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Standing Committee on Veterans Affairs

Tuesday, October 21, 2025

● (1535)

[English]
The Chair (Marie-France Lalonde (Orléans, Lib.)): I call this

meeting to order.

Hello, everyone.

Welcome to meeting number seven of the House of Commons
Standing Committee on Veterans Affairs.
[Translation]

Pursuant to the motion adopted on September 18, 2025, the com‐
mittee is meeting for a briefing by the Minister of Veterans Affairs
and department officials.

I would like to welcome them.

The minister will be with us until 4:30 p.m., and the officials will
be with us until 5:30 p.m.

Before we continue, I would like to ask all in-person participants
to consult the guidelines written on the cards on the table. These
measures are in place to help prevent audio and feedback incidents
and to protect the health and safety of all participants, including the
interpreters.

To ensure an orderly meeting, I would like to outline a few rules
to follow for the minister, the witnesses in the room and all mem‐
bers. You must wait until you are recognized by name before
speaking. For those participating by video conference, click on the
microphone icon to activate your microphone, and please mute
yourself when you are not speaking.

As for interpretation, participants on Zoom have a choice, at the
bottom of their screen, of floor, English or French. Those in the
room can use the earpiece and select the desired channel.

A reminder that all comments by members and witnesses should
be addressed through the chair.
[English]

For members in the room, if you wish to speak please raise your
hand, and for members on Zoom, please use the “raise hand” func‐
tion. The clerk and I will manage the speaking order as best we can.
[Translation]

I would now like to welcome the witnesses.

We have with us the Honourable Jill McKnight, member of Par‐
liament and Minister of Veterans Affairs.

From the Department of Veterans Affairs, we have Christine Mc‐
Dowell, acting deputy minister; Steven Harris, senior assistant
deputy minister, service delivery; Amy Meunier, assistant deputy
minister, commemoration and public affairs branch, joining us by
video conference; Pierre Tessier, assistant deputy minister, chief fi‐
nancial officer and corporate services; and Mitch Freeman, acting
assistant deputy minister, strategic policy, planning and perfor‐
mance branch, participating by video conference.

[English]

I would like to invite the minister to start.

I believe you have five minutes, and then we'll start a round of
questions.

[Translation]

Hon. Jill McKnight (Minister of Veterans Affairs): Thank
you, Madam Chair.

Good afternoon, everyone.

[English]

Thank you for inviting me to share an update on the work of Vet‐
erans Affairs Canada.

I'd like to begin by acknowledging that we are gathered on the
unceded ancestral territory of the Algonquin Anishinabe nation.

It's a pleasure to be with the Standing Committee on Veterans
Affairs for the first time as the Minister of Veterans Affairs and As‐
sociate Minister of National Defence.

[Translation]

Colleagues, thank you for your ongoing commitment to the well-
being of Canada’s veterans and their families.

All Canadians benefit from the contributions and sacrifices made
by those who defend our freedom in times of war, armed conflict
and peace, and we remain truly grateful to them.
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[English]

I firmly believe that it is our collective responsibility to ensure
that those who have selflessly served our country receive the sup‐
port they need and the recognition they deserve. During my first
few months in this portfolio, I've had the privilege of meeting with
veterans and Canadian Armed Forces members across the country.
These invaluable conversations have deepened my understanding
of the impact of our programs and services. They have reinforced
for me how essential it is that we listen to and consider the input
from veterans to best match our benefits and services with their
need, and how vital it is that we also consider the perspectives of
the families that support our veterans. As we know, no veteran
serves alone.

My priority as minister is to ensure that VAC's programs and
supports adapt to the evolving needs of the modern veterans. Today,
the average age of release from CAF is 34, significantly younger
than in the nation's past.

Military service has also evolved from fighting for freedom in
the Middle East to working with our allies to promote peace and
global stability and supporting other countries as they fight to main‐
tain sovereignty. These are some of the missions of today. Disaster
relief and humanitarian aid are becoming increasingly important as
our Canadian Armed Forces protect Canadians at home while help‐
ing our neighbours. These experiences equip our modern veterans
with new skills and present them and us with new challenges.

As minister, I'm focused on continuing to improve the way in
which VAC's benefits and services are delivered to our veterans,
expanding the national veterans employment strategy to empower
veterans in the post-service career of their choice, and meaningfully
recognizing Canada's veterans for their service, both in conflict and
in peace.

Ensuring that Canada's veterans receive benefits and supports in
a timely, accessible and responsive manner will always be a top pri‐
ority for me and our government. As we increase efficiencies, I'm
pleased to report that the implementation of the My VAC Account
has seen significant uptake, with almost two-thirds of veteran
clients using it in the past 12 months. Ninety-two per cent of users
report improved communication with Veterans Affairs Canada.

Further, we are responding to the emerging needs of modern vet‐
erans, including in the area of mental health. The mental health
benefit for veterans provides immediate access to treatment for
conditions like PTSD, depression and anxiety without administra‐
tive barriers. The health and well-being of our veterans is a respon‐
sibility that extends to supporting them through their post-service
transition and reintegration into the civilian workforce.

In 2024, the national veterans employment strategy launched as a
first step towards supporting the more than 7,200 CAF members
who release annually. In collaboration with the private sector, I will
implement an expanded strategy to directly connect our veterans
with employers and entrepreneurial opportunities.

A core responsibility of Veterans Affairs is the meaningful
recognition and commemoration of the service and sacrifice of all
veterans. VAC is actively working to increase awareness for the
modern-day veteran, including through the department's education‐

al offerings in schools. By helping young people learn and better
understand who our service members are, what their service entails
and its impacts, it is my hope that we can further inspire genera‐
tions towards service in the Canadian Armed Forces.

