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Letter to the Minister of Community and Social Services

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

Dear Minister Sawhney, 

I am pleased to submit to you the annual report of the Office of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities (OAPD) for 2019-2020. 
This year has provided much growth for my office – we supported Albertans by resolving their concerns, educating the public 
on disability issues and working with your office and Community and Social Services leadership to integrate feedback from the 
community into our daily work. 

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, 2019, to March 31, 2020. 

Respectfully yours,

[Original signed by] Tony Flores 

Advocate for Persons with Disabilities
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Message from Tony Flores, Advocate for Persons with Disabilities

It is my honour to serve as Alberta’s Advocate for Persons with Disabilities since October 2018. This report marks the first full 
fiscal year my office has had the privilege of supporting Albertans. The OAPD assisted nearly 1,000 Albertans this past year with 
pan-disability-related concerns through active listening, navigation, facilitation, referral and collaboratively developing solutions 
with Albertans. We have increased our understanding of systemic issues impacting the lives of Albertans with disabilities and 
submitted advice to the Government of Alberta based on the lived experiences shared with my office. 

While many issues raised this past year were related to Community and Social Services (CSS) programs, more than half of 
the OAPD cases also related to other ministries. This is why we work collaboratively with other ministries – such as Health, 
Education, Labour and Immigration, Advanced Education, Children’s Services, Justice and Solicitor General and Seniors and 
Housing – whose programs impact people with disabilities, and engage with all levels of government including municipalities. 

My office works closely with other advocacy and dispute resolution agencies such as the Office of the Alberta Health Advocates 
and Office of the Child and Youth Advocate, along with the Office of the Human Rights Commissioner, CSS Appeals Secretariat, 
John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights and various community organizations. These partnerships strengthen and 
expand our ability to serve Albertans efficiently and effectively. We also work with the Premier’s Council on the Status of Persons 
with Disabilities and the Family Supports for Children with Disabilities Provincial Parent Advisory Committee to inform each 
other’s work.

I want to thank the community groups, organizations, families, care providers and individuals I met with this past year. I heard 
from Albertans that they appreciate the opportunity to be heard, want to be part of the solution and need to be consulted when 
changes are being made that impact their lives. 

I am concerned that the issues faced by people with disabilities add to the frequency of mental health issues in the disability 
community. However, I sensed strength from everyone I spoke with. People with disabilities, their families and caregivers are 
resilient, creative and resourceful – a community that supports one another and promotes working together is strong and 
resourceful. 

I would like to acknowledge the dedication and commitment of my staff in providing the best possible service to the disability 
community. I look forward to continue working with the disability community this coming year. 
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OAPD team

Who we are

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 an accomplished athlete, has extensive experience working with a non-profit organization and has 
volunteered – both locally and internationally – mentoring and coaching athletes with disabilities.

Advocate team

OAPD staff are skilled at navigating programs and services for people with disabilities, specific to provincial programs, extending 
into other levels of government and community as well. 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 support services and agencies to best support Albertans with disabilities to meet their needs 

• 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.
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Continuous learning
An ongoing goal of the office is to enhance our knowledge to better support Albertans in their concern resolution. This work is 
ongoing and flexible depending on current inquiries and includes joint initiatives with the Office of the Alberta Health Advocates. 
Some examples of training and information sharing that took place in 2019-20 include:

• Indigenous awareness training to enhance understanding of the impact of colonialism and reconciliation in Canada 

• training with the John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights on the United Nations Convention of the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD)

• learning about program policy/appeals for provincial programs such as Income Support, Alberta Health Services Patient 
Relations, Protection for Persons in Care, Children’s Services, Office of the Child and Youth Advocate and the Family Supports 
for Children with Disabilities program

• presentations from community groups such as the Capital Region Housing Corporation and Cerebral Palsy Association

From May to June 2019, an OAPD staff member assisted with the Government of Alberta emergency response to wildfires in 
Northern Alberta. This team member provided care packages and emergency relief to displaced Albertans, learning more about 
considerations for individuals with disabilities during emergency responses. 

