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® (1105)
[English]

The Chair (Mr. Bryan May (Cambridge, Lib.)): Good mormn-
ing, everyone. We know we have a limited time with the minister,
so I call this meeting to order.

Welcome to meeting number four of the House of Commons
Standing Committee on Veterans Affairs.

Pursuant to the motion adopted on October 27, and Standing Or-
ders 81(4) and 81(5), the committee is undertaking the study of the
main estimates and supplementary estimates (B) 2020-21.

We are very pleased to welcome back to committee the Minister
of Veterans Affairs and department officials.

I want to be very respectful of the limited time we have, so 1
want to welcome the minister and invite him to make his opening
remarks.

Minister MacAulay, the floor is yours.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay (Minister of Veterans Affairs):
Thank you very much.

Thank you, members of the committee. It’s an honour to be here
and that everything works today. The last time we sat down and had
a meeting, a few days later we were all sent home. I want to thank
you all for the work you’ve done over the past few months advocat-
ing for veterans and their families.

Mr. Chair, Remembrance Day was yesterday, so I think it's fitting
I'm here today talking about how much our veterans mean to us, at
a time when we honour those who have served Canada in times of
war, military conflict and peace.

Let me first say that over the past eight months, my department
has been working to make sure veterans and their families keep re-
ceiving the benefits and services they deserve. I have personally
spoken with them about how they’re experiencing the pandemic
and the supports the department can provide. My message has been
that we’re here for them and will always be here for them. The em-
ployees of Veterans Affairs Canada have come through in deliver-
ing services and financial benefits to veterans and their families
while working from home. Veterans are a priority for our govern-
ment. You’ve heard me say that every time I’ve sat here. That’s be-
cause I use every chance I get to make sure that past and present
members of Canada’s military know how grateful we are for their
service and their sacrifice.

Our government is taking action to make sure Canada’s veterans
are well served and well supported. The 2020-21 main estimates
and supplementary estimates are an example of that. The $5.4 bil-
lion in these estimates represents a 19% increase over the main esti-
mates from last year. That is approximately $800 million more that
we’re putting directly into the pockets and well-being of our veter-
ans. It’s money for educational opportunities and career transition
services, tax-free benefits for caregivers and services for families.
It’s money that will make a big difference in the lives of our veter-
ans and their families. For this reason, we have to do better on ser-
vice delivery. The backlog is unacceptable. That’s why I made it
my top priority when I became Minister of Veterans Affairs and |
directed the department to make it its top priority as well. This past
June, we introduced a strategy to reduce wait times for veterans.
This includes overhauling how teams are organized, making better
use of technology and reducing the time it takes to make decisions.

In June, we announced a nearly $200-million investment to ad-
dress the backlog. This means keeping the 168 adjudicators hired
through budget 2018 and hiring an additional 350 employees dedi-
cated to further reducing wait times. According to the Parliamen-
tary Budget Officer’s report, these new hires will have a significant
impact on reducing the backlog.

The decision-making process on benefits and programs has been
streamlined so less complex cases can move through the system
faster, allowing more time to tackle very complex, multi-condition
types of claims. It is our top priority and we will not stop until the
backlog is under control.

It’s also worth pointing out that earlier this week our government
announced $20 million for a veterans organizations emergency sup-
port fund. The fund will provide organizations with the resources
they need to keep operating and supporting the veterans community
as we deal with the ongoing effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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We’re forever grateful to each and every one of our veterans for
their service and sacrifice and will continue to do everything we
can to make sure proper support is available to them.

With that, Mr. Chair, I’'m pleased to answer any questions.

The Chair: Thank you very much, Minister.

I will backtrack a little bit here and also welcome General Walter
Natynczyk, deputy minister, who is on the call. Also joining us to-
day are Charlotte Bastien, assistant deputy minister, strategic over-
sight and communications; Rick Christopher, assistant deputy min-
ister, strategic policy and commemoration; Steve Harris, assistant
deputy minister, service delivery; and Sara Lantz, acting assistant
deputy minister, chief financial officer and corporate services
branch.

Thank you, all, for joining us here today and helping us through
this process.

First up, for six minutes, we have MP Brassard. The floor is
yours, sir.

® (1110)
Mr. John Brassard (Barrie—Innisfil, CPC): Thank you, Chair.

Thank you, Minister. I'll get right to it. Minister, do you know
when a budget is going to be tabled by the finance minister in Par-
liament?

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: No, Mr. Chair. That information
has not been made available yet.

Mr. John Brassard: Minister, you realize it's been 19 months
since a federal budget was tabled in Parliament. Is that correct?

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: You're right, John; it has been 19
months.

Mr. John Brassard: Okay.
Let's talk about the backlog, which is the elephant in the room.

Minister, you mentioned in your opening statement that this was
a number one priority when you became the minister a year ago,
yet in your time as minister we've seen the backlog grow to almost
50,000 cases now.

I hope, Minister, that you can appreciate just how dire this situa-
tion is for veterans and their families who are well beyond the ser-
vice standard set out by VAC, and who are in fact, in many cases,
waiting two years to have those benefits adjudicated and processed.

Minister, there has to be a better way to do this. What are you
doing to correct it?

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Thank you very much, John. I ap-
preciate your question, but the backlog itself is under 20,000. Of
course applications come in every day, and I believe that's what you
are referring to. There are some 40,000 applications already in the
department waiting to be adjudicated.

Of course the backlog is totally unacceptable, and my honourable
colleague is well aware that the number of first-time applications
has increased by 90-some per cent, so of course that increases the
job for our adjudicators.

We, and I, have indicated quite clearly that the backlog is my
number one priority, and we will deal with the backlog.

Mr. John Brassard: Minister, we know the backlog is the num-
ber one priority, but that backlog keeps increasing.

As we've gone through this COVID-19 crisis, we've seen govern-
ment move at the speed of light when it comes to processing claims
for the emergency response benefit, for example. Eight million
Canadians received those benefits simply by clicking on “send”, to
the tune of $82 billion. We've seen the student benefit, from which
1.1 million students ranging in age from 18 to 22 have re-
ceived $5.9 billion in benefits. I simply can't explain—and I've
tried—to veterans who have asked me how that can happen and yet
there are 50,000 backlogged claims and we can't get veterans and
their families the money they need.

Minister, this is a dire situation, so if the government can move
at the speed of light for this, then why is it not moving at the speed
of light for Canada's veterans and their families?

I don't understand why I was just muted, Mr. Chair, but I want
to....

Why not increase the eligibility criteria? Why not presume that
many of these injuries are attributable to service, and process these
claims more quickly? It would free you up from any additional lay-
ers of bureaucracy, Minister.

Veterans, right now, are having a difficult time getting doctors'
notes because of this crisis, Minister. There have been solutions
presented to Veterans Affairs and yet many of those solutions are
not being implemented; in fact, those solutions are resulting in
court cases against Veterans Affairs because the veterans are not re-
ceiving their benefits in a timely manner. There are options, Minis-
ter. Please look at them.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Thank you, John. I appreciate your
question and I know you wouldn't want to mislead.

The backlog is under 20,000, and of course, we have taken many
measures to deal with this situation, including, when we took over
government, hiring 1,000 people who were displaced by a previous
government. Also in the last supplementary estimates, we—

® (1115)

Mr. John Brassard: Please stop muting me. Somebody is mut-
ing me. I don't know who it is, Chair—

The Chair: Excuse me, Mr. Brassard. Nobody is muting you. I
haven't seen—

Mr. John Brassard: My mute button is going off.

The Chair: On our side we're not seeing that at all, and we can
hear you just fine.

Mr. John Brassard: Okay. | have a question with respect to that.
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The Chair: You have a very small window in which to ask that
question.

Mr. John Brassard: Minister, how many additional staff were
hired to implement the CERB program and the student benefit pro-
gram?

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: John, you know that's not under the
Department of Veterans Affairs program.

The fact is that what we are doing in Veterans Affairs is making
sure that we attend to the veterans to make sure they receive their
benefits, which they deserve, as quickly as possible. That's why we
are going to address the close to 20,000 backlog that is in place. We
have put a system in place by coordinating the staff, digitizing the
applications and also hiring 350—

Mr. John Brassard: You're layering the bureaucracy. You're
making it much more difficult for veterans to get their benefits.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: John, you have to let me answer the
question.

Mr. John Brassard: Minister, this is an important issue.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Do you want me to tell you what
we're doing?

The Chair: Excuse me—

Mr. John Brassard: It isn't working.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: It is working.

The Chair: Excuse me. It's through the chair, please, Mr. Bras-
sard.

Let's not let this get out of control. Please direct any questions
through the chair.

The time is up, but I'll allow the minister to finish answering the
question.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Mr. Chair, I would like to answer
the question.

Number one, yes, the backlog is under 20,000 and it's unaccept-
able. We put a system in place to address this. We coordinated the
staff. We hired 350 extra employees, along with 180 employees
who were in the department, to make sure they are well trained to
deal with the backlog. Now with the digitizing and the coordinating
of staff, we are having an effect. When we put the other 500 people
in place, we will start addressing the backlog much quicker.

The Chair: Thank you—

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Of course, we have no control over
what comes into the department. We have to deal with everything
that comes in and that's what we will continue to do.

The Chair: Thank you, Minister.

We'll move on to MP Lalonde, please, for six minutes.

Mrs. Marie-France Lalonde (Orléans, Lib.): Thank you very
much.

Mr. Chair, if [ have enough time, I would love to share my time
with my colleague Sean Casey.

Good morning, Minister. It's a pleasure to see you once again.

As we know—and you made some comments about this—Veter-
ans' Week just wrapped up across the country, cumulating yesterday
with a different type of Remembrance Day ceremony across the
country. I certainly appreciate the importance of that date to honour
our veterans.

I represent Orléans, a community that has one of the largest con-
centrations of active and retired members in the country. I am also a
member of the Royal Canadian Legion, Orléans Branch 632, so I'll
give my plug for my Legion here in my community. We have over
865 active members. Certainly this ceremony was very different,
Minister. Usually we have the second-largest gathering in the coun-
try, after the national celebration in Ottawa, so this was very differ-
ent.

I would like to ask you to talk to us about the importance of Vet-
erans' Week and the poppy campaign. Second, could you please
provide some detail on how the pandemic impacted this year's cele-
brations?

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Thank you very much. I appreciate
your question.

Of course, Veterans' Week is vitally important. It provides an op-
portunity to remember and honour those who have done so much
for us, but as we always say, we should do it more than on Veterans'
Week. What we should do when we see veterans on the street or
anywhere we meet them—maybe in the mall—is to just say,
“Thank you”. It puts a smile on their face. You have to realize what
that man or woman went through to become a veteran—in fact,
what they did for us.

This year across the country it was a different commemoration. It
was sad, [ would say, in ways, because the people were not there
who really wanted to be there, but again, health is what comes first
and the veterans always tell me they fully understand that.

Veterans do everything we ask them to do, right from defending
our freedom and fighting in wars to walking into long-term care
centres in order to help us. We owe them everything and I thank
them so much.

® (1120)
The Chair: MP Casey, I believe you're up next.

Mr. Sean Casey (Charlottetown, Lib.): Thank you very much,
Mr. Chair.

Mr. Minister, you were interrupted a couple of times when you
were trying to explain the situation with respect to the backlog. I
want to give you a chance to answer some of those questions with-
out interruption. One of the allegations that was made by Mr. Bras-
sard was that the backlog is increasing. You indicated that the back-
log right now is at 20,000. Is that an increase or a decrease from
where it was?

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Than you very much, Sean.
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That is a decrease. Of course, you have to understand that the
number of first-time applications have increased by over 90%,
which of course we must deal with. We digitized the files and we
coordinated the staff. That has had an effect, but we also have 350
new employees in training. Right after Christmas these people will
come online and start dealing with the backlog. We have affected
the backlog at this point, but we intend to affect it much more down
the road because we're going to have extra staff who are dedicated
to the task. We're going to have the files digitized. We're going to
have them coordinated in one place. We won't have to send files to
one place and then another and then wait to get them back. We
want to make sure it's done as quickly as possible.

Mr. Sean Casey: Thank you, Minister.

There was another allegation in one of the questions that the wait
times are now up to two years. Can you give us some sense of what
the average wait times are and what the percentage of files might be
that are in the two-year range for waiting? I just want to fact-check
how realistic that assertion is.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Of course, the backlog was higher
than it is today and it is down some. Of course, we intend to do a
lot more to make sure that the backlog is diminished a lot more. We
have to make sure that we have the process in place because this is
an ongoing process.

If you want to know how that situation is right now, [ will let the
deputy address that specific question.

General (Retired) Walter Natynczyk (Deputy Minister, De-
partment of Veterans Affairs): Thanks very much, Minister, and
thanks, Mr. Chair, for the opportunity to comment.

As the minister indicated, we have expedited the process across
the board. Any file that is waiting for a prolonged period—years, as
you mentioned—that's where we've often lacked information and
have gone back and forth to the veteran to try to get additional in-
formation. We're trying to clear all of those long-standing files out
as soon as possible.

My last data point in terms of an average is that it was in the or-
der of 28 to 30 weeks. I'll try to get a more up-to-date average to
you. We met with the Royal Canadian Legion recently. They en-
sured that we're aware that there are some long-standing files that
we're trying to clear, which the minister has indicated have waited
way too long. At the same time, there are other files that are very
clear with all of the information and all of the diagnosis, which we
are turning out well below the 16-week standard.

Thank you.

The Chair: Thank you very much.
Now for six minutes Mr. Desilets.
You have the floor, sir.

[Translation]

Mr. Luc Desilets (Riviére-des-Mille-iles, BQ): Good morning,
Mr. Chair.

Good morning, esteemed committee members.

I would like to take this opportunity to congratulate the new vet-
erans ombudsman, Ms. Jardine, who will be taking office soon. I
wish her well in her new role.

Minister, it's a pleasure to see you.

Obviously, my first question pertains to French. As you know,
Quebeckers love their language and never back down. We feel as
though the language has been disrespected in recent weeks. You
clearly know what I am referring to. I would like you to address the
departmental post that appeared on various social media sites, a
post that was very disrespectful to the French language. It was em-
barrassing.

Then, I would like you to comment on the backlog of claims sub-
mitted by francophone veterans. They have to wait 45 weeks before
their claim is decided. That's roughly twice as long as their anglo-
phone counterparts, who receive a decision in 24 weeks. What [ am
most interested in are the changes you have made in recent months
to reduce the excessive amount of time it takes to process franco-
phone claims, unlike anglophone claims.

® (1125)
[English]

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Thank you very much, Luc.
First of all, thank you for congratulating our new ombudsperson.

On the tweet that the department put out, I certainly apologize. It
should not have happened. We've directed them to make sure this
does not happen again. We will evaluate and make sure it does not
happen again.

Also, Luc, we recognize that more needs to be done to ensure
that francophone veterans and women veterans receive a timely de-
cision on their applications. That's why we established a dedicated
francophone unit to improve processing. We're hiring more franco-
phones and bilingual staff to further reduce wait times for franco-
phone veterans.

With the just under $200-million investment, we will address the
backlog and reduce wait times for veterans. That is what I've com-
mitted to do, and, Luc, as you know, that's what I indicated when I
became Minister of Veterans Affairs, to make sure this was my top
priority and the department's top priority.

I thank you, Luc.
[Translation]

Mr. Luc Desilets: On that subject, Minister, I would like some
sense of a time frame. Being a former manager, I think that infor-
mation is important.

We all know that you want to reduce the backlog—something we
all want. I realize you want processing times to be the same for
both francophone and anglophone claims. That said, how long will
it be before things are back to normal? Three months? Six months?
A year?
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[English]

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: As I've said, by 2022 we will have
addressed the backlog.

What we have to do is what I've indicated previously, to make
sure we digitize the files and coordinate the staff. Luc, with that
alone, we have started to reduce the backlog. When those new em-
ployees come online, it's going to make a big difference. We're go-
ing to have about 500 new employees ready to start dealing with
the backlog. It's essential, and we're going to do that. As you know,
it's my top priority, and I will certainly address it.

[Translation]

Mr. Luc Desilets: How much time do I have left, Mr. Chair?
[English]

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: What ['ve said previously is that we
will have addressed the backlog by 2022. We have already started
addressing the backlog. Today the backlog is under 20,000 applica-

tions. That's unacceptable, but there's a move downward. What we
have to do is to make sure that figure continues to move downward.

[Translation]

Mr. Luc Desilets: 1 heard you loud and clear, Minister. Thank
you.

Mr. Chair, I asked you how much time I had left.
[English]

The Chair: I'm just checking on that. Give me one moment,
please.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Okay.

The Chair: Continue. I'll let you know when you have one
minute left.

[Translation]

Mr. Luc Desilets: Minister, I understand your time frame for
clearing the backlog, but I think there is a mismatch between the
steps you are taking and the size of the problem.

I am going to follow up on what my fellow member Mr. Brassard
said earlier. Within just a few weeks, the government was able to
respond to the pandemic and process eight million applications.
Forty thousand is a lot less than eight million.

Can you not make some sort of special effort—a war-like ef-
fort—to clear the backlog? You don't need to walk me through your
plan again. I know it by heart. It is fine, but I still do not think it's
enough. This calls for a war-like effort.

® (1130)
[English]
Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: [ fully understand what you're say-

ing, but the process has to be put in place. We have to have a pro-
cess to deal with applications.

There are applications. Let's say we are dealing with a paratroop-
er who has bad knees or with a gunner who has hearing loss. We're
going to make these very quick or automatic. But there are very
complex cases that we have to deal with, also considering that there
are a lot of cases, period.

