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[English]

The Chair (Mr. Emmanuel Dubourg (Bourassa, Lib.)): I call
this meeting to order.

Welcome to meeting number 65 of the House of Commons
Standing Committee on Veterans Affairs. Pursuant to Standing Or-
der 108(2) and the motion adopted by the committee on Tuesday,
September 26, 2023, the committee is commencing a briefing with
the Minister of Veterans Affairs and departmental officials.

[Translation]

Today's meeting is taking place in a hybrid format. Some com-
mittee members are therefore participating online.

To ensure that the meeting runs smoothly, I have the following
instructions for you.

For those in the room who wish to speak, we will look after turn-
ing on the microphones, but those participating by video conference
must turn on their own microphones before speaking. In addition,
all comments should be addressed through the chair.

I have an important reminder. When you have the floor, please
avoid bringing your earpiece close to the microphone, as this caus-
es significant feedback, making it difficult for our interpreters to do
their job. So please be mindful of that throughout the meeting.

In accordance with the committee's routine motion, I wish to in-
form you that all witnesses have completed the required connection
tests prior to the meeting.

[English]

Now I would like to welcome our witnesses. We have the Hon-
ourable Ginette Petitpas Taylor, Minister of Veterans Affairs and
Associate Minister of National Defence.

Welcome.

From the Department of Veterans Affairs we have Steven Harris,
assistant deputy minister, service delivery branch; Sara Lantz, as-
sistant deputy minister, chief financial officer and corporate ser-
vices, by video conference; Paul Ledwell, deputy minister; Amy
Meunier, assistant deputy minister, strategic policy and commemo-
ration, by video conference also; and, by video conference, we have
Pierre Tessier, assistant deputy minister, strategic policy, planning
and performance branch.

[Translation]

We will now begin the first round of questions.

Committee regulars know the purpose of the two coloured cards
I use. Each person will have the floor for five or six minutes. When
they have one minute left, I will let them know. When their time is
up, we'll have to turn off their microphone, unfortunately.

I now invite the minister to deliver her opening remarks.

Minister, you have the floor for five minutes.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor (Minister of Veterans Affairs
and Associate Minister of National Defence): Thank you very
much, Mr. Chair.

[English]

Mr. Chair, members of the committee, thank you for inviting me
to appear before the committee today to speak about some of my
priorities as the Minister of Veterans Affairs and the Associate Min-
ister of National Defence. To be entrusted with this important port-
folio is both an honour and a privilege.

[Translation]

I'm from Dieppe, New Brunswick. This small Acadian town was
renamed in 1946 to commemorate those who lost their lives in ac-
tion in Dieppe, France, during the Second World War. Growing up,
we all heard about the Dieppe raid and the sacrifices made by many
in the name of peace, freedom and democracy.

After all these years, it's an honour for me to work on behalf of
the hundreds of thousands of Canadians who have donned our
country's uniform in times of war, military conflict and peace.

[English]

As minister, my first priority is to make sure THAT Canada's vet-
erans have access to programs and services, and to support them
when and where they need them, as quickly and as efficiently as
possible. I am aware of the many challenges that Veterans Affairs
has experienced with processing benefit applications and getting
veterans into the system. Addressing this continues to be my top
priority.
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[Translation]

Like my predecessor, I am fully committed to resolving this is-
sue, and I am confident that we will continue to make considerable
progress to that end.

As of September 30, the number of disability claims in excess of
the 16-week service standard stood at 5,433, approximately
16,000 fewer cases than as of June 30, 2020. During that period, the
total number of pending claims also dropped by over 13,000, from
45,296 to 31,481.

[English]

Our efforts have resulted in a reduction of the backlog of over
75%, but we are not stopping there. We will continue to explore all
options and opportunities to improve how we support veterans and
their families with the programs and services they need and to
which they are entitled.

Another priority of mine, Mr. Chair, is to ensure that our veterans
are always remembered and honoured for their service and their
sacrifice, whether they fought at Juno Beach or helped respond to
the Swissair disaster in Nova Scotia.

Twice in the past few years I have joined delegations that have
travelled to Europe to visit Dieppe and other historic locations
where Canadians have sacrificed and shed blood to defend democ-
racy, human rights, peace, freedom and security. Both times, I have
to say, [ was humbled to hear from veterans about how their combat
experience shaped their lives, and I was honoured to pay them trib-
ute for the sacrifice they made on our behalf.

[Translation]

In September, I travelled to Nova Scotia to mark the 25th an-
niversary of the Swissair Flight 111 crash, and to Germany to cele-
brate the 2023 Invictus Games. Those two events reminded me that
our servicemen and women continue to face enormous risks that
most of us will never understand. These soldiers deserve all our
gratitude for their service, as we continue to pay tribute to the
valiant Canadians who participated in the major conflicts of the
20th century.

Finally, I want to tell the committee and all Canadian Armed
Forces veterans that [ am committed to ensuring that every veteran
knows that we are attentive to their needs and responsive to their
concerns.

[English]

Veterans have the right to receive services that correspond to
their unique needs and unique experiences. That is why my depart-
ment established an indigenous veterans engagement team that
builds on the work the team has already been doing to support
women veterans and also 2SLGBTQI+ veterans.

This dedicated team, comprised entirely of indigenous employ-
ees, has been meeting with indigenous communities across the
country. Since May 31 of this year, they've conducted more than 30
outreach visits to ensure that first nations, Métis and Inuit veterans
are aware of the programs and services available through Veterans
Affairs and that they are receiving the support that they need.

® (1545)

[Translation]

As minister, it is my top priority to ensure that every veteran, re-
gardless of gender identity, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, lan-
guage or religion, receives the quality care and support he or she
deserves, as quickly and efficiently as possible.

Once again, thank you so much for inviting us to be here today.

We are now pleased to answer your questions.
The Chair: Thank you very much, Minister.
[English]

1 would like to welcome one of our members, Mr. Chahal, on the
screen. He is replacing Mr. Sarai.

[Translation]

I would also like to welcome all of our guests in the room.
[English]

[ especially welcome all veterans in the room.

Now we are going to start with the first round of questions of six
minutes each, and I invite Mr. Richards to start, please.

Mr. Blake Richards (Banff—Airdrie, CPC): Welcome, Minis-
ter. I want to talk to you about a couple of the things that you men-
tioned in your opening remarks in terms of your priorities.

One of the priorities you mentioned was ensuring that veterans
are remembered. The pinnacle of remembrance in this country—
and it shouldn't be the only time we remember—is November 11,
Remembrance Day. That's a time when thousands of Canadians
gather to pay their respects to those who have given the ultimate
sacrifice and to show their support for our men and women who
have served and who continue to serve. One of the key elements for
many people in those ceremonies is an element of prayer. Unfortu-
nately, there was a directive that came out under your government
on October 11 indicating that Canadians will no longer be able to
engage in prayer at public ceremonies such as Remembrance Day.

Can you tell us what's behind that decision that your govern-
ment's made? Why are you telling Canadians that they don't have
the right and the ability to pray for those who've fallen and those
who fought for this country?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thank you very much, Mr.
Richards. It's great to see you. We sat on PROC together, I believe,
several years ago, and it's always good to see you at this committee.
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I want to be extremely clear with respect to the question that was
asked yesterday in the House of Commons, and I'll be frank, Mr.
Richards, that question really took me by surprise and left me shak-
ing my head.

I want to be very clear. There has been no directive that no
prayer at all is allowed at Remembrance Day services.

Mr. Blake Richards: I'm sorry to interrupt.

That is, in fact, inaccurate. I have the directive that was sent. If
the committee would like to give unanimous consent, I'd be happy
to table that directive. It's very clear. It is indicating to chaplains
that they are not to engage in prayer at our Remembrance Day cere-
mony.

I'd be happy to table that at committee.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Mr. Richards, again, I disagree
with you completely on that.

We've looked into this matter and it's very clear that we certainly
want.... There was a directive given out by the chaplain general
with respect to this situation, and it does not say prayer is not al-
lowed at the Remembrance Day ceremonies. It's actually to the
contrary, Mr. Richards.

Mr. Blake Richards: It makes it quite clear.

Sixty-eight per cent of Canadians identify themselves as reli-
gious, and 54% of them indicate that it's incredibly important in
their lives. To tell people they wouldn't be able to engage in that ac-
tivity at a public ceremony that honours our soldiers is sad.

I would be happy to table that document with the committee.

Let's move on, then, seeing as you aren't going to acknowledge
the existence of that directive.

Let's move to another topic you mentioned in your opening re-
marks: access to programs and services.

You've been minister for almost three months now. I'm sure
you've had the opportunity to engage with some veterans and have
discussions. I'm wondering what you're hearing from veterans when
you talk to them.

Are they generally happy? Are they generally satisfied with the
programs and services, and with the quality of service they're re-
ceiving from Veterans Affairs?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thank you.

With respect to my service, I've been appointed for almost three
months now and have made it my priority, to be frank, to get out in
the community from coast to coast to coast, in order to meet with
veterans and stakeholders. It's very important for me to hear from
them. My mother always told me, “Ginette, you have two ears and
one mouth.” It's important to listen to folks on the ground. I have a
lot to learn from veterans, and also from organizations serving vet-
erans.

I have to say the feedback I've received has been.... I've received
some very positive feedback with respect to services veterans are
receiving from Veterans Affairs Canada, but again, I think we can
always improve.

As I've indicated to individuals, if we don't hear about the areas
that perhaps need improvement, we can't make those changes.

® (1550)

Mr. Blake Richards: You're telling me you're generally hearing
positive.... You're not hearing from a lot of veterans who have con-
cerns about the quality of service.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I have not said that, Mr
Richards. You're putting words in my mouth.

Mr. Blake Richards: Let's get to that, then, because one thing I
hear often from veterans is that they have a real lack of trust in Vet-
erans Affairs. They tell us often that they're afraid to even speak up
about their experiences, because they're afraid Veterans Affairs will
retaliate against them and they'll lose the benefits and services they
may have now. There's a real fear and lack of trust.

I'm wondering whether you can, from your conversations with
veterans, tell me why you think that lack of trust exists.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Mr. Richards, I think we have to
take a step back.

If we look at when individuals apply for benefits through Veter-
ans Affairs.... We certainly recognize that 80% of people—and cor-
rect me if I'm wrong, Steven or Paul—are usually approved during
their first application process. When Veterans Affairs Canada is
looking at claims, it wants to approve these claims. The people who
work at Veterans Affairs Canada want to provide services to veter-
ans and—

Mr. Blake Richards: I'm sorry, Minister. Obviously, we have
very limited time here.

Really, what it comes down to, I guess, is this: Veterans need to
feel that way. I'm not even disputing that Veterans Affairs wants to
provide that, but I think there are many veterans who don't feel that
way. You often hear the term “delay, deny, die”. That's a term many
veterans use. That's the feeling they have about...what they're hear-
ing from Veterans Affairs.

Can you tell me why you think that lack of trust exists, and are
you personally happy with the level and quality of care veterans are
receiving?

The Chair: Answer in 15 seconds, please. We don't have much
time.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Mr. Richards, I truly believe any
department can always do better,

Being the minister responsible for this file is an honour and a
privilege. My commitment to veterans—if they are here today or
listening—is that we certainly want to make any improvements we
can to make sure they get the quality care they deserve. They
served this country and deserve to have quality service from our de-
partment.