In October 2019, OAPD staff attended Empower U: Learn to Access Your Disability Rights at MacEwan University in Edmonton. 
This event allowed OAPD staff to speak with and learn from Albertans in the disability community, and use the UNCRPD in 
day-to-day engagement with Albertans.  
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Mandate

The OAPD moved forward on its mandate under the 
Advocate for Persons with Disabilities Act. The past year has 
been one of growth for the OAPD, as the number of individual 
concerns shared by Albertans continues to rise and the 
complexity increases. The role of the Advocate is to represent 
the rights, interests and viewpoints of people 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 

• delivering public education that promotes the rights, 
interests and well-being of people with disabilities 

• providing information to the government about Albertans 
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 Disabilities1, 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. 

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

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

Values
The OAPD promotes the values of self-advocacy, 
self-determination, human rights, well-being, social 
inclusion, awareness and education.  

1 https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
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Definition of disability

OAPD aligns with the United Nations’ view that disability 
evolves out of interactions between people with disabilities 
and attitudinal and environmental barriers that stop individuals 
from fully participating in society alongside their able-bodied 
peers. The OAPD is not fixed to a specific definition of 
disability and understands this may evolve throughout a 
person’s life. 

The Advocate represents all Albertans who are impacted by 
disability, including individuals with disabilities, caregivers, 
family members and service providers. Following the Alberta 
Human Rights Commission’s definition of a disability, we 
are inclusive of all individuals who self-identify with physical, 
mental, developmental or sensory disabilities. 

The OAPD believes if attitudinal and environmental barriers 
were eliminated, people with disabilities may be better able to 
participate in ways that are meaningful to them. 

Tony Flores, Advocate for Persons with Disabilities (fourth person from left), with members of the Premier’s Council on the Status of Persons 
with Disabilities, Minister of Community and Social Services Rajan Sawhney  and the Family Supports for Children with Disabilities Provincial 
Parent Advisory Committee members in September 2019.

https://www.albertahumanrights.ab.ca/publications/bulletins_sheets_booklets/sheets/protected_grounds/Pages/mental_or_physical_disabilities.aspx
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Highlights of the last year

Connecting with Albertans

In addition to supporting 959 Albertans and organizations with individual concern resolution, education and navigating 
systemic change, the Advocate connected directly with Albertans in their home communities. In 2019/20, the Advocate 
visited several regions across the province and met with individuals, families, service providers and municipalities to better 
understand the lived experience of people with disabilities. Communities visited included:

• Olds, Red Deer (December 2019)

• Calgary (December 2019 and February 2020)

• Barrhead (February 2020)

• Drumheller, Lethbridge, Medicine Hat, Siksika Nation (March 2020)

Disability Advisory forums

CSS Minister Rajan Sawhney hosted a series of forums in late 2019 and early 2020, which focused on discussions about 
the sustainability of several government disability programs, including Persons with Developmental Disabilities (PDD) 
and Family Supports for Children with Disabilities (FSCD). The Advocate participated in these discussions and provided 
information about what was heard from Albertans with disabilities and their networks.

Reports and advice to Community and Social Services

Part of the Advocate’s role is to provide recommendations to government about programs and policies. Formal advice was 
provided to CSS leadership in 2019/20 on:

• Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped (AISH) program and policy, through a report detailing what was heard from 
Albertans

• experiences of people with disabilities during the COVID-19 pandemic, including the financial, social, emotional and 
physical aspects of Alberta’s response

A focus on accessibility

Building on the work completed during the OAPD’s first year in operation, the Advocate focused on connecting with 
community groups and municipalities to talk about accessibility and how important it is for people with disabilities in Alberta. 
In 2019/20, the Advocate participated in:

• discussions about winter accessibility with Voice of Albertans with Disabilities

• meetings with the Calgary and Edmonton municipal advisory committees

• discussions with housing agencies about the shortage of accessible and affordable housing for people with disabilities
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How OAPD supports Albertans
The Office of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities 
listens to Albertans and help others to hear the perspectives 
of individuals with disabilities. The OAPD also provides 
education to the community about the office and disabili-
ty-specific issues. The OAPD works to connect individuals 
with supports, resources and services that match their needs. 
Albertans reach out to the OAPD by phone (82%), email (17%) 
or in-person (1%), and the OAPD connects with people in a 
way that fits their needs and any needed accommodations. 

The OAPD is person-centred and aware of how trauma, 
poverty and disability interconnect for many Albertans. 
The OAPD does not represent or advocate for any specific 
program or service, but rather focuses on the Albertan and 
their individual needs. With an emphasis on self-advocacy 
and self-determination, OAPD has helped over 1,300 
Albertans, caregivers and families navigate the services and 
supports they need since the office opened in 2018. 

