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Dear bis. Wealherall:

Thank you [or your letter of May 3, 2003, addressed to my predeccssor, the IHonourable
Lucienne Robillard, expressing your organization’s concerns regarding the Employment
Insurance (EI) program, especially on parcnting and child reasing.

T appreeiate receiving views on Human Resources and Skills Develepment Canada
{(HRSDC) programs and how Canadians feel they can be moproved. Please be assured
that departmenial officials are committed to scrve clients in & fair and effective manner.
This is why, over the years, HRSDC programs have cvolved to meet the changing needs
of Canadians and to adapt to the economy.

It is worth noting that, on Decernber 31, 2000, bencfits for biological or adeptive parenls
were expanded wlicn a child was bom or placed i their care for the purpose of adoption.
The modifications were intended to provide Canadians with meome support while they
are off-work and job protection when they return to work after matesmuly or parental
leave. The amendments were:

» duration of parental benefits being increased from 10 to 35 weeks;

»  flexibility being enhanced by perniitting parents sharing benelits to serve only one
two-week walling period; '

»  flexibility also being improved by allowing parents to carn the greater of 530 or
25 percent of their weekly parental benefits without losing benel(it dollar for
dollar; and,

1 accessibility being improved by reducing the admittance requirement for all
special benefits from 700 to 600 hours of insurable employment.

Subsequent to these changes, the namber of parents staying home with newbeom children
in their first vear of life increased significantly; reinforcing the Government of Canada’s
commmitment to support children and families.

A2

Canada



-7

The government has recently announced enhancemcents to the program thal are responsive
to the recommendations brought forward by vanous stakeholders. The new measures
nclude onc pilot praject in regions with uncmployment rates of 10 percent or higher,
which will test the labour market impacl of mereasing the working-while-on-claim
threshold to allow Individuals to carn the greater of $75 or 40 percent of benefits in an
effort to chcourage people to take work without a reduction in their benefits.

1 have noted your suggestion to extend matemily and parental leave for all ineidences of
multiple births to one year per newbomn. 1wish to explain that the Employment Insurance
Act specifically limits the payment for these benefits regardiess of whether morc than one
child is born or adopted. I also wish 10 ¢larify that since El is an msured-based temporary
income plan linanced by employers” and employees’ premiums replacing only one
income, paying more weeks of benefits for multiple births would go beyond the scope of
the program.

The Family Supplement is another EI amendmeni that provides additional benefiis 10
jow-income families with children by increasing their benefits rate. The Supplement,
which increases benefits from the 55 percent of average weekly insured earnings
generally paid to EI clients to up lo 80 percent of insured weekly earnings for
unemployed parents, takes into account the family income and the number and ages of
the children for which the claimant or his or her cohabiting spouse or common-law
partner reccives a child benefit, Te qualify for the Supplement, applicants must have at
least one dependent child and have a net family income of $25,921 or less. The
Government of Canada also provides assistance to multiple birth parents through the
Canada Child Tax Benefit.

In your correspondence you refer to working families faced with medical crises, Perhaps
you will be pleased to know that six weeks of Compassionate Care benefits (CCB}, along
wilh eight weeks of job protection under the Canada Labour Code, have been made
available to eligible employees since January 4, 2004, This initiative ensures that cligible
clicnts are able to lake a temporary absence from work when a parent, spouse or ¢hild
falls gravely ill and is at significant risk of death, without fear of sudden income or job
loss.

The maximum six-week benelits for CCB were based on a variety of factors, including
medical evidence on the duration of severe illnesses and best practices in the public and
private sectors. Research indicates that 72 percent of Canadians who take time off-work
to care for a family member take less than six wecks. The Government of Canada
assessed the evidence and determined that six weeks of benefits within a 26 week period,
when a seriously ill family member has a significant risk of death, represents a balanced
approach that meets the needs of Canadians and establishes a sound foundation for
compassionale carc benefits.
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While you suggest that CCB should be amended to read critically ill, 1t must be
emphasized that EI is designed to provide temporary income support. Labour

force absences to care for critically ill persons may not be temporary becanse of the
longer-term nature of the illnesses. Longer-term aid required by the family caregivers
of critically ill Canadians are administered by tax credits, or through scrvices and
supports provided by provincial governments. A critical 1llness sithation may become

a short-term healih crisis when there is a risk of death for a pareni, spouse or child. In
such cases, CCE may be available to a family member to assist in dealing wilh the crisis

gitation.

It has been the department’s intention to evaluate the CCB and, following an asscssment,
to consider possible improvements and changes. It is worth noting that conclusions and
potential solutions of govermment programs must be based upon careful analysis of
program evaluation’s data.

Pleasc be assured that departmental officials have been monitoring the Compassionate
Care program as data became available, and have found indications that early program
adjustments may be warranted. In view of this, a policy review of preliminary data that
will consider a number ol issues, including the range of furmly relationships eurrently
recognized under the benefit, 1s now underway. This analysis will guide decisions on
whether program adjustments should be made earlier than allowed by the timeframe of a
full evaluation.

In closing, T appreciate proposals such as yours as they help identify arcas where
improvements ¢an be made in the interest of providing better service for Canadians,
1 can assure you that your suggestions will be considered at their full ment m folure
changes to the EI program.

I hope ihat this has been helpful in addressing your concerns, and that it will also asstst
you in understanding the department’s position on these matters. Thark you again for

writing.

Yours sincerely,

Belinda Stronach