Our commemorative efforts must also evolve to reflect the in‐
creasing diversity of the CAF. I'm encouraged by the work, includ‐
ing the work here at ACVA, to increase awareness of the contribu‐
tions of Black, indigenous, women and 2SLGBTQI+ veterans. As
we move forward, we will continue considering these unique per‐
spectives.

I thank the many individuals and groups that have shared their
lived experiences and whose input and work are helping us mod‐
ernize the work of Veterans Affairs Canada.

● (1540)

[Translation]

I'm happy to take your questions.

[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much, Minister.

We'll start with our first round of six minutes for each member. I
will invite Mr. Richards for the first six minutes.

Blake Richards (Airdrie—Cochrane, CPC): Minister, in your
opening remarks you referenced the veterans employment strategy
that your government launched in June 2024, about 16 months ago.

Can you tell me how many more veterans are employed since
June 2024?

● (1545)

Hon. Jill McKnight: In the time that I've been with Veterans Af‐
fairs Canada, we have been working to roll out this program, to
build engagement and to ensure that we are working on connecting
the skills that veterans are releasing with.

Blake Richards: I have zero doubt about any of that. I'm sure
you're doing everything within your strategy.

What I would like to know is what the results are. How many
more veterans are employed? Has veteran unemployment reduced?

Hon. Jill McKnight: At this moment, we are in the process of
rolling the strategy out to make those connections so that we can
track for that information—

Blake Richards: I have only a limited amount of time, so I'm
sorry to interrupt.
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You're telling me that, 16 months in, you're just starting to roll
out the strategy. You have no way to tell us if there have been re‐
sults in 16 months.

Hon. Jill McKnight: There have been results in terms of the en‐
gagement of employers.

Blake Richards: What about the results in concrete terms? How
many veterans are employed? At the end of the day, an employment
strategy should be about having more veterans employed, should it
not?

Hon. Jill McKnight: Very much so, and—
Blake Richards: Do we know how many were employed?
Hon. Jill McKnight: —as you can imagine, collecting that in‐

formation will take time, because we will need to connect with the
veterans to—

Blake Richards: When would you be able to get back to the
committee to tell us a number?

Hon. Jill McKnight: We will continue to share information as it
becomes available.

Blake Richards: What about your veterans homelessness strate‐
gy? That was introduced in April 2023, two and a half years ago.
Do you know how many homeless veterans there were in 2023 ver‐
sus how many there are now?

I would hope you're not still rolling that one out; that's two and a
half years.

Hon. Jill McKnight: That program has been moving forward
and, simply put, one homeless veteran is too many.

As you mentioned, that program has been rolling out in conjunc‐
tion with the ministry of housing and infrastructure.

Blake Richards: Do we know what the results are from that? Do
we know the number of homeless veterans now compared to what
it was in 2023 when it was introduced?

Hon. Jill McKnight: The last data that we have from the census
was in 2021. We will see new information following the 2026 cen‐
sus.

I can speak to—
Blake Richards: I'm sorry to interrupt again, but I have only a

limited amount of time.

In April 2023 you put out a strategy. Two and a half years later,
in late 2025, you're telling me that the best data you have is from
2021. You have no way of knowing whether what you're doing is
working. If you're going to measure success, don't you need to
know what you've accomplished? You don't even know your start‐
ing point, let alone where you are now.

Perhaps we'll move on, then, since we don't seem to have any in‐
formation there.

Let me ask you about services. In the time that your government
has been in office, 10 years, the budget has more than doubled for
the department. I think there was a 26% increase in the last year
alone. I think you'd be really hard pressed to find a veteran any‐
where who would say that they think services are twice as good or
twice as fast in that period of time. In fact, I don't think I'd have to

bet. We can look at your departmental plans, because they contain
some metrics. They're a bit subjective, but they're metrics nonethe‐
less.

In those reports, on just about every measure, veterans report
lower satisfaction in a number of different areas that your depart‐
ment provides. It seems as though what your government's re‐
sponse has been is to push back the timeline to achieve your tar‐
gets. You've pushed back most of them in this year's plan from
March 2025 to March 2027.

I guess the question I'd have for you is this: If you're not achiev‐
ing success, even by your own measures, wouldn't it make more
sense to change what you're doing rather than just make veterans
wait longer for better results?

Hon. Jill McKnight: I can appreciate that waiting for benefits is
incredibly frustrating for veterans. Many of them started their peri‐
od of waiting perhaps long before their application was submitted.

You referenced the fact that funding has gone up, and so has the
number of veterans coming forward looking for supports. We have
continued to deliver services for all of those veterans. Whether one
veteran or 10,000 come forward, we will ensure and deliver sup‐
ports for every one of them who is eligible.

● (1550)

Blake Richards: I guess the challenge is that veterans them‐
selves, according to your own metrics, are reporting that their satis‐
faction in the quality of service they're getting from VAC, in their
adjustment to post-service life and in the quality of programs
they're receiving from VAC—all of those things—are showing that
they're finding less satisfaction in those things, yet you have a big‐
ger budget with fewer results.

You're a fairly new minister. Can you tell us what you've identi‐
fied that you think isn't working right now and what you're going to
do to fix it? What are specific items that you think aren't working
right now and specific suggestions on what you'll do to fix them?

Hon. Jill McKnight: I will counter your assessment that things
are not working.

Blake Richards: That's not my assessment; that's your own as‐
sessment—

The Chair: Excuse me, Mr. Richards. I will have to interrupt
you to allow the minister to answer. It's up to you. We can hear her
comments, or you can interrupt her again.