OAPD core functions 

  Concern resolution

Any Albertan with a disability, their families, caregivers or 
service providers can contact the OAPD to request help to 
resolve a concern related to their disability. Although concern 
resolution is a distinct function within the OAPD, information 
arising from individual concerns often leads to identifying 
issues that may inform systemic changes or provide 
educational opportunities. 

What the OAPD does

  Education and information

The Advocate and Advocate representatives actively share 
their knowledge about the work of the office and disability 
supports with colleagues in government and in communities 
across the province, both informally and formally. During 
the past year, the Advocate and his team were involved in 
presentations to:

• Autism Alberta Alliance

• Autism Alberta Alliance Event 2019 (Self Advocates Forum)

• Alberta Ombudsman investigators

• Alberta Supports Contact Centre staff

• Cybera Inc.

• Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder Family Advisory Council

• FSCD Provincial Parent Advisory Committee

• FSCD Regional Parent Advisory Committees 

• Glenrose Rehabilitation Hospital (Kids Brain Health Network 
Navigation project)

• Norquest College Disability Studies program and 
Community Support Worker program

• Office of the Child and Youth Advocate 

• Office of the Public Guardian and Trustee (Edmonton 
Region)

• Peace Wapiti School Division

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

• University of Calgary, Faculty of Social Work 

• Voice of Albertans with Disabilities  



Office of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities  |  Annual Report 2019-202012

  Informing systemic change

OAPD regularly monitors and collects data on systemic 
issues related to programs, services and other societal 
issues impacting the lives of Albertans with disabilities. Many 
concerns, issues and challenges people brought forward 
show that change is needed, and the Advocate brings these 
concerns to the attention of the government.  

Feedback from individual Albertans

Often, individuals share systemic issues they have 
experienced. These issues are identified as systemic due 
to the volume of related calls or 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. Examples of systemic issues include:

• treatment of Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) 
as non-exempt income for AISH and Income Support 
during the COVID-19 pandemic

• format and content of the AISH denial letter

• abuse of people with disabilities

• challenges for seniors transitioning between AISH and 
federal benefits

Weekly reporting to CSS leadership

OAPD provides weekly reports to Community and Social 
Services Deputy Minister and Assistant Deputy Minister 
outlining each week’s new contacts and concerns. This 
provides OAPD with an opportunity to communicate directly 
with ministry leadership about specific programs and the 
challenges and concerns Albertans with disabilities are 
experiencing in accessing them. 

Formal recommendations to ministries

OAPD has made formal recommendations to CSS based on 
lived experiences from Albertans. This area of work is always 
evolving and may be responsive to the needs of Albertans 
at a particular point in time. In 2019/20, the OAPD provided 
advice on: 

• experiences of Albertans during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
including ways in which a disability lens could be applied to 
the COVID-19 response and future emergency planning

• policy recommendations for AISH, including more effective 
and consistent communication with Albertans, providing 
better explanations around the application and appeals 
processes and using plain language when responding to 
clients
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Building partnerships with government and communities

OAPD has built working relationships at the provincial level 
with the Alberta Health Advocates, Office of the Child and 
Youth Advocate, Alberta Ombudsman and the Appeals 
Secretariat, along with the Premier’s Council on the Status 
of Persons with Disabilities and the FSCD Provincial Parent 
Advisory Committee. These relationships helped the OAPD 
provide more seamless referrals to other areas. The Advocate 
also met with municipal governments to speak about 
inclusion in transportation and making public spaces more 
inclusive and welcoming to people with disabilities. 

Following the philosophy of “nothing about us, without us,” 
the OAPD maintains strong connections with community 
groups, as they are the source of truth for lived experiences 
of Albertans with disabilities. Over the past year, partnerships 
were formed with Voice of Albertans with Disabilities, 
Albertans Advocating for Change Together, Seniors 
Association of Greater Edmonton, STRIDE Advocates, 
Alberta Neurological Network, Calgary Ability Network, FASD 
Family Advisory Council and the Canadian Mental Health 
Association, among others. 

The Advocate has built partnerships with Indigenous 
Albertans by meeting with First Nations’ leaders, including 
Siksika First Nation and the First Nations Health Consortium. 
The Advocate continues to engage with Indigenous Albertans 
and hopes to establish new relationships while strengthening 
those already made.