The Chair: Thank you, Minister.

Now, I'd like to invite Mr. Casey on the screen for six minutes, to
start.

[Translation]
Mr. Sean Casey (Charlottetown, Lib.): Thank you, Chair.
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Welcome, Minister. Congratulations on your appointment. As
you know, this is a very important role for my fellow citizens. Our
riding is the only one outside the national capital region to house
the headquarters of a federal government department. So I hope
we'll see you there regularly.

[English]

Minister, it's too bad that I always have to do this, but I do. You
were asked questions by Mr. Richards. He didn't like your response,
so he interrupted you.

Now is your chance to say what you wanted to say before you
were interrupted, in particular with respect to his allegation—

The Chair: Excuse me, there is a point of order.

Mr. Richards.

Mr. Blake Richards: On a point of order, Chair, I think it's in-
cumbent upon members to try to be accurate with statements. The
member is indicating an interruption because someone didn't like
the answers—

The Chair: Mr. Richards, it looks like debate—

Mr. Blake Richards: It needs to be clear that there's only so
much time members are given to ask the questions they would like.
It's their prerogative.

The Chair: Mr. Richards, it looks like debate.
You had your six minutes, Mr. Richards.

Now Mr. Casey, please go ahead.

Mr. Sean Casey: I hope you feel better, Minister; you're not the
only one who gets interrupted.

My question for you is this. You attempted to answer Mr.
Richards' question with regard to the directive from the department
with respect to prayer on Remembrance Day. Go ahead and finish
your answer.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thank you very much for that,
Sean.

First and foremost, as indicated, actually the directive did not
come from the department. I want to be clear. A directive was put
forward by the chaplain general of DND. Let's be absolutely clear:
In no way did that directive ban prayer at all.

To the contrary, the directive simply indicated that they wanted
to ensure that when the chaplains did their public address, they
made sure they were inclusive. It was to make sure that the veter-
ans, the people and the members of the Canadian Armed Forces
who were there felt reflected in the spiritual prayers that were
made.

As such, I actually have a quote here that I want to read for the
record. Chaplains shall “endeavour to ensure that all feel included
and able to participate in the reflection...no matter their beliefs.”

I really have to believe that all Canadians would agree with that
directive.

I know that when I'm in Moncton, New Brunswick and I attend
my Remembrance Day ceremonies, where we have the chaplain

and someone from the Jewish faith and someone who gives us a
moment of reflection.

We simply want to make sure that all Canadians who are attend-
ing the Remembrance Day events—this is the directive that was
provided by the chaplain general, I should qualify that—feel a part
of these services.

In no way is anyone saying that prayer is not allowed. It's to the
contrary.

® (1555)
[Translation]

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

I'll now prepare you for Mr. Desilets' questions. Indeed, I expect
he'll ask you a few questions about the monument to commemorate
veterans who took part in the Afghanistan mission. In your opening
remarks, you talked about the importance of commemoration. So I
have a question for you on that.

I know that over 10,000 veterans and their families participated
in the online survey asking their opinion on the five concepts pro-
posed to the public. Respondents indicated their preference for the
concept proposed by the Stimson team. The jury came to a different
decision. From what I've read, among the veterans who responded
to the survey, a majority of 63% preferred the Stimson team's con-
cept. Among veterans and their family members, it was 56%. I
think that's worth mentioning.

You knew that you and the Minister of Canadian Heritage were
invited to testify before the committee. I'm going to ask you two
questions, if [ have enough time.

First of all, can you tell us who made the decision about the con-
cept chosen for this monument?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thank you for asking that impor-
tant question. It's coming up often during question period, these
days.

First, let me take a step back. The whole issue of the memorial
for the Canadian mission in Afghanistan began in 2014. Veterans
were unhappy with the location the previous government had cho-
sen to erect the monument.

In 2015, when we came to power, we began to do the necessary
work to ensure we found a location that would suit veterans. We
then launched a consultation on the creation of the monument.
Canadian Heritage set up a jury, as you so aptly put it, and the jury
members made their choice from among several proposed monu-
ments. Allow me to add that we're blessed in Canada with top-qual-
ity artists who presented their concept for a high quality monument.

At the same time, Veterans Affairs conducted a survey to find out
what veterans wanted. In the end, over 10,000 Canadians respond-
ed, as you said, and the Stimson team concept was chosen by the
majority of veterans. That's why we chose this concept. The veter-
ans told us it better represented the valour, sacrifice and loss of the
veterans in question.
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The Chair: Thank you very much, Minister.
Thank you, Mr. Casey.

Mr. Desilets, you have six minutes.

Mr. Luc Desilets (Riviére-des-Mille-fles, BQ): Thank you,
Chair.

Mr. Casey, thank you for opening the door by raising this subject.

Thank you, Minister. We are pleased to welcome you. Of course,
I'm going to talk about the monument. Surely you and others were
expecting it.

It's standard practice in the world of public art for the Depart-
ment of Canadian Heritage to partner with another department to
set up a competition and a jury of experts to select the winning
team for a given project. I say that for the benefit of all my col-
leagues, though they're probably well aware.

In the current case, Minister, as you and Mr. Casey were saying,
the ministers of Canadian Heritage and Veterans Affairs effectively
initiated the process and decided to override the jury's decision to
award the contract to another team based on the results of an
anonymous online survey. I think that's exactly where you were
headed, Minister. It should be noted that even the jury was made
aware of the survey's content and took it into consideration.

Minister, did the decision to reject the Daoust team come from
your office or from Mr. Trudeau's office?

® (1600)

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: First of all, thank you for the
question, Mr. Desilets. I fully expected to have this exchange here
today, and we'll probably have the opportunity to discuss it over the
next few weeks as well.

What I find a bit surprising, when we get questions about the
memorial for the Canadian mission in Afghanistan, is that we never
hear about the veterans. We hear about the artists. I appreciate the
essential nature of the work done by artists here. However, I repeat
that, as Minister of Veterans Affairs, my priority is to look after vet-
erans and make sure they are well served and listened to.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Minister, I understand and I am sure you'll do
a good job. However, what I would like to know is whether the de-
cision came from your department or Mr. Trudeau's office.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: The decision to choose the Stim-
son team's concept came from our government.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Are you talking about the Trudeau govern-
ment or your own department?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: It's the government, Mr. Desilets.
Mr. Luc Desilets: All right.
Minister, were you aware that the Minister of Canadian Heritage

requested a legal opinion following your decision, that is, the gov-
ernment's, to reject the Daoust team?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I wasn't at the department at that
time.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Were you informed that a legal opinion had
been requested?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: You gave me that information
when I met with you a few weeks ago.

Mr. Luc Desilets: So you did not receive that information from
others in the department. Very well.

In that case, were you aware that the Minister of Veterans Affairs
needed Pablo Rodriguez's signature to authorize the exclusion of
the Daoust team?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Once again, I learned that from
conversations.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Do you agree with that?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Once again, Mr. Desilets, I re-
peat that as Minister of Veterans Affairs, I am taking into consider-
ation the wishes of the majority of veterans who filled out the sur-
vey.

Mr. Luc Desilets: I'll come back to that.
Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: For me, that's a priority.
Mr. Luc Desilets: I understand.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Over 40,000 Canadians partici-
pated in the Afghanistan mission. We want to ensure that veterans,
including those who are here today, see themselves in the monu-
ment that will be erected.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Minister, you are avoiding my questions.
Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: No.

Mr. Luc Desilets: I'll come back to the issue of veterans. As you
know, for the past four years, I've been working very hard for veter-
ans. But this issue isn't about veterans, in my opinion.

Are you aware that the Daoust firm received an offer of financial
compensation for lost profits, according to reports?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I'm not aware of the details, but I
am aware of something along those lines.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Are you aware that the process, your govern-
ment's process, was not followed at all? To some extent, you have
tainted both the process and the government in this affair.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Once again, we decided to truly
listen to veterans.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Let's get back to the issue of veterans.

Canada's largest polling and analytical research firm, Léger,
proved that the survey was not a survey and that the result was
flawed, since said survey did not include any methodology. That is
the opinion of the Léger firm, which in fact produced a magnificent
four-page report to that effect.

In this context, do you think it's ethical to rely on a poll when
you know it's invalid?
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Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Mr. Desilets, it could have been a
survey, a consultation or a questionnaire. All we wanted was to
learn the opinion of Canadians across the country, and more specif-
ically the opinion of veterans. That's why the Department of Veter-
ans Affairs sent messages to veterans, using the various tools at its
disposal. That's why the majority of survey respondents were veter-
ans or members of their families.

Mr. Luc Desilets: But do you understand that the survey was not
valid?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Once again, we sent out the
questionnaire, the consultation document, from one end of the
country to the other, since we wanted to know what veterans
thought.

Mr. Luc Desilets: One of the main problems identified by Léger
was that not everyone had the same amount of time to complete the
survey. There was a six-day extension. Are you aware of this?
® (1605)

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: No, I'm not aware of it.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Are you aware that the majority of people re-
sponding to the survey are from Ottawa? Are you aware that only
12% of respondents were francophones, even though they make up
25% of the population? These are examples of data distorted by
methodology, Minister. This survey cannot be taken into account
when deciding on a $3-million project.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Making sure veterans are heard
is a top priority for me. In my opinion, this survey, this consulta-
tion, this questionnaire—I don't know what word to use—is of
great importance to make sure we hear the opinions of veterans and
their family members, since they are the ones who made the sacri-
fices.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Do you know which province the Daoust firm
is located in?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Yes, now I know.
Mr. Luc Desilets: Which province is that?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: It's located in Quebec, whereas
Mr. Stimson is from Alberta.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Have you had any contact with the firm? They
tried several times to call the department, the previous minister,
then the current one.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Personally, I was quite open to
meeting with the Daoust firm. I spoke to colleagues and told them I
was prepared to meet with them.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Thank you, Minister.
The Chair: Thank you for your comments, Mr. Desilets.

That brings this round of questions to an end.
[English]

I invite Ms. Blaney to use her six minutes, please.

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

Thank you for being here, Minister. I really appreciate it. Wel-
come to this new role. I look forward to working with you and,
hopefully, in a good way.

I want to acknowledge that in the audience we have a lot of vet-
erans. It's really good to see that.

We have not only veterans here, of course, but the people who
support veterans. Thank you as well for being here.

I do see that our Persian Gulf War veteran is here, so I hope,
Madam, that you are taking this concern.... I hope you've been
aware of it and that you take it up pretty seriously.

I also want to personally welcome Phil, who is here. He is a vet-
eran who has been outside of the House for the last few days and is
actually on the third day of a hunger strike.

I'm calling on you, Minister, to meet with him very soon, hope-
fully, to address the real issues that he has. I just thought I would
bring that to your attention.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: If I may—

Ms. Rachel Blaney: I need a quick response because I have only
six minutes.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: If I may, Rachel—
Ms. Rachel Blaney: Yes.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: —again, if there's a veteran who
certainly wants to meet with me, I'm more than happy to do so—

Ms. Rachel Blaney: Excellent.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: —and we will make those ar-
rangements. Please, I will make sure that my staff reaches out to
him and to you before I leave today. and we'll make some arrange-
ments.

Ms. Rachel Blaney: Thank you so much. I really appreciate that.