Once we get it under control, which we will do and are doing at
the moment.... And it is going down. The thing we had to do with
government is to put the appropriate process in place, and that's
what we did. We got the funding to do it through Bill C-4, which
you supported, and I appreciate that. That will help us hire the peo-
ple. They will be trained, and there will be the French.... The lan-
guages will be well addressed. We will make sure that these people
are trained specifically to deal with the backlog. With that, we will
be able to address the backlog.

That is the priority. That's what we have to do.

Also, if there's a veteran or anybody at all who hears there's a
veteran in dire need, we have the emergency fund, which can cer-
tainly address these issues.

I would ask my deputy if he could expand on the emergency
fund. It's very important.

The Chair: Thank you. We are out of time. Maybe we can come
back to that.

MP Blaney, you're up next.

Ms. Rachel Blaney (North Island—Powell River, NDP):
Thank you so much, Chair.

Hello, Lawrence. It's always good to see you.

I want to clarify first of all that there are, in fact, over 40,000 ap-
plications. You're saying it's under 20,000. I just want to make sure
everybody understands that veterans can apply more than once, so
there can be a great number of applications outstanding, with more
than one belonging to a single veteran.

I think it's important that we don't confuse those messages. The
reality is that there are a lot of applications that many veterans are
still working on.

Minister, the last time you were here with us you talked about the
reality that VAC could always use more money, but that money
alone wouldn't solve the backlog issues. We know there have now
been over 300 new hires in June. I am concerned they are still con-
sidered temporary.

Given that the PBO report says that without these additional em-
ployees the backlog would only worsen, when are we going to see
these temporary employees called permanent?

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Thank you very much, Rachel.

Of course, the figure you're quoting on the backlog includes the
applications that came in yesterday. I know you know that. It's im-
portant to realize that the backlog is under 20,000, and it is totally
unacceptable, but we are working on it. It was higher, and we are
making it lower.
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The process we put in place by coordinating the staff and digitiz-
ing the files is starting to work. The 350 plus the 180 we are train-
ing will be on staff. I will let the deputy answer when they will be
on staff, but these people are going to be well trained to deal with
the backlog. That's what they are specifically trained for. That is the
problem—

Ms. Rachel Blaney: Minister, I'm sorry to interrupt. Of course,
you know that, but they are being called temporary staff, and when
we look at that backlog I think it makes sense that they should be
permanent.

Is there ever going to be a time when they are moved off that
temporary list?

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: They very well could be. The 180
who are on now were on a temporary list, and now they are on this
list.

Look, if you're needed in the department...the Government of
Canada is required to provide appropriate benefits to the veterans of
this country.

Ms. Rachel Blaney: Yes, they are, sir.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: That is what we are going to do,
but I would let the deputy answer that.

Ms. Rachel Blaney: No. It's okay. I think you answered.
Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Okay.

Ms. Rachel Blaney: I really appreciate that. I'm curious, what is
the ministry's plan? We know a lot of veterans are wanting to apply,
but having challenges getting doctors' notes and whatnot because of
COVID-19. What we're seeing is this invisible backlog building
that we're going to see once things calm down. We have definitely
heard in my office from many veterans who have not been able to
fill out their applications.

Knowing that we already have a significant backlog, knowing
that we have a lot of veterans who are not able to access their appli-
cations as quickly as possible because of the realities in their com-
munities, what is the plan to prepare for that sudden increase I ex-
pect we will see in the next few months?

® (1135)

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Rachel, first of all, I truly know
that you care. You're dedicated to the task, and I appreciate that.
The fact is that we have no control over what comes in. The only
thing we can deal with is what comes in. The health and safety of
veterans and their families is vitally important, and during the pan-
demic we did that.... That's essential to make sure that the virus
does not spread.

But, you're well aware of, and you supported in the House, Bill
C-4, which provided $20,000 for the Legion, ANAVETS and other
organizations right across the country. These organizations do so
much. It's vitally important that they stay up and running. I know
you know that.

Ms. Rachel Blaney: I couldn't agree more, sir. You know that
I—

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: You know, there's difficulty filling
out forms. I might not be great at it myself. You need people who
know how to fill out the forms. The problem with forms is that

something vitally important could be missing from them, and you
have to make sure that it is all there.

Since the pandemic emerged we have put out over half a billion
dollars in funds for veterans, which is vitally important—and they
must have it. If there is a spike afterwards.... As I always said, our
job is to make sure that we provide the benefits for veterans. We
have a problem with the backlog. We're going to address it. You
helped us in the House by supporting Bill C-4 to put the 350 new
employees, plus the 180 we're training, in place. We will do that.
Along with the changes in the department, we will make sure we
address that backlog.

There's one thing about the department; we have no idea what's
coming in, but we do know one thing, that we have to address it.

Ms. Rachel Blaney: I certainly hope you have a bit of a plan,
Minister.

I have another question. I've been working with a lot of MPs' of-
fices across Canada, because getting authorization forms submitted
to help support veterans is a very hard process. Right now, there is
a fairly clear system in place for the CRA and Service Canada, but
unfortunately in some cases people are required to mail in a physi-
cal copy to Quebec—an authorization form—which takes a week
from provinces like mine, B.C., or even longer if they're more re-
mote. Then there's a three-week processing time before the autho-
rization is sent back and before the office can even begin to support
the veteran.

I'm just wondering, if we could ask you to create a solution...be-
cause if we already have a long backlog, it makes sense to have an
authorization form so that MPs can support their veterans in the
way they should, instead of having to wait six to eight weeks to get
that authorization form simply to take the next step. Can I get a
commitment from you to work on that, Minister?

The Chair: Please give a very quick answer, Minister.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Rachel, you have the commitment,
because we have to make sure that we do everything we can—and I
know you care—to make sure we get the proper remuneration for
veterans, and we will.

The Chair: Thank you, Minister.

Now we go over to MP Wagantall for five minutes, please.
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Mrs. Cathay Wagantall (Yorkton—Melville, CPC): Thank
you, Chair.

Thank you, Minister and Deputy Minister, for being here with us
today.

I have to say, if I were a veteran listening to this right now, I
would be devastated. I am hearing the same things I have heard on
this committee since I first came on to it in 2016—the same expla-
nations of what we're going to do, the moving forward with hiring
more people—yet this backlog, sir, continues to grow.

We have veterans who are struggling with mental health issues. It
all began back in 2017, with the story of the Lionel Desmond case,
when the Canadian press came out and realized how far behind we
were at that point in servicing our veterans' needs. At that point,
Gary Walbourne had already indicated it was time to end troops be-
ing forced out for medical reasons before benefits and services
were in place.

Yet, even now, in 2020, we just heard from Amy Meunier, the di-
rector general of the centralized operations division at Veterans Af-
fairs Canada. An article recounts that: “She said the department is
also looking at partnering with the Canadian Armed Forces to ac-
cess veterans' health records in order to determine more easily
whether an injury was related to service or not.”

This, to me, is outrageous, that we're still at this point. That
backlog, sir.... We're using different metrics here, but the reality is
that there are close to 50,000 separate applications that are still in
process; 22,000 of those “were considered complete and were wait-
ing only for a decision from the department.” What does that mean,
“a decision from the department”? How long does that take? Is that
the 16 weeks?

I have an individual who is not a severe case and who applied for
his pension a year ago, October 2019. All the paperwork was there,
and he was still looking at possibly up to 64 more weeks to have it
processed in the decision phase. This is the decision phase for
22,000 applicants.

Therefore, sir, my question to you is, when are we going to get
action? From what I understand about the hiring process, and what
I've read about getting people hired for this role, is that we need to
move it across Canada and set up a department in a place where it
can work outside of the Charlottetown site. Yet it took this govern-
ment no time to shut down the Vermillion site and move it to Ed-
monton for their purposes.

That's my question for you. What are we doing concretely to get
these people employed—employed full time and long-term—and
taking care of our veterans?

® (1140)
Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Thank you very much, Cathay.

You mentioned 2016. I can just tell you what we did. I think
you're fully aware that after we formed government in 2016, we
hired 1,000 employees who had been released by the previous gov-
ernment, and we also provided a lot more programs for veterans to
deal with people in the military who were going to become veterans
and civilians—

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: Excuse me, Minister—

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Just give me a second to answer
you—

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: 1 want to know what you're going to
do now. This is where we're at now.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: I'm telling you what I'm doing now.
Right now, I'm sitting down talking to you, or trying to.

The fact of the matter is this is what we did. With these new pro-
grams that we had, the education program itself, that is so... I think
there are about 800 people accessing the education program when
they leave the Canadian Armed Forces, when they're veterans.
These people are becoming very valuable to our economy across
the country.

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: Sir, I thank you for—

Chair, I would like to ask another question. One minute?
The Chair: You have about one minute. Go ahead.

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: Okay.

Sir, the programs are there. I understand that. The problem is the
backlog in dealing with benefits and medical needs. This is where
our problem is. They can't access those programs to the extent that
they should because the systems are not in place. If this was any
kind of a business initiative, it would have been dead in the water a
long time ago.

When are we going to get access to those files and this seamless
transition from the armed forces into the veterans scenario that you
have talked about? We're looking right here. It's a two-year period
for many of these people.

The Chair: We're at time, almost, but I'll allow time for a very
brief answer please.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Of course, some of the programs I
was explaining will help ease the transition from the military to
civilian life.

It's also vitally important, Mr. Chair, that I indicate to everybody
that the employees in Charlottetown at Veterans Affairs Canada are
the best in the country. I stand behind them 100%. They have done
an excellent job and they've worked hard from home during this
pandemic. It is vitally important to recognize that.

The Chair: Thank you, Minister.

Now we go over to MP Amos for five minutes, please.

Mr. William Amos (Pontiac, Lib.): Thank you, Chair. Thank
you, Minister.

If I have time, I would like to share my opportunity to speak with
member Andy Fillmore in Halifax.
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Minister, the riding of Pontiac, as you're well aware is 30,000
square kilometres of territory all across western Quebec. I have
over 40 small towns in my riding. There are many Legions. These
are community institutions of great significance to our region.
They're institutions in the community that go beyond providing
support to veterans and their families; they provide a meeting place
for communities.

Your recent announcement of $20 million of support landed very
well. There was great appreciation for it. I've had that opportunity
to speak with many of my Legions and they want you to know how
much they appreciate that investment, but they also want you to
know that they're concerned about their future, they have major fi-
nancial difficulties and they're very concerned about their ability to
provide that extra level of support.

I wonder if you could speak to the investment that has been
made, but also the challenges that face our Legions that are so im-
portant to all of Canada.

® (1145)
Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Thank you, William.

Bill C-4 came about with a lot of consultation with the Legion,
ANAVETS, VETS Canada, True Patriot Love and many other peo-
ple across the country to make sure you and I and everybody on
this call and many people right across the country understand how
vitally important these veterans organizations are.

They are the lifeblood of many communities. In fact, where I
live, that's the meeting place and it's so important. Also I will tell
you that—pray God, it doesn't happen—if this virus continues we
have to look at this again as a Parliament. The House of Commons
would have to look at it again to see what more needs to be done.
It's essential; they're much more than just meeting places, which are
important for social events, but these organizations work so hard as
you've heard on this committee today. People are concerned about
people filling in applications, helping out veterans, delivering
meals. All of this work is done by these veterans organizations right
across the country.

It's our responsibility to make sure that they do survive because
the reason why you can say what you like to me here today is be-
cause of those veterans. That is essential and that is what makes
Canada such a great place to live.

The Chair: Thank you.

We'll move now to MP Fillmore for just under two minutes.
Mr. Andy Fillmore (Halifax, Lib.): Thanks, Chair.

Thank you, minister, for joining us.

I want to ask you about the centre of excellence on PTSD and
mental health. Perhaps you and/or the deputy can help me out here.

In 2018 the government announced $17.5 million for the centre
of excellence on PTSD and mental health. I see that the centre is
asking for $6.3 million under the appropriations we are considering
today.

Could you update the committee on the work that is being done
at the centre and speak to whether you feel that the investments be-

ing put towards the centre are achieving their goal? Are they serv-
ing veterans living with PTSD and mental health challenges?

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Andy, thank you very much.

Of course, everybody on the committee understands how places
like the PTSD centre of excellence are of great importance. Having
been around here for a long time, we all thought that you had to see
an injury. That certainly was the case.

Mental health is such a vital part of what we do. The country is
obliged to make sure that these services are supplied.

I'll turn it over to the deputy to explain further.
Gen (Ret'd) Walter Natynczyk: Thanks, minister.
The Chair: You have about 30 seconds.

Gen (Ret'd) Walter Natynczyk: Sir, the answer to your ques-
tion is yes. The centre of excellence for mental health and post-
traumatic stress disorder is really paying huge dividends. Again, the
notion is of a hub-in-spoke approach, wherein the centre of excel-
lence is really a hub for research. It is looking for best practices
both within the country and from all of our allies around the world,
bringing them together and then distributing all of that new knowl-
edge and best practices throughout our 11 operational stress injury
clinics and to the thousands upon thousands of mental health practi-
tioners who support our veterans and their families across the coun-

try.
Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you very much, general.

We'll now go over to Deputy Desilets.

You have five minutes, please.

[Translation]

Mr. Luc Desilets: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

1 apologize, Minister, but we are really putting you through your
paces today. We care about this a lot, much like you, as we know.
The only thing we disagree on is the best way to fix the problem.

In his latest report, the Parliamentary Budget Officer suggested
that you hire 400 staff. My understanding is that you hired 300 em-
ployees in June, 100 shy of the number recommended by the Parlia-
mentary Budget Officer.

I don't see anything in the latest estimates about that. Does that
mean you will not be following the Parliamentary Budget Officer's
recommendation?

® (1150)
[English]

The Chair: I apologize, just before the minister speaks, because
I said it would be five minutes. Unfortunately, Mr. Desilets, it's two
and a half minutes.

Please continue.
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[Translation]
Mr. Luc Desilets: Darn.

Please carry on, Minister.
[English]
Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: I thank you very much, Luc.

You agree somewhat with what we're doing because we all
agreed with the funding for the veterans' organizations. It was so vi-
tally important. Bill C-4 was so important in order to access the 350
employees, plus the 180 employees that would be added with it.
That will will be over 500 employees who will be directed specifi-
cally to deal with the backlog.

Of course, I very much appreciate what the Parliamentary Bud-
get Officer has to say, I always do, as it's always constructive. He
also indicated that the new employees would be a big help. He did
not address the digitization of the files or the coordination of the
staff. Luc, that is, in fact, what has happened up to now. The new
staff are in training and will be ready to tackle the backlog after
Christmas, when they will be on it. We have lowered the backlog,
but will lower it more.

[Translation]
Mr. Luc Desilets: I sce.

The Parliamentary Budget Officer suggested that you hire
400 staff. Will you? Right now, there is nothing in the votes for
that.

[English]
The Chair: Minister, be very brief, please.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Mr. Chair, [ appreciate Luc's ques-
tion.

The fact is that we did hire 350 people, plus the 180 who are go-
ing to remain on staff, which means over 500 people in fact. That
will have a major effect on the backlog, which is vitally important
to do.

The Chair: Thank you, Minister.

Now it is over to MP Blaney for two and a half minutes.
Ms. Rachel Blaney: Thank you.

I was feeling very hopeful for Luc and myself, thinking we
would get more time, but that's okay.

Minister, first of all, I just want to thank you for the commitment
to looking at how to get authorization for MPs to support veterans
more quickly. I think that will help. I know that these wait times are
terrible and I couldn't agree more with what Cathay said. The reali-
ty is that veterans are struggling profoundly, and I know she gets
those calls from across Canada, just as I do, and it's very concern-
ing.

I have talked to you as well about the fact that some veterans are
making the decision, based on what they've heard from Liberal
folks who are saying, “Apply for the CERB. It doesn't matter. We'll
figure out the details on the other side.” They are doing that out of
desperation because they've been waiting so long for their disability

pensions to come in. They are poor, struggling folks, and they have
served our country, and we certainly don't want that happening.

I thank you for the commitment around the authorization.

I am going to ask as well about what we can do to improve MPs'
access to Veterans Affairs. With a lot of other departments, there
are specific lines for MPs to access support. The departments work
closely with our offices to help people, and we want to do more,
but we need those support lines for MPs' offices and things like that
to be put into place. I'm just wondering if you would help us with
that as well.

The Chair: There is just over a minute remaining.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Thank you very much, Rachel.

Number one, I know you truly care and I will help in any possi-
ble way I can, but I want to say to you and to everybody on the
committee and to anybody who is listening that if there is a veteran
who is struggling, the Department of Veterans Affairs has an emer-
gency fund. It is so vitally important that you—and I know you
will—direct them to that path, because for anybody who is in great
difficulty, this funding is there, and we want to make sure that it's
accessed.

Ms. Rachel Blaney: Minister, has the uptake of the emergency
fund gone up simply because of COVID-19?

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: I would have to ask the deputy for
the exact figures on what has been accessed.

The Chair: Could you give us a 10-second answer, please?

Gen (Ret'd) Walter Natynczyk: Early in the pandemic, Mr.
Chair, the uptake from the emergency fund had increased slightly
but right now, and over the last few months, it's actually been track-
ing similar to the way it has been in the last two years that it has
existed.

Thank you.

® (1155)
The Chair: Thank you very much.

Now we will move over to MP Seeback for five minutes.

Go ahead, please.

Mr. Kyle Seeback (Dufferin—Caledon, CPC): Thank you, Mr.
Chair.

Minister, the PBO says that the backlog will be reduced to about
10,000 applicants by March 2022. That's in their report.

