation needs, and safe and inclusive design. The report was ultimately presented at an event 
for the 13th United Nations Conference of the States Parties for the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities on 
December 3rd 2020. 

The Advocate hosted a virtual Townhall meeting with the Deaf and Hard of Hearing community regarding the impact of 
COVID-19 and key areas of concern.
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Promoting the rights, interests and well-being of persons with disabilities
In order to fulfill the Advocate’s mandate of promoting the rights, interests and well-being of persons with disabilities through 
public education, the Advocate was involved in the following activities:

• In marking International Day for Persons with Disabilities (IDPD) 2020, the Advocate was honoured to speak at the IDPD 
Awards Event on December 3, 2020, and present learnings from what has been shared with OAPD. Key messages included 
the importance of consultation with the disability community. 

• In November 2020, the Advocate was invited to participate in discussions with the Office of the Comptroller General (Treasury 
Board of Canada Secretariat, Government of Canada) toward informing best practices in employing people with disabilities, in 
particular that people with disabilities must have a place in senior leadership roles bringing disability perspectives.

• The Advocate also met with the Vice President of Canadian Western Bank (CWB) on the topic of best practices in employment 
and improving customer service for persons with disabilities.

• The Advocate was honoured to be a panel participant for the ‘Fit Cities, Fit Towns’ Canada Conference hosted by the Housing 
for Health Project (a collaboration between University of Alberta and community organizations). In responding to the panel’s 
question on how to best ensure people with disabilities are included in a space or built environment, the Advocate emphasized 
the importance of consultation with people who have lived experience, as well as promoting the work toward provincial 
accessibility legislation. 

• The Advocate was recognized by the Golden Key International Society, MacEwan University Chapter, which led to the 
Advocate engaging students from a range of programs regarding the importance of their future leadership contributions on the 
inclusion of people with disabilities in the workforce.
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What We Heard: Persons with Developmental  
Disabilities (PDD) Report

In April 2020, the Advocate submitted their What We Heard: 
PDD Report to the Minister of CSS. Overall, the report 
emphasizes the challenges experienced by people with 
developmental disabilities toward leading a self-determined 
life. Themes noted in the report included:

• concerns regarding abuse of individuals with developmental 
disabilities and the abuse reporting process 

• challenges for individuals with complex needs in accessing 
appropriate levels of supports relative to the person’s 
unique set of goals and needs 

• concerns with the provision of Home Living, Employment 
and Community Access Supports through PDD, including 
concerns with the current ‘critical and urgent criteria’

• families indicated how much they value Family Managed 
Supports (FMS) because of the empowerment, flexibility, 
and potential for robust and inclusive outcomes this service 
option provides

• (despite this, families share that FMS is not always 
encouraged or provided as an option)

• concerns with a lack of responsiveness and collaboration 
from the PDD program during planning stages

• challenges for Albertans or their family members who are 
not eligible for PDD but require supports to meet their 
individual goals and become included in the community

• concerns regarding access to supports for people with 
Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD)

• Challenges regarding people with developmental disabilities 
living on First Nation reserves

• Concerns from individuals with developmental disabilities 
and their family members with the practices of their PDD-
funded service providers

It is significant to note that the recommendation 
for the creation of the Office of the Advocate for 
Persons with Disabilities is rooted in the 2016 PDD 
Safety Standards Consultation.

The Advocate presented to the PDD Transformation 
Steering Committee in November 2020 with the 
goal of highlighting the lived experience of people 
who receive PDD, as well as those who have a 
developmental disability but who are not eligible for 
PDD.

In May 2021, the Alberta Government announced 
support for the expansion of Family Resource 
Centres across Alberta.

Toward supporting the important work of the 
Alberta FASD Networks, The Advocate has begun 
engagement regarding what has been heard by the 
OAPD regarding FASD.
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Evaluation: Effectiveness of the Advocate for Persons with 
Disabilities Act

During the Fall of 2020, in accordance with Section 6(1) of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities Act, a formal evaluation of 
the effectiveness of the Act was conducted by a separate, impartial evaluation team. The findings concluded the Advocate for 
Persons with Disabilities Act was effective, but could be strengthened allowing the Advocate more opportunity to affect change 
and compel government leaders to act further in the best interests of Albertans with disabilities. 