Minister, I will allow you to end your conversation, and then
we'll move on to our next round.

Please go ahead, Minister.

Hon. Jill McKnight: I disagree with your saying they're not
working.
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With that said, there are actionable steps we are taking to im‐
prove the process, including redesigning the disability benefit ap‐
plication form. We are making it more inclusive and the questions
clearer, and we are simplifying and standardizing the medical ques‐
tionnaire to make completion of the forms easier and quicker, in‐
corporating technology to support decision-making so our decision-
makers can be focused on that and be supported with summarized
information that can then help them spend time engaging in the de‐
cision-making.

The Chair: Thank you, Minister.

I want to remind all members that the minister is here to answer
questions. If we want to play monologue, I'm fine with that, but I
would urge each of you, out of respect, to allow the minister the
time to answer the questions being asked.
[Translation]

Ms. Auguste, you have the floor for six minutes.
Tatiana Auguste (Terrebonne, Lib.): Thank you very much,

Madam Chair.

Minister, I'd like to understand your medium to long-term vision.

What are your department's priorities for veterans beyond imme‐
diate and ongoing management?

Hon. Jill McKnight: Thank you for your question.

I will answer in English. However, I continue to work on learn‐
ing French.
[English]

Thank you for the question about the priorities.

I spoke to three of my priorities right now in my opening state‐
ment as they relate to ensuring we are making the benefits system
more accessible and ensuring delivery and access to them. In my
response to MP Richards, I spoke to some of the tangible steps
we're taking to do that.

As I also referenced, we see an increasing number of veterans
coming forward to access benefits, so we need to make sure we are
able to respond to that increase in numbers with services and sys‐
tems to be able to welcome all of them and make sure they have
access to the supports. I want to make sure we're continuing to
move forward.

Is there the opportunity to improve user experiences? Always.
There should always be a growth opportunity. I embrace that.

Second, I am looking to advance that national veterans employ‐
ment strategy. We know the individuals who are releasing are in‐
credibly skilled. We know there is great community that also comes
from our employment and from the neighbourhoods we live in, and
I want to make sure we're supporting all veterans with that type of
community.

My hope is that we can build on this program, roll it out and
then, in time and over the long term, continue to build it so that the
skills translation we've identified becomes a model that can be
replicated throughout other areas as well.

Third, the conversation I've had out in communities about the
modern veteran, for many people, is new, and I hope we can re‐
frame that conversation. I hope we can have conversations daily
about recognizing veterans and the fantastic contributions they've
made to our country and continue to make to our communities.

[Translation]

Tatiana Auguste: You touched a bit on the issue of bureaucratic
barriers that veterans and their families face when trying to access
the support and benefits to which they are entitled.

Could you tell us both about the red tape that you have sought to
eliminate and about what motivated the streamlining of those pro‐
cesses?

● (1555)

[English]

Hon. Jill McKnight: Certainly.

Some of the feedback we have received is that the forms can feel
challenging. They can feel confusing and they can create barriers to
completion, so we are going back and reworking the forms with
simpler language. We are trying to reduce those barriers so that
doesn't become an additional challenge to a veteran having access
to the services and funds they need.

I'm sure we may talk about it again later, but with regard to men‐
tal health, rather than having individuals wait for a claim to be pro‐
cessed, we've made access to mental health available immediately.
Those are two examples.

[Translation]

Tatiana Auguste: Concerning mental health, as you know, we
are currently studying issues related to suicide and suicide preven‐
tion to better understand those aspects.

If supports are not currently available for veterans and their fami‐
lies, is there anything you would like to add in light of this study on
suicide?

[English]

Hon. Jill McKnight: First, I would like to acknowledge and
thank the ACVA committee for hearing testimony and conducting a
study on this very important topic. I would also like to acknowl‐
edge all the individuals who are participating as witnesses and shar‐
ing their personal stories. It's a challenging topic. It's an emotional
topic, and my appreciation goes to those who are sharing.

We need to continue investing in mental health supports for our
veterans for suicide prevention. We acknowledge the impact of
what the veterans are feeling, but we also acknowledge family
members, including spouses, children and caregivers. Again, much
like service, it is life-changing. We need to make sure that we are
helping and giving support to veterans before we get to this point.
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Again, I acknowledge the importance of this topic and thank you
for undertaking a study on it.

The Chair: We have 10 seconds, so I will respectfully move on.
I apologize.
[Translation]

Ms. Gaudreau, go ahead for six minutes.
Marie-Hélène Gaudreau (Laurentides—Labelle, BQ): Thank

you very much, Madam Chair.

Good afternoon, everyone.

I think we have the very essence of what we can hope for when it
comes to services for veterans.

One of my colleagues felt very strongly about certain problems,
which unfortunately still exist.

It should be noted that the Minister of Veterans Affairs has been
in her position for five months. I wanted to know what commit‐
ments were in her mandate letter. They are certainly described in a
general way. I checked the Veterans Affairs website. Of course, the
information provided on this matter is also very general.

I want to ask you a very simple question.

As part of the commitments in the mandate letter, what is your
priority and how much progress have you made in terms of your
commitments or your priority?

Hon. Jill McKnight: Thank you for the question. I will answer
in English.
[English]

You mentioned the mandate letter and how that connects to Vet‐
erans Affairs.

Within the mandate letter there were seven key missions. Of
those, we identified that the engagement of Veterans Affairs aligns
with three, so I'll speak to all three, if possible.