You know, for me, I'm always going to ask questions about mar-
riage after 60, because I have committed to many veterans and their
spouses that this is a fight that I will continue fighting as long as I
possibly can, hoping for a resolution sooner rather than later.

Mr. Chair, there was great participation at my event for women
veterans. The minister was there and had a chance to meet with
Madeline Landry, a person I have a great amount of respect for. Of
course, I know that Madeline shared her story. The reality is that
she was married for over 20 years to her veteran spouse and she
now does not receive any survivor pension benefits.

We know that the annual pension payout from the federal gov-
ernment is $12 billion. According to the PBO report, eliminating
the gold digger clause would add an increase of less than 2% to the
annual payout. I'm confused as to why this isn't addressed. I get a
lot of largely women calling my office who are quite elderly and
who tell me that they are not gold diggers. I believe that they are
not gold diggers.
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In 2019, $150 million was put aside for the survivor's benefit.
We're now in 2023. This is a crisis.

Minister, when you will eliminate this clause?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thank you so much, Ms. Blaney,
for that question, and thank you again for hosting the event this
week. It was important.

Don't forget that I'm a member of Parliament as well, and I meet
with many constituents in my riding. I have also met with a few in-
dividuals in my office who are dealing with this situation.

The name of that clause I refuse even to say, because it's just not
appropriate. That said, we certainly recognize that family members
and spouses serve with their partners. We certainly recognize that
many of them are left in vulnerable situations. We are committed to
making sure that we provide them with some support. That's why in
budget 2019 we announced the veterans survivors fund. Now, being
week nine or 10 into the job, I'm absolutely still getting briefed up,
but that area is a top priority of mine. We certainly want to look at
ways in which we can better support our seniors now.

Another issue is how to identify these individuals as well. We
have to keep in mind that many individuals aren't part of the Veter-
ans Affairs system, if you will. They're not part of our accounts.
That makes it a bit of a challenge to be able to find these individu-
als, but we have to be up to the challenge of being able to roll out
some type of program that can help these individuals in their time
of need.

I'm committed to making sure that we get that work done.
® (1610)

Ms. Rachel Blaney: Thank you. I'm sure a lot of these folks can
self-identify and give you proper documentation. I hope that's done
quickly. We need to get that money out the door for largely women
who are struggling with immense poverty after years and years, in
some cases, of caring for veterans.

I hear a lot from veterans about how bureaucratic the process is.
There's frustration that they can't get things done. One thing that
comes up a lot is that of course they have to submit, for a lot of
their claims, medical documentation within 30 days. We all know
in this country that a lot people don't have family doctors. Trying to
fit into that timeline can be very, very challenging.

We also know that the Veterans Review and Appeal Board has
approved at 98% the claims for tinnitus and hearing loss. I'm just
wondering, when are we going to get that automatic approval for
this? This would really help with the amount of work that is being
done in the department, and it would honour these folks. It seems a
shame that they apply for it and then they have to go to the Veterans
Review and Appeal Board, where the rate is 98%. I think if we
have an extra 2% who shouldn't have it, it's better than a lot of peo-
ple not having the supports that they desperately need.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thank you for that question.

I certainly hear that when it comes to hearing loss and tinnitus,
we have a large number of claims coming forward. I also hear that
a large number of claims, if they're not approved at first glance
from the adjudicator and they go to the review board, are approved.
I think we certainly have to make sure, however, that the proper

documentation is in place to make sure that we can determine if it's
service-related. At least some criteria, I think, have to be estab-
lished.

Again, I was speaking to my deputy minister just this week, indi-
cating there that have to be ways to find more efficiencies within
our service in order to make sure that, again, we can take that load
from our caseworkers to allow them to do more of the casework.
That's an ongoing conversation.

Like you, Ms. Blaney, I truly do believe there are efficiencies
that we would be able to find with respect to that type of medical
condition.

I don't know if Steven wants to add anything.

The Chair: Sorry. The time is running out. We will have another
tour, so you will be able to come back on that.

[Translation]

We will now begin the second round of questions, in which the
speaking time will be allocated differently.

[English]
I'd like to invite Mr. Richards for five minutes, please.

Mr. Blake Richards: Thanks, Mr. Chair.

Minister, I want to come back to the trust issue, but first I want to
touch on one other thing.

Do you believe that the Persian Gulf War was, in fact, just that, a
war?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I certainly recognize that it was a
mission that our members took part in.

Mr. Blake Richards: Do you consider it a war?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Again, I am not the person, Mr.
Richards, to define if it's a war or not. I think we recognize that the
department, DND, is the one that makes the definition between war
and special operations.

Mr. Blake Richards: What's your personal opinion? Would you
call it a war?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I think that all members who are
serving in the Canadian Armed Forces are sacrificing a lot for free-
doms around the world, and I think that all of that service must be
recognized and commemorated and honoured. We should thank
them and honour them for all the work they've done.

Again, I want to add that I have several members who are serv-
ing in the Canadian Armed Forces. I take their service very serious-

ly.

Mr. Blake Richards: We sure appreciate that, but I think there
are many members who served in our armed forces who served in
that war—I will call it that, a war—who feel they aren't properly
recognized because it's not considered wartime service.
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It even says in VAC's own publications that it was the Persian
Gulf War, yet they're not recognized as having served in wartime.
That leaves many of our veterans feeling like they aren't considered
the way they deserve to be. I hope you'll give that some considera-
tion as we go forward.

Let's go back to this trust issue.

Ms. Blaney mentioned Philip Brooks, who is here with us today.
He is one example of many people I've heard from who have lost
faith in Veterans Affairs. They've lost trust in Veterans Affairs to
the point where they're being asked to provide proof for medical
conditions that are, in many cases, lifelong conditions. They're be-
ing asked to provide this proof over and over again. It leads them to
the point where they just don't know what to do anymore.

Philip is on a hunger strike right now because of this situation.
He is certainly far from the only one, unfortunately, who is feeling
this way.

There are changes—policy changes, procedure changes—and it
causes them to have to relive what can be pretty traumatic experi-
ences they may have been through, which have led them to having
these lifelong conditions. They have to prove these things over and
over again. It's heartbreaking.

I wonder if you can address this. I wonder if you could speak a
little bit to this lack of faith, this lack of trust that many of these
veterans have. I've brought it up previously, but I really hope you're
taking this to heart. Can you tell us a little bit about why you think
that trust doesn't exist and what you can do to fix that?

® (1615)

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thanks, again, Mr. Richards. I
am going to start again by first of all indicating that we have to rec-
ognize that 80% of our claims are approved immediately. However,
there are 20% that, of course, will go to the review board.

I think we also have to keep in mind that there are some compli-
cated medical conditions, and the adjudicators, first of all, have to
do their work to make sure the condition is related to their service.
Sometimes, yes, there is medical information that's required and
that doctors—

Mr. Blake Richards: I'm sorry. I have to interrupt you there, be-
cause what I'm talking about specifically here are situations where
veterans have proven that. They have demonstrated that, and they're
being asked to do it over and over again simply because VAC has
made changes to their providers, or they have made changes to their
procedures or to their policies. These are individuals who have
proven that it is a service-related injury, and they're being asked to
prove it again.

They're saying, “Enough is enough. We're tired of having to
prove this over and over again. We're tired of having to relive this
situation.” It becomes humiliating to the point where they say, “I
can't do this anymore. I'm not going to provide the proof again, for
the 17th time.” That's the kind of situation we're talking about here.

That's what leads someone like Philip to be on a hunger strike.

Minister, please, show some compassion for these individuals.
Tell us what you can do to fix this trust, to fix this lack of faith that

veterans have in Veterans Affairs. What are you going to do specifi-
cally? What concrete measures are you going to take to fix it?

The Chair: Excuse me.

1'd like to remind members of the committee that if you take two
minutes to ask a question, you have to permit the minister to have
at least one minute and a half to respond.

For now, Minister, you have only one minute to respond to that,
so please be concise. Please go ahead.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.

Once again, Mr. Richards, there are processes that are in place,
and sometimes the outcomes may not be exactly what the veterans
or the applicants want. There's an appeal process that's in place for
that. I think that, at all times, we need to be compassionate. We
need to make sure that people receive the services that they need in
a timely fashion, and we need to make sure that people—

Mr. Blake Richards: Minister, it's the processes themselves that
these people have the concerns about; it's the processes themselves.
They're not getting—

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

Mr. Blake Richards: —the ability to have the compassion that
you're talking about, so what are you going to do about the process?

The Chair: I'm sorry, Mr. Richards. There is a point of order.

Mr. Casey.

Mr. Sean Casey: Mr. Chair, you specifically directed Mr.
Richards to allow the witness to be able to spend as much time an-
swering the question as he spent posing it. He spent two minutes
posing the question. He interrupted her after 12 seconds.

Mr. Blake Richards: Mr. Chair, just to respond to that point of
order, I will say that, as members, we're given an opportunity, a
block of five minutes, to ask questions. When a minister chooses to
go down a path where they've either failed to understand the ques-
tion or they're not addressing the question, it's important for us, as
members, to have the latitude—

The Chair: Mr. Richards, I understand you, but—

Mr. Blake Richards: —to be able to—

The Chair: I understand you, but—

Mr. Blake Richards: Mr. Chair, let me finish my intervention.
The Chair: No, no, no, [ understand what you are saying, but—

Mr. Blake Richards: Let me finish my intervention. I've asked
for an opportunity to respond to the point of order before we rule—

The Chair: I understand, but we have to go on because—

Mr. Blake Richards: We have veterans in this room who are up-
set about the processes.
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The Chair: I know. I know.

Mr. Blake Richards: [ just want to ask the minister about that
question. I'm doing it on behalf of veterans, Mr. Chair.

® (1620)

The Chair: I understand that. We are meeting on behalf of veter-
ans, and it's televised. I know that. However, like I said, if you take
three minutes to ask a question, you have to leave at least two min-
utes for the witnesses to answer your question, and you have to stop
interrupting those interventions. That's why I'm saying that.

Mr. Blake Richards: I have a point of order, Mr. Chair.

Could you point to where, in the Standing Orders, it indicates
that it's required for someone to give the exact amount of time for
the minister to answer a question as has been used to ask it?

The member has the opportunity to use that time to get answers.
In this case, it's on behalf of veterans who are upset about the pro-
cesses, and I'm trying to ask the minister about those processes.

The Chair: Mr. Richards, let me tell you. You have five minutes
to ask questions and to wait for the answers. If you want to take
your five minutes, your total five minutes, to comment or to say
something, that's all. However, like I said, please do not interrupt. If
you do not agree with the answer, I can understand that, but the wit-
nesses should have their time to answer you, please.

So, now it's—

Mr. Blake Richards: I agree, Mr. Chair. Let's hear her answer
about what she's going to do to fix those processes.

The Chair: It's okay.

Minister, I want to give you just 30 seconds to reply if you want
to.

Mr. Bryan May (Cambridge, Lib.): I have a point of order, Mr.
Chair.

His time is long gone. Through all the points of order and—
The Chair: No, no, no.

Mr. Bryan May: —his interventions throughout, his time is long
gone.

The Chair: Mr. May, listen. I have my chrono right here, so |
know. That's my job; I'm doing that. If T give 30 seconds to the
minister, I'm allowed to.

All right, let's move on.