The evaluation also found OAPD has made gains in connecting with many people in the disability community, including 
individuals with disabilities, families, and other stakeholders, but more work needs to be done. Attention to enhancing supports 
in rural communities may be needed, as urban centres have many supports for people with disabilities. This would coincide with 
further awareness raising of the OAPD and how it supports Albertans. 

The Two-Year Evaluation was presented in the Legislative Assembly on November 3, 2020. The Assistant Deputy Minister and 
the Advocate presented to The Standing Committee on Families and Communities on January 15, 2021. Although the Advocate 
recommended for a further evaluation in two years’ time, the Standing Committee ultimately did not pass this resolution.

Following the review of evaluation findings, the OAPD has created a short and long-term plan that targets key areas identified by 
the evaluation: 

• increase the Advocate’s ability to affect change

• explore OAPD staffing resources to enable the office to better fulfill its mandate

• raise awareness of the OAPD within the GoA and external disability community

• examine the development of online options for individuals to engage with OAPD

• enhance access to OAPD services
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Who is contacting the OAPD?

In 2020-2021, the OAPD heard from 893 unique individuals 
who, by connecting with the office, generated 1,265 concern, 
education and informing change cases. This is an 18% 
increase in the amount of cases from the previous year. 

The larger cohort of people contacting OAPD are individuals 
with disabilities calling on their own behalf (49.3%). This is an 
increase from the previous year (40.8%), and continues to 
represent the key perspective that helps to inform the OAPD’s 
understanding of disability issues. 

What is a case?

A case represents a question or concern that has 
been brought forward to the OAPD.

Individual with 
Disabilities

(49%)

Caregiver
(9%)

Agency
4%

Albertan
(20%)

Parent
(14%)

GoA
3%

MLA
1%

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Individual
concern 

Informing
change

Education

TYPE OF CONTACT % TYPE OF CONTACT %

Of the 1,265 cases, 1,016 were for individual concern 
resolution, 29 were education requests and 220 related 
to informing change. Over time, individuals may have 
multiple ‘cases’ with the OAPD. This breakdown is similar 
to reporting in past years. These represent the three core 
functions of our office as outlined in the Advocate for 
Persons with Disabilities Act.
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From April 2020 to March 2021, the amount of cases per 
week trended gradually upwards, with an overall average of 
24.2 cases per week.

People contacting the OAPD are from across Alberta, with 
about 65% of contacts from either Edmonton or Calgary. 
In the breakdown of regions below, Chart A outlines the 
geographical regions of Alberta, and Chart B is organized to 
align with the ‘North’ and ‘South’ Zones used by the Ministry 
of Community and Social Services. 

TOTAL CASES PER WEEK 2020/2021
AVERAGE CASES PER WEEK: 24.2

CHART A: GEOGRAPHICAL REGIONS (%))

CHART B: CSS REGIONS (%)

Calgary
(25%)

Central
(9%)

Other/Unknown
(14%)

Edmonton
(40%)

North Central
(3%)

North East
(1%)

North West
(3%)

South
(5%)

Other/Unknown
(14%)

North
(47%)

South
(39%)
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In 2020-2021, Albertans reached out to OAPD by phone 
(66%) and email (34%). Prior to COVID-19, in-person 
appointments also took place, and these will continue to be 
an option once it is safe to do so. The OAPD can connect 
with Albertans in the best way that fits their needs, including 
by video, with sign language interpretation, and/or by 
text-based webchat.

METHOD OF CONTACT (%)

Phone 
(66%)

Email 
(34%)
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How does OAPD engage with Albertans?

Facilitation
• Bringing people together to discuss the issue and explore possible solutions (e.g. bringing people together to the table).

• Informally mediating between the individual and a third party.

Navigation
• Assisting individuals to find their way to the appropriate services, programs and/or resources to meet their expressed needs.

• Supporting to clarify next steps for dispute resolution and appeal processes.

• Providing guidance and brainstorming in order to work toward potential solutions.

Information
• Researching information to provide to the individual with the aim of moving forward with next steps.

Referral
• Connecting the person to an appropriate agency, person or resource (and offering follow-up as needed to ensure connection 

is successful).