You've said today that you will have addressed the backlog by
2022. Does “addressed” mean eliminated? If it means eliminated,
when in 2022, in that big block of 12 months, will it be eliminated?

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Kyle, thank you very much.
Of course you're well aware, as is everybody, number one, that

the reason I do not want to say we're going to totally eliminate the
backlog is that there is—

Mr. Kyle Seeback: So “addressed by 2022 doesn't mean elimi-
nated. Is that what you're saying today?
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Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: What we're doing in the department
and what I have directed the department to do is to address the
backlog. We want to deal with the backlog and make sure it's dealt
with in an efficient manner. I can assure you, Kyle, and everybody
on the committee that it will be dealt with.

It's impossible to say—
Mr. Kyle Seeback: What does “dealt with” mean?
Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: —that we're going to eliminate—

Mr. Kyle Seeback: What does it mean? We know you're trying
to.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: What we're going to do is to make
sure that we have it well under control and that we get it to be as
low as possible. We will be sure to do that. In fact, even without
these 500 plus employees coming online, we have reduced the
backlog and we will continue to reduce the backlog.

However, what I cannot say as the minister is that.... Number
one, we do not know how many are coming in. If there are complex
cases, | expect that's what will be left. Complex cases could be left
afterwards. What I don't want to say is that every last file will have
been dealt with, but what we will do is to make sure that it's ad-
dressed. I don't want you to be able to say to the Minister of Veter-
ans Affairs, “You promised you were going to totally eliminate the
backlog.” That is a big thing to say because of the complications in
applications, and I think you understand that.

Mr. Kyle Seeback: I understand that.

I just want to be clear. What you're basically saying to veterans
today is that when you say it will be addressed by 2022, that means
it will be reduced somewhat, not eliminated. By the end of Decem-
ber 31, 2022, the backlog will not be eliminated; it will be ad-
dressed, whatever that means.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: I never said it will not be eliminat-
ed. [—

Mr. Kyle Seeback: So when in 2022 will it be eliminated, then?

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: I explained to you what takes place
in the department.

Mr. Kyle Seeback: I know what takes place—

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: | explained to you what doesn't—
Mr. Kyle Seeback: —but I'm just asking you.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Again [/naudible—Editor]

Mr. Kyle Seeback: It's okay to say that it won't be eliminated.
The Chair: Again, we'll have questions through the chair, folks.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Well, Mr. Chair, what I'm trying to
do is respond to my honourable friend as to the complexity of some
of the cases, and I think you have to be honest in your answers. |
am not going to say there will not be files that will be over the 16
weeks after 2022.

What I am saying is that the files will be addressed, the process
will be in place and we will deal with the backlog. I can't have Kyle
or anybody coming to say to the Minister of Veterans Affairs, “You
promised there would not be one file, that you would totally elimi-

nate it.” That is not the language to use. What we're going to make
sure—

Mr. Kyle Seeback: Understood. I understand. You're saying that
you can't commit to its being completely eliminated in 2022.

I have limited time.

It's been recommended that the military Health Services Group,
which treats all personnel, determines if a medical issue is an attri-
bution of service. Why has that decision not been made? That
would expedite files very quickly.

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: We're doing everything to make
sure we expedite files as quickly as possible. I told you what path
we're on. That is the path we're on, that is what's going to deal with
the backlog, and it will deal with the backlog.

Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Mr. Kyle Seeback: Minister, the fastest way to eliminate the
backlog would be to do what you did with CERB: to give people
the CERB first and then later determine whether or not they're eli-
gible.

If we can do that for high school students, for example, let's say,
who earned $5,000 and then were immediately entitled to CERB,
why can't we “believe veterans first”, give them the benefits they so
desperately need and then review the file? You did it for students.
Why can't you do it for veterans?

Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: I think my honourable colleague
understands that the veterans application process is very different.

I think he also understands what would happen if we didn't hire
those 350 extra people, if we didn't train them to deal with the
backlog. We have to make sure that the files are dealt with appro-
priately. There are some very complex files, and we will continue
to deal with them.

As 1 said, with this, we will address the backlog, and there will
be a very small backlog, if any, after 2022.
® (1200)

Mr. Kyle Seeback: Minister, you've done a—

The Chair: You have two seconds. Finish your thought.

Mr. Kyle Seeback: There's no point. Thank you.

The Chair: Next we have MP Fillmore, please.

Mr. Andy Fillmore: Thanks, Chair.

Let's hit the veterans independence program quickly, as we close
up.

VAC is seeking $360 million for the VIP, which, for the benefit
of committee members, provides funding for services such as
grounds maintenance, housekeeping, meal preparation, personal
care and professional health and support services for veterans.

Just quickly, I wonder if you can tell me about the uptake of the
program. Have there had to be any adjustments because of the reali-
ties of COVID? Is there anything we need to be focusing on to
make sure that veterans have access to home care while they're
waiting for a contract bed?
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Hon. Lawrence MacAulay: Andy, that is a vitally important
subject, of course, and it's been around before, and the last time I
was in Veterans Affairs. This program is so vitally important to vet-
erans. I will let the deputy answer as to how the uptake has been. I
understand how critically important it is. It means that veterans can
remain in their own homes a lot longer. They can remain indepen-
dent a lot longer, and that's what we all want to see on this commit-
tee: to make sure they do.

I'll let the deputy expand on this with some more—
The Chair: Be very quick, please.
Gen (Ret'd) Walter Natynczyk: Thanks very much.

The veterans independence program is a best practice globally.
We know for certain that it is keeping our veterans alive and
healthy much longer as a result of their being able to be as close as
possible to home and family through their years of aging.

We have seen an increase across the board because, again, veter-
ans do want to stay home. During COVID, we are also offering to
the families, if they're worried about their loved ones who are in
long-term care homes, to return them to their own homes and are
providing additional support in their home places.

Thank you.

The Chair: Thank you very much.

Unfortunately, I have to step in. We do need to wrap up the hour,
but I need to leave a minute here.

Pursuant to Standing Order—

Mr. John Brassard: I have a point of order.

The Chair: Yes, MP Brassard.

Mr. John Brassard: Mr. Chair, I have submitted a motion to the
clerk, in both official languages, which I would like to put forward
right now.

The Chair: Can we vote on the main estimates or do you want
to do this beforehand? We're running out of time here, sir.

Mr. John Brassard: Okay, so—

The Chair: We can come back to it. Is it about the main esti-
mates or supplementary estimates, or is it about something else?

Mr. John Brassard: It's.... I don't know whether you have a
copy of the motion.

The Chair: I do not.

Mr. John Brassard: It's a motion to report to the House, so 1
don't think it has anything to do with the main estimates or the sup-
plementary estimates. As long as we come back to it after the vote,
I would appreciate that.

The Chair: Okay. Number one, just procedurally, you can't
move a motion on a point of order. That's number one.

Number two, can I ask your indulgence just to allow us to go
through the procedure of reporting the main estimates? Then we're
going to suspend and come back in the next hour with witnesses.
When you have a time slot, you can speak at that point.

Is that fair?

Mr. John Brassard: Mr. Chair, frankly, I'd like to move the mo-
tion then, not on a point of order.

The Chair: It requires 48 hours' notice, sir, if that's the case, be-
cause I don't have the motion. None of my colleagues here has the
motion to do that.

Mr. John Brassard: Okay, so I'm putting on notice the motion,
Mr. Chair, just so that you're aware. The clerk does have it in both
official languages, and, if you like, I can read into the record what
the motion states.

The Chair: Let's move forward with this. As I said, it's improper
to move a motion, and I suspect.... I'm just getting word that you
can put it on notice, but can you just indulge me to go through this
procedure? After that you will, I suspect, have time in the coming
hours here today to discuss this. That would be the normal process
for this.

Okay?
Mr. John Brassard: Okay.

The Chair: While I have you there, sir, I know I reached out to
IT. Did they touch base with you about the issue with muting on
your end?

® (1205)

Mr. John Brassard: They did, Mr. Chair. To be frank, I get a lit-
tle animated with my hands, and it could have occurred—and I
apologize to the chair for this—that I touched the wrong button or
the right button, for that matter.

The Chair: Listen, we're all living in a very bizarre world right
now, so [ accept your apology. It wasn't necessary, but thank you.

Pursuant to Standing Order 81(4), the committee will now dis-
pose of the main estimates for the fiscal year ending March 31,
2021 minus the interim supply of the House agreed to on March 13
and June 17, 2020.

Do I have unanimous consent to dispose of the credits in one mo-
tion?

Ms. Rachel Blaney: On division.
Mr. John Brassard: On division.

The Chair: Excellent.
DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS
Vote 1—Operating expenditures.......... $1,158,864,928
Vote 5—Grants and contributions.......... $4,044,621,627

(Votes 1 and 5 agreed to on division)
VETERANS REVIEW AND APPEAL BOARD
Vote 1—Program expenditures.......... $9,660,535

(Vote 1 agreed to on division)

The Chair: Shall I report the votes to the House, minus the
amounts voted in interim supply on March 13 and June 17, 2021?

Some hon. members: Agreed.
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The Chair: Excellent. Thank you very much.

Now for the supplementary estimates (B), pursuant to Standing
Order 81(5), the committee will dispose of the supplementary esti-
mates (B) for the fiscal year ending March 31, 2021.

Do I have unanimous consent to deal with the votes in one mo-
tion?

Ms. Rachel Blaney: On division.

Mr. John Brassard: On division.

The Chair: Excellent.
DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS
Vote 1b—Operating expenditures.......... $17,759,213
Vote Sb—Grants and contributions.......... $1

(Votes 1b and 5b agreed to on division)
The Chair: Shall I report the votes to the House?

Some hon. members: Agreed.

The Chair: Excellent. Thank you very much, everybody.

I'd like to say a big thank you, Minister MacAulay and General
Natynczyk and your team, for being patient with us and coming
back, given the technical issues we had at the last meeting. I thank
you all for your participation today.

We are going to suspend briefly to allow the minister to move on
with his day and to bring in the witnesses for our next session on
the backlog.

* (1209 (Pause)

® (1215)

The Chair: I call this meeting back to order.

Pursuant to Standing Order 108(2) and the motion adopted by the
committee on October 27, the committee is resuming its study on
the backlog of disability benefit claims at the Department of Veter-
ans Affairs.

We welcome all of the witnesses who have taken the time to join
us during Remembrance Week. I will list the witnesses and then go
over a few procedural notes and we will get started right away on
testimony.

Appearing as individuals, we have both Charles Scott and Gary
Walbourne, former ombudsman of the Department of National De-
fence. Representing the National Federation of Retirees, we have
Simon Coakely, chief executive officer. Representing the Office of
the Parliamentary Budget Officer, we have Yves Giroux, Parlia-
mentary Budget Officer. From the Professional Institute of the Pub-
lic Service of Canada, we have Doreen Weatherbie, president
(members); and Paul Hartigan, manager, Atlantic region.

Thank you all for taking the time out of your day to be here to
help us with this study.

Each of the organizations will have five minutes for opening re-
marks, after which we will proceed with rounds of questions.

I will signal when there is only one minute remaining, so just
keep an eye on me on your screen. Keep in mind that a minute is
actually a long time, so you don't have to panic if you have a lot left
to say. When the time has elapsed, both for opening remarks and
during questions, I will hold up the hand, doing my best to allow
folks to finish their thoughts.

First we have Mr. Walbourne, but I don't see him up yet—
Mr. John Brassard: Mr. Chair.
The Chair: Mr. Brassard.

Mr. John Brassard: My hand is raised, Mr. Chair. Before the
previous part of the meeting ended, I mentioned that I'd like to put
forward a motion. The clerk does have the motion in both official
languages. I'm not sure whether it's been distributed, but I do seek
clarification as to whether we can put a motion on the floor and
vote on it today.

You mentioned that 48 hours' notice was required. My intention
is to put the motion on the floor and to have a vote on it based on
the testimony of the previous witnesses we had at committee. I'm
asking for some indulgence by the new witnesses, but I would like
to deal with that if we can.

The Chair: I understand that you're able to put the motion on
notice. It will completely depend on the topic of the motion. If it's
relevant to what we're talking about today, then, yes, you could
move it. Otherwise you would need unanimous consent to move it
without the notice.

Again, the clerk has it, and I'm seeing it just now, but I don't
know that anybody else has seen it yet, hence the need for that
time.

Can you confirm that it's about the backlog?

Mr. John Brassard: I can confirm that 100%, Mr. Chair, but 1
would seek clarification from the clerk on the need to have unani-
mous consent to move a motion that is germane to what we're dis-
cussing today.

The Chair: I invite the clerk to speak, to clarify the procedural
side of this, for sure, if she wishes.

® (1220)

Mr. John Brassard: Thank you.

The Clerk of the Committee (Ms. Joléne Savoie-Day): Thank
you, Mr. Brassard.

You do need 48 hours' notice, but if you are putting the motion
on notice, you may do that. If you want to move the motion without
having given the 48 hours' notice, then you would need the unani-
mous consent of the committee.

Mr. John Brassard: Thank you for that clarification.

I'm anxious to hear what the witnesses have to say, so in order to
keep going here, I'm going to ask that at some point near the end of
the meeting I can put the motion on notice formally. I am going to
need some time to do that.

Thank you.

The Chair: Noted. Thank you very much.
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Going back, did we have any success with Mr. Walbourne or no?
Okay. We'll give the tech folks the opportunity to continue to help
him out.

If we can bump Mr. Scott up to the front of the line, the next five
minutes is all yours, sir.

Mr. Charles Scott (As an Individual): Thank you very much,
Mr. Chair.

Good afternoon, members of the House of Commons Standing
Committee on Veterans Affairs. I'm very grateful for the opportuni-
ty to present a human side to the systemic issues Canada's veterans
and their loved ones are subjected to when requesting financial ben-
efits and treatment services for the injuries and illnesses they sus-
tained in service to Canada.

My testimony today is drawn from my own experiences in navi-
gating through Veterans Affairs Canada's complex policies and pro-
cedures. Unfortunately, my experiences are shared by countless
other veterans, who, since I have gone public about my grievances
with Veterans Affairs, have connected with me to share their stories
of sanctuary trauma when they were attempting, like me, to take
steps in their healing journey.

The current system of three benefits regimes, coupled with con-
stantly changing policies and procedures, presents major barriers to
veterans accessing benefits and services. This frequently exacer-
bates the veterans' injuries and illnesses and leads to them abandon-
ing their claims.

During my exit interview from the Canadian Armed Forces in
2008, a Veterans Affairs employee assessed me to be at high risk of
contracting post-traumatic stress disorder. This was not brought to
my attention, and my family and I suffered immensely for almost a
year. After taking treatment matters into my own hands, I was
eventually diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder in 2009.

I discovered the note in my file after recently accessing my DND
and Veterans Affairs file through an access to information request.
Sadly, this was not the first of many times that Veterans Affairs
would fail to support me as I struggled to manage the injuries and
illnesses I sustained in service to Canada.

In 2013, my case management was removed without my knowl-
edge. I made attempts to contact my case manager several times
and received no response. In 2018, I required approval for a medi-
cal device that was above the Medavie Blue Cross grid amount.
Without a case manager, [ was left communicating with the national
contact centre network and, at best, a Veterans Affairs service agent
on the telephone, who had no authority to approve costs for a medi-
cal advice above the grid amount.

Eventually, I was forced to seek the assistance of my member of
Parliament, as the unsupportive Veterans Affairs processes were ex-
acerbating my injuries and my mental health was deteriorating. It
took several months of advocating, appeals and my MP's involve-
ment to eventually receive the device.

My health took a steep downward turn in 2018. With a disability
rate of 93%, I was left to navigate the Veterans Affairs processes on
my own. Unable to balance the demands placed on me as a employ-
er, parent, partner and person, I wasn't able to continue working. I

applied for the diminished earning capacity career impact al-
lowance and career impact allowance supplement in July 2018
through the My VAC online portal. This application was rejected
because I had no case management to complete the referral to the
regional interdisciplinary team in Edmonton.

Finally, I was assigned a newly hired case manager in November
2018. By this time, my total disability rate had increased to 123%
due to injury reassessments that I facilitated on my own. In Decem-
ber 2018, my case manager advised me to apply for the career im-
pact allowance, and I was approved in January 2019.

When I inquired about my diminished earning capacity applica-
tion, my case manager explained that they needed to consult with
their mentor about my eligibility. I never received any follow-up
from my case manager with regard to my DEC application after
that. I was relying on my case manager to support me in accessing
benefits that I desperately needed. Sadly, reviewing my files high-
lighted that my case manager was not engaged and did not request
any medical progress reports from my numerous health care
providers, nor did they complete a case management plan to identi-
fy my needs. My file was never updated to reflect my treatment
needs and financial benefits entitlements.

Prior to the introduction of the pension for life, I lost contact
with my case manager, as they terminated their employment with
Veterans Affairs and my file was not handed over to another case
manager. Because of this negligence, I lost out on the diminished
earning capacity and the CIA supplement. Although an internal
memorandum was distributed to veterans service teams across
Canada stating that any veteran who was participating actively or
inactively in various programs was to receive a DEC and secure fi-
nancial benefits before the change of legislation on April 1, 2019,
my case manager did not receive that memorandum. It was not until
later on, in April 2019, after the legislation changed, that I was as-
signed a new case manager when I contacted Veterans Affairs.