Please refer to the Acknowledgments section for a full list of 
organizations the OAPD interacted with over the past year.

Tony Flores with participants at the Voice of Albertans with Disability 
Fall Forum, October 2019.
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Who is contacting the OAPD?
In 2019/20, the OAPD heard from 959 unique individuals 
who, by connecting with the office, generated 1,077 concern 
resolution, education and informing change cases. 

Of the 1,077 cases started, 841 were for individual concern 
resolution, 30 were education requests and 206 related to 
informing change. 

The larger cohort of people contacting OAPD are individuals 
with disabilities calling on their own behalf (40.8%). Parents of 
both minors and adults regularly contact OAPD for guidance 
on advocacy and what next steps they may need to take 
(19.6%) as well as caregivers (10%). 

The office also hears from Government of Alberta employees 
(1.9%) and Albertans in general (23.9%), such as, neighbours, 
roommates, service providers, advocacy organizations or 
concerned citizens. It is not mandatory for people to disclose 
their identity or caller-type, and many individuals choose to 
not disclose or this information is not collected (3.9%).

The OAPD makes an effort to track the associated region 
of all contacts to the office, but in certain instances this 
may not be possible, or people do not disclose. From the 
regional information collected about a person, we attach this 
information to each case that is generated. 

While it is clear the majority of cases are focused in the 
two major urban centers in Alberta (Edmonton and Calgary 
regions, making up 65.6% of the cases), it is important to 
remember these regions include outlying communities, which 
may be rural in nature and have different access to supports 
and services. Central Region (7.5%) and South (6.7%) make 
up almost 15% of cases, with the three North regions making 
up 8.0% of cases combined. In 12.2% of cases, a region was 
not noted, due to it not being identified or not being disclosed. 
In some instances, we have received calls from out of 
province (e.g. a family member who lives in British Columbia 
concerned about the well-being of a relative in Alberta).

Informing 
Change

Education

Concern
Resolution

19%

3%

78%

Parents

Caregivers

GoA Employee

Not disclosed

Individuals with disabilities

Albertans

188
96

37
18

229

391

SouthNorthwest No region

Calgary

North Central

Edmonton

Central

1317242

288

81

34

Northeast
10

419

TYPES OF CASES IN 2019/20

WHO CONTACTED THE OAPD IN 2019/20

CASES BY REGION IN 2019/20
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Of the 1,077 cases started between April 1, 2019, and March 
31, 2020, 890 are resolved, representing a resolution rate 
of 82.6%. The remaining cases may be ones that involve 
individuals and or complex needs/programs that require 
longer-term solutions, or may have had ongoing concerns.

The percentage of cases resolved in each region does vary, 
with the highest rates in Northeast, and Calgary, as shown 
below. This may be due to a number of factors including the 
types of cases received in these areas, natural supports and 
service providers that exist in these communities and the 
complexity of cases.

In 2019/20, cases involved:

• Navigation (33.1%) • Information (35.6%)

• Referral (15.6%) • Facilitation (8.9%)

• Other (6.9%)

Resolution strategies may include: 

• Facilitation: includes bringing people together to discuss 
the issue and explore possible solutions.  

• Navigation: service systems can be very complex and 
difficult to understand, particularly for those who are 
vulnerable. Navigation includes assisting individuals to find 
their way to the appropriate services, programs and/or 
resources to meet their expressed needs, including helping 
people navigate existing dispute resolution and appeal 
processes. 

• Information: provide information to people about their 
human rights, including accessing existing dispute 
resolution and appeal processes. 

• Referral: Advocate representatives provide support so the 
individual can act on their own behalf as much as possible 
when a referral is made to another complaint process, 
program or service.

• Other: activities undertaken to resolve a concern.

How we resolve issues
At a high level, concern resolution is a process consisting of the following steps:

0

20

40

60

80

100

No region
disclosed

Edmonton Central North
Central

Northeast Northwest SouthCalgary

79%
85%

79%
85% 83%

69%

100%

84%

Receive inquiry from the 
public

Identify the concern/key 
issue.

Complete follow-up 
research to verify issues 
and identify contributing 
factors and root causes.

Support the individual to 
formulate a plan focused 
on self-advocacy.

Complete necessary 
actions to carry out the 
plan.