The first is that one of the topics is specific to housing, so that
connects with the veteran homelessness program that has been un‐
dertaken. We are making progress with it and connecting veterans,
so that we don't have a homeless veteran. I've had the opportunity
to be engaged with some of the housing developments that benefit‐
ed from that funding supporting them. I have connected with some
of the veterans, specifically those who have gone into their transi‐
tional housing through the program in Kingston, the Homes for
Heroes there. I met a couple of veterans who went through that pro‐
gram and had funding from that strategy. They are now in perma‐
nent homes because of what was possible through the transitional
housing. We are also funding a number of programs through this.
That includes housing, but it also includes the wraparound supports
that are necessary, with the housing, to address their needs. Again,
I've had the opportunity to meet with a few of the funding recipi‐
ents and to talk with the veterans about how key that is related to
them. That is specific to the housing mission.

Second, there is a mission to increase government efficiency, or,
as some put it, reduce red tape. This goes back to some of the steps
that we are undertaking, as a department, to make it easier for vet‐

erans. We want to make sure that veterans are able to get the sup‐
ports they need. We want to make the processes easier, reduce re‐
dundancy and focus on that experience.

Third, we talk about building and protecting Canada. Well, that
comes back to investments we are making in CAF and in service
members who are protecting Canada. We know that when an indi‐
vidual enters CAF, we have a commitment to take care of them for
the long term, for their life, and that's when Veterans Affairs sup‐
ports that. As we're making investments in CAF and supporting
new members joining, we also have a responsibility to take steps to
prepare to engage with them for the long term and to be here to
support them.

● (1600)

[Translation]
Marie-Hélène Gaudreau: With all due respect, Madam Chair, I

would like to remind you that many people are listening to us and
watching us.

I would like to come back to the department's three priority ob‐
jectives. At this time, we need to have a picture of the real situation
to see if any progress has been made.

I want to trust you. However, the veterans I have met have all
told me that they do not trust the promises of services. I give the
example of the My VAC Account.

How can someone living in a tent with mental health issues ac‐
cess their file online? That's a major problem.

In order for the committee to give hope to the people who dared
to serve us, it will be important to know whether progress has been
made. If none has been made, we'll have a problem. I expect that
we will have a picture of the situation and a set objective. We will
then inform you of the most pressing priority areas as part of our
study on suicide prevention among veterans.

I know my time is up. I'll come back to that later.

Thank you very much, Madam Chair.

[English]
The Chair: This concludes our first round.

[Translation]

We are moving on to the second round of questions.

[English]

I invite Mr. Richards to go ahead for five minutes.
Blake Richards: Thanks.

Minister, including the women veterans council, how many min‐
isterial advisory groups do you have advising you?

Hon. Jill McKnight: We have six advisory groups. We have the
women veterans council. I believe there's one other departmental
one.

I turn to my officials to add to and clarify that.
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● (1605)

Blake Richards: Okay, that's fine. We'll have some time with
them in the next hour.

Can you tell me how many of them you've sat down and met
with personally?

Hon. Jill McKnight: I have met with the chairs of all of the ad‐
visory committees, and I have met with the women veterans coun‐
cil. I've also met with a number of the other stakeholders and advis‐
ers, including the ombud and a number of stakeholders who repre‐
sent veterans across the country.

Blake Richards: How often do you plan to meet with those ad‐
visory groups?

Hon. Jill McKnight: My plan is to meet with them on a consis‐
tent basis, but I do not have a set schedule per se.

Blake Richards: We had a witness here two weeks ago who sits
on the women veterans council, and she indicated that she felt like
there was absolutely no access to you as the minister. She went on
to say that she felt like they were just treated as a prop rather than
as something that is actually designed to provide advice, and also
that everything seems to be filtered through the department.

What would you say to that, and what would you do to try to im‐
prove that?

Hon. Jill McKnight: First off, I thank Captain Le Scelleur for
her service and for her participation in the women veterans council.
I believe she is the witness you are referring to, and I had the op‐
portunity to watch her testimony. I thank all of the members of the
women veterans council specifically and all of the advisory groups
for participating and volunteering their time to be a part of this. I
appreciate the value that the women bring from the women veterans
council specifically, informing public policy and sharing their expe‐
riences. I've heard and I appreciate the captain's feedback specifi‐
cally about the women veterans council and the request for more
clarity on a mandate.

Blake Richards: I suspect that probably part of this comes down
to.... Madame Gaudreau was alluding to this, too. Although you
may spend some time with them and may hear what they're saying,
they don't really feel listened to, because nothing changes; there are
no results that come from it. It goes back to some of the questions I
was asking earlier. There don't seem to be any results. We've come
up with a strategy, and then you can't even tell us whether there are
really results from it. I think that's probably why the veterans feel
that they're not listened to. They might have physically been in a
room, but they don't feel like they were actually listened to and that
their suggestions were taken into account.

I guess that's really where I think there needs to be some im‐
provement, and I'll just turn to an example of that: the construction
of the monument to the mission in Afghanistan. You know, it's been
on the books for a long time now. Over two years ago, there was a
design that was announced, but there's been no construction. Your
annual report says:

The construction of the National Monument to Canada's Mission in Afghanistan
is a priority for the Department.

I think veterans see things like that and say, “If that's how you
treat your so-called priorities, how can I ever expect to get any re‐
sults?”

Tell us where that monument's at in terms of its construction. Tell
us why veterans should believe that when you say things are going
to be better, they will be better, when your answer—as I know it
will be—is that there is no construction happening on that monu‐
ment. Why should veterans believe what they're hearing? Why
should they expect better results?

