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CHAPTER 3
Mental Health Services for Veterans



Performance audit reports

This report presents the results of a performance audit conducted by the Office of
the Auditor General of Canada under the authority of the Auditor General Act.

A performance audit is an independent, objective, and systematic assessment

of how well government is managing its activities, responsibilities, and resources.
Audit topics are selected based on their significance. While the Office may
comment on policy implementation in a performance audit, it does not comment
on the merits of a policy.

Performance audits are planned, performed, and reported in accordance with
professional auditing standards and Office policies. They are conducted by
qualified auditors who

» establish audit objectives and criteria for the assessment of performance,
» gather the evidence necessary to assess performance against the criteria,
« report both positive and negative findings,

* conclude against the established audit objectives, and

 make recommendations for improvement when there are significant
differences between criteria and assessed performance.

Performance audits contribute to a public service that is ethical and effective
and a government that is accountable to Parliament and Canadians.
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Veteran—A veteran or other person who is
eligible for Veterans Affairs Canada services and
benefits. Veterans also include Canadian Armed
Forces members who may be eligible for the
Disability Benefits Program.

MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES FOR VETERANS

Introduction

31  The World Health Organization defines mental health as “a state
of well-being in which every individual realizes his or her own potential,
can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and
fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to her or his community.”

32  According to the Canadian Mental Health Association,
mental illness affects people of all ages, education and income levels,
and cultures. Additionally, it states that mental illness indirectly
affects many Canadians at some time through a family member,
friend, or colleague.

33  The economic impact of mental illness on the workplace comes
from both lost productivity and disability claims. According to the
Mental Health Commission of Canada, mental health conditions cost
the national economy an estimated $50 billion a year.

34  Mental health conditions affecting Canadians, including
veterans, include a broad range of diagnosed medical conditions,
such as anxiety disorders, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD), alcohol and/or substance abuse, and other conditions that
can interfere with daily functioning.

35  Asof 31 March 2014, about 15,000 War Service Veterans,
Canadian Armed Forces Veterans, and still-serving personnel were
eligible to receive mental health support from Veterans Affairs Canada
through the Disability Benefits Program. An additional 1,000 veterans
in the Department’s Rehabilitation Program self-identified as having a
mental health condition.

36  According to Veterans Affairs Canada, veterans with mental
health conditions represent an increasing proportion of its clients,

up from less than 2 percent in 2002 to almost 12 percent in 2014.
The number of veterans with identified mental health conditions is
expected to continue to increase as those with service in Afghanistan
return to civilian life, and as awareness and recognition of mental
health conditions increase. In the 2012-13 fiscal year, the Department
estimated its total mental health expenditures at $508 million for
military veterans.

Report of the Auditor General of Canada—Fall 2014

Chapter 3 1



MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES FOR VETERANS

3.7  There are unique challenges in recognizing and treating mental
illness, some of which are particularly applicable to veterans. The
Canadian Forces Expert Panel on Suicide Prevention produced a
report in 2010 that noted that Canadian Armed Forces personnel
identified several barriers to mental health care, including

¢ the military member’s lack of recognition that he or she has
a problem,

¢ the desire to manage one’s problems alone,

* negative attitudes toward mental health care (for example,
that it is ineffective or harmful), and

e concern about the career impact of seeking care.

In some cases, the nature of the mental illness may render the
individual unable to acknowledge that he or she has a problem.
Veterans Affairs Canada’s 2009 Mental Health Strategy states that
intervening early is important to delivering effective mental health
services to veterans and their families.

Veterans Affairs Canada’s approach to mental health services

38  Under the Canada Health Act, all residents of a province,
including veterans, are entitled to receive health services, including
mental health care, under the terms of their provincial or territorial
health care plan. For eligible veterans, the Department pays for various
services not covered by provincial health plans. These services can
include specialized psychological care, residential treatment, and some
prescribed medications. These mental health services are intended to
enhance the well-being of veterans, promote independence, and
ensure continued care.

39  Once their eligibility is confirmed, veterans can access mental
health support through the Department’s two programs: the Disability
Benefits Program (Disability Benefits) and the Rehabilitation Services
and Vocational Assistance Program (Rehabilitation Program). Both
released and still-serving members of the Canadian Armed Forces may
apply for disability benefits. Only released Canadian Armed Forces
members are eligible for benefits under the Rehabilitation Program.
National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces are responsible for
providing medical and health care services to military personnel.
Exhibit 3.1 describes these programs.

3.10 Exhibit 3.2 shows the time frames within which veterans received a
favourable disability benefits decision for a mental health condition
under the Disability Benefits Program between 2006 and 2014.

2 Chapter 3
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Exhibit 3.1 Veterans Affairs Canada’s programs provide eligible veterans with access to mental health care

Disability Benefits Program—This program provides disability benefits to eligible veterans—including Canadian Armed Forces
personnel—with a chronic service-related health condition, including a mental health condition.

To be eligible for benefits, veterans must have an operational stress injury (OSI) related to military service. OSl is a broadly descriptive
category rather than a diagnostic term. It refers to any persistent psychological difficulty resulting from operational duties performed
while serving in the Canadian Armed Forces. It is used by National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces and by Veterans Affairs
Canada for a broad range of problems that result in impaired functioning. Included are diagnosed medical conditions such as
depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, and anxiety or panic attacks, as well as less severe conditions.

Rehabilitation Services and Vocational Assistance Program—This program helps veterans re-establish themselves in civilian life
after release from the military.

Intended to provide transitional support, not permanent support, the program aims to ensure that veterans improve their health

to the fullest extent possible and adjust to life at home, in the community, and at work. Veterans may apply at any time provided
they can demonstrate that they have a health problem that is arising primarily from military service and is creating a barrier to
re-establishment in civilian life. Veterans qualify if they have served in the Canadian Armed Forces and have been medically released
within the last 120 days.

The Rehabilitation Services and Vocational Assistance Program includes one or more of the following types of services:
* Medical rehabilitation. Health care experts work with veterans to stabilize and restore health to the fullest extent possible.

» Psychosocial rehabilitation. Health or rehabilitation professionals help veterans develop skills to support independence and
adjust to living with their health problem or disability. This support can include life skills training and pain management
strategies.

* Vocational rehabilitation. Vocational professionals assist veterans with applying skills and education gained in the military to
build a rewarding civilian career.

Exhibit 3.2 Time frames for a favourable disability benefits decision for veterans with a mental health condition

Number of veterans

10,800 -
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igggg : ! . First favourable decision at review and appeal
' - == [] Favourable decision at first application

1,200
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1,000 A
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400
300 -
200

100 7 H H [ / — —

0
lessthan  1to2 2103 3to4 A4tob 5to 6 6to7  More than
1 year years years years years years years 7 years

Wait time

Source: Based on data obtained from Veterans Affairs Canada’s Client Service Delivery Network system for disability applications, and for review and appeal
applications, from 1 April 2006 through 6 June 2014.
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Facilitating access to mental

health services

Focus of the audit

3.11  Our audit objective was to determine whether Veterans Affairs
Canada has facilitated timely access to services and benefits for
veterans with mental illness.