Follow up to ensure the 
actions resulted in the 
desired outcomes for 
the Albertan and close 
concern in system.

CASES RESOLVED IN EACH REGION IN 2019/20
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Inclusion for all Albertans 

The OAPD aligns with the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which was approved by 
Canada in 2010. According to the First Report of Canada 
on the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
published in 2014, “governments at all levels are responsible 
for implementing the Convention,” meaning Alberta is also 
responsible to uphold the Convention. 

Inclusion of people with disabilities is a key principle of the 
UNCRPD, and therefore a goal of the OAPD. The UNCRPD 
lays out what countries have to do to make sure people with 
disabilities have the same rights as everybody else. The 
principles include full and effective participation and inclusion 
in society, respect for difference and acceptance of people 

with disabilities as part of human diversity and humanity, 
equality of opportunity and accessibility. 

Many Albertans of all ages have contacted the office with 
concerns relating to the broader systemic issue of inclusion. 
With the information provided by these Albertans, their 
families and community organizations, we have identified 
issues and barriers, as well as opportunities for creating 
welcoming and inclusive communities.

This visual framework suggests the pieces needed in 
order to ensure people with disabilities are included in their 
community. These themes are based on feedback from 
Albertans, which are explored in the section below.

*   A key element that must encompass all these factors for individuals to 
genuinely live and be included in their community, is the presence of respectful 
and empathic societal attitudes.

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
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Access to housing and support programs
Albertans continue to require 
navigation and guidance with 
applications and appeal processes 
for both federal and provincial 
income and tax credit programs. 
Some key challenges people have 
faced while trying to navigate 
financial benefit programs include: 

• difficulty understanding the benefit denial letter and options 
for next steps

• feeling disrespected or unfairly treated by the program, or 
bullied by their caseworkers

• difficulty navigating and understanding the appeal process 
and appeal outcomes

• gaps in coordination for seniors transitioning from provincial 
to federal benefits

• lack of consultation about changes within programs, most 
notably the de-indexing of AISH payments and the payment 
date change to the first of the month

Subsidized and affordable housing 

There continues to be a lack of subsidized housing available 
across the province. This has been further impacted by 
changes to funding for public housing, which has frozen new 
applications for many programs across Alberta. For those 
accessing existing subsidized housing, recipients often face 
aging buildings, high crime rates and generally poor living 
conditions.

Complex needs

People with complex needs (e.g. mental illness, 
addictions, homelessness, poverty) often have challenges 
communicating with programs, leading to application 
requirements going unmet and appointments being missed. 
There is a need for direct, hands-on support and an empathic 
approach. Newcomers to the country and province continue 
to require navigation support. 

Living and being included in the 
community
Albertans shared a number of 
concerns related to supports 
accessed by individuals with 
developmental disabilities including:

• lack of intensive or individualized 
services for people with 
complex needs (e.g. people 
who are at risk of harm to themselves or others, and/or 
have had challenges with addictions, homelessness and 
incarceration), including residential services

• supports for families to access Family Managed Services 

• limited transition planning for people under 18 to adult 
supports and services

• access to supports for Indigenous people living on reserve

A key challenge people with developmental disabilities shared 
was losing control of their own financial affairs. Individuals 
experienced relational conflicts with their formal or informal 
trustee (including private trustees, family members, service 
providers or public trustees).

Experiences shared also emphasized the continued need for 
increased awareness about the importance of community 
inclusion for everyone. This included challenges with 
participation in community programs and access to physical 
and leisure activities. 

Access to transportation

Individuals shared challenges 
related to the cost of transportation 
for people in rural communities 
who need to access services 
outside their community. Access 
to affordable adapted equipment, 
ramps, wheelchairs and affordable 
and accessible public transit are 
important factors in maintaining independence. 

UNCRPD 
Article 28: 
Adequate standard 
of living and social 
protection

UNCRPD 
Article 19: 
Living and being 
included in the 
community

UNRCPD 
Article 20: 
Personal mobility

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-28-adequate-standard-of-living-and-social-protection.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-28-adequate-standard-of-living-and-social-protection.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-19-living-independently-and-being-included-in-the-community.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-19-living-independently-and-being-included-in-the-community.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-20-personal-mobility.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-20-personal-mobility.html
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Children with disabilities

The best interests of children with 
disabilities is a key theme heard by 
the OAPD, especially in relation to 
engagement on education, family 
support programs, daycares and 
intervention services. 

