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List of abbreviations
 
AC 
Accessibility 
Commissioner 

ACA 
Accessible Canada Act 

ACD 
Accessible Canada 
Directorate 

ACR 
Accessible Canada 
Regulations 

ASC 
Accessibility 
Standards Canada 

AP 
Accessibility Plan 
(required under the 
Accessible Canada 
Regulations) 

CAO 
Chief Accessibility Officer 

CHRC 
Canadian Human 
Rights Commission 

CRTC 
Canadian Radio-television 
and Telecommunications 
Commission 

CTA 
Canadian 
Transportation Agency 

ESDC 
Employment and Social 
Development Canada 

FRE 
Federally Regulated Entity 

PR 
Progress Report (required 
under the Accessible 
Canada Regulations) 

PwD 
Person with a Disability 

PwoD 
Person without a Disability 



Message from  
the Chief   
Accessibility Officer 
Far too many people in Canada are highly qualified 
and eager to work, but they can’t. They are prevented 
from getting the chance to do so because they live 
with disabilities. The systems we live with are hesitant 
to adapt. 

It’s frustrating. We know the reasons behind this and the intent to   
change is growing. But change needs to happen faster or our progress  
towards a barrier-free Canada will be stalled.  We won’t get there unless  
employment opportunities for people with disabilities increase and  
accessibility becomes a core business value.  

Over the past two years, I’ve met with hundreds of professionals, disability 
advocates, and corporations. Among those professionals were people 
with sight loss, who were Deaf, neurodivergent, or who had disabilities 
related to mobility. This report features several of these professionals: 
Anu Pala, a keynote speaker, consultant, coach, and podcaster who lives 
with sight loss; Dr. Harinder Dhaliwal, a neurologist and wheelchair user; 
and Lorin MacDonald, a Deaf human rights lawyer and law professor at 
Toronto Metropolitan University. 

If it surprises you that people with disabilities have followed these  
career paths, that’s part of the problem. It still surprises far too many  
people. Ableist attitudes still prevail. Assumptions are made about  
what kind of work people with disabilities can do. The truth is, with the  
right accommodations and inclusive work cultures, the possibilities are  
endless. People with disabilities can be baristas, hospitality specialists,  
maintenance professionals, writers, curators, scientists, teachers, and they  
can be your co-worker. They belong at all levels of organisations, from  
front line staff to the C-Suite. But barriers persist, even now, five years   
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after the Accessible Canada Act (ACA) was first passed. We still have a lot of work to do 
in raising awareness about the ACA and in dispelling myths about disability. We must 
act faster to improve recruitment, hiring, and retention. 

The good news is that many people with disabilities are working. But I’ve said many 
times that far too much potential is being lost due to barriers to employment. We 
know that more than 850,000 Canadians with disabilities are ready and able to work 
but barriers prevent them from doing so. I know a job seeker who speaks 3 languages 
and has a business degree and a Human Resources certificate. They should be at work 
helping a company become a more accessible employer. I know a writer with a literature 
degree who should be adding value in a communications role. But they are overlooked 
time and again. 

Hiring people with disabilities is the right thing to do. The business case for it is irrefutable. 
So, what’s stopping progress? Many hiring systems, including those of government, are too 
rigid. There are structures in place that prevent accommodations from being made. 
Beyond this, employers lack the knowledge they need about how to attract and retain 
disabled talent. This lack of knowledge is part and parcel of a culture that is quick to 
medicalize disability instead of thinking about it more broadly. It is also a culture that 
is quick to deny and distrust, where biases can all too easily hold sway. Where minds 
can remain closed. Collectively, employers are too quick to make excuses, to write 
accessibility off as too expensive and leave it out of their budgets. We urgently need 
goalposts: voluntary standards to help guide employers and regulations requiring 
employers to make changes. 

There is no shortage of talent. There are excellent models in Canada and in other 
countries to look to as examples of how to do it. Organizations like the Presidents 
Group, Valuable 500, and Disability:IN, along with their members, are leading the way. 
Every year, the Untapped Workplace Inclusion Awards, held by the Open Door Group, 
recognizes examples of workforce inclusion. Companies and organisations are placing 
greater emphasis on doing the work. 

Attracting labour and top talent has never been more challenging. But doing so is 
critical if Canada is going to remain competitive in the global marketplace. We can solve 
the problem of excluding skilled people. We just have to move from words to actions. 

We need government programs to fund accommodations and a revamp of disability 
supports. We need to broaden our definition of “reasonable” in the context of 
accommodations. Not all job seekers or employers are the same, so we need targeted 
and varied supports. Above all, we need to have higher expectations. We need to 
recognize that PwDs are vastly, diversely talented and stop limiting our assumptions 
about what they are capable of and what kind of work they can do. 

We need to push for firm commitments and action. Everyone deserves the chance 
to contribute to their fullest potential. We need to get to work. 



 
 

 
 

  
 
  

 
  

 
  

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

        7 | Getting to Work: Accessible Employment in Canada 

Report summary 
The Accessible Canada Act (ACA) came into effect in 
2019. It aims to make Canada barrier-free by 2040. It will 
do this by making federally regulated entities (FREs) 
responsible for the full participation of persons with 
disabilities (PwDs) in society. Five years in, are we 
moving in the right direction? To start answering that 
question, my team and I took a closer look at the state 
of employment for people with disabilities in Canada. 
What is happening around employment reflects a lot 
of what is happening in other priority areas. This report 
also comments on the overall state of progress under 
the ACA. 

In general, employment is not more accessible to PwDs since the ACA 
came into force. 

National surveys show that, despite minor improvements, many equity 
gaps remain. For example, PwDs are still less likely to be employed, to have 
a full-time job, and to have an income higher than $80,000. 

To prepare this report, my team and I analyzed employment information 
in the accessibility plans (APs) and progress reports (PRs) of 117 FREs. We 
found that most FREs identify a few barriers, most often related to PwDs’ 
recruitment, accommodations, and training. Half of the initiatives planned 
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to address these barriers were completed or routine practice after a year. But from the 
perspective of PwDs, it is generally unclear if these initiatives are effective. 

We also met with diverse organizations active in disability inclusion. They helped us 
identify examples of promising initiatives to make employment more accessible. These 
discussions helped uncover some systemic issues that create barriers for PwDs. These 
include: job requirements that make it difficult to get a first job; rules that may cause 
PwDs to lose their disability benefits when they get a job; and lengthy processes that 
delay responses to accommodation requests. 

Overall progress under the ACA is slow and uneven. 

The only current requirements for FREs under the ACA are to prepare and publish APs 
and PRs, in consultation with PwDs, and to have a feedback process. Compliance is 
generally high among public sector FREs but low among private FREs. Beyond these 
requirements there is a lack of specific directives, which means the way FREs report 
on barrier identification, removal, and prevention is inconsistent. 

National standards can be used to create new regulations, which come with specific 
legal requirements. So far, Canada has 4 finalized accessibility standards that cover 
2 ACA priority areas (built environment and information and communication 
technologies). But federal standards do not necessarily align with those of provincial, 
territorial, and First Nations’ governments. Delays in making regulations limits more 
specific actions required of FREs. It also limits people’s ability to make complaints, 
and the ability to hold FREs accountable. More efforts are needed to create regulations 
faster and coordinate accessibility initiatives across levels of government to reach the goal 
of a barrier-free Canada. 

Canada is taking steps in the right direction, but widespread lack of awareness 
about the ACA is slowing our progress in becoming barrier-free, as is lack of reliable 
accessibility data. 

The federal government published a Disability Inclusion Action Plan in 2022, but 
its Performance Indicator Framework for Accessibility Data is not fully developed. 
Meanwhile, few Canadians are aware of the ACA. Disability remains the basis for half of 
human rights complaints processed by the Canadian Human Rights Commission. And 
latest evaluations by the United Nations show that Canada still has significant issues 
in disability inclusion, in employment and other areas. Delays in analyzing meaningful 
data limits the capacity to assess the results of investments made in disability inclusion, 
and to course correct before 2040. 



 
 

 

  
  

  

 

  

        

Will Canada   
be barrier-free  
by 2040? 
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There is a lot of work happening in Canada to advance 
accessibility in employment and in other ACA priority areas. 
But significant issues are persisting and slowing progress 
toward our barrier-free goal. To tackle them, I recommend: 

•	 creating a centralized centre of excellence to raise
 
awareness, provide supports, and help build capacity
 
for FREs and the public
 

•	 updating the existing ACA regulations to help standardize
 
FRE accessibility plans and progress reports
 

•	 aligning accessibility-related definitions in all federal laws 

•	 developing diverse national-level supports, to improve
 
disability inclusion
 

“Unconscious bias creates barriers for people  
with disabilities in all aspects of life, and it is  
often difficult for people without disabilities  
to understand. For example, I’m an artist and  
actor. I am blind, and when I go to the theatre  
I am often met with surprise, curiosity, and  
even skepticism. Though unintended, these  
small moments reflect a lack of awareness  
and unconscious bias that overlooks the layers  
of theatre that transcend vision—storytelling,  
dialogue, music, soundscapes, and the  
collective energy that fills the space. People  
with disabilities encounter assumptions  
like these in all sorts of workplaces. Real  
progress won’t happen until this mindset  
changes. In theatre, as in any environment,  
accessibility features like audio description,  
tactile tours, and seating accommodations,  
elevate everyone’s experience. So much more  
is possible.”  

– Amy Amantea,   
Actor, Artist, Accessibility Consultant 
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Introduction 
There’s no doubt that accessibility makes sense. It is 
both the right thing to do and the smart thing to do. 
We all benefit most from accessibility when people with 
disabilities get the chance to work. Many of us, including 
those in the workforce, will experience a condition that 
affects our mental, cognitive, and/or physical functions 
at some point in our lives. Economically, it makes sense 
to tap into PwDs, to seek their contributions both as 
taxpayers and as employees, because organizations with 
diverse workforces are more productive and innovative. 
Moreover, since more than 1 in 4 Canadians are PwDs, 
they represent a large market for businesses developing 
and offering adaptive products and services. Accessibility, 
including in employment, is simply everyone’s business. 

This year, my report examines the progress being made on employment, 
which is one of the 7 priority areas for action under the ACA. Progress on 
employment reflects progress overall, because when organizations get 
this right, and are inclusive of PwDs, they benefit from the perspectives 
these employees bring and are more likely to prevent barriers in other 
areas being built in the first place. The lack of PwDs’ perspective in the 
workforce costs us all. This is underscored by the fact that, in consultations 
with Canadians when developing the ACA, 39% of them said that the federal 
government should make employment a top priority in tackling barriers to 
disability inclusion. This includes fair hiring practices, access to a first job, 
workplace adjustments, promotion into leadership positions, and more. 
Access to meaningful employment is part of living with dignity and purpose 
and contributes to overall quality of life. 