312 We examined the management of access to mental health
services for veterans. While our audit primarily examined Veterans
Affairs Canada, we also looked at two other areas:

* joint initiatives and the transfer of military records with National
Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces, and

* information on reviews and appeals by the Veterans Review and
Appeal Board.

313  Our audit did not include members or veterans of the RCME nor
did we audit stakeholders such as Health Canada, the provinces, or
private sector third parties who provide medical services. We did not
assess the appropriateness of eligibility decisions made by Veterans
Affairs Canada, the extent to which veterans received eligible mental
health services, or the quality of medical treatment and care.

3.14 The audit covered the period from 1 April 2006 to
31 August 2014. We focused mostly on the period from 1 April 2013
to 31 August 2014.

3.15 More details about the audit objective, scope, approach,
and criteria are in About the Audit at the end of this chapter.

Observations and Recommendations

3.16 We examined whether Veterans Affairs Canada facilitates timely
access to services and benefits for veterans who have been identified by
or to the Department as having mental health care needs. Given that
an eligibility decision is a prerequisite to obtaining most benefits, we
focused on the Department’s processes used to determine eligibility for
its rehabilitation and disability benefits programs.

3.17 To assess whether Veterans Affairs Canada was facilitating timely
access to services, we analyzed departmental information from the
Client Service Delivery Network, through which veterans’ queries and
applications are recorded and tracked. We conducted file reviews and
analyzed application information from April 2006 through August 2014
for veterans applying for the first time for benefits and/or services
related to a mental health condition under the Disability Benefits

4 Chapter 3
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Program or the Rehabilitation Program. We also analyzed information
on the time frames for decisions and appeals.

3.18 Overall, we found that Veterans Affairs Canada is not adequately
facilitating timely access to mental health services. Veterans Affairs
Canada has put in place important health supports for veterans, and
the Department is providing timely access to the Rehabilitation
Program. However, access to the Disability Benefits Program—the
program through which most veterans access mental health services—
is slow, and the application process is complex. We found that Veterans
Affairs Canada has not analyzed the time it takes, from a veteran’s
perspective, to receive a Disability Benefits eligibility decision. This
finding is important because Veterans Affairs Canada has a legislative
responsibility to facilitate access to the specialized care required by
veterans with mental health conditions.

Veterans Affairs Canada has put in place important mental health supports

319 We found that Veterans Affairs Canada has its own programs for
veterans and contributes to programs and services of other government
departments. In each case, the goal is to facilitate access to services
that support veterans with mental health conditions. These programs
and services include the following:

 Operational stress injury (OSI) clinics. Veterans Affairs Canada
funds nine outpatient clinics and one inpatient clinic that provide
assessment, counselling, and treatment services to eligible
veterans and Canadian Armed Forces members. These clinics are
staffed with psychiatrists, psychologists, social workers, mental
health nurses, and other specialized clinicians. Veterans can be
referred for assessments without being eligible for other Veterans
Affairs Canada programs. Treatment services become available to
veterans and to serving military members once Veterans Affairs
Canada confirms their eligibility. In addition, seven Operational
and Trauma Stress Support Centres, which are operated by
National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces (National
Defence), support both eligible veterans and serving military
members.

+ Case management services. Using case plans, Veterans Affairs
Canada case managers help veterans receive a variety of supports,
including mental health services. Case managers are members of
interdisciplinary teams and have access to doctors, nurses, mental
health specialists, and provincial and local programs and service
providers. Case managers’ responsibilities for mental health

Report of the Auditor General of Canada—Fall 2014

Chapter 3 | 5



MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES FOR VETERANS

include assessing veterans’ needs, developing case plans,
coordinating referrals to mental health care providers, and
monitoring progress. These services are primarily available to
veterans after eligibility is confirmed.

* Veterans Affairs Canada Assistance Service. Health Canada
delivers this 24/7 telephone service for all veterans and their
families to enable them to reach a mental health professional at
any time. The service is also available to primary caregivers who
have personal concerns that affect their well-being.

* Operational Stress Injury Social Support Program. This
program is funded jointly by Veterans Affairs Canada and
National Defence. Peer support is available to veterans and their
families through trained peer support coordinators and volunteers
who have also dealt with operational stress injuries.

Access to mental health support under the Rehabilitation Program is timely

320 The Rehabilitation Program is one of two gateways through
which veterans can access Veterans Affairs Canada mental health
care support. As of March 2014, 4,600 veterans with mental health
conditions were in the Rehabilitation Program. Of these, 3,600 veterans
were also receiving disability benefits for a mental health condition
under the Disability Benefits Program.

321 The Rehabilitation Program is not intended to be long-term,

and treatment and benefits end once a veteran completes the program.
Eligibility requirements for the Rehabilitation Program are less stringent
than those of the Disability Benefits Program. Veterans who are
medically released are automatically eligible for the Department’s
Rehabilitation Program and mental health support if they apply within
120 days of their release from the Canadian Armed Forces. Any veteran
may apply beyond the 120-day period provided they can demonstrate
that they have a health problem arising primarily from military service
and preventing their integration into civilian life.

322 A veteran in the Rehabilitation Program is assigned a case

manager who determines the veteran’s mental health care requirements,
develops a case plan, and monitors the veteran’s progress. Rehabilitation
Program participants who are not yet in treatment can access treatment
once the case manager has prepared a case plan and approved treatment

(Exhibit 3.3).

323 The Department has not established a standard for the time it
should take a veteran to access treatment and services under the

6 Chapter 3
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Rehabilitation Program. However, the Department does have a
standard of making 80 percent of eligibility decisions within two weeks
of determining that the veteran’s application is complete. The
Department has also established a standard for preparing case plans
within 45 days of a favourable eligibility decision. The combination of
the time required to decide on eligibility and the time required to
assess a veteran and prepare a case plan may affect how long a veteran
will have to wait for mental health services.

324 We found that in the 201314 fiscal year, the Department made

84 percent (1,136 of 1,349) of eligibility decisions under the Rehabilitation
Program within the two-week service standard. We measured the response
from the time the application was considered complete, for veterans with
an identified mental health condition. We also found that the majority of

Exhibit 3.3 The Rehabilitation Program application process

The veteran submits an application
A and all required documentation

The Veterans Affairs Canada

standard for making a decision A
is 2 weeks !