® (1225)

In addition to this, the government still has not acknowledged the
harmful effects of mefloquine. As a veteran who is suffering from
the effects of mefloquine toxicity, officially known as quinism, I
currently have two injury claims attributed to mefloquine toxicity
in the backlog. I cannot wait for this specialized [Inaudible—Edi-
tor] for another two years. Mefloquine is being delayed in the
courts currently, which is delaying the outreach, screening and the
independent inquiry, which is so important and was costed by the
PBO.
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In conclusion, I wish to reinforce that the service delivery model
is broken. There is a three-tiered benefits regime system with major
benefits disparities. I, for one, fall under all three benefits regimes
and the financial disparity is in the range of $3,000 to $4,000 per
month.

Veterans were promised that they would never have to take their
country and their government to court for the benefits and services
they are entitled to, yet today we are seeing a record number of vet-
eran lawsuits and Human Rights Commission complaints in pro-
cess.

I voluntarily served Canada's military. [ would do it again, but re-
spectfully, you owe me and thousands of veterans a better duty of
care.

Thank you for your time.

The Chair: Thank you very much, Mr. Scott. Thank you for
your service, and we agree.

We now go over to Mr. Coakeley, chief executive officer of the
National Association of Federal Retirees.

The next five minutes is all yours, sir.
[Translation]

Mr. Simon Coakeley (Chief Executive Officer, National Asso-
ciation of Federal Retirees): Thank you, Mr. Chair.

The National Association of Federal Retirees is the largest na-
tional advocacy organization representing active and retired mem-
bers of the federal public service, Canadian Armed Forces and
Royal Canadian Mounted Police, and retired federally appointed
judges, as well as their partners and survivors.

With 176,000 members, including over 60,000 veterans and their
families, the association has advocated for improvements to the fi-
nancial security, health and well-being of its members and all Cana-
dians for more than 50 years.

I would like to begin by recognizing Veterans Week, the service,
dedication and sacrifice of our military and veterans, and their fam-
ilies, including members of the National Association of Federal Re-
tirees.

Thank you, committee members, for inviting the association to
speak today. My remarks will be supplemented by a written brief,
and our association stands by to participate in other future areas
identified for study by this committee.

The transition to civilian life can be especially challenging for
those who are dealing with illness, injury or trauma, as you've
heard. Unfortunately, this transition is often further complicated by
the absence of any systemic approach to ensure transitioning veter-
ans have continuity of their access to primary medical care.

The COVID-19 pandemic has further negatively impacted veter-
ans' ability to access the hands-on medical assessments and reviews
needed to support Veterans Affairs Canada claims, which may have
downstream consequences on workload and backlog. These issues
are compounded by unreasonable wait times for disability benefit
processing at Veterans Affairs Canada, which results in lack of vet-
eran confidence in a system they must rely on. For some, the wait

times are retraumatizing or compound an existing moral or institu-
tional injury.

A system focused on rebuilding trust with veterans is critical.

The infusion of $192 million to hire temporary employees to re-
duce the backlog is welcome and necessary, and the department
should be commended for continuing to address the backlog
through the challenges of 2020. However, we must recognize that
systemic issues led to this backlog. Already, this investment will
prove insufficient to eliminate the backlog in 12 months. There is
little data on how a gender-based analysis plus, or GBA+, lens is
being used with this funding to ensure the backlog is addressed eq-
uitably, because we know that women and francophones are dispro-
portionately impacted by the backlog.

® (1230)

[English]

The report of the Office of the Veterans Ombudsman on timely
and transparent decisions from 2018 noted that anglophone appli-
cants waited on average 24 weeks for a decision while franco-
phones waited on average 45 weeks. That's a 21-week difference,
or almost twice as long, with applications most often delayed dur-
ing the adjudication stage.

Veterans Affairs Canada recently shared that nearly one-third of
decision-making staff are now French-speaking, and it shared with
stakeholders that the department has implemented a focused ap-
proach to triaging and processing francophone veterans' claims.

Just last week the department shared that it anticipates success in
addressing the backlog of francophone claims by the end of the
year, a goal for which the department should be commended but al-
so held accountable.

Women today comprise over 16% of the military, and there was a
goal to have 25% serving by 2026. Women veterans suffer injuries
and illnesses resulting in medical releases at higher rates than do
male veterans, which makes women the fastest-growing segment of
Veterans Affairs Canada's clients, a trend that is likely to continue.

Wait times are one of the many issues that disproportionately af-
fect women veterans, the group also identified in the Veterans Om-
budsman 2018 report as waiting longer to have their claims adjudi-
cated.

Forty-two per cent of female clients waited over 40 weeks for a
decision while only 26% of male clients waited that long. We are
aware of cases that were left pending for female veterans for more
than 104 weeks or two years. Less is known about the experience
of RCMP women veterans with respect to claiming, processing,
wait times and backlog at Veterans Affairs.
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VAC should know why the delays are happening in processing
women veterans' claims and should have a targeted plan to fix those
issues on an urgent basis. While the department has undertaken a
GBA+ strategy, systemic biases and research gaps need to be
closed. The sex- and gender-specific issues and needs of women
veterans must be equitably addressed within the department by the
federal government. Specific measurable goals and accountability
are essential to rebuilding trust in the system.

GBA+ is a mandatory imperative that must be mainstreamed into
everything Veterans Affairs does. This should be prioritized and
properly resourced.

As the veterans' ombudsman said:

It is unfair to make veterans and their families wait unreasonably for compensa-
tion to which they are entitled, especially when a favourable decision can also
provide access to needed health care benefits.

Thank you very much.

The Chair: Thank you. That was four minutes and fifty-nine
seconds. Well done, sir.

We go now to our next witness, who will get an extra second on
his time, Monsieur Giroux, from the Office of the Parliamentary
Budget Officer.

The next five minutes and one second is all yours.

[Translation]

Mr. Yves Giroux (Parliamentary Budget Officer, Office of the
Parliamentary Budget Officer): Good afternoon, Mr. Chair. I
don't think I will be using the extra one second.

Good afternoon, vice-chairs and members of the committee.

Thank you for the invitation to appear before you today. This is
my first virtual appearance before the committee. I am pleased to
be here today to discuss my office's report entitled “Disability Ben-
efit Processing at Veterans Affairs Canada”, which was published
on September 28, 2020.

The Parliamentary Budget Officer, or PBO, supports Parliament
by providing independent and non-partisan economic and financial
analysis to parliamentarians. As the legislation states, we provide
this analysis for the purposes of raising the quality of parliamentary
debate and promoting greater budget transparency and accountabil-

ity.

Consistent with the PBO's legislative mandate, at the request of
your fellow committee member, Ms. Blaney, the member for North
Island—Powell River, my office prepared an independent analysis
of the service standards of Veterans Affairs Canada for processing
disability benefit applications. The purpose of this report is to as-
sess the impact of additional resources on the evolution of the back-
log of disability benefit applications and on maintaining service
standards once the backlog has been addressed.

In March 2017, the number of pending applications was 20,693,
but by March 31, 2020, it had reached more than 49,000. Of these,
22,000 were considered complete and were waiting only for a deci-
sion from the department.

While the resources allocated to processing applications for dis-
ability benefits provided by VAC have increased in recent years,
the influx of applications has consistently outpaced the depart-
ment's processing capacity.

® (1235)
[English]

In June 2020, the government allocated an additional $192 mil-
lion in funding to help the department reduce the backlog of appli-
cations for disability benefits. With part of this funding, the depart-
ment plans to retain 160 temporary employees already working for
VAC and to hire an additional 300 temporary employees.

Based on our analysis, we estimate that, with these additional re-
sources, the backlog will be approximately 40,000 applications by
the end of fiscal year 2021-22. Our projections show that, without
these additional resources, the number of pending applications for
disability benefits will reach approximately 140,000 by that time.
Further, with these additional hires, the backlog will stop increasing
and the number of pending applications will be reduced by approxi-
mately 10,000 applications by the end of 2021-22.

With the human resources currently allocated to processing ap-
plications at VAC, the backlog should stop growing, but it will not
be eliminated by March 2022. In addition, if all the employees
hired with the additional funding are not retained, the backlog will
start to increase again. While a number of scenarios could lead to
eliminating the backlog, our report examines two options.

The first option we assessed is the extension of the additional
funding recently announced. We estimate that the total cost of this
option would be $105 million from now until the end of fiscal year
2024-25.

The second option we assessed is the resource requirements
needed to eliminate the backlog within 10 months and maintain the
service standards thereafter. We estimate the total cost of this option
would be $126 million from now until the end of fiscal year
2024-25.

I would be pleased to respond to any questions you may have re-
garding our analysis or other PBO work.

Thank you, Mr. Chair.

The Chair: Thank you, and you were well under time, which I
appreciate.

From the Professional Institute of the Public Service of Canada,
we have up next Doreen Weatherbie, president, members; and Paul
Hartigan, manager, Atlantic region.

My notes indicate that, Madam Weatherbie, you are going to be
speaking and the next five minutes is all yours.

Ms. Doreen Weatherbie (President, Members, Professional
Institute of the Public Service of Canada): Thank you, Mr. Chair.

[Translation]
Good afternoon.
[English]

Thank you for the invitation to address you today.
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As mentioned, I'm Doreen Weatherbie, consultation president for
the Professional Institute of the Public Service of Canada vis-a-vis
Veterans Affairs.

I have with me today my colleague Paul Hartigan, one of the em-
ployee relations officers and manager at the Atlantic PIPSC office
in Halifax, Nova Scotia.

Over the years, [ have endeavoured to create a strong, productive
and meaningful relationship with senior management, including the
deputy minister, the ADMs and HR staff. I am happy to say that
they have generally reciprocated, and together we have worked on
many files to create positive change for employees and veterans. |
respect the integrity of senior management, and I have complete
confidence in the nobility of their intentions.

Having just observed Remembrance Day, it is abundantly appro-
priate that we are having this discussion on the backlog of veterans'
benefit claims and how to address them.

The members I represent are immensely proud of the work they
do. They provide support for Canadians who were willing to sacri-
fice everything for Canada. On a daily basis, my members see the
consequences of the ravages of war. When Canada chooses to send
men and women across the world to defend what we believe to be
right and just, there are consequences.

I would suggest that veterans deserve a balanced, thoughtful re-
view of their case. That is why it's imperative that each case be giv-
en the appropriate review time. The files that my members review
are long, complicated and full of horrifying details that would result
in nightmares for most of us.

The report “Disability Benefit Processing at Veterans Affairs
Canada” identified that an experienced employee could expect to
complete 17 applications per month. Therefore, on average, each
case takes a little over a day to complete if the reviewer is experi-
enced. As the report notes, it will take a couple of years for the new
employees being hired to reach the level of experience.

Further, given the complexities and implications that each case
can present, it is not unreasonable to devote more than a day to a
veteran for the review of the implications of their military life. Be-
cause staffing levels have been inadequate, the backlog has grown.
This adds frustration to my members and to the veterans.

I want to see the backlog addressed, as do my members. Timely
service for our veterans would bring an immense satisfaction to all.
However, the proposal to date has been akin to addressing an am-
putation with a band-aid.

My members are being asked to put in long hours of overtime to
address the current workload and train new employees. However,
the problems being faced are systemic. The number of clients con-
tinue to grow, and the support they require becomes more compli-
cated as they grow older.

The overtime compounds the problems by creating mental health
issues, such as burnout and stress leave within the workforce. Even
the planned hiring identified in the report is temporary. While the
analysis clearly shows that those resources will barely bring the
workforce up to a sustainable level, only after the new hires have a
couple of years' experience can we expect to see a significant dent

start to be made in the backlog, at which time the current plan
would dismiss all of the newly trained resources.

The health care and computer science professionals that I repre-
sent have demonstrated time and time again that they will go above
and beyond the call of duty to help veterans. My members are will-
ing to work with management to come up with innovative and
meaningful solutions. However, we need management to be strate-
gic and hire for the long term if we are going to address the loom-
ing backlog. Veterans are not going away, and the issues they face
are not going away.

In closing, I want to say that while the actions being proposed in
the government's plan are meaningful, they are also inadequate.
Short-term hiring for permanent problems doesn't fix anything. It
merely postpones the problem of an increasing backlog. The best
way to support our veterans is to ensure that enough resources are
in place to review and resolve their concerns in a timely way.

® (1240)

[Translation)
Thank you.
[English]
Mr. Chair, if there are any questions, I'm available.

The Chair: Thank you for staying on time.
I can see Mr. Walbourne.

If we could, we will do a quick sound check with you, sir. I see
that you don't have a headset, which is sometimes a problem for in-
terpretation/translation. Can I ask you to let us know where you are
right now? We'll have the folks on the technical side make sure that
we can proceed.

Sorry, Mr. Walbourne, you're on mute. That's the first step. It's to
take you off mute. Perhaps you could talk for a few seconds so that
we can do a sound test.

® (1245)

Mr. Gary Walbourne (As an Individual): Good morning, ev-
erybody.

I hope all is well. The weather is nice and cool here in Thunder
Bay.

How is the sound? Is it good?
The Chair: We're just waiting to hear from the technician.

Can you sit a little closer to the mike?
Mr. Gary Walbourne: Is this better?

The Chair: I'm just getting word that this is not going to work.
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As long as everybody is okay with your not appearing by video,
the preferred audio option would be for you to log back in on the
other device that you were using and we'll go that route.

Mr. Gary Walbourne: Okay.
The Chair: You're the last person to testify, so I don't want to
encroach on the privilege of my colleagues to ask you questions.

If you could go ahead and do that, we'll suspend for a very brief
moment, hopefully, to allow you to do that, sir. Thank you.
We are suspended.

2 (Pause)

® (1245)
The Chair: I will bring the meeting back to order.

Without further ado, I'm happy to welcome Mr. Gary Walbourne,
former ombudsman of the Department of National Defence, to our
committee.

Mr. Walbourne, the next five minutes are all yours.
® (1250)
Mr. Gary Walbourne: Thank you.

Good morning, Chair and members of the committee. Thank you
for the opportunity to be here today and to discuss the backlog of
veterans files at Veterans Affairs Canada.

It's been just over two years since I left the position of ombuds-
man for the Canadian Armed Forces and the Department of Nation-
al Defence, and just over 10 years since I was appointed deputy
ombudsman at Veterans Affairs Canada.

From the very first day, the backlog and transition were an issue,
from the day I walked into the office at Veterans Affairs Canada. |
wish I were here this morning with a new approach to deal with the
backlog. Sadly, I am not. However, what I can do is reiterate what
has been said about and what has been offered as solutions.

To start, the first thing we need to understand is that transition
happens the day you enlist. Several years ago, I discussed the CRA-
type model for our transitioning members. Currently, the Govern-
ment of Canada accepts taxpayers at face value, and any anomalies
are dealt with through an audit process, a simple online application,
and this is possible for veterans.

However, getting to a CRA model would require a change in
both who does the work and how it is done. So how do we get
there? First and foremost, the determination of attribution of ser-
vice, in my opinion, should be done by the Canadian Armed
Forces. If the Canadian Armed Forces holds enough evidence to
end a member's career, how is it possible that this level of evidence
is not enough to open an application at Veterans Affairs Canada?
The CAF currently determines attribution of service for reservists.
Why not for all?

With attribution of service declaration in hand prior to the mem-
ber leaving, now they know they're in the club, so any determina-
tion done at Veterans Affairs would be determining the level of fi-
nance, compensation or service delivery.

The ultimate goal, in my opinion, would be to have an online ap-
plication that can approve benefits and services using the declara-
tion of attribution of service that has been released by the Canadian
Armed Forces as the ticket to approve that application.

I strongly believe the current system is broken beyond repair. It
is a bolt-on system, and every time we add a new program, policy
or protocol, the ripples are felt throughout the system. Adding more
and more people has been the battle cry for years—which we have
done to the tune of millions and millions of dollars—yet the back-
log persists, because it is simply not a people issue. This is a pro-
cess issue. Continuing to do more of the same and expecting a dif-
ferent result is really not sensible.

There are two areas of responsibility: the organizational respon-
sibility and the individual responsibility. The goal of Veterans Af-
fairs Canada—to process 80% of all files within 16 weeks—is the
organization's and not the individual's. However, when this respon-
sibility is not met, our transitioning members suffer, and by exten-
sion their families. They suffer through financial stress, continuity
of care, family breakdown, homelessness, loss of job opportunity
under the Veterans Hiring Act, and the list goes on. Serving mem-
bers in transition and our veterans deserve so much more.

It can be fixed, but it is going to require a change in leadership
thinking, a willingness to let go of our familiar systems, and a com-
mitment to the change that would better serve this unique group of
people who, unlike all others, signed the ultimate blank cheque for
the Government of Canada. What we really can't afford is to contin-
ue down this path.

I stand ready for any questions you may have.

The Chair: Thank you very much, sir, and thank you so much
for your patience with our technology.

We'll go straight to questions. I believe MP Wagantall is up first
for six minutes, please.

® (1255)

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: Thank you, Chair.

I really appreciate all of the witnesses, and I want to verify the
fact that we deeply appreciate two things—I do—and that is the
work of those who are serving our veterans within the public ser-
vice for VAC. There is no question of our sense of your commit-
ment and your efforts, so thank you so much.

Of course, the challenges we are facing, as Mr. Walbourne said,
are systemic and they are processing issues. There's no reason why
it can't be dealt with. It just takes the will.
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First of all, I would like to ask our Parliamentary Budget Officer
this. You've been challenged in your report by the deputy minister,
indicating that your metrics, I guess, and your methods of coming
to your numbers in regard to the backlog were incorrect. I would
like a quick statement from you on that, in terms of their perspec-
tive on where that backlog is as compared to yours, and the ability
to reduce it, to remove it.

Mr. Yves Giroux: Sure.

We asked Veterans Affairs Canada for the information that
formed the basis of our report. We started from data that was pro-
vided by the department itself, so in that sense there should be no
major difference in the state of the backlog as of March 31, 2020.