I have observed both promising efforts and persistent gaps in making 
workplaces more inclusive. While there is some accessibility data in 
Canada, it is clear to me that the quality and limited availability of existing 
data make it hard to measure progress. It can be challenging to determine 
if a data source can be trusted, as it may lack transparency about how 
it was collected or be subject to conflicts of interest. All data have some 
kind of limitation, whether that be missing information or not being 
made publicly available. To offset some of these issues, my team and 

https://www.statcan.gc.ca/o1/en/plus/5980-disability-rate-canada-increased-2022
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/accessible-canada/reports/consultations-what-we-learned.html#h2.7
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/accessible-canada/reports/consultations-what-we-learned.html#h2.7
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I looked at diverse sources for data and information. We reviewed the work of other federal 
organisations with responsibilities under the ACA. We also continued to engage with PwDs, 
their allies, federally regulated entities (FREs), and other stakeholders involved in disability 
inclusion efforts. In addition, we reviewed public reports and resources, including national 
surveys as well as FREs’ accessibility plans (APs) and progress reports (PRs). 

Our research 
Review of accessibility plan and progress report content about employment 

My team and I have read dozens of APs and PRs to try to define a meaningful   
way to measure their work under the ACA. These exploratory readings helped  
us identify a set of indicators that FREs report using to measure progress in the  
identification, removal, and prevention of barriers in employment. Within this set,  
there are indicators to measure progress in certain areas that I have previously  
recommended for action (i.e., mandatory training, data, and dedicated funding).  
We randomly sampled 117 FREs from a group of those who had published both  
an accessibility plan (AP) and a progress report (PR) by June 2024. These included  
55 public FREs and 62 large private FREs. This review is important to determine   
overall trends but is limited to what FREs chose to report. 

Stakeholder interviews about accessible employment 

My team and I held 45 targeted interviews to systematically collect information   
specific to accessible employment. We met a variety of organisations, including  
disability service providers, post-secondary institutions, international experts, FREs  
in the public and private sectors, provincial and territorial government departments,  
disability experts/advocates, and representatives from employees with disabilities  
networks across the federal public service. During these meetings, we discussed  
attitudes, experiences, and perspectives of barriers in employment. My team pulled  
out common messages from these discussions about barriers, initiatives to address  
barriers, and systemic and emerging issues. These interviews helped us gather  
information that may not have been reported in FREs’ APs and PRs, and validated   
what we were seeing in them.  

The following sections summarize Canada’s progress towards a barrier-free status,  
with a focus on employment, and provide comment on the contributions of the ACA  
to that progress. Based on these observations, the report identifies key systemic issues  
in employment and beyond, with examples of promising initiatives. The report also  
discusses a few accessibility issues that emerged in 2023, as well as accessibility issues  
beyond the ACA and beyond Canada. Finally, I make a few recommendations to help  
keep us on track to make Canada barrier-free by 2040. 
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Progress under the
 
Accessible Canada  
Act: employment 

“Accessibility is only the entry point—it is not the end goal. We must 
meaningfully include people with disabilities at all levels of impact in 
the workplace. In all sectors. In all aspects of society. We must do this so 
we have an opportunity to feel a sense of belonging. So we feel valued, 
celebrated, recognized, and respected. Disability inclusion recognizes that 
if the world’s population includes us, our organizations and institutions 
must do the same.”

 – Prasanna Ranganathan,   
Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Belonging (DEIB) Advisor and Consultant 



The Accessible Canada Act (ACA) makes it the responsibility of 
FREs to identify, remove and prevent barriers for persons with 
disabilities (PwDs). In this section, I look at the current impact of the 
ACA on advancing disability inclusion, particularly in employment.

Awareness of ACA-related matters
Progress under the ACA is slowed by very low awareness of the Act in Canada.  
The Accessible Canada Directorate (ACD) at Employment and Social Development 
Canada (ESDC) has been monitoring awareness of disabilities in general, and of the  
Act more specifically. According to the results of public opinion surveys of Canadians 
that they conducted in 2019 and in 2022:

• in 2019, 72% of people without disabilities (PwoDs) surveyed reported understanding
what a disability is, though only 47% said they understood well the types of barriers
PwDs may face

• in 2019, only 15% of PwoDs surveyed were aware of the ACA, and in 2022 only
21% were aware

• very few PwoDs were aware that employment was a priority area under the Act
(4% in 2019 and 3% in 2022)

In his 2023 annual report, the Accessibility Commissioner suggested that low awareness 
of the ACA may have contributed to the low level of compliance with obligations under 
the Act that he observed. Specifically, he noted that compliance with Accessible Canada 
Regulations (ACRs) among large private FREs was “disappointingly low,” as only 22% of 
large FREs in the private sector had notified him of their APs’ publication by the prescribed 
deadline of June 1, 2023 (although that did increase to 40% by March 31, 2024). 

My office and I heard from stakeholders in interviews that many FREs want to hire 
PwDs. They want to be inclusive. But they don’t know how to identify, prevent, and 
remove barriers. Smaller FREs tend to have fewer resources and may struggle more 
to find guidance to comply with the ACRs. FREs expect this challenge will only increase 
as more ACA regulations roll out. We also heard that awareness of the ACA definition of 
disabilities varies across organisations. This is especially true for non-visible, temporary,  
and episodic disabilities.

The ACA has been in effect for more than 5 years. If FREs are not aware of their 
responsibilities under this law, and Canadians are not familiar with what they can  
expect and demand, this will significantly slow our progress towards a barrier-free 
Canada. We must run communications campaigns now to raise not just awareness, 
but understanding. This will prevent bigger problems as more complex regulations 
come in the future.

13    |    Getting to Work: Accessible Employment in Canada
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Some FREs are increasing their efforts to promote awareness around 
non-visible disabilities 

For example, BNP Paribas in Canada bank partners with several community-based 
organisations (like Autisme Sans Limites and Auticon) on their Neurodiversity in 
Employment program. The Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications 
Commission has started mandatory accessibility-specific training in 2023, and hosted 
awareness sessions on autism, bipolar disorder, neurodiversity, and Deaf culture. 

“Accessibility is the key that unlocks  
potential in both employees with  
disabilities and organizations, to the  
benefit of everyone with whom they  
interact. Regulatory requirements  
around accessibility serve as this key, as  
they create standardized expectations  
that help organizations recognise and  
unlock this mutual benefit rather than  
viewing accessibility as optional.”  

– Lorin MacDonald,   
Founder & Principal, HearVue Inc.,  

Course Creator and Instructor, Disability  
Law, Lincoln Alexander School of Law,  

Toronto Metropolitan University 
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Legal obligations and accountabilities 
Awareness, compassion, empathy and allyship, guidelines, and voluntary standards 
are important to achieve disability inclusion. But they are not enough. If they were, we 
wouldn’t need the ACA. Significant progress will not speed up without legal obligations 
to act. 

In the ACA context, regulations are essential but there are too few to 
compel action. 

Regulations specify what FREs must do to remove and prevent barriers. More regulations 
would also clarify how FREs will be legally compliant and provide the basis on which 
PwDs can make a complaint under the ACA. This allows federal regulators to apply 
warnings, fines, or other consequences, to keep FREs accountable. 

There are currently no employment-specific accessibility regulations at the federal level. 
For example, there is no regulation regarding timelines to implement accommodations, or 
safeguards to ensure fair performance assessment of employees with disabilities. This 
means that FREs are figuring it out on their own, or not at all. The absence of regulations 
increases the risk of inconsistent and inadequate approaches to disability inclusion in 
workplaces across Canada and makes it difficult to measure progress. 

Under existing regulations, FREs must only include headings in their APs and PRs for 
ACA areas. There are no rules on what information to include or what action a FRE must 
take in priority areas, like employment. This lack of precision has caused inconsistency 
in the content and quality of APs and PRs. 

Not all FREs realize they must follow ACA regulations enforced by different 
federal authorities. 

FREs in the transportation and broadcasting and telecommunications sectors have 
to comply with multiple regulations. The Accessibility Commissioner (AC) enforces the 
Accessible Canada Regulations (ACRs) for all ACA priority areas for most organizations. 
But when it comes to FREs in the federal transportation and broadcasting and 
telecommunications sectors, the AC is only responsible for enforcing compliance in 
certain areas, such as employment. The Canadian Transportation Agency (CTA) and 
Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) enforce 
accessibility regulations under the Act for the latter two sectors, except in areas that 
the AC enforces compliance. This means that FREs in these sectors must respond 
to separate federal authorities when complying with ACA obligations. This split of 
enforcement responsibilities is creating confusion among FREs and the public and 
may be contributing to lower rates of compliance. 

A standard on accessible employment may lead to a new regulation. 

I am pleased to see that Accessibility Standards Canada (ASC) is developing an 
accessibility standard for employment. The standard will provide requirements and 
recommendations on how to improve accessibility in all aspects of employment. The 
full employment standard is expected to be published in 2025. Standards are voluntary 
but could become the basis for new regulations in employment under the ACA. All 
FREs should consult these standards and act now to meet and exceed them. 



 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

  
  

 

        

“Barriers to employment exist for PwDs  
because recruiting systems were designed  
by people who didn’t experience barriers  
themselves. By understanding the reasons  
behind and methods for inclusive hiring we  
can dismantle the systemic barriers. That’s  
why training and awareness are essential.”  

– Susan Bains,  
Accessibility Advocate & Educator 

Federally regulated entity actions to address  
employment barriers 
Accessibility plans (APs) and progress reports (PRs) provide public data on FREs’  
initiatives to address barriers. These publications are an important source of   
information to assess FREs’ contributions to the goal of making Canada barrier-free.  

16 | Getting to Work: Accessible Employment in Canada

Several organisations, within and beyond the federal government, including my office, 
have reviewed the contents of APs and PRs. We all found that the contents varied a 
lot in length, clarity, level of detail, and meaningfulness. This makes it challenging to 
compare FREs and to assess them as a group. We also found it difficult to compare 
progress from an AP to a PR of any given FRE, as formats didn’t always match, and 
information wasn’t consistent from one document to another. This makes it incredibly 
difficult to assess progress. If we can’t assess how well FREs identify, remove, and 
prevent barriers, then we can’t tell if the ACA is working. 

With these limitations in mind, preliminary findings from my team’s research offer 
a general idea of progress being reported in the area of employment, from FREs’ 
APs and PRs. 
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There is some progress 
in identifying barriers, 
but there are gaps in 
information and how 
it may be collected: 

•	 among the 117 FREs reviewed, 109 identified at least 
1 barrier, and 4 barriers on average were identified 
by all sampled FREs, relating to employment 

•	 barriers identified in the APs and PRs cover several 
employment stages, from hiring to retirement or 
other permanent separation, but most relate to 
recruitment, accommodation/well-being, and career 
development/promotion 

•	 only 14.4% of reported barriers were identified 
from feedback received or through consultation, 
suggesting that many FREs may not rely on PwDs’ 
input to identify barriers 

There are initiatives 
underway to remove 
and prevent barriers. 
Key supports for their 
success (accountability 
and progress measures, 
training, dedicated 
funding) require 
more attention: 

•	 50.9% of the initiatives had been completed or had 
become routine practice (some of these initiatives 
were implemented between the AP publication and 
the PR, reflecting recent progress, but some initiatives 
existed before the AP publication, which shows that 
some FREs have been working on accessibility issues 
for a long time, in some cases before the federal 
government issued the ACRs) 

•	 among initiatives to address barriers, 37.7% had a 
timeline for implementation, which is important 
to help ensure accountability and follow-up 

•	  only 11.3% of initiatives had identified a responsible  
lead, increasing the risk that no one will be held  
accountable if action plans are not adequately  
completed or implemented 

•	  only 8.7% of initiatives were drawn from feedback or  
consultations, so it is unclear if implemented solutions  
met PwDs’ needs 

•	  less than 4.5% of initiatives involved mandatory  
training, which limits opportunities to raise   
awareness and help organizations understand   
their responsibilities under the ACA 

•	  only 1.2% of initiatives mentioned dedicated funding,  
which may affect the quality and sustainability of  
efforts to remove barriers 

•	  only 12.8% of FREs reported an initiative that had   
a measure to assess progress 
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Mandatory training can help strengthen leadership 

Bell Canada Enterprises (BCE) now has two kinds of mandatory training for their 
employees. BCE representatives shared with me that their People Leaders have 
been completing mandatory mental health training through Queen’s University’s 
Certified Workplace Mental Health Leadership program since 2015. This program was 
co-developed by both organisations. In May of 2023, BCE implemented additional 
accessibility training that is mandatory for all BCE employees, including leadership. 