I'm sorry about the interruption, Minister. Please, if you have any
comments, you have 30 seconds. After that, you can come back in
another round to go further.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thank you so much, Mr. Chair.

Again, we certainly recognize, Mr. Richards, that not all clients
are 100% satisfied with Veterans Affairs Canada. That is why we
can always improve our processes. That is why we have our ADMs
working hard to make sure that we offer quality service and make
the necessary investments to provide veterans with access to the
case managers, to their agents—

Mr. Blake Richards: Can you tell us specifically what you're
doing to improve the processes, though?

The Chair: Excuse me. Excuse me, sir. I just said that I would
give the minister 30 seconds.

Mr. Blake Richards: Mr. Chair, it's not your job to cover for the
minister.

The Chair: No, no, it's not my job, I know, but I said that she
had 30 seconds, and within those 30 seconds, you're interrupting
again. Please, we are in front of veterans. We are working for them,
so we need answers.

You have 10 seconds.

Mr. Blake Richards: Exactly. We need answers about what she's
going to do to fix the processes.

The Chair: Okay, now it's over, and I'd like to go now to Mr.
Miao for five minutes, please.

Mr. Wilson Miao (Richmond Centre, Lib.): Thank you, Mr.
Chair.

Welcome, Minister. Congratulations on your appointment to this
file.

As well, I'd like to welcome all the guests and veterans. I really
appreciate all the service that you've done for our country.

Before 1 start my question, maybe I will let the minister finish
her comment if she has more to add in response to the question that
my colleague asked.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thank you, Mr. Miao.

Again, what [ want to say is that we can always find efficiencies
within our department, and that's exactly what I am committed to
doing. We want to make sure that our veterans receive the help and
support that they need in a timely fashion.

We saw cuts made to this department, you know, eight or nine
years ago, and we've re-established all of those resources with re-
spect to the staffing levels to make sure that we can review and ac-
commodate the applications in a timely fashion.

If you look at the benefits that we've put in place, you will see
that, since 2015, over $11 billion in additional funding that goes di-
rectly to veterans has been invested because we care for veterans
and want to make sure that they get the help that they need when
they need it.

Can we do better? Absolutely, and we have to make sure that we
do that.

Mr. Wilson Miao: Thank you, Minister.
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As you also know, the housing crisis is also affecting all Canadi-
ans, especially our veterans, and supply and prices continue to be
an issue across the country. As a result, we're seeing veteran home-
lessness persisting as an issue in many parts of our country. I know
that the government has announced funding to help address some of
these challenges. Are you able to provide us with some of the up-
dates on this program in how we support our veterans here?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Sure. Thank you so much for
that really important question.

I think when we look at homelessness, it's an issue that impacts
us from coast to coast to coast.

In the last budget, we announced almost $80 million—I think it
was $79.6 million—to help alleviate the homelessness situation
here within this country.

I'm working closely with my friend and colleague Minister Fras-
er with respect to outlining what that program is going to look like.
We've put out a call for proposals and have received many applica-
tions thus far from different groups across the country. I'm looking
forward to being able to make some of those announcements in the
very near future.

With respect to that funding, however, there are two elements
that are really important.

We want to make sure that veterans are going to have access to
rent subsidies, in order to help them alleviate the high cost of rents
in the country.

The other part of the funding, as well, is for wraparound services.
We want to make sure that, for veterans who are struggling with
mental health issues, substance use and addictions, or whatever the
case may be, wraparound services will be available to them if they
need them.

We want to set people up for success and not failure. Being a
past social worker, I've heard many a time that if they don't have
those wraparound services, it can be a bit of an issue.

Moving forward with this funding that we've announced, which
we're going to be rolling out in the very near future.... Again, it will
provide individuals with the type of help and support they need.

When it comes to housing, as well, I think we have to keep in
mind that we have to work with all levels of government—munici-
palities, provinces and the federal government.

When I became the veterans affairs minister, I had an opportuni-
ty in the first week to be in Ottawa and to visit Veterans' House. |
don't know if any of the committee members have had the opportu-
nity to do that.

It's a not-for-profit organization that has built an apartment com-
plex, and it is housing veterans. The first floor is more of a general
area where many people can meet. They have access to wraparound
services as well. So far, that program has worked very well. Using
that model, the not-for-profit agency is hoping to open others of
these apartment buildings across the country in two or three more
cities they have been able to identify. Again, that's a type of an ex-
ample of partnerships with provincial government, federal govern-
ment and also municipalities.

Another quick example that I can give is the Surrey Legion. My
friend and colleague Randeep Sarai is not here today, but in his
area, the Surrey Legion had a wonderful piece of land. It was prime
real estate.

Their legion perhaps wasn't as active as it usually is, so they took
that piece of land, and a private developer came in, and they were
able to establish a partnership. They were able to build a skyrise, if
you will—not a skyrise but a multi-level apartment complex. The
legion is still housed there, but it's a brand new facility. Up top,
there are housing units for our veterans. Also downstairs is a medi-
cal clinic.

Again, it's not a one-size-fits-all. I think you can't have a cookie-
cutter approach, but there are many options available for different
folks across the country.

® (1625)
Mr. Wilson Miao: Thank you, Minister.

I look forward to having more information about those programs.

As we all know, our government has developed a lot of good
programs for our veterans. Some in my riding have raised the con-
cern that not all veterans are using digital platforms, and so they
might not be aware of these programs—

The Chair: Sorry, Mr. Miao. I said you had one minute left, but
now the time is up. You will come back in another round.

Sorry, Minister.
[Translation]

Mr. Desilets, you have the floor. You only have two and a half
minutes this time.

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

Madam Minister, do you think that setting up a jury was a mis-
take, or that you made a mistake in choosing this jury?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Mr. Desilets, I don't think it was
a mistake to set up a jury, any more than it was a mistake to carry
out a consultation. In the end, two different results emerged from
these processes.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Madam Minister, do you think the govern-
ment has more expertise than a jury of experts when it comes to
choosing a work of art?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: When it comes to a monument to
commemorate a mission in the context of war or conflict, I think
we absolutely have to listen to our veterans.

Mr. Luc Desilets: In that case, why didn't you conduct a scientif-
ic survey of veterans only?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Once again, we opted for a
Canada-wide consultation open to all so that everyone could give
us their point of view. Over 10,000 Canadians responded to the sur-
vey.

Again, Mr. Desilets, I think it's very important to make sure we
hear from our veterans.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Thank you, Madam Minister.
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Furthermore, 40.6% of people who responded to the survey
worked in Afghanistan or are veterans of that mission. That doesn't
constitute a majority.

Mr. Chair, I would like to present a notice of motion.

The Chair: Okay. You can use your time to do that, yes.
Mr. Luc Desilets: 1 think you've received it, Mr. Clerk.

Shall I read it now, Mr. Chair?

The Chair: Yes, go ahead.

Mr. Luc Desilets: I imagine my Conservative colleagues also
have a copy of the following notice of motion:

That, after hearing from the Minister of Veterans Affairs, Ginette Petitpas Tay-
lor, and the Minister of Canadian Heritage, Pascale St-Onge, regarding the contro-
versy surrounding the competition and awarding of the contract for the design of
the National Monument to Canada's Mission in Afghanistan, the Committee invite
representatives from Daoust and from Leger to appear at a subsequent meeting for
one hour each.

® (1630)

The Chair: Thank you.

We've just received the notice of motion, and it will be distribut-
ed. So I take it, Mr. Desilets, that this is just a notice of motion.

Mr. Luc Desilets: That's right, unless people decide that we
should discuss it right away.

The Chair: According to the Standing Orders, this is a notice of
motion. We will discuss this motion at the next opportunity.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Yes, I'm aware of that.
The Chair: Please note that you still have one minute left.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Madam Minister, can you imagine that, by
making this choice based on a totally unscientific survey, you are
alienating communities, including those in the arts and culture
world? I'd even go so far as to say that you are alienating veterans
who, like you and me, can see the irrelevance of the survey you've
based your decision on.

Do you realize that this work of art will still be there in 200
years? No government in the world makes a decision like this based
on nothing. This survey is nothing.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I don't agree with that Mr. De-
silets.

Mr. Luc Desilets: I can imagine.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I think it's disrespectful to say
that the opinions of veterans are worthless.

Mr. Luc Desilets: That's not what I said, madam.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: We take into account the opin-
ions of veterans and their families.

It's true that 40% of survey respondents were Afghanistan veter-
ans or members of their family, but a larger percentage were veter-
ans of other missions around Canada or abroad.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you very much.

[English]

I would now like to invite Ms. Blaney to take her two and a half
minutes, please.

Go ahead.
Ms. Rachel Blaney: Thank you, Chair.

Through you to the minister, I want to reflect on the fact that in
some of the responses, I've heard you talking about efficiencies of
services. | appreciate that, but what concerns me about that is that
it's a departmental response to say, “Trying to be ever more effi-
cient”.

The real human concern of many veterans is that efficiency may
be impacting in a negative way the services they require to have
time and space. Again, a lot of the discussions I'm having with vet-
erans are about how they want to see a department that's more vet-
eran-centric. [ hope that is work you will endeavour to do.

I want to touch on women veterans. As you know, the committee
is finally studying women veterans. This is the first time it has ever
been done in this place, which I think is quite astonishing. We've
heard from a lot of women veterans—especially older women vet-
erans who enlisted prior to 2000—who do not have appropriate
medical documentation. The reason is that they were really new
and there was pressure to not stand out, to be quiet and to not bring
forward issues because they were concerned about harassment, bul-
lying and other activities that were intimidating. Of course, there's
also the sad history of our forces in terms of sexual misconduct.

The gap has been acknowledged by both DND and CAF. I am re-
ally curious about how this is going to be addressed, because so
many women veterans are not getting the benefits they deserve be-
cause they simply do not have the medical documentation—for no
fault of their own.

Retired captain Louise Siew was here from the navy. One of her
recommendations really stuck with me, namely, that is to better to
support women by giving them the disability benefit claims and just
doing an automatic approval process because of the recognition by
both DND and CAF. This would make such a big difference for
these women, who are put in a place where they have to fight so
often.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thank you, Ms. Blaney.

To take 30 seconds, not even 30 seconds, when I talk about effi-
ciencies, I certainly don't want to sound like a bureaucrat—and no
offence to my bureaucrats who are with me here today. We want to
make sure that we can get the job done and get services to veterans.

I'll use just one example. I think it was the committee that made
this recommendation, which is that when people are applying for
mental health benefits, making sure they get approved right away
without any delays. When I talk about efficiencies, I mean stream-
lining those types of processes.

Coming back to your question with respect to women veterans—
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The Chair: I'm sorry, Minister, but it was two minutes and a
half. If we have another turn, you can maybe come back on that.

Now I'd like to invite Mr. Fraser Tolmie to speak, for five min-
utes, please.

Mr. Fraser Tolmie (Moose Jaw—Lake Centre—Lanigan,
CPC): Thank you.

Through you, Chair, congratulations, Minister, on your new port-
folio. However, you have your work cut out for you. I've heard
first-hand from veterans and their families about how broken things
are.

You acknowledged in your opening remarks that you were aware
of veterans trying to get into the system, which I believe you said
was your top priority. I'll point out that veterans who are not in the
system feel they are neglected and ignored.