Y Veterans Affairs Canada

A makes a decision on eligibility
The Veterans Affairs Canada Veterans Affairs Canada case
standard for preparing a case plan manager completes an assessment
is 45 days of the veteran’s health needs

\/ The case manager prepares a case

plan and approves treatment

1

The eligible veteran can be
reimbursed for mental health
services payable from the date of a
rehabilitation eligibility decision

Note: In its documentation, Veterans Affairs Canada expresses its service standards in
“weeks” for making an eligibility decision and in “days” for assessing a veteran and preparing
a case plan.

Source: Information obtained from Veterans Affairs Canada's published service standards
and internal documentation.
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case plans were prepared within 45 days. Veterans Affairs Canada is
meeting its service standards for providing timely access to mental health
services through the Rehabilitation Program.

Eligibility decisions under the Disability Benefits Program are not timely

325 Asof 31 March 2014, more than 94 percent (about 15,000

of 16,000) of veterans eligible for mental health support from Veterans
Affairs Canada had access to support through the Disability Benefits
Program. To be approved for mental health support under the Disability
Benefits Program, veterans must provide evidence that military service
caused or aggravated a chronic mental health condition. This eligibility
requirement is more stringent than that of the Rehabilitation Program.
The application process is outlined in Exhibit 3.4.

326 We looked at the first applications submitted by veterans for a
disability benefit for a mental health condition in the 201314 fiscal
year to determine how long it took for veterans to receive an eligibility
decision under the Disability Benefits Program. Veterans Affairs
Canada has a target of providing 80 percent of applicants with a
decision on their eligibility within 16 weeks from the date the
Department considers the application to be complete. If the
Department determines that the submitted application is complete,
the receipt date is Veterans Affairs Canada’s starting point for
measuring time. We found that the Department did not meet its target
in the 2013—14 fiscal year, as 75 percent (2,160 of 2,893) of decisions
on first applications for mental health conditions were processed
within 16 weeks. This means that 733 veterans did not receive a
decision within the 16-week standard. Veterans Affairs Canada’s
standard is to provide a veteran with a health benefits card within

6 weeks of approving the veteran’s application. This card allows direct
billing from the service provider to the Department.

321 We found that from the veterans’ perspective, it takes about
twice as long as the Veterans Affairs Canada standard (32 weeks
compared with 16 weeks) for 80 percent of veterans to receive an
eligibility decision (Exhibit 3.5). This timing is due in part to the
barriers veterans must overcome to complete the application process.
We discuss the various barriers in paragraphs 3.30 to 3.43.

3.28 In our opinion, it is important to assess what occurs before the
Department deems an application complete. We recognize that
Veterans Affairs Canada cannot control all factors contributing to
elapsed time from the first contact by a veteran until an application is
determined complete. However, analyzing total elapsed time can both

8 Chapter 3
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help identify barriers that veterans face when applying for benefits and
point to potential remedies. Without this information, the Department

cannot effectively act to remove barriers it controls or work with other

stakeholders to remove barriers they control.

Exhibit 3.4 The Disability Benefits Program application process

Veterans Affairs Canada’s perspective

Veteran’s perspective

The veteran’s first contact
with Veterans Affairs Canada
to start a Disability Benefit
Application

Y

Veterans Affairs Canada
records receipt of application

:

A

The Veterans Affairs
Canada standard for
making a decision

is 16 weeks

Veterans Affairs Canada
considers application to
be complete or incomplete

The application is complex and
takes time to gather all the
required information

Veteran must receive an
assessment from a qualified
health care professional and

may experience long wait times
for appointments and
assessments

Veterans Affairs Canada may
advise veteran that the
application is incomplete and
must be resubmitted

e

Up to 16 weeks

f- - - - - - - - -

A

Complete

Not complete

Y

v
:

Veterans Affairs Canada
makes decision on eligibility

A health card

\i

will be received
within 6 weeks

Y

Veteran receives health
card showing mental
health benefits provided
by Veterans Affairs Canada

\i

The eligible veteran can
be reimbursed for mental
health services payable
from the date of a
favourable disability
benefits decision

Application is “withdrawn”
by Veterans Affairs Canada
if all required documents are
not submitted within the
required 60-day time frame,
unless an extension has
been granted

\i

When the required
documentation is provided,
the application is reactivated
by the Department

Sources: Based on information obtained from Veterans Affairs Canada’s published service standards and internal documentation, and from Veterans Affairs
Canada's Client Service Delivery Network system for disability applications for the 2013-14 fiscal year.
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Exhibit 3.5 Veterans Affairs Canada and veterans have different perspectives on the time it takes to
make a decision on eligibility for disability benefits

Veterans Affairs Canada’s perspective: VS Veteran’s perspective:
18 weeks to process 80% of applications = 32 weeks to process 80% of applications

i
1
1
® \eterans Affairs . St
Canada’s perspective 1
1
: 80%
® Veteran's perspective : =
: 32 weeks
Department's service standard —s-1
1 1 | | 1
Wait time in weeks 10 16 20 30 40

Source: Based on data obtained from Veterans Affairs Canada’s Client Service Delivery Network system for
disability applications for the 2013-14 fiscal year.

329 Veterans Affairs Canada advised us that delays in determining
eligibility do not prevent veterans from getting mental health care. We
selected a random sample of 47 veterans determined eligible for mental
health support in the 2013-14 fiscal year. We found evidence that

17 of these veterans received mental health care while waiting for an
eligibility decision. We did not find evidence to indicate whether

11 others had. Our sample included 19 still-serving veterans who
received a disability award. Veterans Affairs Canada advised us that
National Defence is responsible for providing mental health care to
these 19 veterans, and that therefore Veterans Affairs Canada does not
track whether they received care. Our recommendation is found at
paragraph 3.33.

There are long-standing barriers to timely access to disability benefits

330 We wanted to identify barriers to timely eligibility decisions
under the Disability Benefits Program. Some of the barriers are outside
Veterans Affairs Canada’s control. For example, long wait-lists for
family doctors can delay referrals to mental health specialists.
However, we found that there are some barriers to veterans’ receiving
more timely eligibility decisions that are within Veterans Affairs
Canada’s and National Defence’s control. These barriers are

* a complex application process,

¢ delays in obtaining medical and service records from National
Defence, and

10 Chapter 3 Report of the Auditor General of Canada—Fall 2014
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* long wait times at operational stress injury clinics for getting
a qualified health care professional to assess a mental
health condition.

3.31 Complexity of the application process. As part of our audit,

we surveyed the Royal Canadian Legion service officers who represent
veterans and complete their applications. We wanted to find out how
these officers viewed the application and appeal processes. Service
officers stated that the application process could be streamlined. For
example, veterans should not be required to complete the application
and quality of life questionnaire if they already received a diagnosis while
serving in the military, as documented in service and health records.