Dedicated resources for accessibility are a must 

I was pleased to see that the Office of Public Service Accessibility (OPSA) received 
renewed funding for two more years, in the 2024 federal budget. OPSA is an 
organisation that provides support and resources to the federal public service to help 
them identify, remove, and prevent barriers for employees with disabilities. Having a 
centralized organisation like OPSA, with dedicated funding, helps ensure accessibility 
continues to be a priority in the federal public service. 

Accommodations are key to creating inclusive workplaces 

I’ve learned about examples that show some organizations recognize the importance 
of workplace accommodations and the need to invest in them long term. Fiji Airways 
has created a centralised accessibility and accommodations fund. The Department of 
Canadian Heritage has a one-stop-shop for return to workplace accommodations (the 
Bob Fern Centre), with a centralized accommodation fund. 

What gets measured can be managed more effectively 

The Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency set an objective to exceed their workforce 
availability representation by at least 13% for Indigenous employees, racialized/Black 
employees and PwDs and they ended up exceeding this benchmark by 25%. At the 
Department of Fisheries and Oceans, the number of Talent Management Plans (TMPs) 
for PwDs increased from 14 to 35 between 2021 and 2022. TMPs are a tool government 
uses to help develop employees with potential. 

I’ve learned through engagement over the past two years that accessibility plans and 
progress reports only tell part of the story for FREs. The following are common themes 
I’ve observed coming out of these discussions: 
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“As a South Asian woman with 
a non-apparent disability, my 
employment experience has been 
deeply influenced by both visible 
and invisible workplace barriers. For 
me, accessibility is about fostering 
workplaces that accommodate 
mental health needs, support open 
dialogue, and embrace diverse 
perspectives. These steps are crucial 
for creating an environment where 
individuals with non-apparent 
disabilities can fully engage and 
contribute their talents without fear 
of stigma or misunderstanding.” 

– Lizna Husnani-Puchta,   
Senior Manager, Equity, Diversity & 

Inclusion and Accessibility Lead 
Communications, Public Affairs & 

EDI, Coast CapitaI 
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Intersection of ACA areas 

We heard that employment cannot be addressed in isolation from other ACA priority 
areas. For example, some PwDs can’t work if there are no accessible transportation 
options to reach a place of employment, and no virtual work option. Job postings 
or the application process (information and communication technologies) may also 
be inaccessible, making it difficult for PwDs to apply for jobs. In other instances, the 
job requirements may list criteria that are not essential to the job, but that might 
pose challenges for some PwDs. We also heard that assumptions are still made by 
organisations about the cost or difficulty of providing accommodations. For instance, it 
is assumed that upgrades to the built environment will be expensive or that procuring 
accessible technology will be challenging. Finally, stigma and misconceptions about 
what PwDs can do still exist in the workforce. 

Education 

Education is a key part of entering the workforce, with post-secondary education 
increasingly becoming a requirement for entry level positions, whether that is 
university, college, or apprenticeships. We heard during our interviews that this step 
towards employment is not an easy one for many PwDs. We heard from universities 
that students with disabilities face challenges such as inaccessible built environments 
in aging campus buildings, lack of accessible technology, and stigma. We also heard 
that university students with disabilities often don’t get the same opportunities to 
build work experience through internships or work-study programs due to a variety of 
barriers. They also sometimes need help navigating the job market, particularly when 
deciding whether to disclose their disabilities and risk discrimination. 

Impact of income supports and medical benefits restrictions 
on employment 

We heard during interviews with service providers that some PwDs hesitate to enter 
the workforce because of the potential impacts on their existing financial supports 
or disability benefits. For some PwDs, income supports and/or medical benefits 
from government are a necessity. PwDs in receipt of these supports face barriers to 
employment due to the structure and rules around them. For example, restrictions 
around the maximum number of hours of work or maximum earnings allowed before 
triggering reductions (claw backs) or full loss of all supports/benefits can become a 
disincentive to seek employment. While it is understood that these programs must 
have requirements and rules to ensure they are of maximum benefit to those who rely 
on them, they must also be structured to help enable entry into the workforce rather 
than act as a barrier. It is important to bear in mind that many people with disabilities 
have extraordinary expenses for adaptive or specialized equipment, transportation, 
medical or personal supports, and more. 
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Accommodations continue to be a challenge in many Canadian workplaces 

In the context of disability inclusion, accommodations are adjustments that aim to 
facilitate or improve PwDs’ participation. However, many employers still demand 
medical justifications that are unnecessary or that they may not have expertise to 
interpret before they’ll consider providing accommodations. Many fail to understand 
that the ACA is based on the premise that it is the barriers in society (e.g., ableist 
attitudes, discrimination, the built environment) that prevent the inclusion of PwDs, 
not the disabilities. Many are also unaware that the ACA puts the onus directly on 
employers to remove barriers, not on employees with disabilities. Such practices and 
misconceptions among employers perpetuate historical discrimination against PwDs 
and create unsafe spaces that slow down progress towards a barrier-free Canada. 

Sometimes, PwDs need to be provided with adjustments, such as to their workspace or 
work equipment, to allow them to do their job successfully. But some employers claim 
that accommodations are too costly to provide. This mindset creates and perpetuates 
barriers. Accommodations can have direct benefits, like better employee retention, 
increased productivity, and reduction in employee sick time and compensation costs. 
They can even have indirect benefits, like improved morale within the organization, 
building a reputation as an equitable employer, and attracting more talent. 

“People tend to make 
assumptions about what 
I can do or can’t because 
they aren’t familiar with 
speech impairments. 
In reality, I can easily 
be accommodated 
in the workforce with 
adjustments that have no 
costs.  For example, I can be 
delegated tasks for which I 
can communicate via email 
or text instead of by phone 
or in virtual meetings. I 
can engage using the chat 
or messaging feature to 
contribute to discussions 
with ease.”

 – Ekamjit Ghuman 

Bachelor of Business 
Administration graduate, 

Job seeker 
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The benefits of accommodations outweigh the costs 

A 2018 study by the Mental Health Commission of Canada found that providing mental 
health accommodations to employees resulted in economic benefits worth 2 to 7 times 
the cost of accommodating the worker. In the United States, the Job Accommodation 
Network (JAN) which is funded by the Department of Labor, supports employers with 
job accommodations and collects related information. Between 2019 and 2023 JAN 
collected information related to accommodation costs from over 1,000 employers that 
used their services. They found that 56% of accommodations reported cost nothing to 
implement. When accommodations did cost money, 37% were one time only, with a 
median cost of $300 USD. Only 7% of accommodations resulted in ongoing costs for 
employers with a median annual cost of $1,925 USD. 

Retention 

We heard from stakeholders across sectors that retention of employees with disabilities 
needs more attention. It is not enough to hire employees with disabilities. There must 
be a culture and resources in place to retain and promote PwDs, and this must extend 
to employees who may acquire disabilities during their career. If an organisation is 
unable to retain PwDs after hiring, this can indicate a problem with the culture. When 
PwDs choose to leave because an employer is not inclusive, that employer’s reputation 
may suffer, and become less attractive for job seekers and clients alike. 

Understanding why PwDs leave their jobs 

Justice Canada shared with me that they are trying to determine the reasons why 
employees with disabilities leave their workplace. To help do this, they give employees 
options in their departure form to self-identify as a PwD and to complete an anonymous 
exit interview with Justice Canada’s Ombudsperson’s office. This can help identify and 
better understand the reasons why the employee is leaving the organisation, including 
possible barriers to inclusion. This kind of initiative creates opportunities to identify new 
or persisting barriers that need to be addressed. 

FRE size and structure can influence progress 

My team and I also heard that FREs’ ability to address barriers varies greatly across 
organisations. While large corporations may have a whole team dedicated to accessibility, 
small and medium organisations may have a single person or no dedicated resource at all. 
According to a 2023 study by Innovation, Science and Economic Development Canada, 
small and medium-sized organisations make up the largest percentage of companies 
in Canada. They have enormous potential to make change for disability inclusion. At 
the same time, we’ve heard that implementing change in larger organisations can be 
challenging due to their size and complexity. Smaller organisations can be more nimble. 
They often have to be. It’s important to take these differences into consideration to 
ensure the best supports are designed for each type of employer. There is no one size 
fits all solution. 

https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/resource/a-clear-business-case-for-hiring-aspiring-workers/
https://askjan.org/topics/costs.cfm
https://askjan.org/topics/costs.cfm
https://ised-isde.canada.ca/site/sme-research-statistics/en/key-small-business-statistics/key-small-business-statistics-2023#definitions
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Figure 1: OCAO research: barriers identified, removed, and prevented by 117 FREs 

Among 515 barriers identified by the 117 FREs: 

Barriers were about: 

35.1% 

recruitment, 
hiring 
or 
onboarding 

33.6% 

accommodations 
or wellbeing 

26.0% 

career 
development 
or 
promotion 

2.1% 

retention 
or 
separation 

Over 20 % of barriers were 
not linked to an initiative 

to prevent or remove them 

Not linked to an initiative 

Linked to an initiative 

“Accessibility means everybody having  
equal opportunity to be a part of their  
community. I like working with a kind  
and patient team because I get to be  
my best self. I really enjoy the regular  
customers. They are very friendly and  
I feel appreciated.”  

– Krista Milne,  
Hostess 
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“Accessibility is important so that people aren’t 
isolated. People can do the same activities as 
anybody else, just a bit differently. I love my 
job, where I’ve been for 10 years, because I get 
to be outdoors and active. The people I work 
with are great, and I feel like a valued member 
of the team.’’ 

– Weston Bosma,  
City of Surrey Cemetery Services 
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Other federal government commitments 
Canada has had a Disability Inclusion Action Plan (DIAP) since 2022. This plan outlines 
the federal government’s approach to disability inclusion. One of its objectives is to 
achieve the ACA goal of a barrier-free Canada by 2040. Building on past achievements 
and existing programs, it identifies key areas requiring investments to drive change in 
financial security, employment, accessible and inclusive communities, and a modern 
approach to disability. The plan clearly explains the importance of employment in 
disability inclusion. According to the DIAP, PwDs still experience serious equity gaps 
in employment. The Plan is supported by dedicated funding, but it is unclear how its 
outcomes will be evaluated. 