When an Albertan reaches out to the OAPD, they are put in contact with an Advocate Representative who supports the 
individual with their concern. The support provided can look differently depending on the nature of the concern and may include:

Regardless of the ‘type’ of support provided, Advocate Representatives strive to: 

The OAPD works with individuals using a person-centered approach, recognizing the diversity of persons with disabilities. The 
OAPD team also realizes the potential complexity of each individual’s situation and are aware that trauma, poverty and disability 
intersect for many Albertans. During engagement with Albertans, the OAPD puts an emphasis on the individual’s self-determina-
tion and building opportunities for self-advocacy

Listen with empathy to validate 
and acknowledge the person’s 
lived experience.

Bring forward systemic issues 
to the Advocate in order to 
inform change.

Track what is being learned 
from the call/email in order to 
honour experiences shared by 
the Albertan.



Office of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities    |  Annual Report 2020-2021 21

How does OAPD assist with systemic concerns?

Systemic issues are identified by their re-occurrence and/or by the impact of the issue. The Advocate takes all of these seriously 
and determines the best way to communicate these issues to leadership in government. Often, this is done by creating a bridge 
for individuals and organizations to have their concerns, thoughts, and ideas heard by the Government of Alberta. 

The Advocate and OAPD staff collect data on systemic issues through each interaction with the office. This is done by 
categorizing issues and concerns, including by Ministry, program, community and disability-type and tracking this information 
in our database. Each concern is also connected to the most appropriate and relevant Article and ‘issue’ in the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). The work of ‘Informing Systemic Change’ is grounded in the 
Articles of the UNCRPD whose principles protect and promote “the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental 
freedoms by all persons with disabilities”.

Once a systemic concern is identified and analyzed, the Advocate brings this forward in different ways. The Advocate regularly 
provides reports to CSS leadership including the Minister, Deputy Minister and Assistant Deputy Minister. This provides the 
OAPD with an opportunity to communicate directly with ministry leadership about specific challenges and concerns raised by 
Albertans. 

In acting as a bridge between the community and the government, the Advocate facilitates or hosts meetings between 
individuals or groups and the Minister and/or senior leadership to directly communicate issues/concerns and explore possible 
solutions. This approach also helps build working relationships between the disability community and the government.

The Advocate also brings identified systemic concerns to formal program reviews and consultations (examples from this past 
year include participation in the Affordable Housing Review, review of the Police Act, review of Facility-Based Continuing Care, 
and consultation on PDD Transformation work).

In addition, the Advocate also engages in educational opportunities, providing presentations and facilitating discussions, in order 
to raise awareness and inform change. 
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United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (UNCRPD): Key Themes Heard by the OAPD in 
2020-2021

The OAPD logs individual concerns according to the Articles of the UNCRPD as a method to theme systemic issues impacting 
Albertans with Disabilities. The following section outlines key issues for each of the top 10 UNCRPD Articles linked to OAPD 
cases, as well as select case studies providing additional detail on the impact of the top five UNCRPD Articles listed:

UNCRPD Articles Count

Adequate standard of living and social protection (Article 28) 501

Living independently and being included in the community (Article 19) 182

Awareness raising (Article 8) 154

Health (Article 25) 134

Accessibility (Article 9) 104

Freedom from exploitation, violence and abuse (Article 16) 73

Situations of risk and humanitarian emergencies (Article 11) 64

Work and employment (Article 27) 58

Education (Article 24) 57

Children with disabilities (Article 7) 50

Article 28: Adequate standard of living and social protection

Adequate source of income

• Individuals shared their concern that the financial support available to AISH recipients is below the national poverty line as 
defined by Statistics Canada.

Changes to AISH

• Individuals receiving AISH expressed concerns about the change to the AISH payment date that took effect on April 1, 2020. 
Individuals shared the stress they experienced due to being charged late payment and Non-Sufficient Funds (NSF) penalty 
fees. Individuals also shared experiences of a lack of understanding by landlords who were unwilling to negotiate a change in 
payment terms. 

• Albertans expressed concerns with the discussion of a review of the AISH program, and what affects that may have on 
Albertans with severe disabilities.