Hon. Jill McKnight: That monument is incredibly important as
a symbol of reflection and commemoration to recognize all those
who served and their families. We took in feedback from thousands
of veterans about how they wished to be acknowledged for their
contributions, and progress is being made. To give you more specif‐
ic updates, I will turn to one of my officials, who would be able to
share those details.

The Chair: We will look at the officials' details in round two,
Minister, with your permission.

I will invite Mr. Clark for five minutes.

● (1610)

Braedon Clark (Sackville—Bedford—Preston, Lib.): Thank
you, Madam Chair.

Thank you, Minister, very much for being here.

Thank you to the officials here, as well.

Minister, one of the things you said in your opening statement
that really stood out to me is the fact that the average age of release
of a veteran now is 34. That certainly is a lot different from the con‐
ventional definition that we have in our minds of a veteran. I think
it also presents both challenges and opportunities for the depart‐
ment, which you've touched on.

If we think that the average veteran is coming out at the age of
34, that means that they have decades of employment service,
hopefully, going forward. In an earlier round, you touched on the
national veterans employment strategy. I'm just wondering if you
can talk a bit about that: the goals, what you're trying to achieve
through it and how the department is working with employers in
both the public and private sectors to make sure that those veterans,
many of whom, as we say, are in their early to mid-thirties, are be‐
ing supported as they move through the rest of their lives.

Hon. Jill McKnight: The veterans employment strategy is an
opportunity to connect veterans, with their incredible skills, to the
private sector. Right now, there is a disconnect. An incredible skill
such as project management—which is phrasing that lands very
much in the private sector—is not necessarily something a veteran
is going to acknowledge on their list of skill sets, because you may
not see that on a job description in the CAF.
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Part of the process of this strategy is to create that skills transla‐
tion. We have identified over 100 roles within the CAF that could
then translate over to skills for the private sector to make those con‐
nections.

I'll give you a very tangible example. As an entrepreneur who
hired employees all the time, very seldom would I put on a job de‐
scription that one of the skills I'm looking for is for you to show up
on time. When you're serving in the forces or in CAF, punctuality is
essential. In fact, many have said that if you're not five minutes ear‐
ly, you're late. For an employer, that's a valuable skill. It's a valu‐
able asset to me to hire someone with that dedication to punctuality.
That will not necessarily be something they put on their résumé, yet
if I know that is a core value of someone coming from a service
background, then I'm going to see that and recognize it.

Second, I mentioned the fact that I'm an entrepreneur. En‐
trepreneurship is an incredible opportunity for a wonderful life, to
support a family, to embrace creativity and to pursue your dreams.
For a veteran, a lot of the skills that I used as an entrepreneur,
whether it was working with budgets, planning resources, acquiring
supplies.... Again, going back to project management, a lot of those
items are the same skills that I was using as an entrepreneur, but I
don't know that most veterans release from CAF thinking, “I could
start my own business. I have the skills to do it.” Some of them
have told me that they don't have a business background, so how do
they start a business? However, those skills they have....

There is this opportunity for us to work with veterans to help
them see the skills they have and expand the possibilities of what
they can do with them. As I said in my opening remarks, my goal is
to connect them with the career that they want going forward, so
they don't feel that they have limited options or opportunities. As
we can move this forward, these are some of the ways we can make
those connections.

Part of the engagement, as I've been out in communities across
the country engaging with veterans and with current service mem‐
bers, has also been engaging with businesses. I've been talking with
them and hearing what some of their needs are. I recently spoke
with a business that has an incredible need for individuals to work
on airplane engines as mechanics. I can't remember the exact
acronym right now. When I mentioned to them that there are 7,200
individuals releasing from the CAF right now and some of them
will have some of those skills they're looking for, it was something
they had never considered. They had never considered the opportu‐
nity to make that connection—that the workforce they are looking
for could already be trained.

Perhaps we need to add specific courses to add a few skills to
their overall offering, but they could be ready to go with a much
quicker turnaround than somebody who is just entering an educa‐
tion system.
● (1615)

The Chair: Thank you very much. This would complete our five
minutes.
[Translation]

Ms. Gaudreau, you have the floor for two and a half minutes.
Marie-Hélène Gaudreau: Thank you, Madam Chair.

I speak slowly, there is interpretation and I have only two and a
half minutes. I want to take the time needed. I also invite the minis‐
ter to take the same amount of time to answer my questions, as I
have four left and only two minutes of speaking time.

Minister, how many times in the last five months have you met
with your office's women veterans council?

[English]

Hon. Jill McKnight: I've met with the entire council once, but I
have met with members of the council in other engagements. I don't
know specifically how many times, but I've had other engagements
with them.

[Translation]

Marie-Hélène Gaudreau: On the platform, you say that, thanks
to the experience of the members of that council as serving women
and veterans, documentation and services will be provided. I hope
it won't be a one-time meeting, but rather regular meetings.

I must say, Madam Chair, that there are two people here who are
waiting for an apology and a detailed explanation about the infa‐
mous monument on the Highway of Heroes, Highway 417, I be‐
lieve. I call them “my brave women”. These are women who have
been declared dead, but they are alive and well. If you want to meet
them after the meeting, they are here.

There's nothing better than understanding the context of trauma
and its aftermath, especially when we want to help our future veter‐
ans. However, our process contains barriers. We need to know what
the situation is. We talk about jobs and employability, but there are
also people living in tents. Veterans have serious mental health is‐
sues. Others, once they leave the system, are abandoned because
doctors sometimes find their cases too cumbersome to manage.
Those doctors don't know the context.

When will we be able to focus on the fact that military service is
part of a specific culture that must be honoured and respected?

Will this be a priority for you in the coming months?