Canada recently launched an Employment Strategy for Canadians with Disabilities 
(July 2024). This strategy flows from the DIAP’s Employment pillar. The objective of 
the Strategy is to close the equity gap between PwDs and PwoDs by 2040, by helping 
PwDs, people and organizations that support disability inclusion in employment, 
and employers. The strategy is supported by millions in dedicated funds and several 
agreements with provinces to share accessibility costs. However, progress measurement 
is based only on the gap in employment rates between PwDs and PwoDs. This is certainly 
a meaningful measure, but on its own it isn’t enough to conclude that Canada is barrier-
free around employment. There are many aspects to consider when determining if 
and where there is progress being made in equitable employment, such as promotion, 
retention, and accessible equipment to carry out job duties. 

Canada put a strategy in place to measure progress in 2022, the Federal Data and 
Measurement Strategy for Accessibility, which flows from the DIAP’s Accessible and 
inclusive communities pillar. To implement the strategy, a Performance Indicator 
Framework for Accessibility Data is being developed. This framework: 

•	 aims to define ways that the federal government will measure “progress in the
 
removal of barriers to accessibility over time”
 

•	 includes a list of 32 indicators that cover different aspects of employment, with
 
11 existing data sources
 

•	 relies upon national surveys for most sources, which can help measure progress
 
towards a barrier-free Canada
 

Progress measured by the framework will reflect combined efforts at all levels of 
government and will not directly measure the impact of what FREs do under the 
Accessible Canada Regulations (ACR), which is limited to specific sectors. Only 
1 indicator is specific to the ACRs’ impact: “18. Proportion of accessibility plans that 
include references to specific barriers to accessibility in federally regulated workplaces.” 
This proportion should be high because FREs have a legal obligation to identify barriers 
and to publish APs, but it remains unclear what progress this indicator will measure. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/disability-inclusion-action-plan/action-plan-2022.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/disability-inclusion-action-plan/employment-strategy.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/accessible-canada/reports/accessibility-data-measurement.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/accessible-canada/reports/accessibility-data-measurement.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/accessible-canada/reports/accessibility-data-measurement-indicator-framework.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/accessible-canada/reports/accessibility-data-measurement-indicator-framework.html
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These important federal accessibility initiatives are meant to help reach the goal of 
barrier-free Canada by 2040. Yet they don’t all seem to be aligned, for example the 
Employment Strategy for Canadian with Disabilities does not mention the Performance 
Indicator Framework. And while each are somewhat different in scope, I encourage 
aligning the development of progress measures where possible to maximize our 
capacity to create and collect meaningful and reliable accessibility data to measure 
and evaluate progress towards a barrier-free Canada. 

I’m pleased to note the progress on other federal commitments to break down employment 
barriers. For example, in February 2024, the Clerk of Privy Council’s Annual Report to 
the Prime Minister on the Public Service of Canada confirmed that the Government 
had achieved 80% of its target to hire 5,000 new employees with disabilities by 2025. 
The Government’s commitment to work in close collaboration with employees with 
disabilities also remains evident for example through the Persons with Disabilities 
Champions and Chairs Committee, led at the Deputy Minister level. The committee 
supports public service employment equity objectives, by serving as a forum for 
networking and sharing of best practices on disability inclusion and accessibility 
among departments and agencies. 
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Progress towards a

barrier-free Canada
 
Unfortunately, not all national policies and initiatives 
are designed with accessibility in mind. It is often only 
an after-thought. However, the federal government has 
been promoting disability inclusion even before the 
Accessible Canada Act was made law. More national 
studies are now regularly measuring some meaningful 
indicators of accessibility. In this section we’ll look at 
progress at a national level, that is not specific to the Act. 
This section summarizes and discusses national-level 
data measuring changes in recent years in accessibility, 
both in employment and more broadly. 

National progress in employment 
Statistics Canada has been conducting the Canadian Survey on Disability 
(CSD) since 1986. The last one was conducted in 2022. This survey focuses 
on issues affecting PwDs, including around employment. My team and I 
looked at the CSD survey results. We also identified additional studies of 
national scope that provide reliable and meaningful data to help assess 
equity gaps related to disability in Canada. Based on reviews of the CSD 
and these other studies, I have identified and summarized a number 
of persistent issues at several stages of the employment cycle. The 
cumulative effect of these problems is wasting the economic potential 
of 850,000 Canadians with disabilities who are ready and able, but face 
barriers in getting to work. 

https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getSurvey&Id=1329901
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/231201/dq231201b-eng.htm
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“Accessibility goes beyond  
accommodations—it’s a strategic  
advantage that drives innovation,  
productivity, and long-term business  
success. When we prioritize inclusion,  
everyone is empowered to bring their  
whole selves into every space, building  
stronger teams, tighter bonds, and a  
better future for everyone.”  

– Yat Li,   
Associate Director,   

Accessible Employers 

School to work transition: Among students with disabilities requiring devices, support 
services or modifications to their environment, nearly half still have unmet needs. This 
has not changed much between 2017 (46.1% of school, college, CEGEP or university 
students with unmet accessibility needs) and 2022 (46.3% of students). Education is a 
major path to getting a job. If PwDs are disadvantaged at the education stage, it creates 
barriers to employment. 

Entry into labour force: PwDs remain much less likely to be in the labour force, despite 
a small reduction in the equity gap. In 2017, PwDs were 20.1% less likely to be in the 
labour force compared to persons without disabilities (PwoDs), but only 14.6% less likely 
in 2022. Statistics Canada defines the labour force as “persons who contribute or are 
available to contribute to the production of goods and services.” This includes people 
who may be employed or not. 

Work experience: Among PwDs who have no job, more than half continue to find 
that their lack of work experience is a barrier to employment. This has increased a little 
between 2017 (53.8%) and 2022 (55.1%). This persistent problem might contribute to a 
vicious cycle. If PwDs don’t get a chance to work, they can’t acquire work experience, 
which increases the risk of them taking a job below their qualifications or below their 
potential, remaining jobless, or even opting out of the labour force entirely. 

https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p3Var.pl?Function=DEC&Id=84961
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Employment status: PwDs also remain much less likely to be employed, despite 
small improvements. The Government of Canada highlighted in its 2024 Employment 
Strategy for Canadians with Disabilities, that the equity gap in employment has 
decreased recently. In 2017, PwDs were 20.8% less likely to be employed compared to 
PwoDs, and only 16% less likely in 2022. However, an equity gap of 16% is still significant. 

Discrimination in employment: PwDs who are employed still endure discrimination 
at work. A 2022 Survey on Employment and Skills (PDF format) report indicated that: 
“One in four employees with disabilities experiences discrimination in the workplace 
because they have a disability.” Statistics Canada’s labour market analyses found that 
the equity gap affecting PwDs in employment has been consistent through the years, 
which is partially due to “unmet workplace accommodation needs and workplace 
discrimination.” 

Full-time employment: PwDs are still less likely to have a full-time job, in comparison 
to working Canadians overall. In 2017, 77.1% of employed PwDs had a full-time job, 
compared to 80.7% of employed PwoDs (3.6% difference). Similarly, in 2022, 78.9% 
of employed PwDs had a full-time job, compared to 82% of employed PwoDs (3.1% 
difference). While some PwDs may choose or even prefer to work part-time, full-time 
status may affect economic power and stability. This is particularly important for PwDs 
who often have additional medical expenses, as well as expenses for adaptive products 
and personal supports which are necessary to ensure dignity, autonomy, and full 
participation in society. 

Low income: PwDs are still more likely to earn a low income. Between 2017 and 2022, 
the proportion of PwDs earning $30,000 per year or less (after tax) went from 55.6% 
to 40.6% (15% decrease). In the same period, the proportion of PwoDs in this income 
category went from 38.1% to 29.1% (9.0% decrease). It is encouraging to see a decrease 
in this equity gap (17.5% in 2017 to 11.5% in 2022). Efforts need to continue to maintain 
and accelerate this trend. 

High income: PwDs are still less likely to have a high income, despite a small increase. 
Between 2017 and 2022, the proportion of PwDs earning $80,000 or more per year (after 
tax) went from 5.7% to 8.8% (3.1% increase). In the same period, the proportion of PwoDs 
in this income category went from 10.5% to 14.5% (4% increase). 

Retention: PwDs still may leave their job due to disabilities. Among people who 
left their job in 2019, 10.3% did so because of their “own illness or disability” That 
proportion was still at 9.5% in 2023. This suggests that 1 in 10 PwDs feel that they cannot 
be productive because of a pre-existing or new disability. Given known discrimination 
against PwDs, it is likely that this number is underestimated. There doesn’t seem to be 
public data on how many PwDs lose their job (layoff, dismissal, or such) due to disabilities. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/disability-inclusion-action-plan/employment-strategy.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/disability-inclusion-action-plan/employment-strategy.html
https://fsc-ccf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Experiences_of_Discrimination_at_Work.pdf
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/230830/dq230830a-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1410028701&pickMembers%5B0%5D=1.1&pickMembers%5B1%5D=3.1&pickMembers%5B2%5D=4.1&pickMembers%5B3%5D=5.1&cubeTimeFrame.startMonth=07&cubeTimeFrame.startYear=2019&cubeTimeFrame.endMonth=07&cubeTimeFrame.endYear=2024&referencePeriods=20190701%2C20240701
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1410028701&pickMembers%5B0%5D=1.1&pickMembers%5B1%5D=3.1&pickMembers%5B2%5D=4.1&pickMembers%5B3%5D=5.1&cubeTimeFrame.startMonth=07&cubeTimeFrame.startYear=2019&cubeTimeFrame.endMonth=07&cubeTimeFrame.endYear=2024&referencePeriods=20190701%2C20240701
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1410012601
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Figure 2: Change in employment equity gaps between people with and without 
disabilities in Canada 
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National progress on wider commitments to 
disability inclusion 
In my first report, I highlighted the need for action in 4 key areas to make progress 
towards achieving the goals of the ACA: mandatory training, regulations, dedicated 
accessibility funding, and data. Here is what I’ve observed in the last year since calling 
for action on these issues. 

Mandatory training 

As discussed in this report, there is a lack of awareness both in the general population 
and among FREs about the ACA, despite public information available online. We need 
training and education campaigns to promote awareness. My office’s review of APs and 
PRs showed that less than 4.5% of initiatives identified by FREs involved mandatory 
training for employees. We also need more targeted education for Canadians about 
disabilities, barriers, and accessibility. The large-scale culture shift we need to see 
requires efforts on both fronts. 