3.32  Our survey results also noted that veterans find the application
process complex and time-consuming. We agree. In addition to
completing a Disability Benefits application and a four-page quality

of life questionnaire, veterans are asked to provide detailed
information about claimed operational stress injuries, such as dates,
circumstances, and medical treatment, and if available, military
occupation codes, duties, and time spent in locations. This information
should be included in the service records that Veterans Affairs Canada
requests from National Defence as part of the application process. In
the 2014—15 fiscal year, Veterans Affairs Canada began an initiative to
contact veterans whose applications are missing information with a
view to having the application complete. We noted that in

August 2014, after we completed our above-mentioned survey,
Veterans Affairs Canada provided the Legion with its proposed
streamlined Disability Benefits application form. The Legion has
responded positively to these proposed amendments.

3.33 Recommendation. Veterans Affairs Canada should analyze the
Disability Benefits application process, quantify and document barriers
to timeliness, and take corrective action. In particular, Veterans Affairs
Canada should help those veterans who may require additional
assistance with the application process.

Veterans Affairs Canada’s response. Agreed. Veterans Affairs Canada
is committed to ensuring that veterans receive all benefits and services
to which they are entitled, including timely decisions on disability
benefit applications. In the 201314 fiscal year, 83 percent of all
disability benefit applications were processed within 16 weeks, with

75 percent of decisions on first applications for mental health
conditions being processed within the 16-week standard (5 percent
short of the 80 percent processing target).

Report of the Auditor General of Canada—Fall 2014
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Veterans Affairs Canada is exploring the potential for new decision
models that would support faster, evidence-informed decisions by
simplifying the processes and practices associated with the adjudication
of certain disability claims and allowing more experienced adjudicators
to focus on the more complex claims.

Veterans Affairs Canada is also fully engaged in working with its
network to facilitate its commitment to modernize all stages of the
disability benefits process. Veterans Affairs Canada and its partners/
stakeholders are engaged at all operational levels to ensure that
relevant information related to disability benefits delays outside of
Veterans Affairs Canada’s control is shared in a timely manner and
that all possible measures are taken to resolve the delays.

3.34 Delays in obtaining military records. In the 2012 Fall Report of
the Auditor General of Canada, Chapter 4, Transition of Ill and Injured
Military Personnel to Civilian Life, we noted that National Defence and
Veterans Affairs Canada recognized the importance of reliable and
timely information. They acknowledged the need to improve their
information-sharing systems and identified the Transfer of Electronic
Health and Administrative Records initiative as a joint priority. Under
this priority, their goal was to streamline interdepartmental functions.
The 2012 audit noted that more needed to be done both to ensure the
accuracy of information on Canadian Armed Forces members and to
pass authorized information to Veterans Affairs Canada in a timely
manner.

3.35 In 2012, Veterans Affairs Canada and National Defence initiated
a pilot project to improve the process for providing health information.
A team of 10 Canadian Armed Forces reservists was established to
receive requests for medical and service records and send the
documents electronically to Veterans Affairs Canada. National
Defence informed us that the pilot is now over. This new process has
been in full implementation since May 2014. Officials advised us that
the time frame for transferring records has improved from 18 months
to approximately 16 weeks.

3.36 In our view, a 16-week wait for service and medical records is still
not timely. Waiting for these records can account for up to one half of
the time required to decide on eligibility.

337 Recommendation. National Defence and the Canadian Armed
Forces should take further steps to accelerate the transfer of service
and medical records to Veterans Affairs Canada.

12
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National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces’ response.
Agreed. The Canadian Forces Health Services Group and Veterans
Affairs Canada are dedicated to jointly seeking continuous
improvement in the transfer of files between the two departments.
Together, the Canadian Forces Health Services Group and Veterans
Affairs Canada have doubled the number of people dedicated directly
to the file transfer endeavour (the team will grow from the original

10 reservists to a joint reservist/temporary help team of 20 by the end
of October 2014), while at the same time exploring options with Public
Works and Government Services Canada to further accelerate the
process through contracted solutions.

3.38  Wait times for assessment at operational stress injury (OSI)
clinics. As part of the Disability Benefits Program application, a
veteran must submit a medical diagnosis or an assessment from a
licensed health professional that includes an opinion on contributing
factors, such as any relationship between the psychiatric condition and
military service. These assessments may be provided by mental health
professionals who work in Veterans Affairs Canada’s OSI clinics or
National Defence’s Operational and Trauma Stress Support Centres.
Many of these professionals specialize in care for OSIs. The assessment
will provide an opinion on whether the mental health condition relates
to military service. OSI clinics provide both assessments and
treatment. Veterans Affairs Canada has not tracked wait times
specifically for assessments at the OSI clinics but has told us that it
intends to begin reporting wait times for assessments at OSI clinics on
its website in October 2014.

3.39 Veterans Affairs Canada’s standard is to assess 80 percent of new
clients at OSI clinics within three weeks of referral. However, staff at one
regional office told us that wait times for assessments at the nearest OSI
clinic can be up to four months. Veterans Affairs Canada has indicated
that the average wait times from referral are about three months.

340 Veterans may also receive mental health services at National
Defence’s Operational and Trauma Stress Support Centres. National
Defence tracks assessment wait times at these centres. According to
National Defence, from January to June 2014, wait times at four of
seven centres met its 36-day standard for an initial assessment. In the
three other centres, wait times were longer than 50 days.

341 Delays in obtaining assessments, whether through Veterans
Affairs Canada or National Defence clinics, contribute to delays in
the veteran’s application for disability benefits. These delays may
jeopardize a veteran’s stabilization and/or recovery. National Defence

Report of the Auditor General of Canada—Fall 2014
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needs to work with the Operational and Trauma Stress Support
Centres to implement solutions with the objective of providing timely
psychological and psychiatric assessments. These changes could help
improve wait times for veterans and speed eligibility decisions.

342 Recommendation. Veterans Affairs Canada should work with
the operational stress injury clinics to implement solutions to provide
timely access for psychological and psychiatric assessments.

Veterans Affairs Canada’s response. Agreed. Veterans Affairs Canada
will work with the operational stress injury clinics to implement
solutions to provide timely access for psychological and psychiatric
assessments and treatment.

An Operational Stress Injury Clinic Network Wait Time Management
Web Portal is currently under development to capture and track the time
required for these clients to access assessments for disability purposes.

343 Recommendation. National Defence and the Canadian Armed
Forces should work with the Operational and Trauma Stress Support
Centres to implement solutions to provide timely access for
psychological and psychiatric assessments.

National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces’ response.
Agreed. National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces will
continue to track the wait times on a monthly basis and determine the
factors contributing to wait times beyond the established benchmark.
Staffing levels and business processes will be examined and
adjustments made as required. The use of telehealth will also be
explored as a way for clinics that are not as busy to help those
experiencing higher demands.