In one of your replies to my colleague Mr. Richards, you said
that you would address any improvements that you could. After
three months, do you have a list of things that are broken in Veter-
ans Affairs?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thank you so much for that
question, Mr. Tolmie.

First of all, for the past three months, as the Minister of Veterans
Affairs, ['ve certainly had an opportunity to meet with stakeholders
from coast to coast to coast and to hear their of experiences first-
hand. I've also met with many stakeholders. Again, as I indicated,
we certainly heard many positive stories of individuals who have
received services from Veterans Affairs. I also met with individuals
who indicated there are some challenges there.

One challenge is the backlog. I believe my colleague Minister
MacAulay, when he was here, reported back with respect to the
work that's being done on that backlog. We certainly recognize that
over the past number of years, we've had a 61% increase in the
number of applications that have come to Veterans Affairs Canada.
We're seeing an increase in numbers—

Mr. Fraser Tolmie: Through you, Chair, I'll rephrase my ques-
tion. Do you have a list of things that are broken at Veterans Af-
fairs?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I indicated very clearly that there
are efficiencies and ways to do things better, and that's exactly what
we're working on.

When we talk about the backlog—

Mr. Fraser Tolmie: Through you, Chair, could I get a list of
what you have recognized as deficiencies?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: If you'll allow me to continue,
please, when we talk about the backlog, that was one issue we
heard time and time again. I continue to hear from veterans that
they want us to address the backlog.

When it comes to services, and when it comes to—

Mr. Fraser Tolmie: Through you, Mr. Chair, what else is bro-
ken?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: First and foremost, the language
“broken” is your word. I'm not saying there are things that are bro-
ken in Veterans Affairs Canada, but I'm saying there are areas
where we can improve.

Mr. Fraser Tolmie: Okay, let's use the word “deficiencies”.
Would that be fair enough to use that word? What are the deficien-
cies?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: With respect to the other areas of
work that we need to do, there is the area of commemoration and
making sure that we commemorate our modern-day veterans.

We heard individuals today talk about the Gulf War. We need to
make sure that we commemorate more of those missions of our
modern-day veterans.

The other issue, as well, that's a priority—

Mr. Fraser Tolmie: Through you, Mr. Chair, do you have a list?
Have you started a list of things that you want to address at Veter-
ans Affairs while you are in that chair?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Yes, I have.
Mr. Fraser Tolmie: What is on that list?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Tackling the backlog, making
sure that we—

Mr. Fraser Tolmie: But you said that the backlog has been ad-
dressed. What else is on the list?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: We still have some work to do,
sir, when it comes to the backlog. We have not met our service
standards yet. I indicated that 75% of the backlog has been dealt
with, but we still have more work that needs to be done.

Mr. Fraser Tolmie: Thank you.
Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Addressing, as well—

Mr. Fraser Tolmie: Thank you. I think that's enough. I appreci-
ate that, Minister.

I'm going to ask you a question.

A veteran who is confined to a wheelchair goes into Veterans Af-
fairs, and it's recognized that they are confined to a wheelchair
from a service-related injury. Do they, in your opinion, have to
prove that year after year after year? If so, what does that do to
their dignity?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I think we need to make sure that
our veterans receive the services they need and the compassion and
empathy they deserve.

With respect to the process that's in place, I'm going to defer to
my colleague here, my ADM, as I'm not aware of all of the steps
that need to be taken. I don't have a problem admitting that. I'm not
the one who does the arbitration of these types of cases.

I'm sure that Mr. Harris would be more than happy to elaborate
on the process.

Mr. Fraser Tolmie: Thank you.
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Mr. Chair, we have a veteran here who has been from pillar to
post, having to prove time and time again that they have gone
through service-related injuries. They have to do all this paperwork
to prove that over and over again.

What does that do to their dignity?
® (1640)

The Chair: You have 20 seconds, Mr. Harris.

Mr. Fraser Tolmie: I'm sorry. I was asking the minister.
I was asking what it does to their dignity.

What, in your opinion, does it do?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: With respect to process, Mr.
Tolmie, I'm not aware of each and every step. I want to be clear
with you. With respect to proving other medical conditions, I agree.
If an individual is in a wheelchair, I do not understand why that oc-
curs. Again, I would ask Mr. Harris to perhaps provide—

The Chair: Thank you so much. The five minutes is gone now.

Now I would like to invite Mr. Bryan May for five minutes. He
is on the screen. Oh, no—he's right here.

Go ahead, please.

Mr. Bryan May: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

I wasn't hiding on you. I promise.

First of all, Minister, thank you for being here. I do apologize for
the behaviour of some of my colleagues and the constant interrup-
tions. I promise I will give you ample opportunity to answer every
question.

I will agree—

Mr. Fraser Tolmie: Point of order.

The Chair: Excuse me, Mr. May, but there's a point of order
here.

Mr. Fraser Tolmie: Mr. Chair, anytime that I wanted to have an
answer, [ went through you, sir. I was acknowledged.
I would like an apology.

Mr. Bryan May: I don't think I mentioned your name, sir. You're
making some wild assumptions that I was referring to you.

Mr. Fraser Tolmie: Well, you came right after me.

Mr. Bryan May: That's true. I don't get to pick when I answer
these questions.

The Chair: Okay. Please, members of the committee, I know the
committee is doing a lot, so I would like all of us to take it easy, to
be relaxed and continue.

Mr. Bryan May: Thank you.

I will agree, however, through you, Mr. Chair—

The Chair: Yes, please, Mr. May, go directly to your interven-
tion, please.

Mr. Bryan May: Thank you.

I will agree with my colleague's intervention somewhat with re-
spect to the importance of trust and of establishing that trust with

veterans. I was the chair of this committee for two years. I was par-
liamentary secretary for the Minister of National Defence for two
years. I can tell you that I spoke with a lot of members, both veter-
ans and those transitioning to become veterans. I'll tell you, one of
the ways that we establish trust is by continuing to support them.

One of the ways that we've done that in this government is, of
course, by reopening the veterans offices that the previous govern-
ment closed. We also changed the criteria to allow more veterans to
be qualified for the supports. Of course, the impact of that created
the backlog, which you talked a little bit about, Minister.

It's continuing that work and continuing on that path that will de-
velop that trust. Trust is earned. It's not something we can snap our
figures and solve or throw money at and solve. It is earned, and it is
something we need to continue to work towards.

Minister, through you Mr. Chair, this is a new role for you. [
know that prior to politics your work was in social work. I'm won-
dering if maybe you could speak a little bit to the priorities you
have in this role and the ability to draw from your previous experi-
ences of providing service and listening to folks and how those
might impact your priorities as the Minister of Veterans Affairs.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thanks so much, Bryan, for that
question and for the opportunity to respond and perhaps talk a bit
about my list of things to do and my priorities, as I've tried to ex-
plain to the member opposite.

As you've indicated, the backlog is certainly a top priority. We've
dealt with about 75% of that backlog, but it's not just the backlog.
We are seeing an increased volume of cases coming in, and that's a
good thing, because people are applying for the services they need
and deserve. We need to continue to make sure that we are tackling
that backlog, and we can't take our foot off the gas when it comes
to that.

The other thing as well, when it comes to commemoration, is
what I talked about in my opening remarks. We really want to make
sure that we do a better job of commemorating our modern-day vet-
erans. Be it the Swissair disaster or the Afghanistan mission—the
list goes on and on—we need to make sure as a department that we
recognize and thank the veterans who have served on these mis-
sions. That is absolutely a priority of mine.

Finally, when it comes to the equity-seeking groups, we have a
lot of work that needs to be done. Ms. Blaney talked about women
veterans. That is an area of great interest to me. We certainly recog-
nize that about 15% of CAF members are female. We are going to
see more female CAF members becoming veterans, so we want to
make sure that we have the appropriate services in place for them to
meet their needs, because their needs are very different from those
of men in some estimations.
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For indigenous veterans, we certainly have to do a better job of
making sure that they have access to the services they need as well.

Another area that I've heard a lot about recently is long-term care
for our veterans. We certainly recognize that we have a baby-
boomer generation that's happening right now, and some of them
are getting older, and they are kind of wondering what that is going
to look like for them. That's also an area in which I'm extremely in-
terested in making sure that we see some movement.

Also there are our 2SLGBT+ veterans. Again, a lot of work
needs to be done in that area.

Those are the priority areas that I have and the areas of interest
where I certainly want to make sure we can make significant differ-
ence.

My background is social work. I was a frontline social worker
for 23 years. I'm not a career politician, if you will. Perhaps now I
am, but [ am a lady who wants to listen to people. I want to build
bridges together. I want to work collaboratively, and that is why I
made it a point to go out to communities and meet with stakehold-
ers. It's important to hear from folks on the ground and to hear from
our veterans who are sitting here.

® (1645)
The Chair: Thank you, Minister.

Thank you, Mr. May.
[Translation)
We'll now start the third round of questions.
[English]
I'd like to invite Ms. Wagantall for five minutes, please.

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall (Yorkton—Melville, CPC): Thank
you very much, Chair.

Welcome, Minister. I appreciate your being here and answering
our questions.

You've mentioned the importance to you of doing better with ef-
ficiencies to improve things—in other words, to do better. So I have
three things that I just would like to mention for you to consider.

I have been on this committee since I became a member in 2015.
I think I am the matron of the community now. I have a lot of good
friends who are veterans, and they talk to us. Again, this is where
we really need to go to get our information for how to do better.

I would say that what veterans are saying is that they should not
have to go through the effort of re-proving their injuries and condi-
tions over and over and over again just because VAC changes poli-
cies and procedures. There has to be a way, once they have shared
the information and their case managers have their information.... It
is there, so any benefit of the doubt and any information they have
given should be once and for all. That is how they feel.

I see you indicated that you disagreed with the report's finding on
the new contract for the administration of Veteran Affairs Canada
rehabilitation program, where we found there was a lack of com-
munication in consulting with veterans. I can assure you that it is
not a good take on that situation and that a lot was missed. Our vet-

erans in this circumstance, after facing backlogs and then suddenly
having this change of third party services, think it was a mistake.
That is just my perspective from their perspective.

Also my understanding is that, regarding the backlog, when a
veteran's file is missing documents and the department has to go
back to the veteran, that takes their case out of that backlog number.
I would check that out because it's not accurate. It's not right. At
that point, Veterans Affairs should be bending over backwards to
help them to get those papers in.

Third, we do have a case here today, and I would like you to an-
swer this question. Because of their not wanting to go through all of
this again for that third party dynamic and because the case manag-
er already has all of the files that my friend here has, he was threat-
ened and is in a situation where he is no longer receiving his fund-
ing because he has not followed through with expectations, when
his feeling is that his documents are there and available to VAC.

Do you feel that is right?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Again, as ['ve indicated, if there's
a veteran here who wants to meet with me, I'm more than happy to
have that conversation with him or her, and to discuss that matter.

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: Okay. Thank you very much.

I would certainly hope, on the basis of that example alone, that
for every veteran who has not met whatever timeline is involved in
this third party agreement, in no cases should any of them have
their funds no longer provided until they meet that expectation. I
believe that's Veterans Affairs' responsibility at this point, not
theirs.

How much time do I have?
® (1650)
The Chair: You have two more minutes.

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: Okay.