Regulations 

The Accessible Canada Directorate (ACD) at Employment and Social Development 
Canada (ESDC), is currently working on Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICT) accessibility regulations. These regulations will set mandatory accessibility 
requirements for digital technology and applications including websites, software, 
mobile applications, and hardware. ACD’s work has been informed by consultations 
with diverse groups, including PwDs, and it refers to existing international standards. 
One of those standards, the European Standard EN 301 549 was recently adopted by 
ASC as a National Standard of Canada (CAN/ASC – EN 301 549:2024). This will be the 
first regulation specific to one of the 7 ACA priority areas that must be covered by 
organisational accessibility plans. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/accessible-canada/consultation-accessibility-regulations-information-communication-technologies/report-2023.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/accessible-canada/consultation-accessibility-regulations-information-communication-technologies/report-2023.html
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Table 1: Regulations and standards 

ACA Priority Area Standards Regulations 

Employment In progress 0 

Built Environment 3 0 

Information and communication technologies 1 In progress 

Communication, other than information and 
communication technologies 

0 0 

Procurement of goods, services and facilities 0 0 

Design and delivery of programs and services 0 0 

Transportation (airlines, as well as rail, road and marine 
transportation providers that cross provincial or 
international borders) 

0 0 

Overarching ACA regulations for plans, progress reports, 
and feedback mechanisms 

0 3 

All the existing standards are available publicly, online, for free. There are three ACA 
regulations requiring FREs to publish an accessibility plan, a feedback process, 
and progress reports, in consultation with PwDs for FREs in general, FREs in the 
transportation industry, and FREs in the broadcasting and telecommunications 
industry. The 3 built environment standards (accessible dwellings, accessible design for 
the built environment, and accessible design for self-service interactive devices including 
automated banking machines) were published jointly by ASC with the Canadian 
Standards Association. As mentioned above, an ICT standard was recently adopted by 
ASC as a National Standard of Canada. In addition, ASC has work underway at various 
stages on 16 additional possible standards in all of the ACA priority areas. 

Dedicated accessibility funding 

Since 2019, federal budgets have provided funding related to disability inclusion. These 
are important investments but there are few dedicated funding streams to support 
organizations in implementing their obligations under the ACA. Many organisations still 
consider accessibility to be optional, rather than the necessity it is. Because of this, they 
cite the costs of accommodations, improvements to buildings and premises, and even 
the costs of hiring PwDs as reasons not to act. Organizations need to make permanent 
commitments to accessibility in their budgets. 

https://www.laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/SOR-2021-241/FullText.html
https://www.laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/SOR-2021-243/FullText.html
https://www.laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/SOR-2021-243/FullText.html
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/SOR-2021-160/FullText.html
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/SOR-2021-160/FullText.html
https://www.csagroup.org/store/product/csa-asc b652%3a23/
https://www.csagroup.org/store/product/csa-asc b651%3a23/
https://www.csagroup.org/store/product/csa-asc b651%3a23/
https://www.csagroup.org/store/product/csa-asc b651.2%3a22/
https://www.csagroup.org/store/product/csa-asc b651.2%3a22/
https://accessible.canada.ca/en-301-549-accessibility-requirements-ict-products-and-services
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Data 

As mentioned, the federal government has been developing a Performance Indicator 
Framework for Accessibility Data. This framework reflects the Government of Canada’s 
approach to measuring progress in accessibility. Currently, there are indicators for 
only 3 of the 7 ACA areas: employment; transportation; and ICT, and it is unclear when 
indicators will be built for the remaining 4 areas. The framework is a critical tool for 
setting a baseline and measuring progress, but the ACA has now been in place for over 
five years. Progress on this front is far too slow. We have limited data reflecting overall 
national progress, and by the time this framework is complete, there may be little time 
left to course correct. 

Disability remains a top reason for human rights complaints in Canada 

In the absence of a finalized national framework to measure accessibility progress, we 
can look at related data to have an idea of trends in disability inclusion at the national 
level. For example, the 2023 Canadian Human Rights Commission’s annual report (PDF 
format) says that, among the 663 complaints they accepted in 2023, almost half (49%) 
related to disability. The 5 previous years (2019 through 2023) reported an average of 
52% of accepted complaints related to disability. Of course, these numbers do not 
account for the PwDs who experience discrimination or harassment and do not file 
formal complaints, complaints accepted by provincial and territorial authorities, and 
complaints that don’t get processed. There is still a long way for Canada to go before 
becoming barrier-free. 

https://www.statcan.gc.ca/en/topics-start/accessibility
https://www.statcan.gc.ca/en/topics-start/accessibility
https://www.chrc-ccdp.gc.ca/sites/default/files/2024-04/chrc-annual-report-2023-en-final.pdf
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“The creation of disability employee resource groups within 
organizations have also provided a safe space for employees with 
disabilities to discuss their challenges, identify gaps within the 
organization, find solutions, and advocate for their needs. In the 
past, employees with disabilities were often isolated, or existed 
within silos, but these resource groups have created a safe space 
for open dialogue.”

 – Anu Pala,   
Accessibility Consultant, Professional Speaker, 

Podcast Producer 
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FREs can learn from others 

The British Columbia Presidents Group aims to make British Columbia the province with 
the best PwD employment rate. In 2021, they launched the Pledge to Measure, to encourage 
leaders and organizations in small and medium-sized businesses to create safe and inclusive 
workplaces for people with disabilities through transparent reporting and accountability. 
Businesses that register for the Pledge get access to resources and guidance to support 
their efforts. Participation in the Pledge is a form of commitment that the public can follow 
up on in progress reports published by participants. Outcome measures include the current 
number of employees with disabilities and the number of leaders with a disability. 

I’ve also found good practices in the federal public service. Among these are the vast 
and active networks of employees with disabilities across departments and agencies 
for sharing information and best practices.  There is the Government of Canada 
Workplace Accessibility Passport which records agreements between employees with 
disabilities and their managers about the tools and measures needed to support the 
employees’ success. The passports should remove the need to renegotiate supports when 
the employee changes managers or organisations. I’ll also be following the work of the 
Canadian Business Disability Inclusion Network, launched in December 2023, in helping 
its member business organizations improve the accessibility of their respective workplaces 
and encourage other FREs to do the same. I know that many employers are committed to 
inclusive employment but need support in delivering on that commitment. Initiatives 
like these, that support needs of both PwDs and employers, are important to get to a 
barrier-free Canada. 

Support for employers 

Workplaces are complex environments with many demands from many people, and 
increased requirements for accessibility may seem too much to handle. Accessibility 
efforts require support for PwDs, but also for other people involved, including 
current and potential employers. Some employers are aware of the importance of 
accessibility and have found ways to address this in their environment. For employers 
who are getting started on accessibility, there are numerous resources available, from 
specialized employment services and agencies, consultants, conferences, and more. 
For example, the Canadian Council on Rehabilitation and Work (CCRW) is a national 
not-for-profit organization that offers incentives to employers, as well as disability 
training, accommodation assessments, and other services from hiring to retention. In 
addition, the CCRW holds annual conferences on themes relevant to PwDs, including 
employment, and bringing together business, government, and disability communities. 

https://www.destinationbc.ca/news/presidents-group-aims-to-spark-change-among-bcs-business-community/
https://www.canada.ca/en/government/publicservice/wellness-inclusion-diversity-public-service/diversity-inclusion-public-service/accessibility-public-service/government-canada-workplace-accessibility-passport.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/government/publicservice/wellness-inclusion-diversity-public-service/diversity-inclusion-public-service/accessibility-public-service/government-canada-workplace-accessibility-passport.html
https://ccrw.org/about-us/
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“I completed a neurology residency 
and fellowship as a paraplegic. 
It’s been both challenging and 
rewarding. Fortunately, I had 
incredible mentors and allies who 
advocated for accessibility on my 
behalf. This kind of support and 
allyship has been essential in 
creating lasting change.” 

– Dr. Harinder Dhaliwal  
Neurologist (Epilepsy Specialist), 

Fraser Health 



Systemic issues  
in Canada  
This section describes widespread impediments   
to disability inclusion in employment for people with  
disabilities, that relate to all parts of any organization. 

Ableist culture and unconscious biases  

Decision-makers and other leaders continue to make assumptions  
about what PwDs can do and cannot do, which contributes to persisting  
discrimination. They bring these longstanding biases to the workplace,  
attaching stigma to disability and upholding barriers to inclusion as a  
result. This affects the way leaders in the workplace set workplace rules,  
how they analyse inclusion issues, and how they make decisions. In  
addition, despite efforts to raise awareness and calls for empathy, there  
are still negative attitudes among leaders and employees. This affects how  
they interact with PwDs, and how PwDs feel and fare in the workplace.  
These issues have been well-known and widespread through Canadian  
history, despite laws forbidding them.  

Shifting the culture 

While there is still a long way to go in breaking down attitudinal barriers,  
stigma and discrimination, there are pockets of progress towards a culture  
of inclusion. During my engagements, I heard from those within the  
federal public service and employment support providers that the culture  
is starting to shift in the right direction. While progress is uneven, those  
noticing a shift in culture point to an increase in accommodation centres  
within the public service and an increase in some managers seeing the  
value of hiring PwDs and wanting to get it right when hiring them. Others  
have pointed out the increase in disability networks within FREs as a  
positive sign. Our AP/PR analysis found that some companies have created  
disability resource groups, networks, or committees including Cargill Ltd.,  
Cisco Systems Canada, Farm Credit Canada, Fairchild Radio Group Ltd  
(AM1430), Greater Toronto Airport Authority, Infrastructure Canada, and  
National Research Council Canada. These networks and committees have  
the potential to strongly advocate for people with disabilities and push  
internally for change and more inclusiveness. From my own observations,  
interest in disability and inclusion has never been at the forefront of so  
many conversations. I hope this means we are at a tipping point with  
culture change. 
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Discrimination in employment 

In 2020, a Statistics Canada survey found that more than half (51%) of PwDs had 
experienced discrimination at work, compared to only 34% among persons without 
disabilities. According to a 2024 Rick Hansen Foundation survey (PDF format), the most 
frequent barriers or challenges with employment in Canada include lack of awareness 
and unfavorable attitudes. The same finding came from a qualitative study by the 
Office of Public Service Accessibility (PDF format) based on interviews with 53 federal 
government employees with disabilities. These employees shared that, in the workplace, 
harassment usually occurs when they request accommodations. 

Inconsistent definitions of disability in federal laws 

Disability language across federal laws is not consistent. For example, the Employment 
Equity Act of 1995 uses a different definition of disability than the ACA; it uses a more 
restrictive definition that relies on the medical model. One of the recommendations 
in the 2023 Report of the Employment Equity Act Review Task Force is to update the 
definition of disability, to match the ACA definition which focuses on the barriers in 
society (e.g., attitudes, systems) that exclude PwDs, and not individual conditions. This 
update is certainly overdue. All laws in Canada should use consistent wording to avoid 
contradictions and ensure that PwDs’ rights are respected. As of September 2024, the 
Task Force’s recommendations are only proposed changes. The Minister would need to 
formally table them in Parliament to turn them into legal requirements. 

Lack of ownership for all ACA priority areas 

During consultations that led to the ACA, most participants expressed that all areas 
of accessibility were interconnected and equally important; no one area was a priority 
over another. For practical purposes, the Act was written in a way that separated out 
7 priority areas. However, I’m seeing that this inadvertently encourages FREs to think 
about disability inclusion in silos. As noted earlier, we heard that some PwDs have 
difficulty getting to work because there are no or limited accessible transportation 
options. And yet I was surprised to see, in the accessibility plans that I read, that many 
FREs chose not to address transportation in their plans. FREs need to take responsibility 
for all 7 ACA areas when identifying, removing, and preventing barriers related to 
employment. 