[English]

The Chair: Answer very briefly, Minister.

Hon. Jill McKnight: I heard a few different things, but I believe
what I heard was, how are we going to focus specifically on meet‐
ing the needs that we're hearing from women veterans? Am I cor‐
rect in that? Okay.

The “Invisible No More” report was undertaken as one step in
addressing 42 recommendations that could be undertaken to meet
the needs of these specific veterans. By the end of this year, all of
the actions will be either implemented or commenced. We have
more work to do, and we can follow up at another time with more
details.
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The Chair: Thank you very much.

Mr. Viersen is next, for five minutes.
Arnold Viersen (Peace River—Westlock, CPC): Thank you,

Madam Chair.

Thank you to the witnesses for being here.

Minister, you've achieved more than your two predecessors in
the fact that you're here. Your two predecessors never actually
made it to our committee. I thank you for being here today.

I noted at the top—I didn't realize this—that you're also the As‐
sociate Minister of National Defence. I appreciate that as well.

We have reports in the media around the chaplains. We've had
this problem in the past as well. The chaplains are being given di‐
rectives that in their capacity as Canadian Armed Forces chaplains
they are not allowed to pray or participate in their particular reli‐
gious faith in Remembrance Day services. Can you confirm or de‐
ny or explain where these reports are coming from?
● (1620)

Hon. Jill McKnight: As you mentioned, I am still relatively new
in the role. I haven't gone through a season of Remembrance Day
activities yet. We are just heading into that part of it.

With that said, I would turn to my officials who have been in‐
volved in that to perhaps speak to it.

Arnold Viersen: We'll be able to hear from them in the next
hour. Thanks.

I'll turn my time over to my colleague, Mrs. Wagantall.
Cathay Wagantall (Yorkton—Melville, CPC): Thank you so

much, Madam Chair, and thank you, Minister, for being here today.

Minister, Veterans Affairs continues to struggle to serve veterans
in a timely manner—we know that. In 2021 VAC made the arbi‐
trary decision to move administration of the provision of medical,
psychosocial and vocational rehabilitation out of the day-to-day op‐
erations of Veterans Affairs to a third party provider, actually an in‐
ternational contractor, namely, Partners in Canadian Veterans Reha‐
bilitation Services, PCVRS.

On June 9, 2021, they were awarded $560 million for a five-year
contract, which has been increased to $572,751,466 with a contract
end date of December 31, 2026. That's an increase of about a half-
year and $13 million on the contract.

More than three years later, the November 2024 overview of
your mandate letter states that all commitments are under way, on
track, except for one, wait times. Some challenges or delays exist,
and you recognize some challenges in meeting the target of achiev‐
ing service standards over a 12-month period. It actually states,
“While processing times have improved overall, a growing number
of applications are exceeding the 16-week standard”. Reasons giv‐
en include one very important one—challenges are happening with
retaining temporary employees, because the funding is ending in
2026. I'm assuming people are thinking that they're not going to
have a job, and perhaps they're moving on.

It appears that, in four years, engaging PCVRS has not improved
outcomes, and VAC's need for internal decision-makers, the
overview says, has not diminished.

I'm a little confused about the lengths we went to to move every‐
thing out of VAC's day-to-day...and we're not getting the improve‐
ments that I would think we would have by now.

I'm wondering how often you meet or plan to meet with Life‐
mark or WCG International to brief you and senior officials specifi‐
cally on the progress of that program and to see where those short‐
falls are. Also, how often do you plan to meet with departmental
employees? Will you meet regularly with those two groups? What
specifically are the departmental employees, the decision-makers,
who are in VAC and impact PCVRS, doing?

Do you understand my question? It sounds a little convoluted to
me, but the question is basically if you will be meeting with them to
see what's happening here. We're not making the improvements that
I think we should be seeing for almost $600 million and for ser‐
vices by international companies. This is what they do. Why are we
still struggling so much, and will you be in touch regularly with
them to see how we can make things better?

The Chair: Minister, answer the question briefly, please.

Hon. Jill McKnight: Okay. I will start to answer and then you
may wish to follow up with the officials to answer more parts of the
question.

As we've talked about, we want to ensure that veterans are get‐
ting the best care possible, and we know this is a large country to
service. By connecting and moving into the service contract, we
were able to increase the number of overall service providers avail‐
able for our veterans to 12,000, and we are continuing to review the
process.

In terms of some of the specifics, I will let the departmental offi‐
cials answer those for you.

The Chair: Thank you very much.

For the last five minutes, we'll go to Mrs. Hirtle.

Alana Hirtle (Cumberland—Colchester, Lib.): Thank you,
Madam Chair.

Good afternoon, Minister. Thank you for being here today with
the officials.
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The topic of veterans' homelessness is very important to my rid‐
ing. There is a former armoury in Amherst, Nova Scotia, that I and
the community are hopeful can be turned into veterans' housing,
and I'd very much look forward to having further discussions with
you about this topic, as I've brought forward a private member's
motion. It will be debated later this fall and deals with federal sur‐
plus buildings.

Here is my question for you. There was a question earlier about
homelessness that didn't really address it. Will you outline to the
committee, please, your perspective on the importance of the veter‐
an homelessness program?
● (1625)

Hon. Jill McKnight: Certainly. Thank you for the question.

As you mentioned, we spoke a bit about housing. The number
one priority is to ensure that no veteran is facing homelessness. We
know that homelessness is complex and spans a variety of different
circumstances across this country.