• Relative to the change in payment date and concerns about the impact of an AISH program review, Albertans expressed the 
need to have peace of mind about where their income is coming from and whether it will cover basic needs. 
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Access to Benefits

• For individuals receiving Income Support, challenges were shared regarding accessing and maintaining additional supports 
and benefits, including access to:

 - Transportation benefit
 - Additional Shelter benefit 
 - Handicap benefit
 - Emergency Needs Allowance

The OAPD noted an increase in the frequency of concerns related to the removal of one of the above benefits after the individual 
had been receiving it for an extended period of time. 

• For individuals receiving AISH and Income Support, challenges were shared regarding the obtainment and payment of 
requested medical documentation. 

Challenges to eligibility and appeal process

• Individuals receiving Income Support reached out for guidance 
after being told by the program that they needed to apply for AISH, 
but faced a lack of supports to assist with the application process. 
After applying and being found ineligible for AISH, these individuals 
continue to experience ongoing, long-term health conditions or 
disabilities that prevent them from earning an employment income. 
These individuals have shared the challenges they experience 
in sustaining an adequate income through the Income Support 
program, while in the meantime being deemed ineligible for AISH.

• Individuals have expressed challenges in preparing for AISH 
appeals and navigating the appeal process. Concerns expressed 
include:

 - Confusion upon receiving an AISH decision letter regarding 
the need to appeal in 30 days versus the option of providing 
additional documentation within 12 months.

 - A lack of access to information from Part B (Medical Report) of an individual’s AISH application, making it difficult to fully 
understand the reason for a denial and/or if an appeal is necessary.

The Advocate had a meeting with the Alberta 
Supports and Income and Employment 
Services Directors (ASIES) in order to 
follow-up on findings and considerations 
from the OAPD’s ‘What We Heard: AISH’ 2019 
report

The Advocate participated in the Affordable 
Housing program review, sharing key themes 
reported to the OAPD by Albertans.
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Case Study 1 - Article 28: Adequate standard of living and social protection
An Albertan with multiple health conditions and mental illness was staying in a short-term women’s shelter after 
fleeing abuse. The individual had reached the maximum she could stay at the shelter and did not have a plan in 
place for accessing further housing. 

An Advocate Representative (AR) facilitated communication between the individual and an Alberta Works 
supervisor to clarify access to financial supports. The AR informally mediated and supported the person to access 
emergency housing. The AR also provided navigational support for long-term housing. 

Afterwards, the AR continued to work with the individual toward accessing next steps for longer-term housing and 
domestic violence assistance. 

Lack of affordable, safe and physically accessible housing

• Individuals with disabilities continue to report ongoing issues with 
obtaining accessible and affordable housing. These issues include:

 - a lack of accessible and affordable housing/units
 - difficulty in accessing rent and rental subsidy programs,
 - housing that is unsafe and rundown (e.g. landlord not addressing 

mould and rodent infestation)
 - housing corporations in Edmonton and Calgary not having an 

inventory of accessible units
 - individuals not being able to afford rent, yet not qualifying for rental supplements

In responding to recommendations from the 
Affordable Housing Review, the Government 
of Alberta announced the creation of the Find 
Housing online tool, a one-stop webpage for 
finding affordable and accessible housing 
(August 2021). https://findhousing.alberta.ca/ 

https://findhousing.alberta.ca/ 
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Article 19: Living independently and being included in the community

Family Supports for Children with Disabilities (FSCD)

• The FSCD program works in partnership with eligible families of children with disabilities to help parents with supports and 
services to raise their child and promote their healthy development. The program reimburses families for approved services 
(e.g. in-home respite, occupational therapy). In the 2020-2021 year, families reported challenges with:

 - long wait times for accessing assessments and a diagnosis in order to receive FSCD services
 - challenges accessing appropriate equipment for children with disabilities 
 - delays in getting agreements for services in place
 - intimidating and stressful experiences while attending Multi-Disciplinary Team (MDT) reviews for specialized services

 Persons with Developmental Disabilities (PDD)

• The PDD program helps eligible adults plan, coordinate and 
access services to live as independently as they can in their 
community. 

• Concerns were shared regarding individuals who are eligible 
for PDD yet not accessing supports that would enable them to 
participate in their community or achieve greater independence, 
as their needs were not determined by the program to be critical 
and urgent. 