I think I'll leave this other question for later, but if you have any-
thing else that you would want to share in that regard.... Are you
aware of where files go when they're back in the veterans' hands, in
that brown bag or letter sent to them where they have to provide
more information? Are they still in that backlog list or not?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Again, if you permit me, I'm go-
ing to ask Mr. Harris to answer. I just want to give you a thorough
answer to that question.

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: I'd appreciate that.

Mr. Steven Harris (Assistant Deputy Minister, Service Deliv-
ery Branch, Department of Veterans Affairs): Mr. Chair, when
information is missing in an application, we contact the veteran. We
indicate what information is missing. We give them an opportunity
to come back and provide the information that's required.

If not, essentially the claim is held for when the veteran is able to
come back with the information required to be able to actually go
through and adjudicate the claim. It is held—
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Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: Okay. How do you contact the veter-
an?

Mr. Steven Harris: We contact them either by letter or directly
through My VAC Account, depending on how they've contacted us,
and we may actually reach out to them directly, in certain cases, to
ensure that we can get the right information from them.

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: When you say, “we”, is that their case
manager?

Mr. Steven Harris: No, actually, it's a different group within the
department who does that. It would be disability adjudicators, peo-
ple who work in our centralized operation division who work on
disability benefits.

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: If we want them to build those rela-
tionships and that trust level with their case manager, would it not
be better to have the case manager communicating with them?

Mr. Steven Harris: Often the case manager can communicate
with them about that kind of program as well. They can work
through their case manager. They can also work with our disability
benefits team, who are more intimately involved in the actual deci-
sion with respect to a disability adjudication.

There are many programs that we offer. Rehabilitation works di-
rectly working with case managers. The disability program goes
through a bit of a different stream, but all of those connections can
be helped back through the case management group as well.

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: [ would think that we would be better
to have one point of contact so that it's as efficient as possible.

Mr. Steven Harris: Except not every veteran has a case manag-
er, or requires a case manager. Some may apply—

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: Or a service manager.

Mr. Steven Harris: —for disability benefits and not require case
management support. That's where we need to be careful to say.... It
can't just be one stream, necessarily. There may be many that are
appropriate for that veteran.

Mrs. Cathay Wagantall: 1 would suggest the ones struggling
with responding are definitely in the hands of a case manager.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Harris.
Thank you, Mrs. Wagantall.

Now I'd like to invite the Honourable Carolyn Bennett to speak,
please, for five minutes.

Hon. Carolyn Bennett (Toronto—St. Paul's, Lib.): Thank you,
Mr. Chair.

I, too, am a bit concerned about the bullying and the theatre
around having the minister here. I think when Canadians or veter-
ans are watching committees they expect us to work together and to
be able to put veterans or Canadians first—not theatre.

It's been a while since I've been at committee, but I must say, I'm
disappointed in the way some of my colleagues have been behav-
ing.

I would like to follow up on a couple of the questions regarding
the kind of paperwork involved. I chaired the subcommittee on per-
sons with disabilities for five years and I know that some of the

concerns there were the same. Whether somebody has an amputa-
tion, that doesn't tend to change. Whether somebody needs a
wheelchair, that can change. People can end up with occupational
therapy. They can regain their mobility.

However, I understood from the way the question is worded is
that there new or different approaches to the need for a wheelchair
and those kinds of things. I realize that from filling out paperwork,
people are frustrated. They know this, but how do you actually sort
out the fact that every two years things might change and that it's
kind of—without making assumptions—regarded however as if
things are exactly the same?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Again, I'm going to defer to Mr.
Harris, but I think there are some conditions where, I think we
would all agree, the condition is not going to change—point-
blank—but there are some conditions that, perhaps, do.

Mr. Harris, again, if you would like to elaborate a bit on that....

Mr. Steven Harris: Sure.
Thanks for the opportunity to clarify.

When a veteran has an established pension condition, they do not
need to requalify for that pension condition. It's established in their
file. They do not need to re-prove that as part of the department's
work in helping to support them.

There are two reasons why they may come back and look for
something else.

There may be a reassessment. In other words, their condition
may have worsened. If their condition has worsened, they may
come forward with documentation to suggest that it's worse and
they may need access to different or more things. They may actual-
ly also be entitled to more compensation.

The other reason is that perhaps their circumstances have
changed in other ways as well: not just from a request for additional
compensation for the pain, illness or injury they've suffered, but al-
so for additional supports. We often can reach out to veterans who
have established conditions, not to ask them to re-prove it, but
rather to ask them if they're doing okay and whether they need ad-
ditional supports, whether that means additional treatment benefits,
a visit from an occupational therapist who can help equip their
house more appropriately for a disability or an injury they may
have, or for other things as well.

There are reasons why we will speak to veterans about their con-
dition. Often, it is not about re-proving a condition they have.
Rather, it's about assuring that it's assessed properly and there are
appropriate steps and actions in place to help support them.

® (1655)

Hon. Carolyn Bennett: Thank you very much.
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In the concerns that I've heard, and again, it was the same with
CPP disability or others of those things, how many are turned down
the first time, how many are approved the first time and that in this
80/20.... Do we have numbers about the people who don't go on to
appeal and who just drop out? Do we have a gender-based analysis
on the refusals? Or sometimes people have more complex condi-
tions, perhaps, that need more explanation.

Mr. Steven Harris: There are a couple of different avenues.

With respect to disability benefits, an individual who may not be
successful in applying for disability benefits the first time has ac-
cess to a Veterans Affairs-funded lawyer through the Bureau of
Pensions Advocates, who will support them in their appeal to the
Veterans Review and Appeal Board.

Generally, the stats are that about 30% of people who may be de-
clined for their application will go through the the Bureau of Pen-
sions Advocates and go forward with a case to the Veterans Review
and Appeal Board. Sometimes they're counselled not to: There's not
enough evidence, it's been determined essentially that there may
not be a service relationship and they may not be successful. Many
others, as has been indicated here, go forward to the Veterans Re-
view and Appeal Board and are given a hearing and may be found
favourable in those cases.

There are other appeal processes for other Veterans Affairs pro-
grams that involve treatment benefits, rehabilitation, education and
training benefits. If they're not happy with the decision that comes
the first time, there are many appeals processes for veterans to pur-
sue, to give to another audience and have another opportunity for a
favourable decision.

The Chair: Thank you very much, Mr. Harris.

[Translation]

Go ahead, Mr. Desilets. You have two and a half minutes.
Mr. Luc Desilets: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Let's continue, Madam Minister.

The survey you carried out, while by no means scientific, was
only intended as a tool for the jury. The jury read the results, but
also had a wealth of documents in its possession. The jury was
made up of experts, including museum directors and people who
went to Afghanistan.

Do you really believe that a survey like that, with an image and a
90-second video, is more credible than the decision made by a jury
of experts?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Let me be very clear, Mr. De-
silets: I never used the word “scientific” in the survey or the consul-
tation.

The Department of Veterans Affairs undertook a consultation to
listen to veterans, whether you call it a questionnaire, a survey or
whatever. More than 10,000 people responded. Yes, 40% of them
were Afghanistan veterans or family members, but a large percent-
age of respondents were veterans. That's why their wishes were so
important to us. They told us that they felt the Stimson team's con-
cept better reflected the mission.

I'd like to add that I'm extremely grateful to the artists for sub-
mitting their concepts to the competition. In the end, we had to
choose one, and as Minister of Veterans Affairs, my priority was to
listen to veterans.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Did the Prime Minister's office intervene?
Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I don't think so.
Mr. Luc Desilets: You don't think so?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I would say no, but that's just my
opinion. I don't have a more specific answer for you.

Mr. Luc Desilets: We'll see you again soon, so I would appreci-
ate it if you could check this out before then, if you could.

® (1700)
Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Okay, I'll ask.
Mr. Luc Desilets: Great.

I may not be nice in saying this, but I get the impression that you
and the government are blaming veterans for this lack of rigour and
ethics on the part of the government. I'm the first to stand up for
veterans. That's all I've been doing here for the past four years. In
the current situation, I think you're using them.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Quite the opposite, Mr. Desilets.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Madam Minister, will you reconsider your de-
cision?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: The decision has been made,
Mr. Desilets, and we'll be moving ahead with the monument.

On the weekend, I....

We seem to be out of time, so I'll finish my answer next time.
Mr. Luc Desilets: Oh, that's too bad.

The Chair: Thank you very much, Madam Minister.
Thank you for your intervention, Mr. Desilets.

Ms. Blaney, you have the floor for two and a half minutes.
[English]
Ms. Rachel Blaney: Thank you, Chair.

I'll come back to the question I asked in the last round. I'll get her
name right this time. Retired captain Louise Siew of the navy en-
couraged VAC to acknowledge and apologize for making it so diffi-
cult for women to receive those benefits, and recommended that an
automatic approval process be put in place that does not require
medical documentation.

I'm just wondering if this is something you would be willing to
explore.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I'm always willing to explore and
look at ways that we can better our services, Ms. Blaney, for sure.
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What we have done with respect to women veterans as well is es-
tablish a team to make sure that when we receive those applica-
tions, we have a specialized team, if you will, that is assessing
those.

Again, as I've indicated in the past, we've had lots of male veter-
ans come forward. The assessment process has really been based on
lots of those types of injuries that men carried and lived with. How-
ever, when it comes to women veterans, we are seeing that the
Canadian Armed Forces is making an effort to ensure that we can
recruit more women. As such, we're going to have more women
veterans.

We want to make sure, again, that we have a team—a tiger team,
if you will—to make sure that they can do those assessments and
we talk about gender-based analysis. It's not just words: We are re-
ally doing the analysis to make sure that we know exactly how
these policies are impacting women when we look at the level of
injuries, etc. It's really important to make sure that we do all that we
can.

I talk about equity-seeking groups, and we have some work to do
in that area. That area for me is of great importance. We want—

Ms. Rachel Blaney: I only have a few more seconds. I have to
interrupt you, and I apologize.

I will say that we have repeatedly heard that women veterans feel
invisible. If they feel invisible, then we need to make them visible.
I'm calling on you to do that.

We know that at commemoration events lots of women veterans
are often asked if they're wearing their husband's medals. That con-
cerns me greatly. I'm wondering if there are any discussions mov-
ing forward about having an official acknowledgement of women
veterans at commemoration services, so that we can make what is
so often invisible, visible.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: When I attended your event that
was hosted by Monsieur Desilets this week, I also heard that wom-
en veterans feel invisible. Really, it breaks my heart. They have
served their country just as well as their male colleagues.

With respect to that suggestion, again, I'm very happy to bring
that back and to look into that. We really need to make sure that
women do see themselves and know that their service is valued. At
Veterans Affairs Canada we want to make sure they receive the ser-
vices they deserve and need, and also that we acknowledge and
commemorate their service. It's truly important.

The Chair: Thank you very much.

Now let's go to Mr. Terry Dowdall for five minutes, please.

Mr. Terry Dowdall (Simcoe—Grey, CPC): Thank you, Mr.
Chair.

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

I'm sure you're aware that on July 1, the insurance provider for
the public service health care did a switchover from Sun Life
Canada. There are quite a few different veterans who are on that
service. | heard quite a bit about it at the time locally from some of
my pharmacists in the area.

I have Base Borden in my riding. Lots of people, as they travel
throughout their military career, pick a great spot—usually with a
great representative—and they'll stay there. I'm fortunate that I
have many veterans in my riding.