With that said, we are working in conjunction with the Minister
of Housing and Infrastructure to improve housing for veterans and
their families. The veteran homelessness program pilot is in its sec‐
ond year, and the learnings from year one are improving the pro‐
gram. We're strengthening it based on the results that have come
from this first year. We have made progress, and there's more to do.

Veterans Affairs Canada recognizes that we need to have both
short-term transitional housing and long-term supportive housing to
meet the needs of our veterans. By strengthening partnerships with
community organizations and engaging veterans and their families,
we're going to ensure that we're bringing those pieces together.

Recently, I had the opportunity to meet another one of our veter‐
ans, who is at one of the veteran housing units here in Ottawa. He
was a more senior veteran who, prior to moving into Veterans'
House, was living on the street. He now has a permanent home. He
welcomed me into his home. He took great pride in touring his
home with me to share the experience. Veterans' House is some‐
thing that is possible because of investment through one of the pro‐
grams—the veteran homelessness program. It has changed this in‐
dividual's life.

I also had the opportunity to meet with another veteran this sum‐
mer, while I was in Kingston. They are an individual who was re‐
leased while dealing with some long-term, ongoing substance chal‐
lenges. They were able to go into the transitional housing that
Homes for Heroes had and get things stabilized, so they could still
engage with their children in a safe environment. That individual
has now gone on to be in permanent housing, with her children liv‐
ing with her. In the week following the day I met her, she was also
going to become the guardian of her nephew, who was in need of
care. That investment in housing and supportive housing with
wraparound supports was able to change the trajectory of the path
this individual was on in that moment.

That was a really poignant moment for me, because that is the
tangible impact. We talk about programs. We talk about our brief‐
ing papers. We talk about things that are intangible. When we con‐
nect with a veteran who had this experience, it brings it to life.

We're able to say, “This is the difference we're making by making
these investments.”

I hope that answers the question.

Alana Hirtle: Thank you very much. It does.

You've been asked a lot of questions today about meetings with
stakeholders and advisory groups. I would like to give you an op‐
portunity, if there is anything else you would like to add or clarify
about plans for further meetings.

Hon. Jill McKnight: Thank you.

Regarding engagement with veterans, each veteran is going to
have a unique experience and a unique story, because they're a
unique individual. The most important thing is that we try to do our
best for every veteran out there. We want to make sure they have
the care, support and service they need. That comes from hearing
feedback on their individual experiences, because that's what can
inform the opportunities for growth. As I said, I believe opportuni‐
ties for growth are always possible. As we continue to invest in our
veterans, this is one way we can do that.

I will continue to meet with veterans as frequently as possible.

● (1630)

The Chair: Thank you very much, Minister McKnight, for join‐
ing the Veterans Affairs committee this afternoon.

Colleagues, we will be suspending for a few minutes to allow the
minister to depart. Once the committee resumes, we will continue
our rounds of questions with department officials.

Thank you.

● (1630)
_____________________(Pause)_____________________

● (1635)

[Translation]

The Chair: We are starting the second part of the meeting.

We'll jump right into questions.

[English]

Mr. Richards, you have the floor for six minutes.

Blake Richards: Let me start with this, and whoever feels it is
appropriate can answer.

This is standard for the Liberal government. It's been about a
decade now, and there have been nine different ministers of veter‐
ans affairs. That averages out to about a new minister every year.
Some of them have been there for just months, and I think in one
case even just weeks. I would think that from a departmental per‐
spective, having unstable leadership like that, where there is con‐
stant change, can't really be good for the department and the direc‐
tion that is needed in order to better serve veterans.
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Could you elaborate on what difficulties those constant leader‐
ship changes at the ministerial level would have on the department
and on your operations?

Christine McDowell (Acting Deputy Minister, Department of
Veterans Affairs): Madam Chair, I would say that veterans certain‐
ly deserve stability and consistency in the benefits they are provid‐
ed. They expect a level of coherence with respect to their services.
One of the things we're really proud of at Veterans Affairs are the
values, which we take very much to heart with respect to service to
our veterans and their families. Those are values that endure over
the course of leadership changes and form part of the business that
we and the hard-working public servants deliver each day.

Blake Richards: I appreciate it's almost an unfair question to
ask, but it's an important one. When you have that constant change
in leadership, it can be difficult in any organization. I appreciate
that you do your best to try and endure through those things, and
there are certain principles and values and all that, but there must
be some challenges that go along with it. What sorts of challenges
do you see from that constant leadership change?

Christine McDowell: We're certainly very much focused on
continuing to deliver the services and benefits that our veterans are
depending upon us for. Those things are grounded very much in the
culture and the practices and policies of Veterans Affairs. We are
fortunate to have consistent leadership and staff who are very fa‐
miliar and experienced with those services and benefits and able to
deliver them in a way that is stable and consistent for veterans.

Blake Richards: No, that's fine. It almost makes it sound as
though the minister isn't important to the operation of the depart‐
ment, and that would also concern me. If the ministers in this gov‐
ernment really don't run anything at all, that is also a problem.

Let me turn to something else that I want to ask about.

We had Veterans Transition Network here as part of this study a
couple of weeks ago. They talked about having to use the charitable
donations they receive to pay for the attendance of clients who
would be VAC eligible to do their group counselling programs, for
example, because VAC cannot or will not process the funding in
time. We heard from a number of service providers that they don't
want to turn them away, obviously, but what happens is they get in‐
to the program for a while and then VAC won't pay, because they
have already been involved in the program for some time. We've al‐
so heard from some providers that there has been about a 60% de‐
crease in the rate of funding approvals as a result of that. There is
no change in the number of clients they're serving who are VAC eli‐
gible, but they're seeing fewer and fewer being covered by VAC be‐
cause of delays, I think, which is really the challenge.