Family Support for Children with 
Disabilities (FSCD) Program

Families eligible for FSCD shared their experiences about long 
wait times between completing an intake assessment and 
receiving direct supports, challenges of transitioning between 
child and adult supports as well as difficulties navigating and 
managing bookkeeping requirements. 

Daycare

Parents have experienced their children being denied access 
to daycare programs due to:

• challenges of finding an appropriate aide worker

• daycare not providing a solution when an aide is away for 
the day

• daycare denying access based on the additional support 
needs for the child

As well, there is a continued need for Community and Social 
Services and Children’s Services to collaborate to provide 
services and supports that best meet the needs of the child. 

Physically accessible spaces

The OAPD heard a number of 
concerns about accessibility, 
including challenges with access 
to:

• accessible parking stalls

• transportation (accessible public 
transit, rural transit)

• subsidized accessible housing

• automatic door openers

• ramps

• condominiums and apartment buildings

• inclusive spaces (accessible plain language information 
online and  accessible health clinics for people with sensory 
and chemical sensitivities) 

• snow removal

Respectful and empathic societal attitudes

People with disabilities report sometimes feeling disrespected 
and treated as second-class citizens by staff involved in 
their lives. This includes communication from caseworkers, 
public and private guardians and trustees, community 
members (bus drivers, store personnel), employers and 
health professionals. People have also reported a general 
lack of awareness and understanding about disabilities in 
society. Most notably, concerns demonstrated a lack of 
understanding of people with invisible disabilities (e.g. autism, 
epilepsy, FASD, brain injury, sensory disorders, developmental 
disabilities, fibromyalgia, mental illness).

Quality and appropriate health care

A key concern shared is the 
additional challenges faced 
by individuals and families in 
rural communities. Challenges 
include access to diagnosis and 
ongoing supports and a lack of 
transportation options to medical 
appointments, along with additional 
costs. 

Several families experienced difficulty accessing appropriate 
dental services where rural clinics had closed. Additionally, 
experiences in dental clinics and medical offices indicated a 
lack of understanding by programs and health professionals 
around the needs of children with autism and developmental 
disabilities. 

Navigating the eligibility, appeal and complaint process 
within the health system is a challenge. People have shared 
concerns about recent cuts to services, most notably within 
the home care program, with people concerned that changes 
mean they will no longer be able to sustain independence at 
home. Lack of or limited access to mental health supports 
was a key concern among people engaging with OAPD and is 
often a factor across reported concerns.

UNRCPD 
Article 7: 
Children with  
disabilities

UNRCPD 
Article 9: 
Accessibility

UNRCPD 
Article 25: 
Health

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-7-children-with-disabilities.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-7-children-with-disabilities.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-9-accessibility.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-9-accessibility.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-25-health.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-25-health.html
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Inclusive work and employment 

People with a range of disabilities 
contacted OAPD seeking guidance, 
resources and supports due 
to ongoing challenges finding 
employment. Disability-specific 
employment supports were 
challenging to access and lacking 
overall. Additional challenges 
included feeling discriminated against by employers, difficulty 
accessing required accommodations and being treated 
differently at work because of their disability.

Legal and judicial equality 

People contacted the OAPD 
looking for support accessing 
and navigating appropriate 
legal resources and complaint 
resolution processes. Often, due 
to experiencing poverty, access 
to legal supports are financially 
inaccessible, which makes 
continued equitable access to legal clinics essential. 

Freedom from exploitation, violence and abuse 

People with disabilities reported 
concerns about being neglected, 
abused and exploited (physically, 
sexually and psychologically). 
Victims of this abuse and neglect 
were often women, highlighting 
the continued awareness 
and action needed to protect 
vulnerable women and girls with 
disabilities. The abusers included 
private guardians, family members 
and program staff. People with 
developmental disabilities (often 
receiving paid support services 
and/or accessing a public or 
private guardian and trustee) make up a significant part of 
abuse-related inquiries.

Inclusive education

Families experienced difficulty 
communicating with schools to 
advocate for their child’s needs, 
getting accommodations and 
ensuring the school provides 
comprehensive supports to 
ensure inclusion of all students. 
Getting supports for students 
with learning disabilities was expressed as particularly 
challenging.