Veterans Affairs Canada does not analyze appeal and review decisions to identify
systemic problems in its application process

344 Veterans can challenge a negative eligibility decision

(Exhibit 3.6). Of the 15,385 veterans who applied for disability benefits
for a mental health condition between April 2006 and June 2014,
3,684 (24 percent) were denied benefits. Of those denied applicants,
1,297 challenged Veterans Affairs Canada’s decision. We analyzed data
on the results for veterans whose first application was denied and
found that 65 percent (843 of 1,297) who challenged a denied

eligibility decision did so successfully.

3.45 We also analyzed the total elapsed time for a veteran to get a
favourable decision, from time of initial contact with Veterans Affairs

14
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Canada until the final review or appeal decision. There is no time limit
for a veteran to apply for a review or appeal with the Veterans Review
and Appeal Board. Of the 843 veterans with a mental health condition
who successfully challenged their denied eligibility, 695 waited between
six months and three years for a favourable decision. Furthermore,

128 veterans waited from three to more than seven years to receive a
favourable decision.

346 We found that Veterans Affairs Canada knows that most successful
reviews and appeals rely on new information or testimony presented by
the veteran or the veteran’s representative. Such decisions have resulted
in amendments to departmental policies. However, the Department has
not analyzed what types of information result in successful reviews and
appeals to determine if application and eligibility determination
processes require modifications. Such analysis may identify whether the
Department can improve its application process to ensure that the
required information is on file when making eligibility decisions. In
November 2013, the Veterans Review and Appeal Board put in place a
process to inform Veterans Affairs Canada of reasons for overturning its
decisions. In our view, it is important that the Department determine
what type of information it needs to reduce reviews and appeals.

Exhibit 3.6 Veterans have options for challenging denied eligibility decisions

Veterans Affairs Canada—Departmental Reviews

Veterans may provide new evidence to Veterans Affairs Canada to support their cases.
Veterans may opt instead to seek a review of the decision through the Veterans Review
and Appeal Board.

Based on our analysis of 2013-14 fiscal year data, the departmental review added up
to 12 weeks to the decision process in 95 percent of cases. It should be noted that
Veterans Affairs Canada’s service delivery is better than its target that 80 percent of
reviews be completed within 12 weeks.

Veterans Review and Appeal Board (VRAB)

VRAB Reviews—These reviews provide veterans with the opportunity to have their
cases heard by an independent tribunal with the assistance of a lawyer that Veterans
Affairs Canada appoints at no charge. At these reviews, veterans can give oral
testimony and bring new evidence and witnesses to support their cases.

Based on our analysis of VRAB reviews in the 2013-14 fiscal year, approximately
two thirds (42 of 62) of favourable decisions on first entitlement for a mental health
condition took more than 26 weeks, and 11 of those took more than a year.

VRAB Appeals—These appeals provide a further opportunity for applicants, through their
representatives, to submit new information and make arguments to support their cases.

Based on our analysis of VRAB appeals in the 2013-14 fiscal year, two thirds (13
of 19) of favourable decisions took more than a year.

We note that a veteran may apply for a judicial review of a VRAB decision to the
Federal Court of Canada.
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Providing mental health outreach

341 Recommendation. Veterans Affairs Canada should work with
the Veterans Review and Appeal Board to identify whether reasons for
successful reviews and appeals indicate a need to modify the
application process.

Veterans Affairs Canada and the Veterans Review and Appeal
Board’s response. Agreed. Both Veterans Affairs Canada and the
Veterans Review and Appeal Board are interested in getting fair
decisions to veterans as early on in the process as possible.

Veterans Affairs Canada will continue to work on improving its own
internal processes and will continue to work with the Board to identify
and analyze the reasons decisions are overturned, and where necessary,
will amend policies and business processes as appropriate. The Board
welcomes the opportunity to work with the Department on this
recommendation.

348 Veterans Affairs Canada’s annual departmental performance
reports and its Mental Health Strategy recognize the importance of
outreach in contributing to the well-being of veterans and other
stakeholders. Outreach is an important tool for raising awareness of the
Department’s programs with veterans and a broad range of stakeholders,
such as doctors, families, and veteran advocacy organizations. We
considered medical practitioners, families, and veteran advocacy
organizations to be primary stakeholders.

349 We examined whether Veterans Affairs Canada has developed
and implemented an outreach strategy to raise veterans’ and
stakeholders’ awareness of the supports available to meet veterans’
mental health needs.

350 Overall, we found that Veterans Affairs Canada’s mental health
outreach strategy is not comprehensive enough. The strategy focuses
on existing veteran clients and military members who are about to be
released. We noted that more could be done to reach family doctors
and families of veterans.

Veterans Affairs Canada outreach activities are not comprehensive enough

351 The Department’s most recent outreach strategy is the 2011-12
outreach and communications strategy. This document defines
outreach as “the process to educate and engage target audiences about
the services and programs provided by Veterans Affairs.” The strategy’s
objective is to help veterans and Canadian Armed Forces members and
their families better understand and accept the services and benefits
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Veterans Affairs Canada provides. The Department also prepared
annual outreach, consultation, and engagement plans for the 2012-13
and 2013-14 fiscal years. A list of outreach activities is provided in

Exhibit 3.7.

Exhibit 3.7 Veterans Affairs Canada conducts a variety of outreach activities

Veterans Affairs Canada provides a variety of outreach activities for present and future
veterans. These include

* presenting general information on the Veterans Affairs Canada website,
* using social networking tools and sites,

* posting articles on the National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces website
and in military and veteran newsletters,

* running a national advertising campaign (2014),

conducting transition interviews with Canadian Armed Forces members who are
leaving military life voluntarily or because of medical issues,

providing information through the Second Career Assistance Network to serving
military members, and

funding the Operational Stress Injury Social Support Program (funded jointly with
National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces) to provide direct peer support to
veterans and their families.

352 Stakeholders. Veterans Affairs Canada views primary
stakeholders to be members of the Canadian Armed Forces or Reserve
Force, members, veterans, veterans’ families, and internal stakeholders,
such as management and front-line staff of Veterans Affairs Canada and
of National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces (National
Defence), and the National Call Centre Network. According to the
Mental Health Commission of Canada, “People are more likely to
consult their family physician about a mental health problem or illness
than any other health care provider.” Although Veterans Affairs Canada
has carried out some targeted outreach to family doctors in the past, we
found that family doctors were not identified as stakeholders in the
Department’s 2011-12 Outreach and Communications Strategy.