We also used the same assumptions that they used regarding im-
provements in productivity for employees at Veterans Affairs. In
fact, we used the highest point of productivity that employees
reached in 2015-16, so from that point I think we have a very simi-
lar approach when it comes to productivity.

What our report does not take into consideration is policy
changes—for example, should the department decide to change the
process by which it assesses applications—because that would not
have been known to us when we submitted an information request.

For all intents and purposes, our conclusions should be the same.
If Veterans Affairs has new information that they did not disclose to
us when we made the information request, well, so much the better
for veterans, but we were not provided with that information.

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: I really appreciate that. Thank you so
much.

I would like to ask Mr. Scott this next question.

Thank you so much for your service and for your determination
in your own care and reaching out and trying to do what you can
through VAC.

I have to say that in this whole approach of pre-approval of ap-
plications and looking at this backlog, I keep hearing VAC say that
you will see within the mandate letter a commitment to look at au-
tomatic approvals for the most common injuries and illnesses, such
as mental health and musculoskeletal injuries, and then again, that
we are “looking at partnering with the Canadian Armed Forces to
access veterans' health records in order to determine more easily
whether an injury is related to service or not.”

These are things that have been said year after year, Mr. Scott.
Could we have a comment from you on where that raises the level
of sanctuary trauma, and your perspective on being cared for by
Veterans Affairs?

Mr. Charles Scott: Thank you, ma'am. That's an excellent ques-
tion.

The onus has always been placed on the injured and ill to advo-
cate for themselves and to navigate a gauntlet of processes for these
applications. Documentation sometimes is there from DND but
doesn't get transferred over to Veterans Affairs, and often the veter-
ans and/or their caregivers are the ones who are advocating for
them.

The processes are extreme. They subject the veterans and their
families to sanctuary trauma by having them prove that they are ac-
tually ill and injured, when the documentation, for the most part, is
there in the file.

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: Thank you so much.

Mr. Walbourne, thank you so much for the work you have done
in attempting to make the changes that I believe we really do need
to make for our veterans. I wonder if you might have a comment on
that as well.

Mr. Gary Walbourne: Yes. Thank you for the question.

You know, I start to sound repetitive to myself after a while.
We're beating a drum here.

Look, we've tried this process. We've put people to it. We've put
money to it. I saw a backlog 11 years ago. There's a backlog, and
it's 2020. I just think we're going at this from the wrong end. We're
end-loading all the money.

Why don't we front-load the money, do the process before the
member leaves, have it in hand and set up a CRA model? Then Vet-
erans Affairs can do the right work of auditing and make sure the
member has enough—that they're in the right lane—and has all the
things they need. I just think we have the cart in front of the horse
here.

® (1300)
Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: Okay, great. Thank you.

I'll maybe ask you this as well. As you know, in May, we had
previous ombudsman Dalton's 2020 report, “Financial Compensa-
tion for Canadian Veterans: A Comparative Analysis of Benefit
Regimes”. I know that you have a breadth of understanding across
this transition from CAF to VAC that needs to take place. Do you
see as well that we could take really historic steps to modernize the
way we're taking care of our veterans, all veterans, from the same
perspective?

The Chair: You only have about 10 seconds, but I'll give you an
opportunity to answer that question, please.

Mr. Gary Walbourne: Yes, Mrs. Wagantall. To answer your
question, without a doubt we have the ability. I believe the parts of
the system are in place where we need them. We just need to get
them connected in the right order. We're doing this backwards. I
think it is possible, yes.

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: Okay. Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you.

MP Samson, the next six minutes are all yours, sir.

Mr. Darrell Samson (Sackville—Preston—Chezzetcook,
Lib.): Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.

I want to thank all the witnesses here today. It's extremely impor-
tant to help us in this very important task of dealing with the back-
log as efficiently and effectively as possible. I want to thank all of
you for your contribution today.

I'd like to start with my colleague Mr. Giroux.
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Thank you to you and your staff for the excellent work you do. It
is another very important piece that is required to help us through
this. As you well know, and as many of our listeners know, we have
seen an increase of 60% in applications over the last year, and a
90% increase in first-time applicants. This is a big factor, as you
said in your presentation; it's increasing the demands because of the
added benefits that have been increased. Between 2015 and 2016,
we were receiving 45,000 applications. We are now receiving
63,000. That's an increase of 18,000. In the decision-making by
Veterans Affairs, where in 2015 it was 42,000, we're now up to
57,000, which is a 15,000 increase. That's a very important piece
that we don't talk about enough, I believe.

The department has put forward a plan. You made your report, as
you indicated earlier. I believe your report focuses mostly on peo-
ple and capacity, but the plan brings other pillars that are crucial.
One of the pillars they brought forward is digitization. That, I be-
lieve, can increase our efficiency. The other one is the integration of
teams and innovative hubs. Those are strategies that are in the re-
port, which your report doesn't take into account, even in terms of
the innovation processes.

I'd like you to speak about those pillars and share with us how
those can help move that backlog. As our colleague Mr. Walbourne
said, it's not only about people; it's also about other processes we
could put in place that would help us achieve our goal, which is to
eliminate the backlog.

Thank you.

Mr. Yves Giroux: Our report takes into consideration issues or
improvements to processes that were known to us as of the end of
March. It includes digitization. It also includes a couple of other
improvements that were known to us at the time of the information
request, such as clusters and so on. It does not include policy
changes. For example, automatic approvals of certain types of dis-
ability applications are not taken into account, but improvements in
processes such as digitization are included in the report. They are
factored into the necessary investments to reduce the backlog or
eliminate it in 12 months. These are all in there. However, we did
not factor in policy decisions that were not made or were not
known to us at the time of drafting this report, which would have
significant impacts on reducing the backlog.

We did a sensitivity analysis at the end of the report to show
what an improvement in productivity or a decrease in productivity
would do to the backlog and how it would behave should, for ex-
ample, employees become more productive for whatever reason,
such as further improvements to the process and so on. It's for illus-
trative purposes, in case parliamentarians like you want to make
further assumptions or ask questions of the department with respect
to the impact of productivity improvements.

® (1305)

Mr. Darrell Samson: Without those added policy changes,
we've seen a drop from 23,000, I think, to 19,000 now. With these
policy changes and strategies in the plan, we will see as well major
improvements. We also need to keep in mind the people we're
adding, which is 168 plus the 350, who will in effect be at work and
ready to do the adjudication in January. We should see some major
improvement in that area as well, wouldn't you think?

The Chair: Give a brief answer, please.

Mr. Yves Giroux: With the additional resources in June 2020,
we expect the backlog to be reduced by about 10,000 applications,
compared to the current situation, by March 2022, so this is an im-
provement in the backlog.

Mr. Darrell Samson: That is only with your report, which does
not take in the necessary policy changes.

Mr. Yves Giroux: Exactly.

Mr. Darrell Samson: Therefore, there will be many more than
10,000.

Mr. Yves Giroux: If there were additional policy changes to the
way the applications are treated, yes.

Mr. Darrell Samson: There are some you are now aware of that
you were not aware of at the report stage.

The Chair: Thank you.

We now have MP Desilets for six minutes, please.

[Translation]

Mr. Luc Desilets: Thank you, Mr. Chair.
My first question is for Mr. Coakeley.

In your opening statement, you talked about the importance of a
systemic approach to address the issues that led to the backlog. The
automatic approval of disability benefit claims is an idea that has
gained popularity among members, as evidenced today and at the
last meeting. It is a recommendation we made that is now catching
on.

What are the benefits and drawbacks, in your view, of automati-
cally approving disability benefit claims? We want to fully under-
stand what the process would entail.

Mr. Simon Coakeley: Thank you, Mr. Desilets.

As a matter of principle, we are in favour of a process to auto-
matically approve benefit claims, which would certainly have ad-
vantages, but also drawbacks. Keep in mind that the first goal is to
help veterans reintegrate into civilian life, so every effort must be
made to make that transition easier. It is about more than just clear-
ing the backlog.

In the nineties, I was head of the bureau of pensions advocates at
Veterans Affairs Canada. The backlog was pretty sizable back then.
In my experience, many cases are similar. For instance, a lot of vet-
erans may have hearing problems from exposure to high noise lev-
els. In the course of a military mission, they can certainly be ex-
posed to explosions, engine noise and so on.
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We think it's important to take a step back and determine whether
the impairment is likely attributable to service. Consider soldiers
who jump out of aircraft or tanks and who go on to have knee prob-
lems. What would be worse is to grant the disability pension and,
then, reverse the decision. That would involve Veterans Affairs
Canada taking back the money it had paid out, so that is an impor-
tant consideration.

With all due respect for veterans, we recommend that the depart-
ment carry out pilot projects on a given disability. Another option
would be to grant a pension benefit immediately on the basis of the
facts and to carry out a pilot project on the increases afterwards.
That would reduce the risk that the department would have to re-
cover money that had already gone out to veterans.

I'm not sure whether that answers your question.
® (1310)

Mr. Luc Desilets: It does, but I have follow-up questions.

Would you support the automatic approval of claims, but on a
partial basis? In other words, could it be done gradually? Let's go
back to the example of the veteran who jumped from an aircraft
during a mission; let's say there is a 95% likelihood that they will
have knee or back issues. Should the department grant the veteran
50% of the benefit amount, and then, wait a year, two years or five
years to pay out the rest?

Mr. Simon Coakeley: In the nineties, when I was at Veterans
Affairs Canada, that was more or less the practice. Veterans were
granted disability pensions according to the extent of their impair-
ment expressed as a percentage. The department also determined
the extent to which the impairment was attributable to military ser-
vice. The department could determine, for instance, that the veteran
had a 50% impairment, but that 20% of the impairment was at-
tributable to military service.

I've been away from Veterans Affairs Canada for 20 years now.
A system like that would provide veterans with an immediate pen-
sion, and thereby give them access to treatments and services such
as the veterans independence program, which the minister men-
tioned in his statement. Veterans could access those services from
the outset. In civil law, there is such a thing as commencement of
proof in writing, so yes, it would be possible.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Thank you.

I have a minute left. I would very much appreciate hearing from
Mr. Scott.

First, I want you to know that I was deeply moved by your story.
The committee always appreciates hearing from people who came
up against barriers when navigating the system. Where do you
stand on the automatic approval of claims? Would it have helped in
your case?

[English]

Mr. Charles Scott: Automatic approval, yes...because I had doc-
umented evidence dating back to 2009. However, I just want to
point out that hiring new people will not necessarily help if you're
not changing the processes, which is what we're talking about.

If you want to talk about a pilot project, I would ask the commit-
tee and the government to consider piloting what's going to happen
to the backlog when you have so many mefloquine veterans sub-
mitting claims for their injuries. Yes, I think the streamlined ver-
sion, as was previously talked about, similar to CRA, would help.

The Chair: Excellent.
[Translation]

Mr. Luc Desilets: Thank you very much, gentlemen.
[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much.

We are now going to move to MP Blaney, for six minutes.
Ms. Rachel Blaney: Thank you, Chair.

I want to thank all of the witnesses today. I would like to make a
special acknowledgement to Mr. Scott. You have come in front of
the committee and shared very personal information; I really re-
spect that. I respect your bravery and I thank you so much for your
service.

I'm going to start with Mr. Giroux. First of all, thank you so
much for taking up my request to do this report. I found it very en-
lightening. I am concerned, though, to hear several VAC executives
and ministerial staff say that the backlog report doesn't account for
changes the department is making.

Section 4 of the report specifically addresses changes in produc-
tivity within the department. Could you speak a little bit to that?
Please help me understand how what I saw as such a helpful report
to help us get to where we need to get, to honour our veterans, is
somehow becoming something that is not helpful to the ministry.

® (1315)

Mr. Yves Giroux: The report we drafted and provided to you
and to parliamentarians takes into consideration improvements that
were mentioned, such as digitization of files. It takes into consider-
ation what we were told by Veterans Affairs were improvements
that they made. It's a bit surprising for me, personally, to hear that
there are further improvements the department is undertaking,
which will further reduce the backlog, without my office and me
having been informed of that while we were drafting the report.

Nonetheless, we know that bringing in new staff, as the report
suggests as a way forward, would probably decrease productivity.
If you bring new hires into a system as complex as the veterans
benefits system, it takes a while for employees to become fully fa-
miliar with the process. Even if it is true, and I have no reason to
doubt it is true, that Veterans Affairs is implementing further
changes to increase the productivity of its staff, bringing in new
staff would probably decrease productivity.

That is why we have made the assumption in our report that pro-
ductivity of employees overall would gradually improve over two
years if the department were to implement either of the two scenar-
ios that we mention in the report. Productivity would increase grad-
ually over two years and reach its highest level, which was record-
ed recently, in 2015-16, after two years, once employees are up to
speed.
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That, I think, is probably a fairly generous assumption to begin
with. If there are further enhancements to the processes that the de-
partment has put in place, I am very happy to hear that, because it
will benefit veterans who are waiting for applications to be pro-
cessed. However, I was not given any evidence of that when my
team and I were drafting the report.

Ms. Rachel Blaney: Thank you. That is extremely helpful for
me.

When I look at the report.... The other thing you addressed so
well was the idea of service standards. I think what you just told us
is very informed of how long it's going to take. Ms. Weatherbie also
talked about the fact that it takes a while to train people, and you
can't base those high-trained folks...and how fast they can move
through the system.

Then we heard Mr. Scott's story as well. What we see, and the
workers have been saying it for a long time, is that they are doing
their best to keep up, but the service standards are falling because
they don't have the appropriate number of people. It depends on
which department or which community they are in. There are so
many variables.

Can you talk for a minute about those service standards and how
long it will take to get to that level of service standards, so we don't
see veterans like Mr. Scott falling through the cracks?

Mr. Yves Giroux: Thank you for the question.

The VAC service standards are that 80% of applications are to be
processed within 16 weeks. What we are seeing now is that these
service standards are not met and only 37% of applications are pro-
cessed within these timelines.

Under the two scenarios we have looked at.... In the first sce-
nario, the service standards would be met by February or March
2023, so that's two and a half years from now. In the second sce-
nario, where the backlog would be totally eliminated within 12
months, service standards would be met after 12 months. Depend-
ing on when the implementation starts, that would probably be
sometime in 2022, 12 months after the changes under scenario two
are implemented.

Ms. Rachel Blaney: Thank you so much.
Mr. Scott, my last question in this round goes to you.

First of all, I deeply apologize for the experience you've had to
live through. We see the service standards. I don't want to blame the
workers. I think the workers are doing the best they can, and they
have not gotten the support they require, which means the impact is
felt by veterans.

Can you talk a little about the timelines of how long you've been
waiting? You talked about being dropped off again and again by
your case manager. Can you speak a little bit about what that feels
like?

® (1320)

The Chair: We're almost at time, but I will allow for a quick re-
sponse, please.

Mr. Charles Scott: Thank you, ma'am. That's a very good ques-
tion.

I have been waiting for at least two years for the career impact
supplement. I currently have two claims in the backlog, for post-
concussion syndrome and traumatic brain injury, which is attributed
to mefloquine toxicity. That could take years. They are giving me
60 days to get a neurology examination. That doesn't really work,
especially when we have COVID. Trying to find a neurologist takes
a long time.

I hope that answered the question on the time that I had.

The Chair: Thank you very much, sir.

MP Carrie, I believe you have five minutes.

Mr. Colin Carrie (Oshawa, CPC): Thank you very much, Mr.
Chair.

I want to thank all the excellent witnesses today.

I want to start and get right into it with Mr. Scott. You said that
the service delivery system is “broken”. I think Mr. Walbourne said
the system isn't fixable. Madam Weatherbie, when she talked about
the plan that's on the table, mentioned that it is an “inadequate”
plan. She stated that it's like “addressing an amputation with a
band-aid”. That statement right there gave me a huge visual of how
bad this is.

My colleague asked you a bit about the pre-approval process. If I
understand correctly, you said it might be good for a pilot project.
From your experience, do you see any downside to having a pre-
approval process at all?

Mr. Charles Scott: Thank you for the question, sir.

A downside to a quicker approval process—
Mr. Colin Carrie: It's pre-approval.

Mr. Charles Scott: I believe that is going to be a personal ques-
tion. Would that assist me? It may, potentially. It could also in-
crease the backlog. There are a lot of veterans right now who have
abandoned their applications because they are just unable to navi-
gate through the processes and, unfortunately, the bureaucracy.

Perhaps it may assist. I haven't really had anything that was
streamlined, so it's difficult for me to answer that question com-
pletely.

Mr. Colin Carrie: Okay. I appreciate that.

Maybe I could go to Mr. Giroux with the same question I asked
Mr. Scott.

Mr. Scott said some veterans have abandoned the process be-
cause it's taking so long for them. First, do you have any idea of
what the rejection rate would be for applications?

Also, do you see any positives, advantages or disadvantages, to
this pre-approval rate? It seems the government can do this type of
thing. My colleague mentioned the CERB and how easy it was. Ba-
sically, it was just click and send. The government was able to get
the funds out to Canadians very quickly, even after CRA mentioned
that perhaps some people weren't even qualified for them.
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Could you please comment on the pros and cons of pre-ap-
proval? Also, what would be the acceptance rate for these claims
for veterans, if you do have those numbers?

Mr. Yves Giroux: Unfortunately, I don't have the numbers for
the rejection rates off the top of my head. The department for sure
has that information, I hope. Maybe I can get it for you after the
meeting.