The importance of intersectionality 

We also know that PwDs are found across all demographics. Lived experience in one 
equity-seeking group can impact and compound the way in which a PwD experience 
barriers. This is often referred to as intersectionality. It is important to consider PwDs’ 
other social identities (age, race/ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, income, and 
education) when removing barriers to accessibility. When this intersectionality is not 
addressed in accessibility planning it excludes an important piece of an organization’s 
inclusiveness, both for employees and the clients they serve. 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1410040701
https://www.rickhansen.com/sites/default/files/2024-05/draft-report-rhf-42348001-march-15-2024-final-s.pdf
https://publications.gc.ca/site/archivee-archived.html?url=https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2023/sct-tbs/BT22-275-2023-eng.pdf
https://publications.gc.ca/site/archivee-archived.html?url=https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2023/sct-tbs/BT22-275-2023-eng.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/corporate/portfolio/labour/programs/employment-equity/reports/act-review-task-force.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/accessible-canada/reports/consultations-what-we-learned.html
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Intersectionality and Nova Scotia’s 2017 accessibility law 

We can learn from provinces’ reviews of their accessibility laws. For example, in 2023 
Nova Scotia published their first Independent review of the Nova Scotia Act on 
Respecting Accessibility. The review found a lack of consideration for intersectionality. 
For example, Indigenous people with disabilities experience inequalities, like  lower 
incomes and discrimination, related to their Indigenous identities in addition to barriers to 
accessibility. This results in unique accessibility barriers that will differ from non-Indigenous 
PwDs. This is an important lesson for all levels of government as they build legislation and 
regulations to ensure support for the most vulnerable and marginalized PwDs. 

Lack of dedicated resources for disability inclusion 

I mentioned this in my 2023 report and I’ve mentioned it in this one too. But it is worth 
repeating: we cannot achieve a barrier-free Canada without adequate, dedicated 
resources. To promote awareness of the Act and disability inclusion, FREs need to have 
the resources to learn about and understand disability barriers in their workplace and 
how to remove them. FREs also need financial means to remove and prevent these 
barriers, and access to qualified people to get that work done. Monitoring change and 
enforcing accountabilities also takes resources. If there are not adequate financial and 
human resources to inspect, evaluate, and enforce compliance with the ACA, FREs may 
remain unchecked, there will be no consequences for inaction, and this will slow down 
or halt progress. 

The AODA experience: lessons learned 

In 2023, Ontario released the Fourth independent review of the Accessibility for Ontarians 
with Disabilities Act (AODA) of 2005. The report concluded that Ontario would not meet 
its target of a barrier-free Ontario by 2025. Reasons for this included poor enforcement 
of its accompanying regulations and a lack of resources. Low enforcement has led to 
low compliance and, as a result, accessibility has not emerged as a priority, despite the 
Act having been in place for 19 years. This is a valuable lesson about the importance 
of adequate enforcement and resources for all accessibility legislation. 

https://nsaccessreview.ca/
https://nsaccessreview.ca/
https://www.aoda.ca/the-fourth-review-of-the-aoda/
https://www.aoda.ca/the-fourth-review-of-the-aoda/
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Complexity of Canada’s government structure 

In Canada, federal, provincial, and territorial governments have different areas of 
responsibilities. The ACA calls for intergovernmental collaboration on accessibility 
matters, which is critical to shift the culture across all regions in Canada. I am aware 
of large-scale initiatives to coordinate such efforts, some led by federal organisations. 
But it is still unclear how the federal government will ensure country-wide alignment 
in accessibility practices. 

The 2023 Accessibility Commissioner’s Report indicates that some FREs were not aware 
that they have legal obligations for accessibility at different levels of government. They 
thought that they didn’t have to publish an AP under the ACA if they already had a 
plan under a provincial accessibility law. This can create serious equity gaps in the 
accessibility of the products and services offered by these organisations. 

Misalignment of accessibility standards and regulations across Canada 

Standards and regulations that involve disability or impact disability can be quite 
different depending on where someone lives in Canada. While differences in regulations 
and standards may serve to adapt to local conditions, it can also make it more difficult 
to remove and prevent barriers consistently across Canada. Consequently, PwDs in 
Canada may have differing expectations and experiences of barriers region to region, 
which can result in unequal participation in society. While I certainly respect the different 
jurisdictions and their independence (as well as the value of friendly competition), 
choosing to harmonise our efforts whenever possible will reflect our collective 
commitment to make all of Canada barrier-free. In addition, by working collaboratively 
and sharing experiences and best practices, all jurisdictions stand to benefit. 

Canadian North 

When visiting the Northwest Territories (NWT) in the summer 2024, I learned about 
the diversity of culture and the people who live there. For example, the NWT has over 
a dozen official languages, representing the diversity of Indigenous cultures. The last 
residential school closed in NWT in 1997 and the legacy of residential schools continues 
to affect Indigenous Peoples. Indigenous people with disabilities often must leave 
their communities to access supports. It is vitally important to consider the intersection 
between Indigenous experiences and disability. Cultural experiences of disability need 
to be widely understood and considered as barriers to accessibility are removed. 

https://www.accessibilitychrc.ca/en/publications/accessible-canada-making
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Emerging issues 
Beyond the systemic issues identified above, my team  
and I noted some accessibility themes in 2023 that have  
received significant public attention. 

Emerging issues in employment 
Transition from education to employment  

Education credentials are essential to many job opportunities., but 
students with disabilities face many barriers. These barriers involve the 
access to mainstream training, and getting the accommodations needed 
to study in terms of material formats, communication media, and physical 
space. Education is beyond the scope of the ACA, as it falls under provincial 
and territorial governments’ responsibility. This is a key area where 
different levels of government need to collaborate and coordinate efforts 
to remove and prevent barriers. As part of this collaboration, it’s important 
to understand how government policies influence different labour market 
needs in Canada and to use this information to make sure that education 
and skills training, including for students with disabilities, are well 
matched with local job markets. 
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Return to office 

The remote working options that became the norm for many during the pandemic, 
provided new opportunities for employment for some people with disabilities. In May 
2023, the World Health Organisation declared that COVID-19 was no longer a health 
emergency. Since then, more and more employers have decided that they want their 
staff to return to work in employer-provided workplaces. There are diverse opinions on 
this issue among PwDs. For example, some employees with disabilities find working 
remotely most accessible, while others feel it segregates them from their workplace 
and team. Ideally, employers should understand that telework can be an essential 
accommodation. PwDs also need to respect that some jobs are less conducive to 
remote work. Where employers require employees onsite, efforts must be made 
to ensure accessible workplaces. 

Remote work and PwDs 

PwDs’ have diverse perspectives about returning to work from the office. For employees 
with disabilities, finding meaningful employment isn’t always as simple as accepting 
a job offer. Depending on their type of disability, PwDs may not have access to reliable 
and/or accessible transportation to commute to work; they may not be able to physically 
get into their office building; there might not be an accessible bathroom on site or 
a sign language interpreter; they may have to work in an office that doesn’t meet 
their ergonomic needs or is too over-stimulating. Some PwDs report higher rates of 
discrimination when working in the office. The option to work from home can help 
remove these barriers. 

Digitisation of services 

Over recent decades, newer technologies have been transforming the way we access 
services. This affects many daily activities such as: buying bus tickets, borrowing library 
books, ordering food, and withdrawing cash. Digitisation is the process of converting 
information into computer-readable formats. This can improve information sharing, 
transaction speed, and even equity when accessibility features are integrated by design, 
or when new tools can be adapted to PwDs’ needs. However, digitisation may also 
generate new costs and learning curves, or create new barriers for some PwDs. For 
example, removing the option to use the phone creates a barrier for some PwDs. For 
this reason, it is important to offer services through multiple options, digital and 
non-digital, so that nobody is left out. 



New technology is not progress if it creates barriers

In a 2023 study by the University of Waterloo and the Canadian Standards Association, 
PwDs shared that most self-serve devices have few or no accessibility features. As a 
result, PwDs often need to seek someone else’s help to use service kiosks, automated 
teller machines (ATMS), and similar devices. This can affect their privacy, and their 
security. There are some initiatives to address this issue, including in the banking sector. 
For example, the website of the Royal Bank of Canada indicates that, as of December 
2010, all their banking machines were voice guidance activated (for clients with vision 
loss) and each branch has at least one dedicated wheelchair accessible ATM.

Emerging issues beyond employment 
Housing

Finding and keeping adequate housing has become a top concern for many Canadians, 
especially PwDs. Canada’s 2017 National Housing Strategy recognizes housing as a 
human right. The Strategy cites PwDs as a priority group, but as of March 2024, new and 
renovated accessible units are still only at the commitment stage. PwDs are four times 
more likely than persons without disabilities to end up homeless when they do not have 
access to suitable housing. They are also at risk of being removed from their community 
and placed in long-term care homes or hospitals when accessible options are not 
available. Because accessible and adaptable homes are rare, it reduces work mobility 
options for PwDs who can’t take a job in another location if there isn’t an accessible 
home available for them. Accessible housing is everyone’s business. Universal designs, 
adaptable housing, and accessible dwellings are a necessity, not a “nice-to-have” feature 
because anyone can acquire a new disability at any point in life. I join the Federal 
Housing Advocate and others in highlighting persisting equity gaps and systemic issues 
affecting PwDs in housing.

Transportation

PwDs may face barriers while going about their daily activities or while traveling for 
business or pleasure. Accessibility complaints can affect transportation companies’ 
reputation and can lead to legal penalties. While all forms of transportation need to 
be accessible, accessibility in the air transportation sector has been a long-standing 
issue that has been receiving significant attention since 2023. Numerous media stories 
highlighted equity gaps in air travel that affect client dignity, safety, and service quality. 
These stories prompted parliamentary committee proceedings as well as a National Air 
Accessibility Summit in May 2024. During the latter event, the federal government and 
the air travel industry re-committed to doing better. As I said in my public statement, 
we need meaningful action now.
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https://uwaterloo.ca/public-health-sciences/news/atms-and-other-digital-self-serve-devices-fail-meet
https://www.rbc.com/accessibility/banking-accessibly.html#atms
https://www.chrc-ccdp.gc.ca/individuals/right-housing/federal-housing-advocate
https://www.chrc-ccdp.gc.ca/individuals/right-housing/federal-housing-advocate
https://www.canada.ca/en/office-chief-accessibility-officer/news/2024/05/statement-from-chief-accessibility-officer-stephanie-cadieux-on-first-ever-national-air-accessibility-summit.html
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Artificial intelligence 

Artificial Intelligence (AI), the use of computers and machines to reason, learn and act 
like human intelligence, has become a popular method for processing information 
quickly. Examples include virtual assistants like Siri and Alexa, chatbots for online 
customer service, and platforms that generate content like ChatGPT. It is increasingly 
being used in the employment sector for recruitment, for example using algorithms 
to screen job applications. 

AI-based technologies are growing and evolving so rapidly that the time to ensure 
the future is both ethical and accessible is now. The use and risks of AI, particularly 
for equity seeking groups, are not properly regulated and could therefore amplify biases 
if not managed properly. ASC has funded research and created a technical committee 
to dig in deeper and start developing standards to influence future directions in AI. 