353 As a key priority in its Outreach, Consultation and Engagement
Annual Plan 2013-14, Veterans Affairs Canada committed to carrying
out consultations to decide how best to reach family physicians. The
Department wants to let these physicians know about Veterans Affairs
Canada benefits and services, and about veteran health and disability
conditions. The Department told us that consultations will take

place with family physicians in 2014. The Department has updated

its website to include information for mental health providers, but it
did not include family doctors on its list of medical service providers.
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Class C reservists—The Canadian Armed
Forces’ full-time service in support of operations
deployed domestically or internationally.

In our opinion, the Veterans Affairs Canada website should include
information targeted to family doctors. Our recommendation
regarding stakeholders is found at paragraph 3.58.

3.54 Outreach activities. Veterans Affairs Canada does not educate
family members on possible signs of mental illness. Both families and
family doctors have the potential to encourage veterans with mental
health conditions to seek help. This is important because veterans may
be reluctant to seek help or may not realize they are having difficulties.
We found that the Department needs to do more, such as increase
consultations with families and family doctors to support their
encouragement of these veterans to seek help.

355 Veterans Affairs Canada’s outreach strategy recognizes the need
to reach reservists. Statistics Canada conducted a study on behalf of
Veterans Affairs Canada and National Defence. The 2013 Life after
Service Study reported on the health and well-being of Canadian
Armed Forces veterans. It found that the prevalence of mood disorders
in Class C reservists was 12 percent, compared with 7 percent in the
Canadian population. Higher rates of mental health conditions in
reservists reinforces the importance of targeted outreach to this group.
Veterans Affairs Canada is developing a targeted plan for outreach to
Reserve Force veterans.

356 Veterans Affairs Canada’s outreach strategy also notes the
importance of identifying certain groups of veterans as priorities.
Veterans released from the Canadian Armed Forces more than

15 years ago are one such group. These veterans are the least likely to
know about Veterans Affairs Canada programs.

357 As part of our audit, we surveyed 24 stakeholder interest groups.
According to the results of our survey, the most commonly raised
concerns were that veterans do not know the extent of services
available and that the website is challenging to navigate. In our
opinion, these concerns indicate a need for more outreach to veterans.

358 Recommendation. Veterans Affairs Canada should update

its outreach strategy to include family physicians. The Department
should also carry out an outreach strategy that meets the needs of all
target audiences.

Veterans Affairs Canada’s response. Agreed. Veterans Affairs Canada
will continue to develop and action an annual outreach strategy to
meet the needs of target audiences it has identified. Target audiences
for the 2014—15 Outreach Plan include the Reserve Force, families,
and family physicians/general practitioners.
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The use of online tools, such as My VAC Account, Benefits Browser,
and My VAC book, continues to grow, and Veterans Affairs Canada
will continue to invest in its online environment to help veterans
and their families find information quickly and easily. Through
Budget 2014, the Government of Canada committed $2.1 million to
make further improvements to My VAC Account.

359 Organizations use strategic planning as a management tool to
define long-term objectives and measure progress toward goals. We
examined whether Veterans Affairs Canada has developed and carried
out a strategic approach to define and address the mental health needs
of veterans. We also examined whether Veterans Affairs Canada has
performance information to assess the effectiveness of mental health
support provided to veterans.

3.60 Overall, we found that while Veterans Affairs Canada has
developed a mental health strategy, it does not collect information or
report on the effectiveness of it. This finding is important because the
information would help Veterans Affairs Canada focus its resources to
achieve its strategic objectives, determine whether it is achieving these
objectives, and adjust its strategy as required to ensure that veterans
receive the mental health services they need.

The Department has developed a Mental Health Strategy, but has not assessed and
reported on how well this strategy is working

361 Mental health strategy. Veterans Affairs Canada developed its
most current strategy in 2009. We looked at the content of the

2009 Mental Health Strategy, the strategic plan, and departmental
performance reports for the 2008—09 to 2012—13 fiscal years. A good
strategy and plan would have identified the mental health needs of
veterans, the steps to address these needs, and the ways to assess
whether these needs had been met.

362 Veterans Affairs Canada’s 2009 Mental Health Strategy includes
a priority of “providing access to a comprehensive suite of mental
health programs and services.” The strategy references more than

30 programs and services available to help eligible veterans cope with
mental health issues. It also includes a framework “through which
Veterans Affairs will evaluate the outcomes and quality of service
provided to clients with mental health conditions.” The strategy
includes the priority of “building capacity across the country that
provides specialized care to clients with mental health conditions
associated with operational stress injuries.”
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3.63 Measuring the effectiveness of outreach activities. Despite its
many outreach activities, Veterans Affairs Canada collects data only on
how satisfied releasing Canadian Armed Forces members are with the
information sessions they receive before they are released from service.
We found that Veterans Affairs Canada does not have data to assess the
effectiveness of its mental health outreach activities as a whole. Such
information is important to show whether outreach activities are
achieving their purpose of improving the dissemination of information
on mental health and whether veterans are receiving the mental health
services they need. We noted that the results of the evaluation of the
Department’s most recent media advertising campaign will be reported
in the late fall of 2014. Our recommendation regarding measurement is
found in paragraph 3.67.

3.64 Reporting on the strategy. Veterans Affairs Canada needs to
know if the support provided meets the mental health needs of
veterans. The Department made a commitment in its 2009 Mental
Health Strategy to develop performance measures to assess the success
of its mental health strategy. We found that Veterans Affairs Canada
has not yet developed these measures. Further, the performance
measures in place provide information on many aspects of veterans’
well-being but omit specific information on veterans’ mental health.
Finally, the Department’s performance measures focus on the number
of veterans served and the timeliness of service rather than on the
quality of service and the impact on veterans’ lives. As a result, the
Department cannot report whether its strategy is successful and if
veterans’ mental health needs are being met. The absence of specific
mental health measures means that Veterans Affairs Canada does not
have the information on results that would serve as a catalyst for
corrective action.

3.65 Veterans Affairs Canada is in the initial stages of implementing
the Client-Reported Outcome Monitoring Information System
(CROMIS) in the OSI clinics. Veterans will be able to access the
system and input information about their state of mental health and
their treatment. The information collected from veterans will be used
by the OSI clinics to monitor veterans’ mental health. This monitoring
may help to identify those at risk and provide actionable, timely, and
evidence-informed recommendations to the veteran and the mental
health service provider.
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3.66 In our view, CROMIS is a positive approach to capturing
important information on the well-being of veterans treated at the OSI
clinics. The Department informed us that it might broaden access to
this system beyond the OSI clinics. Veterans Affairs Canada officials
told us that information in the system, once rolled out, may be useful
in assessing the success of the Department’s mental health strategy.

3.67 Recommendation. Veterans Affairs Canada should assess and
report on the effectiveness of its Mental Health Strategy and develop
performance measures for its strategy and outreach activities for
veterans with mental health conditions.