Some families shared their concerns around the use of 
seclusion rooms, quiet rooms and approaches generally 
meant to help schools with behaviour management. Overall, 
concern was shared around changes to funding for special 
education, which puts needed classroom supports at risk.

UNRCPD 
Article 16: 
Freedom from  
exploitation,  
violence & abuse

UNRCPD 
Article 6: 
Women with  
disabilities

UNRCPD 
Article 24: 
Education

UNRCPD 
Article 27: 
Work and  
employment

UNRCPD 
Article 13: 
Equality and 
non-discrimination

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-16-freedom-from-exploitation-violence-and-abuse.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-16-freedom-from-exploitation-violence-and-abuse.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-6-women-with-disabilities.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-6-women-with-disabilities.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-24-education.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-24-education.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-27-work-and-employment.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-27-work-and-employment.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-13-access-to-justice.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-13-access-to-justice.html
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COVID-19

Concerns were raised about the 
additional costs involved for people 
required to isolate and the need 
for flexibility in the use of funds 
for families receiving government 
services.

Responding to the disability 
community’s concern about the lack of sign language 
interpretation at the initial COVID-19 daily briefings, the 
Advocate re-enforced this concern, resulting in a request 
being made through the Provincial Operations Centre and 
an interpreter being provided going forward. The OAPD 
looks forward to continued work on ensuring all official 
correspondence is accessible to the deaf and hard of hearing 
community, and to all people with disabilities.

Privacy

Several people, including some 
with communicative challenges, 
required support in navigating the 
process for submitting a privacy 
breach complaint. Concerns were 
raised about the potential lack of 
confidentiality measures in place 
by organizations working with 
individuals with disabilities. 

Upholding human rights and protection from 
discrimination 

Discrimination

People shared experiences of 
discrimination based on their 
disability, including treatment by 
landlords, government and health 
benefit programs, program appeal 
processes, insurance companies, 
police officers and public and 
private guardians and trustees. 
Navigation supports for reporting complaints is essential to 
ensure people’s human rights are upheld, including with the 
Alberta Human Rights Commission, Alberta Ombudsman, 
UNCRPD Optional Protocol complaint process and the 
Federal Accessibility complaint process.

Parenting rights

Parents with developmental 
disabilities have shared the 
additional challenges they 
experience in securing and 
maintaining guardianship rights 
of their children. Continued 
partnership and communication 
between government ministries is 
necessary and can play a positive role in promoting the family 
rights of people with disabilities.

UNRCPD 
Article 5: 
Respect for home 
and family

UNRCPD 
Article 11: 
Situations of risk 
and humanitarian 
emergencies

UNRCPD 
Article 22: 
Respect for privacy

UNRCPD 
Article 23: 
Situations of risk 
and humanitarian 
emergencies

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-5-equality-and-non-discrimination.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-5-equality-and-non-discrimination.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-11-situations-of-risk-and-humanitarian-emergencies.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-11-situations-of-risk-and-humanitarian-emergencies.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-22-respect-for-privacy.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-22-respect-for-privacy.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-23-respect-for-home-and-the-family.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-23-respect-for-home-and-the-family.html
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Going forward in 2020, the OAPD will: 

• Support the evaluation of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities Act as per Section 6(1), which refers to the two-year 
evaluation of the effectiveness of the Act. The Office of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities will supply required 
information, data and documents to a third-party department within CSS to complete this evaluation. OAPD staff will not be 
directly involved in evaluating the effectiveness of this legislation.

• Develop new, creative and innovative approaches to compiling and presenting case information to CSS to further systemic 
change. 

• Continue to meet with current community stakeholders, while building new connections to learn about new concerns and how 
the OAPD can help improve the lives of Albertans with disabilities. 

• Ensure the needs of Albertans in a post-pandemic Alberta are met through responsive services and programs.

Funding for the OAPD falls under the Ministry of Community and Social Services and is included in the Community and Social 
Services Annual Reports, which are posted at: https://www.alberta.ca/government-and-ministry-annual-reports.aspx.

 

Looking forward

Financial summary 

https://www.alberta.ca/government-and-ministry-annual-reports.aspx
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 Email:
advocate.disability@gov.ab.ca

  Website:
alberta.ca/advocate-persons-disabilities.aspx

  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

Contact Information

mailto:https://www.alberta.ca/advocate-persons-disabilities.aspx
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