We can avoid discrimination in AI by being inclusive by default 

As highlighted in a 2022 report by the Inclusive Design Research Centre’s (IDRC) 
on the Future of Work and Disability, AI has the potential to help make workplaces 
more inclusive. For example, through its application in technologies such as audio 
descriptions of physical spaces (now available on many smart phones), or virtual 
technology for training. And although AI in recruitment is often touted as a way to 
minimize human biases, IDRC’s report highlights that bias can be embedded into the 
algorithms themselves. More PwDs need to be consulted and included in the development 
of AI to ensure those biases are challenged and mitigated from the outs. 

https://wecount.inclusivedesign.ca/initiatives/fwd/
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Beyond the Accessible 
Canada Act 
Provinces, territories, and First Nations 
Band Councils 

The ACA is a national law and only applies to sectors of 
activity directly controlled by the federal government 
(such as banking, telecommunications, cell phone 
and Internet services, broadcasting, railroads, airlines, 
and other transportation that crosses provincial or 
international borders). 
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More regions now have their own accessibility law. In all 3 territories and in 2 provinces 
(the Yukon, the Northwest Territories, Nunavut, Alberta, and Prince Edward Island), 
complaints about accessibility still fall under provincial or territorial human rights laws. 
In the rest of Canada, provinces now have their own accessibility laws, 4 of which have 
been established since the ACA came into force in 2019. This indicates that in more and 
more regions of Canada, accessibility is becoming a priority, which can help those regions 
move into the same direction to make Canada barrier-free. 

As some of the examples included earlier in this report show, the federal government 
(and other levels of government) can learn from the experiences of provinces, territories, 
and band councils, and should collaborate with them to maximize the success of the 
ACA. This is essential to understand what works well and why, how other regions can 
replicate success, and how cross-country collaboration can work best for PwDs. 

Intergovernmental collaboration 

One example of collaboration on accessibility is the Federal, Provincial, and Territorial 
Forum on accessibility standards. Through this forum, efforts are being made to ensure 
alignment across multiple levels of government. For example, between 2022 and 2024, 
ASC signed Memorandums of Understanding with 6 provinces. These are: British Columbia, 
Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Ontario, and Nova Scotia. These memorandums are 
formal commitments to collaborate on the development of accessibility standards. They 
represent an agreement to coordinate and share resources to move towards a Canada 
without barriers. 

All provinces and territories mention employment in laws that protect disability 
inclusion. The 8 provinces which have accessibility legislation have a focus on 
employment and allow for employment standards and regulations to be developed. 
In 2011, Ontario passed Integrated Accessibility Standards under the AODA, which 
included standards for employment. Manitoba introduced an Accessible Employment 
Standard Regulation in 2019. British Columbia implemented their own Employment 
Accessibility Standard in 2024. These protections vary with each province or territory. 
All provinces and territories (with or without accessibility legislation) have their own 
definition of disability. These definitions vary and some still rely on outdated medical 
models of disability. 

https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ontario.ca%2Flaws%2Fregulation%2F110191&data=05%7C02%7Cmadzouka.kokolo%40hrsdc-rhdcc.gc.ca%7C74f1a8a158f94208d19408dce7dbc9d5%7C9ed558468a814246acd8b1a01abfc0d1%7C0%7C0%7C638640178382158223%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=bTy%2FbdIixGnX4aNryjfaFSxUCrG1hivCruoPzUsLbhw%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fweb2.gov.mb.ca%2Flaws%2Fregs%2Fcurrent%2F_pdf-regs.php%3Freg%3D70%2F2019&data=05%7C02%7Cmadzouka.kokolo%40hrsdc-rhdcc.gc.ca%7C74f1a8a158f94208d19408dce7dbc9d5%7C9ed558468a814246acd8b1a01abfc0d1%7C0%7C0%7C638640178382177844%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Cdwc53L0bHHbq5gQ4TaNisjDuwx1gEnZGMg7lvScntM%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fweb2.gov.mb.ca%2Flaws%2Fregs%2Fcurrent%2F_pdf-regs.php%3Freg%3D70%2F2019&data=05%7C02%7Cmadzouka.kokolo%40hrsdc-rhdcc.gc.ca%7C74f1a8a158f94208d19408dce7dbc9d5%7C9ed558468a814246acd8b1a01abfc0d1%7C0%7C0%7C638640178382177844%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Cdwc53L0bHHbq5gQ4TaNisjDuwx1gEnZGMg7lvScntM%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fengage.gov.bc.ca%2Faccessiblebcactstandards%2Femployment-standard%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cmadzouka.kokolo%40hrsdc-rhdcc.gc.ca%7C74f1a8a158f94208d19408dce7dbc9d5%7C9ed558468a814246acd8b1a01abfc0d1%7C0%7C0%7C638640178382190667%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=6ZVC%2BFwiVUt%2BY%2Bg83UN26C5XUzTNkrG4IiR%2F0DdbO6g%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fengage.gov.bc.ca%2Faccessiblebcactstandards%2Femployment-standard%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cmadzouka.kokolo%40hrsdc-rhdcc.gc.ca%7C74f1a8a158f94208d19408dce7dbc9d5%7C9ed558468a814246acd8b1a01abfc0d1%7C0%7C0%7C638640178382190667%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=6ZVC%2BFwiVUt%2BY%2Bg83UN26C5XUzTNkrG4IiR%2F0DdbO6g%3D&reserved=0
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Accessibility challenges in northern and rural Canada 

According to the 2021 Canadian census, just over 17% of Canadians live in rural areas. 
Rural communities, including the territories, face unique challenges because of 
lower populations, larger geographic areas, and lesser availability of services and 
opportunities. The degree of remoteness and diversity within these rural communities 
varies across Canada which can make it difficult to ensure equal access to employment 
opportunities, infrastructure, and healthcare. For example, Nunavut’s population is 
spread across 24 remote communities that can only be accessed by air or sea (during 
summer). This significantly limits access to resources and services that enhance the 
lives of people with disabilities. Accessibility is a basic need, like shelter and fuel, but 
circumstances like these can make it seem like less of a priority. Access to reliable high-
speed internet is also a challenge for many rural communities. An online hiring initiative 
dedicated to people with disabilities will not be of benefit if someone does not have 
access to adequate Internet because they live in a rural location. 

Accessibility challenges in First Nations communities 

A situational review by Indigenous experts summarizes the challenges of applying 
accessibility standards in Canada’s Indigenous communities, including First Nations (FN). 
In 2017, 32% of First Nations people aged 15 and over, living off reserve, had a disability, 
compared to 22% among non-Indigenous people. The Accessible Canada Regulations 
currently exempt First Nations band councils until December 2026. During this time, 
the Government of Canada has committed to carry out additional engagement 
regarding a more tailored approach to ACA implementation on reserve, in keeping 
with its commitments to reconciliation. In 2022, AFN finalized A Distinct First Nations 
Accessibility Law Discussion Guide for First Nations (PDF format), which outlines 
practical options to move forward. I look forward to seeing next steps unfold. It is critical 
to pay particular attention to populations overly affected by disabilities; or else there will 
never be a barrier-free Canada. 

Central resource for First Nations 

The Assembly of First Nations’ website has a First Nations Accessibility Hub of 
Excellence that aims to be a central resource to help build fully accessible First Nations 
governments. As early as 2017, the Assembly of First Nations began seeking direction 
with First Nations governments and PwDs about options for a distinct First Nations 
accessibility law. In the Hub, they make a case for a “First Nations Accessibility Law”. It 
provides information directly relevant to disability inclusion to First Nations’ context, as 
it relates to the ACA. For example, it presents A Model of Accessibility for First Nations 
and a Resource Library. 

https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2021/as-sa/98-200-x/2021002/98-200-x2021002-eng.cfm
https://www.fnnboa.ca/indigenous-communities-and-federal-accessibility-standards
https://www.rcaanc-cirnac.gc.ca/eng/1100100013791/1535470872302
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-653-x/89-653-x2019005-eng.htm
https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/csj-sjc/principles-principes.html
https://afn.bynder.com/m/c434896d91319fd/original/A-Distinct-First-Nations-Accessibility-Law-Discussion-Guide-for-First-Nations.pdf
https://afn.bynder.com/m/c434896d91319fd/original/A-Distinct-First-Nations-Accessibility-Law-Discussion-Guide-for-First-Nations.pdf
https://afn.ca/a-first-nations-accessibility-hub-of-excellence/
https://afn.ca/a-first-nations-accessibility-hub-of-excellence/
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“It is more important now than ever before in our lifetime 
that companies see and appreciate the value that people 
with disabilities can bring.  In an increasingly globalized, 
ever-changing world, having diverse perspectives that 
challenge the status quo will prove to be a far greater 
advantage in the long run than a disadvantage.” 

– Brian Lee,   
Chief Financial Officer, CIBC Mellon 



Beyond Canada
Canada’s commitments with the United Nations (UN)

In 2010, Canada committed to follow the UN’s Convention on the Rights of People 
with Disabilities (CRPD). The mention of the CRPD in the Preamble of the ACA is a 
reminder that this national commitment is part of a larger global commitment to  
“take appropriate measures respecting accessibility and to develop and monitor 
minimum accessibility standards.” 

• Canada established a National Monitoring Mechanism (NMM) within the Canadian 
Human Rights Commission, as part of its commitments as a signatory to  
the CRPD, to monitor progress under the CRPD

• Canada’s NMM has established three priority areas to monitor in this country: 
poverty, housing, and work and employment

• the UN published assessments of Canada’s progress in accessibility, based on visits 
by the U.N. Special Rapporteurs on the right to physical and mental health (in 2018) 
and on the rights of persons with disability (in 2019)

• the UN’s latest recommendations to Canada are in the 2023 Compilation of UN 
information (PDF format). Some of the systemic issues they highlighted were 
disability discrimination in the workplace; PwDs’ extra costs of living; housing 
security; increased discrimination of PwDs who identify with other marginalized 
identities; the need for alignment of federal, provincial, and territorial frameworks  
to address UNCRPD requirements; and the need for a transition from medical to 
human-rights approach to disability inclusion

Because of the priority areas, including work and employment, the information 
collected by the NMM could be valuable in measuring ACA progress. The UNCRPD 
sets the tone for many countries, including Canada, to keep the momentum going on 
disability inclusion and accessibility. The work that the NMM does to monitor Canada’s 
progress on this international commitment is valuable for others, like myself, to monitor 
national progress under the ACA. Right now, whether or not the work of the NMM can 
continue is uncertain, and so is the possibility of further aligning our work.

Accessibility worldwide 

People and organisations I meet often ask me how Canada compares to other countries 
in terms of accessibility, or what countries are more advanced. My answer is clear: no 
country has yet gotten it all right, nor has any country gotten it all wrong. International 
collaboration can help us all, globally, to remove barriers, and we can benefit from the 
experiences of other nations. Likewise, the Accessible Canada Act can serve as a model 
to other countries, and it has received considerable attention from policy makers and 
advocates around the world. By participating in international conferences and events, 
and corresponding with international peers, I’ve had the opportunity to share Canadian 
initiatives, as well as to learn about numerous practices, policies, and models in place  
to remove and prevent barriers. 
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https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities
https://www.chrc-ccdp.gc.ca/our-work/monitoring-canada-human-rights-obligations/monitoring-disability-rights/monitoring-convention-canada
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/g23/166/48/pdf/g2316648.pdf
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/g23/166/48/pdf/g2316648.pdf
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The examples I cite are based on what I’ve read, heard, seen, or experienced myself. 
The following two examples, only two among many, are worth mentioning to share  
information about what can be done, what positively impacts PwDs’ lives, and what  
needs improvement. 