Veterans Affairs Canada’s response. Agreed. Given that Veterans
Affairs Canada’s Mental Health Strategy is delivered through the
Department’s different programs, performance indicators from the
different program areas are used to measure its effectiveness. The
Department agrees that moving forward, additional performance
measures can be put in place to measure the specific mental health
initiatives/outreach activities and strategic directions that will be
reflected in the Department’s upcoming new Mental Health Strategy.

Conclusion

3.68 We concluded that Veterans Affairs Canada is facilitating timely
access for veterans to the Rehabilitation Program. Access to the
Disability Benefits Program, through which the majority of veterans
receive long-term mental health support, is not timely.

3.69 Access to the Disability Benefits Program is slow and the
application process is complex. Veterans Affairs Canada does not meet
its published standard of making 80 percent of eligibility decisions
within 16 weeks, and it does not analyze the time that lapses between a
veteran’s contacting the Department and the Department’s deciding
on the veteran’s eligibility. Veterans Affairs Canada, and National
Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces, control a number of long-
standing factors that, if addressed, could help reduce the time for
veterans to complete applications, receive eligibility decisions, and
access mental health support.

370 While Veterans Affairs Canada provides a variety of outreach
activities to its existing clients, the Department could do more for
other key stakeholders, such as family physicians.
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371 While Veterans Affairs Canada has developed a mental health
strategy, it has not developed performance measures that adequately
focus on mental health. The performance measures in place provide
information on many aspects of well-being but not specifically on
mental health. Veterans Affairs Canada’s performance measures focus
on how many veterans are being served and how timely veterans are
being served, rather than on how well veterans are being served and
whether programs are making a difference in their lives. As a result,
Veterans Affairs Canada is not able to demonstrate that services
provided to meet the mental health needs of veterans are effective.
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About the Audit

The Office of the Auditor General’s responsibility was to conduct an independent examination of mental
health services to veterans to provide objective information, advice, and assurance to assist Parliament in
its scrutiny of the government’s management of resources and programs.

All of the audit work in this chapter was conducted in accordance with the standards for assurance
engagements set out by the Chartered Professional Accountants of Canada (CPA) in the CPA Canada
Handbook—Assurance. While the Office adopts these standards as the minimum requirement for our
audits, we also draw upon the standards and practices of other disciplines.

As part of our regular audit process, we obtained management’s confirmation that the findings reported in
this chapter are factually based.

Objective

The audit objective was to determine whether Veterans Affairs Canada has facilitated timely access to
services and benefits for veterans with mental illness.

Scope and approach

We examined the management of access to mental health services for veterans. While our audit primarily
examined Veterans Affairs Canada, we also looked at the transfer of military records and joint initiatives
with National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces, and information on reviews and appeals by the
Veterans Review and Appeal Board. The audit covered the period from 1 April 2006 to 31 August 2014,
focusing on the period from 1 April 2013 through to the completion of the audit on 31 August 2014.

Our audit did not include members and veterans of the RCMPE nor did we audit stakeholders such as
Health Canada, the provinces, or private sector third parties who provide medical services. We did not
assess the appropriateness of eligibility decisions made by Veterans Affairs Canada, the extent to which
veterans received all eligible mental health services, or the quality of medical treatment and care provided.
The audit focused on the activities of Veterans Affairs Canada with respect to its support of veterans with
mental illness. National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces are included because they are key
partners of Veterans Affairs Canada in supporting veterans with mental illness.

The selected Veterans Affairs Canada programs, services, and benefits for supporting mentally ill veterans
included

+ case management services,

« the Disability Awards Program,

« the Disability Pension Program,

+ health care benefits,

+ the Operational Stress Injury Clinic Network,

« the Operational Stress Injury Social Support Program, and

« the Rehabilitation Services and Vocational Assistance Program.
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The audit approach included reviewing selected departmental policies, systems, and practices, as well
as other relevant documents. It also included interviewing responsible departmental officials at
headquarters and in three regions (Atlantic, Quebec, and Western), in addition to representatives

of selected veterans’ organizations.

We also obtained audit evidence by conducting file reviews and analyzing the databases that contain
veterans’ records from across Canada for the period of 1 April 2006 to 6 June 2014. As well, audit
evidence was collected through two surveys directed to the Royal Canadian Legion and a sample of
stakeholders. We provided Veterans Affairs Canada with a draft of the surveys in advance for comments.

Acknowledgement

In paragraph 3.1, we used the definition, with the permission of the publisher, from Mental health: a state
of well-being, Geneva, World Health Organization, 2014 (http://www.who.int/features/factfiles/mental
health/en/, accessed on 14 August 2014).

Criteria
Criteria Sources
To determine whether Veterans Affairs Canada has facilitated timely access to services and benefits for veterans with mental illness,
we used the following criteria:
Veterans Affairs Canada has developed and implemented a * Five-Year Strategic Plan, 2009-2014, Veterans Affairs Canada

strategic approach to define and address the mental health needs

of veterans. » Department of Veterans Affairs Act, 1985

e Canadian Forces Members and Veterans Re-establishment
and Compensation Act, 2005

* Mental Health Strategy, Veterans Affairs Canada, 2009

* Policy on Management, Resources and Results Structures,
Treasury Board, 2010

Veterans Affairs Canada has performance information to * Five-Year Strategic Plan, 2009-2014, Veterans Affairs Canada
demonstrate that services provided to meet the mental health .
needs of veterans are effective. * Mental Health Strategy, Veterans Affairs Canada, 2009

* Policy on Evaluation, Treasury Board, 2009

Veterans Affairs Canada has developed and implemented an e Communications Policy of the Government of Canada,
outreach plan to communicate with veterans the support Treasury Board, 2006 and 2012

ilable t t vet ! tal health ds.
avariable fo meet veterans: mental neatth needs  Five-Year Strategic Plan, 2009-2014, Veterans Affairs Canada
* Mental Health Strategy, Veterans Affairs Canada, 2009
* Veterans Bill of Rights

* Policy on Management, Resources and Results Structures,
Treasury Board, 2010
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Criteria

Sources

Veterans Affairs Canada has developed and implemented an
outreach plan to communicate with stakeholders the support
available to veterans to meet their mental health needs.

Stakeholders may include, but are not limited to, medical
practitioners, family, advocacy organizations and provincial
health care authorities.

Mental Health Strategy, Veterans Affairs Canada, 2009

NVC Outreach and Communications Strategy, 2011-2012,
Veterans Affairs Canada

Communications Policy of the Government of Canada,
Treasury Board, 2006 and 2012

Policy on Management, Resources and Results Structures,
Treasury Board, 2010

Veterans Affairs Canada has a mechanism to demonstrate that its
outreach program is effective.