The OAPD developed the ‘What We Heard: PDD’ 
report and delivered it to the CSS Minister. This 
led to follow-up meetings between the Advocate 
and senior leadership regarding considerations 
and next steps. See details on p. 14.

Advocate Representatives continue 
to support individuals and families in 
understanding their rights in regards to PDD’s 
critical and urgent criteria, including their 
right to appeal.

Case Study 2 - Article 19: Living independently and being included in the community 
A family contacted OAPD about their child with developmental disabilities who had been admitted to hospital 
under the Mental Health Act and was being discharged from the hospital. The parents were concerned that they 
could not provide a safe environment at home due to the child’s behavioural challenges and that their current 
supports through FSCD were not adequate to meet these challenges. The parents felt pressure to consider giving 
up guardianship of their child in order to access appropriate supports, despite the fact they were a committed and 
caring family.

OAPD collaborated with others to support the family through the transition from hospital to home, and helped to 
facilitate case conference meetings between FSCD, Children’s Services, AHS and community supports in order to 
open up communication and work toward actions and solutions.

Ultimately, OAPD collaborated toward finding a creative solution where there was not a clear path or direction. 
Systemic concerns were identified in this case and others, which speak to the need for intentional collaboration 
across programs and ministries.
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Complex needs

• Families of children and youth with complex disabilities 
(often cognitive disability, mental illness and/or Fetal Alcohol 
Spectrum Disorder [FASD]) shared their experience of 
navigating multiple programs and services in attempting to 
find solutions for complex concerns. The common challenge 
that arises is the lack of clarity around which program or Ministry is 
most appropriate to be providing supports. Cross-program support in 
these situations often involve programs such as PDD, FSCD, Children’s Services, Alberta Health Services (AHS) and other 
community services. 

• Due to the complex, unique needs of the individual in these situations, families and individuals shared their frustration at 
being passed off and bounced around between agencies and services.

• Individuals and families shared their concern about a lack of transition planning for youth receiving FSCD or Children’s 
Services and approaching the age of 18, leading to concerns when the individual is found ineligible for PDD and it is 
unclear how the individual will receive supports.

The OAPD often facilitates meetings to bring 
the individual, family and all programs involved 
‘to the table’ in order to work towards a 
collaborative solution.
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Article 8: Awareness raising

Need for consultation

• The disability community emphasized the need for “nothing 
about us without us” regarding decisions that impact their 
lives. Albertans with disabilities continued to cite examples of 
experiencing a lack of consultation, including:

 - privatization of government-run FSCD and PDD facilities
 - change of the AISH payment date
 - announcement of the AISH program review
 - implementation of PDD critical and urgent criteria
 -

• Families shared their concern about the quality of consultation for the review of the FSCD program, expressing concern about 
the limitations of the online survey provided. Following this survey, the Minister of CSS also held virtual engagement sessions, 
which allowed for more in-depth discussion with families receiving FSCD. 

Respectful and Empathetic Communication

• Albertans continued to share experiences of feeling disrespected or de-valued during interactions with program caseworkers, 
service providers, neighbours, and sometimes people close to them such as caregivers and family members. This is a 
theme that has been reported in the past by the Advocate and speaks to the need for awareness raising at a societal level. 
Our previous Annual Report (2019-2020), in speaking to the pieces required to ensure genuine inclusion, noted that “a key 
element…is the presence of respectful and empathic societal attitudes” (p. 16). 

The Advocate facilitated communication to the 
Minister of CSS from families who experienced a 
lack of consultation in regards to the proposed 
privatization of FSCD and PDD group homes. 
Ultimately, the move to privatize did not proceed. 

Case Study 3 - Article 8: Awareness raising
An Albertan with physical and learning disabilities had been reported to RCMP by a neighbour for an undisclosed 
concern. The RCMP entered the individual’s home by force where an exchange took place that led to an officer 
labelling him with a derogatory term toward people with disabilities, as well as threatening to admit him to a 
medical institution. 

At the time of reaching out to OAPD, the individual was facing challenges navigating the RCMP complaint process. 
Due to the earlier incident, he was temporarily living in a hotel and looking for a place to live. An Advocate 
Representative clarified next steps in submitting a complaint about the incident, and provided housing resources 
for follow-up.