I'm just wondering how that transition's gone so far.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: As many Canadians, many of us
and many individuals across the country, have gone through the
transition process, some have been able to sign up fairly easily and
others have had some issues. I think that where we're at now, things
are going a lot better overall, but there were some bumps in the
road at the beginning that we have to acknowledge.

I do have to say, though, that for those veterans who had not
signed up to the new program, Veterans Affairs case managers or
agents actually reached out to the veterans who had not signed
up—
® (1705)

Mr. Terry Dowdall: That's my next question: Were they in-
formed? How were the veterans informed prior to it? Did everyone
get a notice on that one, and how did they get notice?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Everyone received it....

I'm going to let Mr. Harris explain, and then from there I'll con-
tinue with the response.

Mr. Steven Harris: They received notices in two ways. One was
from the actual provider itself, Canada Life, the new provider of the
public service health care plan. It's administered by our Treasury
Board Secretariat colleagues.

They also received notices from Veterans Affairs that this was
coming, in terms of letters, in terms of messages through the My
VAC Account, a system that helps to enable them as well.

In cases where we knew people had not, essentially, signed up
through the transition forms, we reached out directly to ask them if
they needed any help, if they needed the forms and, if they had the
forms, whether they were aware of what they needed to do to make
that transition itself. We made several efforts on that front.

Mr. Terry Dowdall: In my riding I heard from quite a few who
were frustrated: We have quite a few different letters from them,
saying that they didn't know.

They needed their medicines. One example here is it's $1,000 a
month for their chronic illness. Even phoning, the amount of time
to try and get through to everything was really frustrating for those
individuals, so I'm hoping you can improve on that.

I'm going to move on to something else that we've heard quite a
bit about as well. How many veterans are working at VAC after
they finished their careers? Right now 5% of VAC employees are
veterans, and at last count that would be roughly around 171 em-
ployees in the whole department. I would think or assume that there
are good jobs for those who are leaving Veterans Affairs. It's al-
ways good to have a good, steady government job, I'm sure—some-
thing to look for.
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That number itself seems kind of low, and I'm just wondering if
you have committed to a certain number to improve in order to
have more veterans work in the department.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: With respect to the employment
strategy for veterans, it's certainly an area in which we have differ-
ent levers. Making sure that veterans will have access to federal
jobs is, of course, a part of the employment strategy per se.

To your exact question with respect to the percentage of employ-
ees we have who are veterans, I would have to defer either to Paul
or Steven, as I'm not aware of the exact percentage.

Paul.

Mr. Terry Dowdall: As the minister, you would probably want
to improve upon that number, I would think. You would probably
have some kind of thought process to get more veterans actually
working within the department.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: With respect to the employment
strategy, it's really important to make sure that all of our veterans
are not underemployed, but employed with the skill level they have.
Many veterans are not even aware of the level of skills they have—
their transferable skills. That is why it's important that we make
sure as an employer—the federal government, be it at VAC or in
different departments—we provide them with access to those op-
portunities. Again, our veterans have a lot of skill sets, and they're
certainly able to fill these very meaningful jobs—well-paying jobs
with benefits, as you've indicated—so we certainly want to make
sure that is the case.

For the percentage, I'd like to turn it to Paul.

Mr. Paul Ledwell (Deputy Minister, Department of Veterans
Affairs): If I could add quickly, Mr. Chair, the last number I have
received is that 175 veterans are currently employed at Veterans Af-
fairs Canada.

Mr. Terry Dowdall: Is there a strategy to get more?
Mr. Paul Ledwell: We want to increase that.

Mr. Terry Dowdall: Like I said, they would have the skills in
the department. You could actually have them trained, almost, be-
fore they came to you, depending on what part of the military
they're working in. Is that right?

Mr. Paul Ledwell: That's absolutely right. We want more of
them employed at Veterans Affairs Canada, and, as the minister has
indicated, right across the Government of Canada.

Mr. Terry Dowdall: Is there no target? You haven't put a target.

Mr. Paul Ledwell: There's no target currently, but we're very
open to establishing a target, absolutely.

Mr. Terry Dowdall: It's probably a good idea to have a target so
you have something to go for.

There's just one other thing that I heard about. This is a lighter
comment. [ know that many people send Christmas cards, holiday
cards—whatever—and have free postage. I have a letter from a res-
ident in my riding here, Judith Armstrong, who wants to send some.

Every year the cost of stamps.... Inflation, as you know, is ex-
tremely high. Things, and the government, cost a lot. Why don't
they have it so that you can send...? Sunnybrook in Ontario has fine

examples of those who have served. Why can't they send those at
cost, during those periods of time, to those individuals? If you send
one, it's over a dollar. For her to do it, it's hundreds of dollars to
send those to them, to bring light to them.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I'll take that back. That's all that I
can say.

The Chair: Thank you so much.

Now I have Mr. Sean Casey for five minutes, please. He's on the
screen.

® (1710)

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

First off, I just want to clarify something that was mentioned in a
previous answer. That is the transfer of the health plan that was
overseen by the Treasury Board Secretariat. I believe that someone
may have misspoken.

It's my understanding that the health plan was transferred from
Sun Life to Canada Life. Could someone just confirm that is, in
fact, the case?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: That's correct.
Mr. Sean Casey: Great. Thank you.

We received some fantastic news over the weekend, Madam
Minister. There is now new leadership at the head of the Union of
Veterans' Affairs Employees. I would invite you, and if you wish,
your colleagues on each side....

First of all, allow me to congratulate Toufic El-Daher on assum-
ing the leadership of the national presidency of this union. Many of
whose members are constituents of mine.

Perhaps you could comment on the opportunities that presents
for labour management relations, a new era with new leadership. I
would invite Mr. Ledwell or Mr. Harris to chime in as well. I know
that they both have, I would say, more regular dealings with the
union, but I would appreciate your comments on the opportunity
that's presented by this new chapter, please.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thank you, Sean. I'll be brief.

I had an opportunity this week to speak to the new union presi-
dent. 1 again want to congratulate him on his election this past
weekend.

I also want to take a moment to thank the outgoing president for
all the work she has done. She certainly had a lot of issues that she
had to deal with, with respect to negotiations and a strike this year
as well. We certainly want to thank her for the leadership she has
shown.

Again, I don't know the new union president, but I spoke to him
briefly and I look forward to working with him.

Perhaps I'll turn it over to Paul and then to Steven if they have a
few comments to make.
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Mr. Paul Ledwell: Very quickly, Mr. Chair, I think it's important
for us to interact in a respectful and a productive manner with all of
our bargaining agents, including the UVAE. They are the largest
representative bargaining unit on behalf of their members and our
employees at Veterans Affairs Canada.

We have had very engaged interaction with that union. We've al-
so dealt and worked closely with the new president. He was, for the
last several years, the national vice-president of that same union, so
we've been at tables together. We've collaborated. We'll continue to
collaborate and look forward to a productive relationship with that
union under his leadership.

Mr. Sean Casey: Thank you very much to both of you.

As you may be aware, prior to 2015, there were some deep and
disproportionate cuts within the Department of Veterans Affairs
that drastically affected service delivery, and certainly employee
morale. I guess my question is this. It appears there has been a di-
rective to look for savings. Much of the preoccupation of the em-
ployees during the Harper cuts was the continuation of the national
headquarters in Charlottetown. That seemed to be a preoccupation
with the union as well, until this latest change.

What comments can you offer with respect to the presence of the
national headquarters in Charlottetown going forward?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Sean, I think we all know that it's
really important to maintain the service level that we have, and the
presence in Charlottetown is extremely important. We see that a lot
of people from Charlottetown, from Prince Edward Island, are
working at Veterans Affairs and have become very skilled at their
jobs.

We also know that the morale, as you've indicated.... In years
gone by, we saw that previous governments slashed the Veterans
Aftairs positions by 1,000, and we quickly rehired those individuals
to make sure we could tackle the challenges that had caused. Los-
ing 1,000 employees was very difficult for the morale. We've re-
hired them, and on top of that we've hired 350 additional case
workers to address the backlog.

Keeping the office in Prince Edward Island is really important.
We realize that people who work in Charlottetown, if they start
working at Veterans Affairs, oftentimes will stay there for a long
time during their career. Again, they're able to hone their skills and
are able to provide good services, great services, to veterans.

Again, [ want to be very clear. There is no talk at all of changing
our national office. It's well established in Prince Edward Island,
and there are no plans to change that.

® (1715)
The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Casey.

This is the last round of questions. We will have four interven-
tions—first from Mr. Richards, then from Mr. Miao, Luc Desilets
and Ms. Rachel Blaney.

I'll start with Mr. Richards for five minutes.

Go ahead, please.
Mr. Blake Richards: Thanks.

Minister, I think, of course, that when you're trying to accom-
plish something, it's important to have a sense of what your goals
are—what things you're trying to accomplish. In your opening re-
marks, you mentioned a couple of things. I'll say they were some-
what vague, but they were things you are looking to try to accom-
plish. In response to some of the questioning, you talked a bit about
wanting to see the backlog improved in terms of wait times, and
you've had some chances to address that. You mentioned commem-
oration as something else that you'd like to see focused on. You
mentioned that you have a list. I assume it's more than a list of two
things that you'd like to see improved at Veterans Affairs. I'll put it
that way.

Can you give us a sense of what some of those other things are
on the list of what you'd like to see improved at Veterans Affairs, or
of specific things you would like to accomplish during your time as
minister—concrete measures you're looking to take, where there
are problems?

Whether we agree or disagree on whether there are problems,
there's no doubt that, when you have veterans on hunger strikes, or
when you have veterans.... Some of the letters I get, and I'm sure
you must get, from veterans indicate some pretty heartbreaking sit-
uations. You must be prepared to say that some things need to be
fixed.

Tell us, what are some of those concrete things you want to fix?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Like you, Mr. Richards, yes, I
hear those stories.

I've told my deputy minister that each week I want to receive a
sample of the correspondence the department gets, as well. That's
because I want to get a snapshot of exactly which matters are
brought forward to us. They're not all good stories. There are some
issues that need to be fixed.

To your specific question, and to finish my response, when we
talk about the backlog, yes, that's a priority. Work is done, but un-
der way.

When we talk about addressing the issue of equity-seeking
groups.... Ms. Blaney asked about women veterans. We have to
make sure that we address specific challenges when it comes to
women veterans applying for benefits through Veterans Affairs
Canada. When it comes to our indigenous communities, as well, we
have many indigenous veterans who have served this country. They
have not had access, or they did not know about the services they
needed. We need to make sure we reach out—

Mr. Blake Richards: Minister, I am loath to interrupt, because [
don't want to set off another round of concern about.... I guess what
I'm trying to do is give you an opportunity. You obviously already
had a chance to address these things during the meeting.

I want to get a sense of whether there's anything you haven't had
a chance to address that you feel needs to be fixed at Veterans Af-
fairs, because you mentioned some of these things already.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Again, you asked me specifically
about my priorities, and I'm listing my priorities for you.
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I think your colleague also asked—

Mr. Blake Richards: Can I ask this, then? Are there any priori-
ties you have other than what you mentioned in your opening state-
ment?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: With respect to the conversations
I've had with many veterans across the country, the issue of long-
term care has come up a lot. As I indicated, we have many veterans
who are baby boomers at this time, and they are wondering about
long-term care services. I think that's a conversation we need to
have. What is that going to look like for veterans in five, 10 or 20
years? That, again, is an absolute priority we need to deal with.