Five-Year Strategic Plan, 2009-2014, Veterans Affairs Canada
Mental Health Strategy, Veterans Affairs Canada, 2009
Policy on Evaluation, Treasury Board of Canada, 2009

NVC Outreach and Communications Strategy, 2011-2012,
Veterans Affairs Canada

Veterans Affairs Canada facilitates access to and the delivery of
timely care and treatment for veterans who have been identified
by or to Veterans Affairs Canada as having mental health needs.

Department of Veterans Affairs Act, 1985

Canadian Forces Members and Veterans Re-establishment
and Compensation Act, 2005

Mental Health Strategy, Veterans Affairs Canada, 2009
Veterans Bill of Rights, 2007
Five-Year Strategic Plan, Veterans Affairs Canada, 2009-2014

The management of Veterans Affairs Canada, the Veterans Review and Appeal Board, and National
Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces reviewed and accepted the suitability of the criteria used in

the audit.

Period covered by the audit

The audit covered the period from 1 April 2006 to 31 August 2014, focusing on the period from
1 April 2013 through to the completion of the audit on 31 August 2014.

Audit team

Assistant Auditor General: Jerome Berthelette
Senior Principal: Bruce C. Sloan
Director: Dawn Campbell

Frangoise Bessette
Arethea Curtis
Marie-Claude Dionne
Lisa Seguin

For information, please contact Communications at 613-995-3708 or 1-888-761-5953 (toll-free).

Hearing impaired only TTY: 613-954-8042
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Appendix List of recommendations

The following is a list of recommendations found in Chapter 3. The number in front of the
recommendation indicates the paragraph where it appears in the chapter. The numbers in parentheses
indicate the paragraphs where the topic is discussed.

Recommendation Response

Facilitating access to mental health services

3.33 Veterans Affairs Canada should Veterans Affairs Canada’s response. Agreed. Veterans Affairs

analyze the Disability Benefits Canada is committed to ensuring that veterans receive all
application process, quantify and benefits and services to which they are entitled, including timely
document barriers to timeliness, and decisions on disability benefit applications. In the 2013-14 fiscal
take corrective action. In particular, year, 83 percent of all disability benefit applications were
Veterans Affairs Canada should help processed within 16 weeks, with 75 percent of decisions on first
those veterans who may require applications for mental health conditions being processed within
additional assistance with the the 16-week standard (5 percent short of the 80 percent
application process. (3.25-3.32) processing target).

Veterans Affairs Canada is exploring the potential for new decision
models that would support faster, evidence-informed decisions by
simplifying the processes and practices associated with the
adjudication of certain disability claims and allowing more
experienced adjudicators to focus on the more complex claims.

Veterans Affairs Canada is also fully engaged in working with its
network to facilitate its commitment to modernize all stages of
the disability benefits process. Veterans Affairs Canada and its
partners/stakeholders are engaged at all operational levels to
ensure that relevant information related to disability benefits
delays outside of Veterans Affairs Canada’s control is shared in a
timely manner and that all possible measures are taken to resolve
the delays.
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Recommendation

3.37 National Defence and the
Canadian Armed Forces should take
further steps to accelerate the transfer
of service and medical records to

Veterans Affairs Canada. (3.34-3.36)

342 Veterans Affairs Canada should
work with the operational stress injury
clinics to implement solutions to
provide timely access for psychological
and psychiatric assessments.

(3.38-3.41)

343 National Defence and the
Canadian Armed Forces should work
with the Operational and Trauma Stress
Support Centres to implement solutions
to provide timely access for psychological
and psychiatric assessments.

(3.38-3.41)

3.41 Veterans Affairs Canada should
work with the Veterans Review and
Appeal Board to identify whether
reasons for successful reviews and
appeals indicate a need to modify the
application process. (3.44-3.46)

Response

National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces’ response.
Agreed. The Canadian Forces Health Services Group and
Veterans Affairs Canada are dedicated to jointly seeking
continuous improvement in the transfer of files between the two
departments. Together, the Canadian Forces Health Services
Group and Veterans Affairs Canada have doubled the number of
people dedicated directly to the file transfer endeavour (the
team will grow from the original 10 reservists to a joint reservist/
temporary help team of 20 by the end of October 2014), while at
the same time exploring options with Public Works and
Government Services Canada to further accelerate the process
through contracted solutions.

Veterans Affairs Canada’s response. Agreed. Veterans Affairs
Canada will work with the operational stress injury clinics to
implement solutions to provide timely access for psychological
and psychiatric assessments and treatment.

An Operational Stress Injury Clinic Network Wait Time
Management Web Portal is currently under development to
capture and track the time required for these clients to access
assessments for disability purposes.

National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces’ response.
Agreed. National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces will
continue to track the wait times on a monthly basis and
determine the factors contributing to wait times beyond the
established benchmark. Staffing levels and business processes
will be examined and adjustments made as required. The use of
telehealth will also be explored as a way for clinics that are not as
busy to help those experiencing higher demands.

Veterans Affairs Canada and the Veterans Review and Appeal
Board’s response. Agreed. Both Veterans Affairs Canada and
the Veterans Review and Appeal Board are interested in getting
fair decisions to veterans as early on in the process as possible.

Veterans Affairs Canada will continue to work on improving its
own internal processes and will continue to work with the Board
to identify and analyze the reasons decisions are overturned, and
where necessary, will amend policies and business processes as
appropriate. The Board welcomes the opportunity to work with
the Department on this recommendation.
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Recommendation

Providing mental health outreach

3.58 Veterans Affairs Canada should
update its outreach strategy to include
family physicians. The Department
should also carry out an outreach

strategy that meets the needs of all
target audiences. (3.51-3.57)

Response

Veterans Affairs Canada’s response. Agreed. Veterans Affairs
Canada will continue to develop and action an annual outreach
strategy to meet the needs of target audiences it has identified.
Target audiences for the 2014-15 Outreach Plan include the
Reserve Force, families, and family physicians/general
practitioners.

The use of online tools, such as My VAC Account, Benefits
Browser, and My VAC book, continues to grow, and Veterans
Affairs Canada will continue to invest in its online environment
to help veterans and their families find information quickly and
easily. Through Budget 2014, the Government of Canada
committed $2.1 million to make further improvements to My

VAC Account.

Managing the Mental Health Strategy

3.67 Veterans Affairs Canada should
assess and report on the effectiveness of
its Mental Health Strategy and develop
performance measures for its strategy
and outreach activities for veterans
with mental health conditions.

(3.61-3.66)

Veterans Affairs Canada’s response. Agreed. Given that
Veterans Affairs Canada’s Mental Health Strategy is delivered
through the Department’s different programs, performance
indicators from the different program areas are used to measure
its effectiveness. The Department agrees that moving forward,
additional performance measures can be put in place to measure
the specific mental health initiatives/outreach activities and
strategic directions that will be reflected in the Department’s
upcoming new Mental Health Strategy.
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