With respect to the pros and cons of pre-approvals, the pros are
quite obvious to everybody who is listening in today. It is faster ap-
provals, so it's decisions and money flowing into the hands of the
applicants much faster. The cons, unfortunately, are a lack of cer-
tainty to a certain extent, with people not knowing whether there
would be an audit on their case after the fact. From the govern-
ment's perspective, there would probably be difficulty in recovering
amounts that could be overpaid in cases of applications that are not
founded or that are not eligible.

These are the main pros and cons that I would see. If I had half
an hour, I could probably come up with a longer list of pros and
cons, but off the top of my head, these are the main elements that
come to mind.

Mr. Colin Carrie: I think everyone around the table would like
to come up with solutions. That's why I was very impressed with
the witnesses here today.

Perhaps we could dig down on that a little more. If we had a pre-
approval process, like some of the veterans organizations have sug-
gested, and it had a verification aspect to it after the fact, would that
help as far as pre-approval goes? Would you see a necessity, for ex-
ample, for full-time equivalents? Would we have to increase those,
or could it be handled within the system?

® (1325)

Mr. Yves Giroux: Based on my experience at the CRA, you can
devote the same number of resources to an audit-based system
where you approve everything automatically or you take the appli-
cation at face value and then you audit. It depends on the strength
and the coverage of the audits that you want to undertake. You can
do that with fewer resources if you're willing to take a bit more
risk, or you can use the same resources if you want to minimize the
risk of overpayment. There are multiple models when it comes to
pre-approvals and then audits after the fact. It depends on the cov-
erage rate that the government is comfortable with or wants to un-
dertake.

When it comes to pre-approvals there's a variety of models, from
very few resources devoted to audits, to virtually the same levels if
you really want to overlook or audit as many applications as possi-
ble. I think it would be more reasonable to have fewer resources to
be fair to the process.

I'll stop it there because I see Mr. Chair with his hand up.
Mr. Colin Carrie: Thank you very much.

The Chair: We'll now move over to MP Fillmore, please, for
five minutes.

Mr. Andy Fillmore: Thank you very much, Chair. I appreciate
that.

Warm thanks to all of the witnesses for coming and joining us to-
day.

I want to ask a question about understanding the processing de-
lays. I'd like to hear from the witnesses on a question that I put to
the deputy minister at our last meeting. VAC service standards indi-
cate that in normal circumstances, as we talked about today, 80% of
the decisions should be made in the first 16 weeks. It would appear
that we're kind of left to wonder what constitutes normal circum-
stances, given that, according to the deputy minister, the very first
backlog appeared back in the 1920s, it seems.

In any case, we've heard a lot about how more staff and better
streamlined decision-making are important, but we have to under-
stand also the specific reason that a claim might not meet that stan-
dard beyond the bureaucratic staffing issue that may exist. There
are three things I'd like to ask you about. Could you describe what
you feel normal circumstances would be under the VAC standard?
What's the reality in terms of why fewer people than 80% were
moved through the processing? What steps do you think VAC could
be taking to better serve those veterans who have a claim that
would take longer than the average—that 20% or, as the case may
be, larger than 20%, that go beyond normal circumstances?

Can you help us out there? I ask the question to each of the wit-
nesses and to whoever would like to dive into it.

Mr. Simon Coakeley: Perhaps I could start. When I was the
chief pensions advocate at Veterans Affairs back in the nineties, we
were dealing with backlogs back then, so it doesn't surprise me that
we were dealing with backlogs in the twenties as well.

Basically, if you want to talk about a normal claim that could be
decided reasonably quickly, you would be talking about a claim
where you had “adequate” evidence of a disability—I put adequate
in quotes, because to a certain extent adequate is in the eye of the
beholder—that you were able to link back to military service or, in
the case of the RCMP, RCMP service. The challenge with that is
getting the documents together. The evidence of the disability is
getting a doctor's opinion. Mr. Scott talked about his requirement to
get a neurological assessment, which is very difficult at the best of
times and is even worse now. There's the level of proof the system
needs in order to accept that the medical diagnosis is acceptable,
whether it needs to be from a specialist or from a family doctor, and
then the link back to what your service was.

I think some of that can be done somewhat presumptively. It's
not surprising that people with military service have hearing prob-
lems, because they've been exposed to loud noises over the course
of their career. It's not surprising that people who jump out of air-
planes or tanks may have knee problems. Some of the other areas
are a little more complicated, but there is work that could be done
there. The problem is even, in my own experience, making sure you
have a normal file. You need all of that information. You need the
flow of information from the Canadian Armed Forces into Veterans
Affairs. You need the flow of information from the doctors.

You could also look, I would say, to what goes on in other coun-
tries and to what goes on in the workers’ compensation world.
There are certain things where we know, if a person is exposed to
this, then that is the natural result. It's not rocket science.
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Mr. Andy Fillmore: If anyone else would like to answer, please
go ahead.

Mr. Scott.
Mr. Charles Scott: Thank you, sir. I'll give a short answer.

In terms of what's happening now in a lot of situations, I can use
me as an example. With the change in legislation on April 1, a lot
of the authority was removed from the regional level and placed in
centralized units, such as the diminished earning capacity unit out
of Winnipeg. They are completely removed from their veteran
clients. There's no context. My case manager operates very much
on a secluded island with no email or phone number to contact out-
side of the veterans service team. That really prevents and blocks
communication interdepartmentally.

As well, the appeals process is far too gruelling for veterans and
their families to go through. It needs to be streamlined.

The Chair: Thank you very much.

We go now to MP Desilets for two and a half minutes.

[Translation]
Mr. Luc Desilets: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

This is a very informative discussion and not necessarily because
it seems to coincide with our position. My sense is that we are mak-
ing progress when it comes to the automatic approval of disability
claims.

I have a question for Mr. Coakeley, but I want to say something
first.

By putting up with a backlog like this, we end up accepting the
unacceptable. You can argue that it goes back to 1834, but that does
not make it any more acceptable. The figures we are seeing today
bring to mind the pandemic and the number of COVID-19 cases.
No one is surprised anymore to hear that Quebec's daily case count
stands at a thousand. Why am I comparing the two? Because a
backlog of 40,000 claims is not okay. If the current model isn't
working, it's time to consider doing things differently. When your
approach to a problem doesn't help, you change the approach. That
was a brief comment to preface my question.

Mr. Coakeley, as you mentioned, research is an important part of
identifying systemic problems. It can lead to better practices and
policies. That is certainly an area we need to focus on to reduce this
backlog—which, may I add, is totally unacceptable.

You talked about the need to close research gaps. We disregard
the scientific dimension and research carried out by countries com-
parable to ours. Could you please elaborate on that?

Mr. Simon Coakeley: Thank you, Mr. Desilets.

Research gaps definitely exist, as they do in other fields. Canada
isn't the biggest country in the world, so the pool we have to draw
on for research can be very small in some areas. Even though
Canada clearly has research gaps, that does not mean our counter-
parts in the United States, England, Australia and New Zealand do
not have relevant experience we can leverage. I gave the example

of our Five Eyes partners because we work together on so many
initiatives.

I also want to stress the importance of carrying out targeted re-
search. I mentioned women veterans, who suffer from different ill-
nesses. Military service has different repercussions on women.
There is little research on the repercussions of military service on
women and other groups. The Department of Veterans Affairs
needs to have access to quality data.

® (1335)
[English]
The Chair: Thank you very much.

MP Blaney, go ahead for two and a half minutes, please.

Ms. Rachel Blaney: Thank you, Chair.
My question is for Ms. Weatherbie.

One of the things that have concerned me—and I've asked the
minister about this several times—is the idea of hiring temporary
workers when I think there is a need for permanent workers. I'm
just wondering about what's happening with that, and your opinion
on those issues.

Ms. Doreen Weatherbie: That is my focus here today. Yes,
we're hiring and the training has been going on continually for the
last two years. That being said, the processes have also changed. 1
see the two of them coming together, with the IT help that is going
on with PFL and all the other components of new strategies in the
processing, but the problem is that we're getting them together.
They're coming together, but then in two or two and a half years,
the temporary people are gone, so we're back to where we started.

Five years from today if those temps leave, we'll be back where
we started, with backlogs occurring again.

Ms. Rachel Blaney: Thank you. That is so helpful.

I want to thank you, Mr. Walbourne, for talking, on the defence
side, about more work being done prior to military folks being re-
leased. I am sad to say that this is something I heard from you in
the defence committee many years ago, so it's unfortunate that this
is still something not solved.

I'm just wondering if you could speak a little about that and
about how that would work post-transition. My concern would be,
if work is done while people are still in the military but then other
issues arise when they leave, how those post-transition concerns
would be addressed and whether Veterans Affairs would work with
the Department of National Defence to make that a smooth transi-
tion and would be allowed to continue to work on someone's file
and modify it, depending on their need.

The Chair: Give a quick response, please.

Mr. Gary Walbourne: Okay.
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First of all, there are a couple of things. The 80% target for 16
weeks only starts when Veterans Affairs Canada has a complete
file, so we need to know that.

Second, someone talked about raising the quality of the output. I
think you can only do that by raising the quality of the input. Up
front, the Department of National Defence determines attribution of
service. That's the card that pre-approves. The determination is
made by Veterans Affairs Canada about the level of service for
compensation.

To your question about late manifesters, there are always going
to be late manifesters. I've always said that they will always need
an arbitration arm at Veterans Affairs Canada to deal with that. Peo-
ple leaving the military with PTSD can have no symptoms today,
but three years from now their world can be completely different.
There are always going to be late manifesters.

However, as others have said, we have a track and trend of the
types of activities these members partake in and the outcomes of
those activities. We're data rich and knowledge poor.

The Chair: Thank you very much, sir.

Now we'll move over to MP Brassard for five minutes, please.

Mr. John Brassard: Thank you, and with apologies to everyone,
I'm not going to be able to get to you all. I have lots of questions,
but I have to focus and target my questions to specific individuals.
One of them is Mr. Giroux.

Mr. Giroux, you spoke about the report that you did. It was quite
concerning to me to hear you say that improvements to improve
this backlog, although publicly being exalted by the government,
weren't actually shared with you and your department in coming up
with the recommendations and the assessment that you did.

Is it unusual, in your experience, that the government would talk
about these issues publicly, yet not share that information with your
department?

Mr. Yves Giroux: Yes, that would be unusual. I'm not saying
necessarily that the department is wilfully not sharing information
with me. They may be under the impression that there are improve-
ments being made that we have not taken into consideration, while
we have indeed taken them into consideration. What would not be
unusual is for one of my reports to irritate a government department
or a government institution. That has happened before and I suspect
it will happen in the future.

We asked the Department of Veterans Affairs for information be-
fore preparing the report. We discussed the main thrust of our con-
clusions, and they had opportunities to correct some of the misun-
derstandings that could have arisen. We did not hear about that in
the course of drafting this report, so I'm a bit surprised to hear, after
the report is tabled, that there are things we have not taken into ac-
count.

® (1340)

Mr. John Brassard: I am too, quite frankly, Mr. Giroux, because
some of those things or the improvements that they're proposing to
make could in fact—but we don't know based on your report—im-
prove the conditions of these backlogs and reduce them, or in some
cases cause them to be greater. I'm concerned about that.

Mr. Walbourne, you and I have had lots of conversations over the
years. My fear is that we're going to be in this situation in five years
if things don't improve, or 10 years if things don't improve. People
versus process, are you confident at all that we can get this right,
Mr. Walbourne?

Mr. Gary Walbourne: No, I think we're going to be having the
same conversation in the next three, five, seven or 10 years. We
have to come to the realization that we've poured millions and mil-
lions of dollars and hundreds and hundreds of people into this sys-
tem, saying we're going to eliminate the backlog. Where's the back-
log? It still exists.

I don't know what you need to do to get the point across. Has
anyone stopped to look at the process? If bad information and mis-
communication are being poured into the front end of the system,
you can imagine what the reaction at the back is going to be.

I have empathy for Veterans Affairs Canada, having worked
there. They're a great group of people. I'm telling you, these folks
are focused on getting it right every day for the veterans, but they're
given such a labyrinth to walk through that's so complicated and
complex.

I'll give you a quick example: the Veterans Hiring Act. A veter-
an, a transitioning member, may have an opportunity to be hired by
the Government of Canada, but the file bounces back and forth in
the department for months at a time and opportunities are lost. We
talk about a backlog of files. We need to stop doing that. This is a
group of people. These are not files and numbers. Mr. Scott is sit-
ting right here. He's one of these people we're talking about. We're
sitting around talking about how much money we can shove into
this and how much effort, but we don't stop and give an honest look
at the process. We have to get there at some point in time. It's es-
sential.

Mr. John Brassard: I appreciate your candour, Mr. Walbourne.
You're always frank.

Mr. Scott, with that level of frustration that's happening across
the country with veterans, we're seeing increases in lawsuits. Please
give the committee a sense of the level of despair, how dire the sit-
uation is within the veteran community as it relates to the process-
ing or the lack of processing of these claims and that frustration
they're feeling in their families as well.

Mr. Charles Scott: Throwing money at a human problem will
not work. I agree with the comments being made here. We could be
talking about this, and we will be talking about this, in the years to
come. [ propose that a Veterans Affairs royal commission occur
here in Canada to look at the systemic issues. Throwing money will
not solve this. We will be talking about this next year and the year
after that. A Veterans Affairs royal commission would totally open
up the lid on this, so that we could work together as a country to
support our veterans.

Thank you.
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The Chair: Thank you.
We are going now to MP Casey.

I have to warn you that your time is cut down to about two or
maybe two and a half minutes to give us the latitude to deal with
committee business.

Mr. Sean Casey: Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.

I'm going to be addressing my questions to Ms. Weatherbie and
Mr. Hartigan.

I want to start by thanking you for your representation of the
people who are on the front lines of dealing with the backlog. I
have the privilege of representing many of them in Parliament, just
as you do in their professional work.

What we heard from the deputy minister is that the people in-
volved in the backlog are essentially represented by three unions:
the Union of Veterans' Affairs Employees, the one that you lead and
another union that deals with the financial people.

I'll get you to confirm that and explain to the committee the role
that your members play.

Ms. Doreen Weatherbie: There are three. The UVAE represents
employees who are part of PSAC. They fall under the admin assis-
tants, the WP2s, who also help with the files. Then you have PIPSC
and you have finance. There are over 500 PIPSC employees with
Veterans Affairs. There are doctors, nurses and medical adjudica-
tors, who are the primary owners of the files. There are over 200 IT
people. They govern all of the new programs that are implemented
in this system. There are procurement officers who fall under PIP-
SC.

® (1345)
Mr. Sean Casey: Thank you, Ms. Weatherbie.

If I understand you correctly, it's primarily your members who
are on the front lines. There are some supportive roles by the oth-
ers. That being the case, were you surprised when the president of
the Union of Veterans' Affairs Employees said that it's unfortunate
a lot of the adjudicators are based in Charlottetown?

Ms. Doreen Weatherbie: 1 don't recall that particular statement,
sir, so I really shouldn't comment on it.

Mr. Sean Casey: I'm reading it from the transcript of the meet-
ing. I've written to her twice on it and she has chosen not to reply.

Ms. Doreen Weatherbie: I work very well with all unions, as I
mentioned, working with senior management and the deputy.

The medical adjudicators are not all in Charlottetown. We have
quite a few in the Quebec area because they govern some of the
French issues. We also have them in Ottawa. We have them out
west. Especially now with COVID, we're hiring. In this virtual
world, they can be at home and looking after files.

Mr. Sean Casey: Thank you.

The Chair: I'm afraid I have to step in and bring our meeting to
a close. I want to thank all the witnesses for being here today and
helping our study on the backlog.

I will ask the witnesses to log off Zoom.

We're going to go right into some committee business here.
[Translation]

Mr. Luc Desilets: I have a point of order, Mr. Chair.
[English]

The Chair: Go ahead, MP Desilets.
[Translation]

Mr. Luc Desilets: Mr. Chair, I have a quick point that will be of
interest to everyone, I think.

Mr. Giroux said something very important earlie—that he would
forward the committee the numbers for the rejection rates, in rela-
tion to the automatic approval process.

Do we know for sure that he will do that?
[English]

The Chair: I would have to check with the clerk to see whether
that has been submitted. If not, we will give him the opportunity to
share it with our committee and make sure it is distributed to all
members.

Oh, sorry—are you asking Mr. Giroux, or me?
[Translation]

Mr. Luc Desilets: Mr. Giroux alluded to this earlier, but it wasn't
clear to me whether he would be doing it or not. Will Mr. Giroux be
providing the committee with the numbers for the rejection rates? It
is in relation to the automatic approval process.

[English]

The Chair: I will ask Monsieur Giroux if it is possible for him
to send that information to the clerk of ACVA, and we'll make sure
it gets out to all committee members. Okay?

Again, I thank all of you, witnesses, for your participation today.
We will ask you to log off Zoom now, and I will recognize MP
Brassard who has committee business for today.

Mr. John Brassard: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

I want to make sure that we are in public as well. Is that correct?
The Chair: That is correct.

Mr. John Brassard: Okay.

Mr. Chair, given the evidence we received today, not just from
the minister but also from these very compelling witnesses, I've
submitted a motion to the clerk in both official languages and I'll
put the motion on the floor right now. It is as follows:
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That the committee is disappointed with the lack of progress shown by the gov-
ernment in clearing the backlog of applications for veterans disability benefits
and reports this motion to the House.

® (1350)

Would you like me to speak on it, Mr. Chair?
The Chair: You have the floor, sir.

Just so everybody knows, we will continue using the “raise
hand” function in the participants section of Zoom. If you wish to
speak, the order I currently have is as follows: Mr. Brassard, Darrell
Samson, Andy Fillmore, Sean Casey, and Marie-France Lalonde.