United Kingdom (U.K.) coordination 
of PwD consultations 

In the United Kingdom, PurpleSpace 
connects PwDs seeking work with 
employers, provides resources to support 
professional development, and amplifies 
PwDs’ voices. For instance, through 
consultation with Employee Resource 
Groups, they identified and published 
10 priorities that employers should 
address to improve disability inclusion in 
the workplace. These priorities can help 
reduce consultation fatigue by collecting 
and sharing timely PwD input that is of 
interest to multiple organizations. 

Centralized resources to help 
address systemic accessibility issues 
in the United States (U.S.) 

The Job Accommodation Network 
has been providing free, expert, and 
confidential guidance on disability 
employment issues, across the U.S. 
and beyond for 40 years. They serve 
employers, individuals, families, and 
professionals affected by disability 
issues. They also offer free one-on­
one assistance on job accommodation 
solutions, as per the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA). 

https://www.purplespace.org/about
https://www.purplespace.org/home?myhub&selected=8081
https://askjan.org/


Chief Accessibility 
Officer 
recommendations 
In my first annual report I highlighted four areas that 
are critical to removing barriers for PwDs: providing 
meaningful mandatory training on accessibility and 
disability inclusion; putting more regulations in place, 
and faster; assigning dedicated funding for accessibility 
issues; and collecting accessibility data to measure 
progress. I continue to urge action in these areas. To 
continue momentum towards a barrier-free Canada, 
I make the following additional recommendations: 
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1. 
Establish 
a Center of 
Excellence 
on Accessibility 
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A Center of Excellence could provide information and guidance on 
accessibility across the country. It could serve as a centralized support 
to help build awareness about the Act, the responsibilities of federally 
regulated organizations and the rights of PwDs under the Act. It could 
also provide support through training and information campaigns to 
help organizations like small to medium sized FREs who have limited 
capacity to educate themselves and act on their responsibilities. The 
Office of Public Service Accessibility serves as a centre of expertise inside 
the federal government but the thousands of federally regulated entities 
don’t have a similar resource hub. It could be an independent federal 
agency, like the U.S. Access Board, or embedded in existing government 
structures. 

Why this recommendation? We’ve seen that awareness of the Act 
is low among FREs and Canadians, five years after the Act came 
into force. I’ve spoken with different employers who would welcome 
tools, and experts they can reach out to for help in making their 
workplace more inclusive. The accessibility framework in Canada can 
be complex, given the division of powers in Canada. There is a lot of 
important information about disability inclusion in Canada, spread 
across different levels of government and organizations. A Center of 
Excellence can help make that information easier to find, understand 
and use. 

2. 
Update existing 
ACA regulations to 
further standardize 
APs’ and PRs’ 
contents 

More direction in the existing regulations could help FREs be 
clearer about the barriers they identify, as well as the links between 
barriers identified and the actions taken to remove and prevent 
them, and how and who will be responsible for making sure the 
actions take place. Additional direction would also help push FREs 
to act on their plans. 

Why this recommendation? The regulations as currently written 
make it difficult to use APs and PRs as a measure of progress. 
There is little to no consistency between FREs and between their 
Plans and Progress Reports. Additionally, there are currently no 
requirements in the regulations for FREs to act on their Plans. 
Without more clarity in the regulations FREs don’t have to act and 
they cannot be held accountable for inaction. 

https://www.usa.gov/agencies/u-s-access-board
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3. 
Align 
accessibility-
related definitions 
in all federal laws 

The definition of disability found in all federal laws should match 
the ACA definition. The ACA’s definition of a barrier includes many 
situations that previous laws did not connect to disability. The current 
differences in disability language across federal laws can create 
confusion, lead to unfair decisions, and even cause harm to PwDs. 

Why this recommendation? This would reduce the risk that 
different authorities deny rights and benefits to PwDs, due to 
outdated references. Sharing the same language would also help 
all federal authorities move towards a barrier-free Canada together. 

4. 
Use diverse 
supports to 
improve 
disability 
inclusion 

Other countries use a variety of tools to include PwDs in the 
workplace. We might adapt some of these, to support what’s 
currently in place in Canada. For example, for PwDs, innovations in 
policy could make it easier to enter the workplace without losing 
benefits or supports. To motivate employers to act on the ACA, 
Canada may want to consider tax incentives and supports for 
accommodation measures that are beyond organisations’ abilities, 
especially small to medium-sized businesses. 

Why this recommendation? The tools and supports we’ve been 
using in Canada have had limited impact, otherwise employment 
gaps wouldn’t still exist. Things like employment targets and wage 
subsidies are not enough. Canada needs additional tools if we are 
going to meet our 2040 target. 

Addressing systemic accessibility issues 

The U.K. has an Access to Work program, which provides grant money to help pay 
for workplace supports that would be beyond employers’ resources. It can apply to 
regular employment, self-employment, apprenticeships, work trials, paid placements, 
and internships. Those eligible can receive funds for accommodations and supports 
including sign language interpreters, job coaches, coverage of accessible travel costs, 
physical modifications to the workplace, mental health support plans, and disability 
awareness training for colleagues. This kind of program can help support PwDs start 
employment and stay employed. 

https://www.gov.uk/access-to-work


 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

        53 | Getting to Work: Accessible Employment in Canada 

“To me, accessibility is a mindset 
that values diversity, fosters 
collaboration, and empowers 
individuals to contribute their 
best without unnecessary 
obstacles. In an accessible 
workplace, everyone’s potential 
is recognized, respected, and 
nurtured.” 

– Marco Chiaramonte,   
Senior Accessibility and Inclusion 

Specialist, Passenger Programs, 
Terminal Journey, Vancouver 

Airport Authority 



Conclusion  
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It has been over five years since the Accessible Canada 
Act came into effect with the vision of barrier-free 
Canada by 2040. While I’m pleased to see more efforts 
to get us to that goal, there is still a lot to do within 
a short period. But time isn’t our greatest problem 
here—it’s the widespread ableist attitudes and wrong 
assumptions about what people with disabilities can do 
that is working against us. In the area of employment, 
what this results in is too many people with talent and 
skills being overlooked for meaningful employment and 
the loss of significant potential. Culture change will take 
time, but we can still move forward now with centralized 
supports to help raise awareness about and implement 
the ACA, more regulations, balanced with more diverse 
supports to spur action and measure its impact, and 
better alignment with the ACA in all federal laws and 
accessibility measures across Canada. 
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While this report focuses primarily on employment, it also highlights the ways 
accessibility is interconnected with all aspects of our lives. For example, a targeted 
inclusive job opportunity is of little benefit if a PwD cannot get to the job due to 
inaccessible transportation. Or an accessible tourist attraction will not be enjoyed by 
all if PwDs cannot find accessible hotels to stay in, or transportation to that location. 
Solutions to removing barriers to accessibility can be difficult, but working together, 
sharing failures and successes can help overcome those challenges. 

Bit by bit, accessibility is receiving the dedicated attention it needs and deserves. At 
the time of completing this report, the first ever ministerial-level meeting of G7 Ministers 
(including Canada) on inclusion and disability was held. The Charter coming out of this 
meeting emphasizes things like the need for awareness-raising, integrating accessibility 
in a broad spectrum of policy areas and from the ground up, and access to education 
and accommodations. To me, what is encouraging about this is that many seem to 
be finally zeroing in on some of the right things, at the same time and at a critical 
moment to achieve a barrier free world. 

This report says we have a long way to go, but it also shows examples of progress, of 
people and organizations making a difference, of people sharing their experiences, and 
why it all matters so much. There are good, motivated people inside government, and 
in the private sector leading the change we want to see. One of the ACA’s key principles 
is “Nothing Without Us.” Increased employment opportunities will help ensure this 
principle is respected. The more people with disabilities are represented throughout the 
workforce, in all sectors, the quicker barriers will be identified, removed, and prevented. 
We all stand to benefit from inclusive workplaces, where everyone is supported and 
encouraged to get to work. 
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Glossary 
The following are definitions of important terms used 
in the report. 

Ableism 
Discrimination, prejudice, or bias against individuals with disabilities. 
Ableism assumes what people can or can’t do based solely on their 
disability(ies) and defines people with disabilities as inferior to 
those without. 

Accessibility Standards 
These are guidelines to support organisations to find, prevent and remove 
barriers in all Accessible Canada Act (ACA) priority areas. Standards 
help ensure the same level of service or quality of products across 
organisations. They are voluntary—organisations can choose whether 
to follow them or not. Accessibility standards in Canada are developed 
by Accessibility Standards Canada. 

Accommodation 
The act of adapting, modifying, or adjusting something to remove 
a barrier. Accommodations can be made in a variety of settings. For 
example, in the workplace, changes are made to allow an employee 
with disabilities to carry out their work; or in learning environments, 
like schools and training, changes are made to support a learner with 
disabilities to actively participate. 

Barrier 
The ACA defines a barrier as anything—including anything physical, 
architectural, technological, or attitudinal, anything that is based on 
information or communications or anything– that is the result of 
a policy or a practice and that hinders the full and equal participation 
in society of persons with an impairment, including a physical, mental, 
intellectual, cognitive, learning, communication or sensory impairment 
or a functional limitation. 
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Disability 
The ACA defines a disability as any impairment, including a physical, mental, 
intellectual, cognitive, learning, communication, or sensory impairment-or a functional 
limitation-whether permanent, temporary, or episodic in nature, or evident or not, that, 
in interaction with a barrier, hinders a person’s full and equal participation in society. 

Disability Inclusion 
This is the concept that people with disabilities have the right to fully participate in 
all aspects of life. This includes equal opportunities, and economic autonomy. It also 
includes being involved in planning and decision-making in all areas that could have 
barriers to participation. This is reinforced in the guiding principles of the ACA. 

Emerging issue 
Something that has become known, become prominent, or gained attention in previous 
months or years. For this report, we use the term to refer to a recently developing 
problem that could have an impact on PwDs. The term ‘emerging’ refers to its ‘newness’ 
but doesn’t necessarily mean the problem is unknown. 

Equity gap 
The difference between how one group of people is treated compared to another group. 
This includes conditions, practices, or treatments that create barriers to full participation 
in society for some groups versus others. 

Indicator or performance indicator 
A measurable quality, value or statement that can be used to show progress over time 
towards an objective. 

Labour force 
People who are 15 years or older and able and available to work, whether they are 
employed or not. It doesn’t include people who are full-time students, retirees, or 
otherwise unable or not looking for work. 

Regulations 
Regulations are rules made by the government that are mandatory for organisations to follow. 

Systemic issue 
Something that relates to or affects an entire system. For this report, we use the term to 
refer to a problem that relates to all parts of an organization or multiple organisations. 
If not identified and appropriately addressed these problems have the potential to 
negatively impact PwDs and generate other problems. 

Workforce availability 
Refers to available labour force. It can refer to a specific region, or group, and can 
include factors such as the size of the labour force, skills, demographics, and economic 
conditions. It is used in Human Resources to determine availability of potential 
employees for an organisation. It is also used as a benchmark to ensure employment 
equity groups, such as PwDs, as appropriately represented in an organisation. 
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