The other thing is the veterans employment strategy. I am seized
with that, as well—making sure that we can get our veterans em-
ployed. As I said, I don't want to see our veterans underemployed. I
want to see them employed with skill sets and provide them with
the best opportunities they can have.

Mr. Blake Richards: What are some of the concrete measures
you intend to take in order to see employment among veterans in-
crease?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Within the very near future, we'll
be launching our employment strategy. That's with the help of the
work this committee has done. I'm truly looking forward to receiv-
ing that report.

Again, working with the private sector—

Mr. Blake Richards: Can you give us an example of something
concrete that you intend to introduce?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I will be rolling out the strategy
in the very near future, Mr. Richards.

You will certainly be getting an invitation. How's that?
Mr. Blake Richards: We'll anxiously await that, then.

Let me ask you again about the idea of having targets. In the de-
partmental plan for 2023-24, under “benefits, services and sup-
port”, there were 17 goals listed. Only six of them had targets or
metrics that you were looking to achieve.

Can you commit that in next year's departmental plan, when you
have goals, they will all have targets that you'll try to achieve, and
due dates by which you will try to achieve those things?

® (1720)

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I'm certainly really prepared to
make sure that [ speak to my team about that, for sure.

Mr. Blake Richards: I would sure rather have heard a commit-
ment to making sure.

If you're going to have a goal, you have to have a target that
you're trying to achieve and you have a due date to achieve it or
else it's meaningless. That's what I think I see now when you only
have six of 17.

I really hope that maybe in the future you'll commit to making
sure that you do have targets and due dates for anything you're
looking to achieve.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Having target dates and objec-
tives is really important. I absolutely take your point.

Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you very much.

Now we go to Mr. Miao for five minutes.
Mr. Wilson Miao: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Allow me to ask my question again, Minister.

Our government has developed a lot of good programs for veter-
ans. Some veterans in my riding of Richmond Centre have shared
with me that because not everyone is using digital platforms, some
might not be aware of what programs are offered by VAC, even
when they are eligible.

What are some ways for those veterans to stay updated, even if
they're unfamiliar with the technologies?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: That's a really great question.

Making sure that veterans have access to services continues to be
a challenge. We certainly recognize, with the modern-day veterans,
that they're perhaps more agile or skilful in making sure that they
have access to the digital tools that we have out there.

1 think that certainly more work needs to be done.

I gave the example earlier with respect to indigenous veterans.
Many of them live in the northern part of Canada in very isolated
areas. Many indigenous veterans are not or were not aware of the
benefits and services they're entitled to. Some of the things we have
taken on are to ensure that our tiger team, if you will, of experts at
VAC who have been seized with the veterans portfolio, go out once
a month in the northern part of Canada and meet with veterans face
to face to make sure they are aware of the applications, the services
and benefits they're entitled to.

Again, more work needs to be done. There are some tools with
respect to My VAC Account and the rest of it, but that is a chal-
lenge that's been identified. We certainly want to make sure that in-
dividuals who are entitled to benefits are aware of those benefits.

I don't know if Steven or Paul want to add anything.
Mr. Paul Ledwell: I could add to that, Mr. Chair, just quickly.

One key aspect of this is working through other organizations as
well. We know that the Royal Canadian Legion is very present
across the country, as an example. It's providing support and ser-
vices directly to veterans to better understand what's available to
them and better help them gain access to the programs.

It's not just the Royal Canadian Legions. There are many organi-
zations coast to coast to coast that are representing veterans, work-
ing with veterans and networking. Getting the word out through
those organizations is very important as well.

Mr. Wilson Miao: Thank you.

I'd like to take this opportunity to congratulate all of the brave
soldiers and veterans who represented Canada at the recent Invictus
Games in Germany. We're very happy and honoured that Canada
will be hosting the Invictus Games in 2025. It is important for vet-
erans to be able to share their stories. Through sports, the Invictus
Games is a way to inspire recovery.
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Can you tell us how the government supported our veterans who
participated in this year's Invictus Games? Also, talk about the next
Invictus Games in Vancouver in 2025.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: This year I was honoured and
privileged to attend the Invictus Games that were held in Germany.
I met with many of our competitors who were down there. I got to
know them and got to hear their stories.

I'll share this story. When I got there, I asked some of the Veter-
ans Affairs staff how many medals Canada had won so far. The
staff didn't know the answer and said they would get back to me.
After spending three hours with the athletes, I quickly realized it
wasn't about the medals. I thought it was good for this Veterans Af-
fairs employee that he didn't have the answer to that question be-
cause it's really not about the medals. It's really about seeing our
athletes being together, supporting each other, sharing and bonding.

It was a very touching and moving event for me there.

You're right. Canada is going to be hosting the Invictus Games in
2025. It's a $15-billion investment that the federal government has
provided. Did I say billion? It's a $15-million investment.

It's going to be really exciting because it's the second time that
Canada is hosting the games. It till be in Vancouver and Whistler. It
will be the first hybrid games and the first winter sports that we'll
be hosting. Again, the athletes are really excited—even the ones
from the Caribbean countries where snow is probably not readily
available.

It's just a really great example of Canada again showing leader-
ship in this area. It's a real honour and privilege that our country
will be hosting the games for a second time.

® (1725)

Mr. Wilson Miao: Thank you very much for sharing that. I look
forward to seeing whether members of our committee can also join
together to attend the Invictus Games in Vancouver in 2025.

Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you.

Thank you, Mr. Miao.
[Translation]

Mr. Desilets, you have two and a half minutes.
Mr. Luc Desilets: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Of course, Mr. Miao, we want to be there.

Madam Minister, as someone who knows how a department
works, how do you explain the fact that your department sent a let-
ter to the winning firm, Daoust, in which it was offered a sum of
money to compensate for lost revenue, so they say?

How do you explain that? In what context is this being done?
Why is this being done?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Mr. Desilets, I think we need to
take another step back. The decision was made this summer to give
the winner's contract or prize to the Stimson team.

Did the Department of Veterans Affairs send the letter? I'm not
sure which letter it is. Can you confirm that the letter in question
came from the Department of Veterans Affairs?

Mr. Luc Desilets: Yes, that's correct.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Okay.

I'll ask one of my colleagues to give you an answer.

Mr. Paul Ledwell: Yes, a letter was sent to Daoust. It's a fairly
normal process in the context of the procurement of services within
the government, whether for small or large issues. This offer was
normal under the circumstances.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Isn't it an admission of guilt in a way? Why
were they offered money?

Mr. Paul Ledwell: It's a matter of process. It was suggested that
it was important to offer this amount to Daoust, since it had been
very close between these two firms.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Thank you.

Madam Minister, I would also like to point out that the bogus
survey you're using to promote a project other than that of the
Daoust firm makes no mention of women. It only mentions veter-
ans. We don't know the gender of the respondents. So we don't even
know if a single female veteran participated in the survey.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Mr. Desilets, I never said it was a
scientific survey or questionnaire. We asked Canadians from coast
to coast to coast. Over 10,000 Canadians responded to the survey.
The vast majority were veterans. We wanted to hear from Canadi-
ans, and this is the result.

Mr. Luc Desilets: Thank you very much, Ms. Petitpas Taylor.

This means that we'll be seeing you here again between now and
November 9.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I think we'll have the chance to
talk again here. I don't know what more I can add, but we'll meet.
I'll be there.

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

The last intervention by committee members is going to come
from Ms. Blaney for two and a half minutes, please.

Ms. Rachel Blaney: Thank you, Chair.

I want to acknowledge again that I appreciate the minister for
meeting with my friend Phil. I know he has no resources, and it's a
shame having a veteran starving on our doorsteps. I really appreci-
ate it and hope that it's dealt with as urgently as is required.
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I have a question about the veteran and family well-being fund.
My office has heard from a lot of smaller organizations that their
applications for funding are being denied. I am seeing that a lot of
larger organizations are often receiving very significant amounts of
money.

Could the minister share with the committee how the decisions
are made, who is making the decisions and whether there's clear
criteria for how those decisions are being made?

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: We certainly recognize, Ms.
Blaney, that the veteran well-being fund is very much oversub-
scribed in many cases. Yes, many organizations apply for those
funds. One thing is for certain, however. If those organizations
want the feedback as to why they didn't qualify, they can always
reach out to the department and get a bit of information with re-
spect to that. That is my understanding.

Paul, go ahead.
® (1730)

Mr. Paul Ledwell: As the minister has indicated, there is an
oversubscription to the program, but it has also been very success-
ful. I would say there's been quite a mix of very small, focused, lo-
calized organizations and some larger organizations that are work-
ing on a pan-Canadian basis. Really, the effort is about finding sup-
ports for key issues around women's health, around homelessness,
around indigenous—

Ms. Rachel Blaney: I have less than a minute.

Mr. Paul Ledwell: There is a very clear process to come to
terms on every application that comes in.

Ms. Rachel Blaney: Thank you.

A proposal did come to the minister's office back in June from a
group that's working on a project called the Burns Way. They
haven't heard anything back. I have met with the group, and it
sounds like their project really focuses on connecting veterans to
veterans. | think that is something incredibly important. I'm won-
dering if they will hear back, and I hope the minister will meet with
them to discuss how this might be a project that could move for-
ward.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: I'll certainly ask my officials,
Ms. Blaney, to follow up on that application. I don't have any of the
details surrounding that application, but we'll certainly follow up.

Thank you.

[Translation]
The Chair: Thank you very much, Ms. Blaney.
I've heard a few times, Madam Minister, that you're coming back

to us. If there's anything, please feel free to send it to the clerk of
the committee.

Hon. Ginette Petitpas Taylor: Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.

Yes, I look forward to it.
[English]

1 would like to take a moment to thank the veterans as well who
are in the room here today. I know it's been a long two hours, but I
again want to thank them for being here and for their service.

The Chair: Thank you very much.

[Translation]

On that note, I would also like to thank you for being here. Al-
low me to wish you the best before you leave.

Ladies and gentlemen, we've had with us the Hon. Ginette Petit-
pas Taylor, Minister of Veterans Affairs and associate minister of
National Defence.

She was accompanied by Steven Harris, assistant deputy minister
of the service delivery branch; Sara Lantz, assistant deputy minister
of chief financial officer and corporate services; Paul Ledwell,
deputy minister; Amy Meunier, assistant deputy minister of strate-
gic policy and commemoration; and Pierre Tessier, assistant deputy
minister of the strategic policy, planning and performance branch.

I would also like to inform committee members that next week
we will be continuing our study on the experience of women veter-
ans. We have the list of witnesses who will be appearing.

Would you like to say something, Mr. Richards?
[English]

Mr. Blake Richards: The minister's appearance along with the
Minister of Canadian Heritage has been mentioned a couple of
times, which I think is due by mid-November, based on the motion.
Do we have any update on when those ministers will be appearing
together?

The Chair: The clerk is in contact with the—

Mr. Blake Richards: We do have the Minister of Veterans Af-
fairs here. Maybe she could give some indication about when she's
available now.

The Chair: Okay. The clerk will get in touch with those minis-
ters to fulfill that motion we adopted to hold this meeting.

[Translation]
Is it the pleasure of the committee to adjourn the meeting?

Seeing no objection, the meeting is adjourned.
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