I think, Monsieur Desilets, you had your hand up on your screen,
so if you could jump on Zoom and put up your hand virtually—
there it is—we'll go from there.

Mr. Brassard, you still have the floor.

Mr. John Brassard: Thank you, Mr. Chair. I appreciate being
given this opportunity to deal with this motion.

Quite frankly, this is the most pressing issue that's facing our vet-
erans community today. I have heard—as I am sure many members
of Parliament have—from veterans across the country about just
how concerned they are about the backlog. We have lawsuits that
have been launched against Veterans Affairs as a result of the back-
log.

I think what was most striking to me during the testimony we
heard from our subsequent witnesses was the fact that when we talk
in the context of backlogs, we have to remember that these are peo-
ple who served this country, who signed the blank cheque, as Mr.
Walbourne said, and their families. When they get caught up in
these types of situations, it has a profound effect on the state of
their families, the state of their mental health and the confidence
they have in their government's ability to have their backs and
“have their six”.

What I heard from the minister today, quite frankly, was the
same thing we've been hearing for many months: that this is a pri-
ority for the minister. I don't doubt that it is a priority for the minis-
ter, but what most concerns me is the fact that the process is not in
any way—at least, I'm not confident in this—going to change to ad-
dress this backlog in a manner that is required.

We've heard there are options available. I truly.... I lost my tem-
per with the minister because I'm tired of hearing.... I've been deal-
ing with this for four years, in my previous stint as veterans affairs
critic at the time, and we have heard Mr. Walbourne talk about this
for 11 years. This is not a people issue. This is a process issue, and
there are process recommendations that have been made over the
years to address this situation. We heard a lot of those process rec-
ommendations today.

My fear is that those recommendations are not even being con-
sidered by the government. What we're doing is effectively layering
on more bureaucracy—more process, in a way—for veterans, and
hoops and hurdles for them to have to go through to have their
claims processed. We're hearing and seeing this, and Mr. Scott
talked about the cases, the lawsuits across this country, because vet-
erans are feeling compelled now to sue their government, despite
the fact that the Prime Minister said that no veteran should have to

fight their government in court for the benefits they deserve. We're
seeing this happen across the country, because that level of frustra-
tion and anxiety is happening within the veterans community and in
their families.

I am not confident, walking away from this meeting—and I think
the evidence is pretty clear—that things are going to change any
time soon. We made specific reference to the fact that government
turned on a dime—on a dime—when the COVID crisis hit to allow
the CERB benefit, the student benefit and the wage subsidy to go
out the door quickly. In many cases, as was mentioned, for the stu-
dent benefit, 15- to 18-year-olds, by simply pressing “send” on a
computer, were having money deposited into their accounts within
a period of three to five days, yet here we are with a backlog that is
well beyond where it needs to be and, in some cases, yes, it's last-
ing two years.

The process has to be improved to a point where I believe that
we give veterans the benefit of the doubt, and in the context of
COVID, it's becoming increasingly difficult for veterans to be able
to supply to Veterans Affairs the information, the documentation
and the medical documentation that's required in order for them to
have their claims processed and adjudicated.

As for throwing more people at this problem, while it may have
an impact in the longer term, in the near term I'm not confident.
What this motion reflects is my lack of confidence in the govern-
ment's ability to address this issue in the immediate term, the emer-
gency term, the urgent term that our veterans and their families are
facing right now. They cannot, Mr. Chair, continue to have their
claims go through a process that is not working for them.

® (1355)

Quite frankly, I didn't get the sense today—I certainly heard this
from the Parliamentary Budget Officer, and I didn't hear it from the
minister—that there was any sense of confidence that this thing,
this backlog problem, is going to improve any time soon. I think the
House needs to be made aware of not just what we heard today, and
I think there has to be some discussion within the House on the so-
Iutions that are possible to provide the government in order to fix
this very dire, very grave situation for veterans and their families in
this country.

[ propose this motion, Mr. Chair, with the sincerest intent to find
a resolution to this.

Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you, sir.

I believe MP Samson is up next.

Mr. Darrell Samson: Thank you, Mr. Chair.
The Chair: I don't hear MP Samson.

Mr. Darrell Samson: You don't hear me?

The Chair: No. Could you move your microphone close to your
mouth? Is it plugged in?

Mr. Darrell Samson: Sorry.
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The Chair: There you go.

Mr. Darrell Samson: I'm sorry. Usually my voice carries very
well. That microphone is quite effective. I'm noticing that as we
move forward.

I thank the committee for the opportunity to speak on this mo-
tion.

I have to be honest with all of you that today's presentation was
touching. It was moving. It was difficult to listen to, because we
want and need to do better, and we have to do better. I don't think
anyone disagrees with that.

History teaches us well. History allows us to better understand
where we came from, where we're at and where we need to go. We
can't forget; we're unable to. Let's be honest now. There were cuts
made in 2014. Those cuts eliminated 1,000 front-line workers and
nine offices around the country.

Why it was done, I'm not questioning that. All I'm interested in is
making sure we understand the real picture. The real picture is that
in 2014-15 these cuts were made. That, by itself, would have put....
All of you, no matter which party you're sitting with, understand
the devastation that had on veterans and veterans communities and
on the backlog—that is without a doubt. If we look at ourselves in
the mirror, it is very, very clear.

The second thing that is extremely clear is that since 2015, when
our government took power, we have invested over $10 billion.
That's not just money. These were programs, very important pro-
grams that had been shared by the veterans community: the educa-
tion fund; the lifetime pension, bringing it back; all the various pro-
grams, caregivers, etc. These additional programs allowed many,
many veterans now to make applications for benefits for them-
selves and their families. We have to be honest there. There is no
question about that.

When you see 60% more applications, when you see 90% more
first-time applications, when you see the increase in funding that
we've added or the percentages of injury, where now you have a
second and a third application from the same individual, that has to
be taken into consideration. It is extremely important. That's the in-
take.

Now let's look at the outtake. We've indicated clearly that in the
last five, six, seven, eight months there has been an improvement of
over 4,000 cases that have been eliminated, over and above the
backlog. This is going back. It means we're making headway,
which is very positive.

The PBO just mentioned in his statement today that with his re-
port, with what we have today, without taking his extra addition-
al...but with what we have today, without taking all the policy
changes, there would be an elimination of 10,000 from the backlog.
That's without his additional hires.

You also have to keep in mind that Veterans Affairs brought for-
ward this plan in June, and hirings are taking place now as we
speak. I praise them for their recruitment. I understand they're mak-
ing great progress on hiring all those numbers. I believe they're at
300 out of 350 today. They'll be ready for effective work in Jan-

uary.

The plan, including the new hires, the digitalization, the common
applicants, if you will, the innovative process.... With all those
pieces in the plan—which is not at work yet; it's just beginning—
there will be that much more work being done in those categories
once we have the 350 hired.

® (1400)

That being said, let's allow the plan. Let's work together to bring
us forward. What we heard today is a clear sign of progress, and a
lot of extra progress once we hit the ground with the new hires, as
well as all the added pieces to the plan. Let's be fair and say that as
a committee, we listened today. We received information that al-
lows us to see progress, not as fast as we would have liked, but
progress. We're confident that in the new year, with the plan in its
full capacity, we will continue to see much more progress in 2021.
That's to be fair.

To say that we didn't hear that there was progress made or that
the pieces that are put in place now in the new plan will not bring
progress is unacceptable. I can't support that.

I can tell you that we can do better. The people who have con-
tributed today are helping us. All of us around the table who are
bringing forward the various cases are helping us in moving that
forward.

Thank you, Mr. Chair.
The Chair: I have MP Fillmore next.

Mr. Andy Fillmore: Thank you, Mr. Chair. I appreciate that very
much.

As the minister said earlier today, and as I'm sure all committee
members agree, the existence of the backlog is unfortunate. It's un-
acceptable. And 100%, we all need to work on fixing the backlog.
That's what this study is all about.

1 would say that, at best, Mr. Brassard's motion is entirely prema-
ture before the study is complete. At worst, it is partisan political
posturing at its worst. I've intervened in the last Parliament and
again in this Parliament to point out how this backlog arrived. As
Parliamentary Secretary Samson has pointed out, let's recall that it's
a direct result of what happened the last time the Conservative Par-
ty was the government. It applied partisan politics to Veterans Af-
fairs in an attempt to balance the budget on the eve of a federal
election, eliminating 1,000 jobs, closing nine regional offices,
slashing tens and tens of millions of dollars from the VAC budget.
That's what caused these backlogs.

Contrast that with this government, which has invested billions
of dollars back into our veterans and is now spending $2 billion per
year more on veterans than the Conservative government did in
2014-15, and the slew of new supportive programs that we've en-
acted for veterans. Because of these new programs, demand for the
programs is higher than ever, which has the effect of compounding
the Conservative-created backlog. In fact, a measure of the success
of our new programs is that, according to VAC, in the time since
we formed the government, the number of applications received
grew by 40%.
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I might remind the opposition of what famously happened when
the Obamacare website was launched in 2013. The site was over-
whelmed with applications. The site crashed. This wasn't an indica-
tion that Obamacare was flawed; it was quite the opposite. The
website crash was an indication of the success of the program that
was finally invested in after a period of conservative budget cuts in
that country.

The success of our government's VAC programs and the demand
that success has created is why we are rehiring employees who
were dismissed and reinvesting money that was slashed under the
Conservative government.

Mr. Chair, if Mr. Brassard would like to proceed with his motion,
I'd like to propose the following amendment to his motion. If it's in
order, I'd like to read the amendment now.
® (1405)

The Chair: Proceed.

Mr. Andy Fillmore: It would read: That the committee is disap-
pointed with the previous government's decision to cut jobs within
Veterans Affairs Canada and to close veterans services offices
across the country, as far too many veterans are waiting far too long

for their application to be processed, and to report this motion to
the House.

Thank you, Mr. Chair.
The Chair: Thank you.

I'm going to confer with the clerk on how to proceed. Give me
two seconds, please.

Other people have their hands up, but we do have to deal with
the amendment before moving on.

Could MP Fillmore please read the amendment again slowly—

Mr. Andy Fillmore: Sure.

The Chair: It would be for the benefit of the clerk and the inter-
preter.

Mr. James Bezan (Selkirk—Interlake—Eastman, CPC): A
point of order, Mr. Chair.

The Chair: Welcome, Mr. Bezan.

Go ahead on your point of order, sir.

Mr. James Bezan: I believe the amendment changes the intent
of the motion and should be ruled out of order.

The Chair: Thank you. I will confer with the clerk on that, if
you would give me a moment.

Andy, perhaps you can read the amendment again and explain it.
Is it replacing the motion entirely? Is it going at the beginning or at
the end? If it is a replacement, then it is a completely separate mo-
tion. If it is going at the beginning or at the end, which is in order,
you will need to indicate that, sir.

Mr. Andy Fillmore: Okay.

It is entirely aligned with the intent of the original motion. The
intent of Mr. Brassard's motion was to convey the committee's dis-

appointment to the House about the backlog. That's exactly what
this is intending to do, although in more accurate terms.

I'll read it slowly so that it can be recorded by the clerk: That the
committee is disappointed with the previous government's decision
to cut jobs within Veterans Affairs Canada and to close veterans
services offices around the country, as far too many veterans are
waiting far too long for their application to be processed, and to re-
port this motion to the House.

As you can see that it is plainly in keeping with the spirit of the
original motion.

Ms. Rachel Blaney: A point of order, Chair.
The Chair: MP Blaney, on a point of order.
® (1410)

Ms. Rachel Blaney: Mr. Chair, again, I need clarification. You
did ask for it, Chair. Perhaps you could repeat your question: Will it
be at the beginning or at the end of the motion? It does talk about
reporting to the House, so I'm assuming it's in-between those parts,
but it's still not clear to me.

The Chair: Thank you.

MP Fillmore, maybe you can clarify it again. The motion has
been read twice now. Will that be the entirety of the motion, or are
you looking to add to the existing motion at some point through
your amendment? If this is an addition, it's in order. If it's not an
addition, if it's a replacement, then it is not in order.

It becomes dicey. I shouldn't say it's out of order, but it will be an
issue throughout.

Mr. Andy Fillmore: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

It is absolutely an amendment to the proposed motion. It contin-
ues to convey the original intent of the motion, which was to con-
vey the displeasure of the committee with the backlog.

The Chair: Is it your intent to replace the text of the motion in
its entirety with this existing motion. Is that correct?

Mr. Andy Fillmore: There is language in common. It is replac-
ing some of the wording but keeping much of it intact.

The Chair: [ see what you're saying now. I would agree with
that in terms of its being an amendment to this existing motion. I
just wanted to be clear that it was not an issue of putting it at the
beginning, the middle or the end of the existing motion.

We do need to shift gears a little bit here, folks. We do need to
debate the amendment. I have a speaking order still on the amend-
ment, but—

Mr. John Brassard: Mr. Chair, on a point of order, within the
context of the current study of the backlog, there was a motion put
forward and approved by the committee. I think it would be helpful
if we looked at what that motion said. Maybe we can call the clerk
on that. As I recall, it was in the context of the backlog that is cur-
rently occurring at Veterans Affairs, not in the context of a backlog
that perhaps existed five years ago when there was a change in gov-
ernment.

I think clarification on that would be helpful to determine
whether in fact what Mr. Fillmore is proposing is actually in order.
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The Chair: I would agree with that, John. The question that I
would also put out there, which has already been addressed I be-
lieve by MP Fillmore, is that the motion is to conduct a study that
we have not completed yet.

As to your motion today, although you're correct that it is in line
with the topic of the motion, I would defer to the clerk to suggest
that these are two very separate things.

Mr. James Bezan: If that's the case, Mr. Chair, then the amend-
ment that Mr. Fillmore is proposing, which is a complete replace-
ment of Mr. Brassard's motion, is not an amendment. It is a separate
motion and should be called out of order as an amendment.

The Chair: As I've been instructed, that decision is up to the
chair. I'm seeing that there's very similar content and similar issues.
I would perceive that we can debate the amendment and vote on it
before moving forward.

As I was saying before the point of order was made, we do have
a speaking order. As of right now, we have MP Lalonde, MP De-
silets, MP Wagantall and MP Blaney. That's the current order. We
are discussing the amendment at the moment. I will cede the floor
to MP Lalonde.

Mrs. Marie-France Lalonde: | want to speak to the motion, but
I'm very happy to see my colleague, MP Fillmore, bringing his
amendment forward.

Before entering politics in 2014, I had the privilege of working
with seniors and veterans in retirement residences. I saw first-hand
the significant impact of, I would say, the lack of respect by the for-
mer Conservative government for our veterans and the impact of
their having to live through the financial hardship that it caused and
their willingness to stay home as long as possible.

Certainly, I have the utmost appreciation for our veterans. What
we're experiencing right now, as Mr. Scott's testimony today re-
flected, has been the case since 2008. Many of our witnesses did
speak about the fact the backlog has been part of our system for far
too long. I agree with all of you that we are disappointed by that,
but we have to put into context that this is not something that has
just arrived upon us. I want to reiterate the fact that the issue we are
seeing also goes two ways. Because we've invested billions of dol-
lars into the system since 2015, repairing the damage caused by the
previous Conservative government—and, I have to say, by the for-
mer minister for veterans, Mr. O'Toole—this is a situation where at
this point we need to collaborate, and this study right now is bring-
ing that perspective. | agree that the process needs to be conveyed.

I'm also very happy to see there is an acknowledgement within
the department that this is unacceptable. The minister, the deputy
minister and many officials came forward to share this with us, so |
think MP Fillmore's amendment to the motion is extremely relevant
to the case we are speaking of today. Mr. Brassard's motion origi-
nally was almost out of order, because in my view we are studying
the backlog currently.

Thank you to my colleague.
® (1415)
The Chair: Thank you.

MP Desilets.

[Translation]
Mr. Luc Desilets: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Although I don't have a ton of parliamentary experience, having
been elected just over a year ago, I think it's rather inconceivable
that the committee is discussing the backlog non-stop and preparing
to keep that discussion going into next year. It's going to take a
hammer-like approach to fix the problem.

I fully agree with Mr. Brassard's motion. Throwing neither mon-
ey nor staff at the problem will fix it; the problem is structural. It is
the way the system works. My understanding is that the system
needs to change but can't right now.

When people say the backlog has been around since 1920 or
what have you, that is not an acceptable reason in my eyes. We are
talking about human beings here, people who fought for Quebec
and Canada. Does this mean Veterans Week is really over? We have
sung veterans' praises at every turn this past week, but now, we are
talking about the backlog again and we are continuing to accept the
unacceptable.

What I take from this is that I would think twice before enlisting,
because if I were to enlist, I would have to be careful not to become
injured. If I did suffer an injury, the government—the country on
whose behalf I had gone abroad to fight—would do an about-face
on my return and cause me nothing but headaches.

Accumulating a backlog of this size is unacceptable and sends a
lousy message. When your attempt to resolve the problem is in
vain, you need to change your approach.

That said, the amendment that was proposed a few minutes ago
strikes me as an altogether different motion. I really don't see the
connection. I think it will be up to the chair and the clerk to decide.

I have a short amendment to Mr. Brassard's motion. It's pretty
straightforward. Should I move it now or later? I'm not sure what [
am supposed to do.

® (1420)
[English]
The Chair: Just for clarity, sir, are you moving an amendment to

Mr. Brassard's motion, or are you moving an amendment to Mr.
Fillmore's amendment?

[Translation]

Mr. Luc Desilets: We are discussing Mr. Brassard's motion, and
the amendment that was put forward is not at all relevant, unfortu-
nately. That is how I see it, but I am not the clerk. She can tell us.