This case and others helped to inform the Advocate during his participation in the review of the Police Act.
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Article 25: Health

Access to health needs

• Albertans experienced challenges in accessing and navigating 
services through Self-Managed Care, Home Care, and 
Continuing Care through AHS.

Concern resolution

• Albertans with disabilities shared their challenges in navigating 
dispute resolution processes within the health system.

The OAPD participated in the program review 
for Facility-Based Continuing Care (Ministry of 
Health). 

The Advocate also continued regular meetings 
with AHS Patient Relations in order to share key 
feedback from Albertans and encourage further 
collaboration. 

Case Study 4 - Article 25: Health
An individual with physical disabilities reported the challenges they have faced while receiving supports through 
Self-Managed Care. They have been found eligible for around 50 hours of care per week, but can only find staff 
willing to take on full-time work, leading him to hire only one staff. This has led to agency staff experiencing 
burnout, and the individual relying on family members when he is not receiving the amount of care he’s eligible for 
in a given week.

The individual also reports that the annual reassessment requirement has not taken into account the chronic 
nature of his disability. The reassessment requires the individual to justify their existing supports, despite knowing 
that the condition is permanent. He has experienced this assessment process to be undignified (for example, 
assessing precisely how many minutes it takes him to use the toilet). 

An Advocate Representative (AR) took time to understand the personal and systemic elements of his concern. The 
AR facilitated a meeting with the Case Manager and discussed the situation. Navigation support was provided to 
the individual to clarify next steps, including option to request a re-assessment of needs specific to an area he 
finds challenging, and options to escalate concern.
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Article 9: Accessibility

Accessibility in the built environment

• Individuals shared multiple instances of physical accessibility 
challenges, including with:

 - condominiums, and subsequent challenges in dispute with 
condo boards

 - health settings
 - lack of infrastructure such as a ramp or elevator in public 

buildings

Access to information

• Albertans shared concerns regarding accessible 
communication and access to information, including:

 - difficulty for deaf and hard of hearing individuals accessing communication strategies with health services, and concerns 
regarding consistent access to Video Relay Services (VRS)/Video Relay Interpretation (VRI)

 - concerns regarding some people receiving AISH not being allowed to communicate with their worker by email

The Advocate engaged with the Alberta Ability 
Network’s Human Rights Table regarding work 
toward developing a provincial legislation 
parallel to the Canada Accessibility Act.

The Advocate began discussions with the 
Barrier-Free Sub-Council (Municipal Affairs) 
regarding strengthening provincial policy related 
to accessibility in the built environment.

Case Study 5 - Article 9: Accessibility
A parent reached out to OAPD whose child has a physical disability and uses a wheelchair. Their family lives in a 
condominium and their child requires use of the elevator for independent mobility. They are concerned that the 
condo board has installed decorative items that block the pathway that leads to the muster point in the case of an 
emergency. When the family has brought this forward to the condo board they have been told to use the volunteer 
warden system that has been put in place, but following later false-alarm evacuations the family expressed 
concerns that the warden system was not working.

An Advocate Representative (AR) consulted with Barrier-Free Policy staff in Municipal Affairs and outlined next 
steps for family to take in raising their concern. The AR also brainstormed with the family and provided a letter 
of support that could be shared with the condo board, outlining their duty to accommodate, and offering for the 
condo board to reach out to OAPD as needed.
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Article 16: Freedom from exploitation, violence and abuse 

Abuse reporting

• Individuals with disabilities shared their experiences regarding 
abuse or exploitation that has occurred but were unclear on the 
reporting process and what to do with their concern.

• Some concerns were shared regarding the abuse reporting 
process, where individuals were unclear whether their reports 
of abuse had been properly handled by the Provincial Abuse 
Helpline.

Guardianship/Trusteeship concerns

• Individuals have expressed concerns about the welfare and quality of life of an individual they know who has a private 
guardian, concerns about the quality of guardianship being provided, and/or uncertainty on how to report these concerns.

Advocate Representatives connect Albertans 
to the CSS Provincial Abuse Helpline (and 
Protection for Persons in Care where 
appropriate) when abuse is reported. Advocate 
Representatives will stay on the line with the 
person as needed and follow-up to ensure that 
the situation was successfully reported.