I can read you my short amendment now if you like. I sent it to
the clerk in both official languages. It reads as follows: and that the
committee urge the government to follow the Parliamentary Budget
Officer's recommendations.

That strengthens the motion, which I think is important, while
giving our Liberal friends a good bit of flexibility.
[English]

The Chair: Thank you. If it's an amendment to Mr. Brassard's

motion, we'll have to come back to it. We have to deal with the
amendment that is currently in front of the committee.
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[Translation] Today we heard some pretty telling testimony. The reality is that
Mr. Luc Desilets: That's fine by me, Mr. Chair. many veterans are going without their basic needs being met be-

) ’ cause there is a problem in the system. We can blame, and both par-
[English] ties deserve part of that blame. I don't feel comfortable now sup-

The Chair: We have noted it. It has been read. We will come
back to you, sir.

I have MP Wagantall up next.
Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

First, I would like to reiterate what I'm hearing over and over
again, what we've learned again today after solid testimony from so
many individuals from all aspects of this issue, and what we've
heard over and over again for the past four years: There is a need
for this committee to do the right thing.

Mr. Chair, I challenge, if I'm able to do that, your interpretation
of this as an amendment from MP Fillmore. This is not an amend-
ment; this is a full change of a motion. I would encourage you to
talk with the clerk further about that.

The fact is that, as we hear over and over again, it's not about the
money. I keep hearing about $10 billion that this government has
put forward for veterans. If they can't access it the way it's sup-
posed to be accessed, it means nothing to them, because the proper
processes are not in place. Over and over again Veterans Affairs is
failing, and it needs to be changed so that things are different for
the future and this can be handled in a very expedient way.

For those on the other side of the floor who are frustrated with
the motion that John has put forward, I would encourage you to
look inward and realize that the most important thing you can do as
Liberal members of Parliament, or whoever, is to go to the House
and say strongly, along with this entire committee, that we are not
satisfied with the direction in which the government is going. It is
baby steps; it is band-aids, and it is not working. We have heard
over and over again from capable people—the PBO, the previous
ombudsman, people who are employers, part of the employment
process for our public service and, most importantly, veterans—that
the approach we continue to take in government is not effective.

If we are truly saying that it's about the veterans, that it's about
the people, then we have to take a look at this and do what should
have been done in the first place: say to the House of Commons
that we are not satisfied and there is much more that could be done.
It would be radical, and this government likes radical change. This
is a change, and I don't understand why they are not prepared to
take that radical move.

I would encourage the chair to realize that the first motion is the
one that should be on the floor, as well as my colleague Mr. De-
silets' recommendation for an amendment. I would say it's part of
the process of what we need to do to move forward as a committee
and to encourage the changes that need to be taking place because
of the motion that John has put forward on the floor.

Thank you, Mr. Chair.
The Chair: Thank you, MP Wagantall.

MP Blaney now has the floor.
Ms. Rachel Blaney: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

porting any of these motions, because you're not recognizing the re-
ality that veterans are struggling every day because levels of gov-
ernment have not done what they should have.

They cut back services during the Conservative government, and
I remember that time. I remember that time from a different per-
spective, because the people I was serving got a ton of resources
cut from their department, which meant we were suddenly put in a
terrible place where we couldn't look after people.

However, this government hasn't done its job to get this work
done. I'm absolutely horrified listening to the PBO today talk about
his reality, listening to what this government is saying about the
amazing work that his department did to uncover some of the chal-
lenges.

At this point, I hope we get our heads put on correctly. I'm sorry
to say that so frankly. Just remember that our obligation is to veter-
ans across this country. Our committee should step away from par-
tisanship and start looking after the people who desperately need us
to do so.

That's all I have to contribute.
® (1425)
The Chair: Thank you, MP Blaney.

On the participant sheet, I have MP Brassard.

Before 1 go to you, MP Brassard, just to clarify, we have an
amendment to your motion on the floor. We also have the potential
of another amendment coming, once we've dealt with this amend-
ment.

Let's focus on the amendment as it is right now. Thank you.

Mr. Brassard, the floor is yours.
Mr. John Brassard: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

I will also remind you that we have been at this for three and a
half hours with little break, so at some point, if this is going to con-
tinue, we may need to take a break. I know I will.

1 really appreciated what Rachel said, because, again, I'm really
not trying to look at this on a partisan basis. I am extremely sincere
in my intent, and I'm sorry this amendment has turned into having a
partisan basis, even after the parliamentary secretary said that it
wasn't partisan. I'm not the government. The NDP is not the gov-
ernment. The Bloc is not the government. The Liberals are the gov-
ernment.

We are hearing today, at least from those on the second panel,
about a situation in which on one side the minister is saying that
we're doing all these things—throwing money at the problem and
throwing people at the problem—and then on the other side of that
we're having witnesses come in and say that this is not going to re-
solve the issue, that the people and the money will not resolve the
issue in its entirety, because it's the process that's the problem.
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Given the lack of confidence, on one side, in the ability to deal
with this situation by throwing money and people at it and, on the
other side, witnesses telling us that this is not going to solve the
problem, I'm just trying to ask the House of Commons to listen.
This has been going on for years. I have stood up in the House of
Commons, and I have accepted responsibility, as the critic for Vet-
erans Affairs, for the inefficiencies and inadequacies in some of the
things that we, as a Conservative government, did.

I know the situation was referred to our leader. I know Erin was
trying to fix the problem that had gone on, but, unfortunately, he
ran out of runway; the election happened, and the government got
elected. They got elected on several promises.

All I'm trying to do is say to the House to listen. What's happen-
ing now.... If you want to redraw history, you have done a good job
of that today. You can stand in the House and blame Conservatives
all you want if this motion does get to the House. All I'm trying to
say today is that whether it's Conservative, Liberal, NDP, Bloc, or
whatever, what's happening is not working. It's not working for vet-
erans. It's not working for their families. We can come up with
ideas that we can push forward within the House of Commons it-
self, and say that these are the things we believe need to be done.

I agree with what Mrs. Wagantall said earlier, and I hope some of
the members on the Liberal side would agree with me as well that
we're trying to fix the problem. The people and the money are one
side of it, but we're not necessarily doing anything on the process
side.

That's all I'm trying to do here, Mr. Chair. If you want to play the
blame game, 1 will stand here and accept responsibility, if that's
what you want. If you want to take a chunk of meat out of me, go
ahead. If you want to take a chunk of meat out of the Conservative
Party, go ahead. Fill your boots.

But the issue here is not the blame game. The issue here, in my
opinion, is to fix the problem, and that's what we need to do. This
amendment, in my opinion, reeks of partisanship. It doesn't try in
any way to fix the problem. It places blame. Okay, I accept blame.
If that's what you want to do, I accept it, but let's move on, and let's
get this to the House and figure it out.

I will say, Mr. Chair, on a final note, that I still think the motion
that was put forward by Mr. Fillmore is out of order, regardless of
what you believe. I would challenge you on that. It is completely
separate from the motion that I put on the floor. It doesn't add any-
thing to it. It's separate.

® (1430)

The Chair: That's going to change things, sir. If you're challeng-
ing the chair, that takes us in a very different direction.

I was about to comment on the fact that I personally believe.... In
five years of chairing committees, I have never been in a situation
where we are in the middle of a study and we pre-empt all other
witnesses who have yet to appear, we pre-empt the feedback from
the analyst, we pre-empt the work of the members of this commit-
tee to come out with a report, and we move a motion to send it to
the House. That, sir, reeks of partisanship, with all due respect.

I have ruled that both motions are in order. If you are challenging
the chair, we can move to that proceeding right now.

Mr. Sean Casey: I have a point of order, Mr. Chair.

The Chair: I will recognize MP Casey in a moment.

I'll get the clerk to identify whether I have to deal with the fact
that the chair has been challenged before I move to another point of
order.

Mr. Sean Casey: My point of order is in connection with the
challenging of the chair.

The Chair: Okay. Then go ahead, please.

Mr. Sean Casey: One, I would ask the clerk for advice as to
whether the motion to challenge the chair is in order, given the de-
lay between the ruling you made and the challenge—that's the first
thing—and whether the motion to challenge the chair is appropriate
after a lengthy intervention. I understand that the entire speaking
slot should be used only to challenge the chair and not to engage in
debate, so I think it is flawed on two counts.

1 would ask for a ruling on that before we proceed with a vote on
whether the chair's ruling should stand.

The Chair: The clerk is conferring with her colleagues at this
time. We'll just give them a moment.

The clerk could address the committee when she has an answer,
please.

The Clerk: Thank you.

Mr. Brassard's challenging of the chair's decision is in order, so
at this point we could move the question that the chair's decision be
sustained and go to a recorded division.

The Chair: I'm looking to Mr. Brassard. Could you comment on
whether in fact you wish to challenge the chair?

Mr. John Brassard: Mr. Chair, respectfully, I'm going to ask
that we suspend for five minutes, if that's okay. First and foremost,
I do have to take a break. If that's okay with you, then we can come
back to it.

® (1435)

The Chair: I can confer with the clerk. I know that we have all
been at this for three hours-plus, but so has the team that put all of
this together. I just want to make sure that we don't have a hard stop
coming up sometime soon, but I agree that possibly a suspension
would allow us to move forward.

Are we good? Okay.

We will suspend and come back in five minutes. Is that enough,
Monsieur Brassard? Okay.

We are suspended.
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® (1445)

The Chair: I will bring the committee back to order. We're back
from suspension.

MP Lalonde, you have your hand raised.
Mrs. Marie-France Lalonde: [ have a point of order, Mr. Chair.
The Chair: Okay.

Mrs. Marie-France Lalonde: In the spirit of collaboration, as I
think we can all agree that this committee had been moving for-
ward quite consistently in our approach to finding solutions, I'm
wondering if we could possibly create a friendly amendment. I'm
not sure if my colleague MP Fillmore would agree, but certainly,
before we start playing committee games, | would entertain the idea
of presenting to all of you the idea of a friendly amendment to the
motion of Mr. Brassard.

The Chair: I appreciate that intervention, MP Lalonde.

To follow the order that's in front of us right now, I do need to go
back to MP Brassard to—

Mr. John Brassard: Mr. Chair, I withdraw the challenge, by the
way. We can move on.

The Chair: Okay.
MP Lalonde, you do have the floor. You are next in line.

As a housekeeping issue, you can't propose a motion on a point
of order. Just coincidentally, you are next in the speaking order
here. It sounds like we may have some compromise here, so I'll al-
low you to have the floor.

Mrs. Marie-France Lalonde: Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.
I'm sorry about this.

Mr. Brassard, I want to reflect back on your motion and tell you
what I want to strike out and everything. Let's try to find a good
compromise.

Mr. Brassard's motion begins with “That this committee is disap-
pointed with the lack of progress shown by the government”. |
would like to propose to the committee that we say this: “That the
committee is disappointed in the backlog of applications and re-
ports this to the House, and that the government respond.”

You know, Mr. Brassard, we were saying that we were trying
to...and I agree. I was trying to be maybe a little over-partisan on
the history behind everything. I think we can all collectively agree
that we do have a serious issue on our hands. We agree on that. By
striking “with the lack of progress shown by the government”, I be-
lieve we're removing a little bit of the partisan approach to that mo-
tion and striking a more collaborative approach that hopefully all
my colleagues can agree on.

I'll read it again for the clerk, if I may, Mr. Chair. I'll speak very
slowly for translation and for Mr. Desilets—
® (1450)

The Chair: I want my clerk to be happy with me here, so I want
to make sure we are following the procedure.

We will come back to you, MP Lalonde, to do that, but we do
have an amendment that we have to address. If we have unanimous
consent to remove that amendment, we can then proceed. Really, in
committee there is technically no such thing as a friendly amend-
ment, but [ understand what you are trying to do here.

Before we move to that, I would have to ask MP Fillmore to ask
for unanimous consent to remove his amendment.

Mr. Andy Fillmore: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

I would like to ask for unanimous consent to withdraw my previ-
ous amendment, but I would add that it's on the basis of what MP
Lalonde said. If we go in that direction, we'll all be happy. If we go
in a different, surprise direction, I think we would reserve the right
for another amendment. However, I like where this is going.

The Chair: Thank you.

Does MP Fillmore have unanimous consent to remove his
amendment?

I'm seeing thumbs-up and yeses all around. Excellent.
(Amendment withdrawn)

The Chair: Is this a point of order, Mr. Brassard?

Mr. John Brassard: It is a point of order, Mr. Chair.

I am very pleased with the intent of Madame Lalonde's motion
here. I would be willing to accept her motion as a friendly amend-
ment to my motion so that we can move forward. Again, I think
we're all clear that this has everything to do with our veterans. |
certainly wasn't looking to lay blame. If removing the word “gov-
ernment” gets us to where we need to be, I'm very, very pleased to
be involved in that.

Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Brassard.

I will give the floor back to MP Lalonde, who still actually had
the floor before I interrupted her.

Could you reread the motion with your proposed amendment?

Mrs. Marie-France Lalonde: So, Mr. Brassard, just look at
your motion, and we'll go together on this one if I may: “That the
committee is disappointed in the backlog of applications and re-
ports this to the House, and that the government respond.”

The Chair: This is an amendment to MP Brassard's original mo-
tion, so we will have to vote on that first.

I see that MP Casey's hand is raised. Is it referring to MP
Lalonde's amendment? No? Okay.

We'll call the question on the amendment.

Madam Clerk, could you reread the amendment?
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® (1455)

The Clerk: What I have here is this: “That the committee is dis-
appointed in the backlog of applications and reports this to the
House, and that the government respond.”

(Amendment agreed to [See Minutes of Proceedings])
The Chair: We now need to vote on the amended motion.

Is there any discussion?

MP Casey, you have the floor.

Mr. Sean Casey: We're on the main motion, as amended by a
friendly or otherwise voted-upon motion.

I will not be supporting the motion. I understand that some of my
colleagues will be. I will not be supporting it, solely on the basis
that it is premature.

We have barely started this study. We have heard from some, but
not all, of the witnesses. We have undertaken to witnesses, to the
veterans community and to the House that we're going to do a thor-
ough study, with multiple elements to the study, and that we're go-
ing to report back to the House with a summary of the evidence,
with our impressions of the evidence and with our proposed solu-
tions.

For us to prejudge where we're going to land on this.... It may be
a majority report. There may be minority reports. There may be any
combination or permutation of advice that we're going to give the
House and the veterans community when this is done, but for us to
prejudge the outcome of the work of this committee does a disser-
vice to the members of this committee. I think it does a disservice
to the witnesses from whom we have not yet heard. I think it does a
disservice to the veterans community. Not only that, but even if we
offered this prejudgment to the House today, what does that say to
the witnesses who come next week on this topic? “We've already
decided on the outcome. It doesn't matter what your testimony is.”

I think this is completely premature and completely inappropri-
ate. Whether you're Liberal, Conservative, Bloc or NDP, this is not
the right way to do parliamentary committee work, and I'll be vot-
ing against it.

The Chair: Thank you, MP Casey.

I see that MP Brassard has his hand up as well.
Mr. John Brassard: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

I see this as an important indicator to the veterans community—
and I know Mr. Casey spoke about the veterans community—that
we are, in fact, as a committee, disappointed at the current state of
the backlog. To indicate that in a formal way is an important mes-
sage to send to the veterans community.

On the issue of precluding anything, I don't think it does. I think
we will have our witnesses come next week, as we did today. They
offered very pragmatic solutions to this problem, many of which I
expect will end up in the final report. I think this does send a mes-

sage to the veterans community, and I am asking everyone to sup-
port it.

Again, | appreciate Mrs. Lalonde's amendment on this. I think it
accurately reflects what my intent was.

The Chair: Thank you.

I will move to calling the question.
Mr. John Brassard: May I ask for a recorded vote, please?

The Chair: Yes, of course.

(Motion as amended agreed to: yeas 10; nays 1 [See Minutes of
Proceedings))

The Chair: We'll move on very quickly here because I know ev-
eryone needs another stretch, as we're now working on the fourth
hour of this meeting. I want to remind everybody that we are con-
firmed to meet next on Monday and Wednesday from 3:30 to 5:30.
This is hopefully going to be our new regular time slot. At that
point, we will resume the study of the backlog and hear from more
witnesses. These will be our last two meetings on the backlog,
which means we will soon start our next study, on the Royal Cana-
dian Legion and other veterans organizations and their financial
health during and after COVID-19.

I'd like to propose that all parties send their witness lists as soon
as possible, in order of priority, to the clerk. In fact, we will need
some by end of day tomorrow. I know this doesn't leave much time,
but that will give the clerk at least one week to invite witnesses to
the meetings that will take place on November 23, 25 and 30. Nor-
mally we have a hard deadline. I propose that you send what you
have now as preferences for witnesses and that we have a hard
deadline next Wednesday, assuming the clerk is fine with that, for
the remaining witnesses. We just don't want to lose the opportunity
to start this study before we rise for Christmas. I don't want to lose
any particular meetings.

Is everyone okay with that? I'm seeing a lot of nodding heads.

We hope to have the report on the backlog ready for distribution
by December 1. The committee will then be able to review it and
we'll be on track to table it before the House adjourns for our holi-
days. Assuming there are no more bumps in the road and we can
maintain our schedule, we have a good runway to get that in before
we rise.

That's it. If there are no questions about any of the future meet-
ings coming up, I would suggest we give everybody a break and
adjourn our meeting.

Thank you very much, everybody. It was a productive meeting.
We got through a lot today.
® (1500)

Thank you, Madam Clerk, and thank you to all the technical
folks in Ottawa.
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