Article 11: Situations of risk and humanitarian emergencies

Impact of COVID-19

• Article 11 of the UNCRPD is an article the OAPD did not use prior to COVID-19. Since the onset of COVID-19 it has become 
clear that all aspects of people’s lives have been affected by the pandemic. The graphic below illustrates what the OAPD 
has heard regarding the wide impact of COVID-19, ranging from increased social isolation for people with developmental 
disabilities, challenges accessing employment and educational opportunities.

Article 27: Work and employment

Accommodations

• Individuals with disabilities shared their experiences regarding a 
lack of accommodation provided by employers.

 Discrimination

• Albertans shared concerns of discrimination by their employer 
on the basis of their disability.

COVID 19

Financial 
Stress

Health Care Social 
Exclusion

Accessibility Education Work

The Advocate had a discussion with the Office of 
the Comptroller General (Government of Canada) 
toward informing best practices in employing 
people with disabilities.

The Advocate also presented to the Vice 
President of Canadian Western Bank (CWB) 
regarding best practices in employment of 
people with disabilities.
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Article 24: Education & Article 7: Children with disabilities

Decreased funding

• Parents expressed concerns regarding the impact of the 
Provincial Budget (released in 2020) on continued access to 
Program Unit Funding (PUF) for supports in pre-school and 
Kindergarten.

• Parents of children with disabilities attending schools with 
the Calgary Board of Education (CBE) shared their concerns 
regarding the impact of decreased funding for their children to 
access school transportation.

Inclusive education

• Parents reached out to the OAPD regarding challenges they 
have experienced in advocating for an inclusive education for 
their child, including challenges and concerns with:

 - communication between parents and schools
 - access to reasonable accommodations at school
 - Individual Program Plans (IPP)
 - the impact of large class sizes on inclusive education

The Advocate engaged in the collaborative 
working group on Education with the Premier’s 
Council on the Status of Persons with Disabilities 
and the Provincial Parent Advisory Committee. 
Engagement by the Advocate strengthened the 
work of the group by providing data grounded 
in information shared directly with OAPD by 
Albertans. 
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Looking forward

With another exceptional year behind the OAPD, it is important to strive toward greater opportunities to strengthen the Advocate 
and the OAPD’s capacity to meet the mandate as prescribed in the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities Act. To achieve this 
goal, the following actions will be undertaken by the Advocate and the OAPD in collaboration with, and support of, the Minister of 
Community and Social Services:

1   Continuous improvement  

Under the leadership of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities and the Manager of the OAPD, several actions will be 
undertaken to support continuous improvement of the functioning of the OAPD. Actions include:

 - improve reporting
 - increase engagement with Albertans
 - staff development
 - expand partnerships with other GoA ministries (e.g. Municipal Affairs, Children’s Services) 
 - improve internal and external communication

2   Taking action on Advocate recommendations

As the Advocate advances information, findings and recommendations to Community and Social Services and other 
departments in the Government of Alberta, a mechanism to ensure information, findings and recommendations are 
acknowledged and actioned will support transparency, accessibility and accountability of the Advocate and the government 
to Albertans. 

3   Strengthen public service to Albertans with Disabilities

Continuous improvement has been a hallmark of the Government of Alberta, with mechanisms such as the Performance 
Management Framework to measure progress toward Ministry, Quality and People Outcomes. A collaborative effort between 
the OAPD and CSS to study and address the impact of current service quality on Albertans with disabilities will help surface 
opportunities to strengthen services to Albertans with disabilities.

A focus on these three areas in 2021-2022 and beyond will strengthen the Advocate and OAPD’s ability to focus on and achieve 
the Advocate’s legislated mandate as articulated in the Act, and set the stage to strengthen capacity to represent the rights, 
interests and viewpoints of Albertans with disabilities.   
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Contact information

Email:
advocate.disability@gov.ab.ca

Website:
alberta.ca/apd

Mailing address:

Suite 1110, 10055 106 Street 
Edmonton, Alberta T5J 2Y2

Phone:
In Alberta call: 1-800-272-8841 
Outside of Alberta call: 1-780-422-1095

MAILTO:advocate.disability@gov.ab.ca
alberta.ca/apd
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