What are you doing to try to increase access to those specialized
mental health services, specifically for veterans who are at risk of
suicide? It's obviously concerning when someone is VAC eligible
but organizations are having to use charitable donations that they
could have used for other things when they shouldn't have to.
● (1640)

Christine McDowell: Before I turn to my colleagues to respond
to that, I want to clarify the fact that the minister has very clearly
established priorities for Veterans Affairs. As she said in her open‐
ing remarks, it is around veterans employment, it is around com‐

memorating modern veterans and it is around making sure we are
delivering consistent and effective service.

With that, I'll turn it over to my colleague.

Steven Harris (Senior Assistant Deputy Minister, Service De‐
livery, Department of Veterans Affairs): Thanks very much.

We appreciate the work of Mr. Thorne and the Veterans Transi‐
tion Network, along with a number of organizations that help to
support veterans. We work to help pay for those veterans when they
go into eligible programs, which includes the ones that are offered
by the Veterans Transition Network and others. There are a large
number of programs across the country that are trying to help and
support veterans. We want to be able to help them in finding ones
that are appropriate for them and that suit their well-being needs
and their rehabilitation objectives.

The Chair: I'm sorry, Mr. Richards. Your six minutes are over.
Thank you.

Blake Richards: We'll get back to this.

The Chair: We will. Thank you very much.

Mr. Casey, you have six minutes.

Sean Casey (Charlottetown, Lib.): Thank you, Madam Chair.

I think this first question will go to you, Mr. Harris. Mr. Richards
asked the minister about the employment strategy. He left the im‐
pression that there was only one thing that mattered on the employ‐
ment strategy—the number of jobs as a result of it. How do you
measure success in connection with the employment strategy? Can
you speak to it in a little more detail?

Steven Harris: We want to measure success for the employment
strategy in a number of ways. Ultimately, employment is certainly
one of them. We have a number of individuals leaving the Canadian
Armed Forces on an annual basis, including reservists, who are al‐
ready employed in one way, shape or form. The employment strate‐
gy, for us, is about supporting our four different pillars.
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One pillar is for the veterans, making sure they understand their
own skills and how they can gain additional skills through training,
through vocational rehabilitation and through other means. It's
helping employers understand where they can find veterans and
help to employ them, and how to basically accommodate them and
help to support them when they come into their employment and
into their companies. It's helping the public service to recruit veter‐
ans. Many veterans who leave the Canadian Armed Forces want to
continue to serve at public service levels, be that at federal, provin‐
cial or municipal levels or in other ways. It's helping organizations
to be able to effectively train and support veterans as well. Third
party organizations may be able to assist them in certain ways.

The unemployment rate for veterans is actually lower than the
unemployment rate for Canadians as a whole. That doesn't mean
there isn't value to add in the employment space. Underemploy‐
ment can certainly be an issue for veterans, and there are other rea‐
sons.

So we are doing that. I'll give you an example of success for us.
We do online career webinars. Just next week we're doing one. One
thousand veterans have signed up to be part of the career webinar
next week, which includes 50 employers coming to recruit them.

These are things we can do to help connect throughout the deliv‐
ery of the employment strategy.

Sean Casey: Thank you, Mr. Harris.

I think this one is for you, Mr. Freeman. Mr. Richards was look‐
ing for some specific numbers with respect to the homeless strate‐
gy. I think that's under your bailiwick. Can you give us some more
detail around the homeless strategy and the facts and figures associ‐
ated with it?

Mitch Freeman (Acting Assistant Deputy Minister, Strategic
Policy, Planning and Performance Branch, Department of Vet‐
erans Affairs): Certainly.

I would highlight a couple of things. First and foremost, over
1,400 veterans have been assisted through the veterans homeless‐
ness program since its inception in 2023. That's a huge measure of
success. Of course, this is a program that saw in 2023 a veteran
homelessness estimate of a little over 2,000 veterans who needed
some supports and services over the course of a year with respect to
being homeless or at risk of being homeless. Today, that number,
estimated on 2024 numbers, has decreased to a little shy of 1,800.
It's very positive in that particular regard that the program is having
the impact.

I would say, colleagues, that the measure of success on this is
that 34 organizations that are in communities across the country
from coast to coast are part of the veterans homelessness program
and are out there reaching veterans. You heard the minister speak of
some of her personal interactions over the course of the last number
of months in that regard. This has certainly given us the opportunity
to collect better data on understanding this particular problem as we
go forward and how we can help more veterans.

I mentioned that a little over 1,400 have been helped and assist‐
ed. That includes wraparound support services, or the services that
veterans need in order to be stable, and at the same time an assis‐
tance to veterans to find long-term housing and transitional hous‐

ing, etc. That program has certainly been impacting veterans posi‐
tively from coast to coast.

Thank you so much.

● (1645)

Sean Casey: Thank you, Mr. Freeman.

I'll go over to you, Mr. Tessier.

In the first round of questions, we heard that the budget at Veter‐
ans Affairs has doubled in the last 10 years and somehow that was
a bad thing because there are some veterans who are unhappy with
how those dollars are spent. My understanding is that in the distri‐
bution of the funds that are spent by Veterans Affairs, 90% of them
flow straight through to the veterans. Could you offer some com‐
ments with respect to the significance of the growth in the Veterans
Affairs budget from the time we came into power?

Pierre Tessier (Assistant Deputy Minister, Chief Financial
Officer and Corporate Services, Department of Veterans Af‐
fairs): The budget for Veterans Affairs in 2015-16 was approxi‐
mately $3.7 billion. The budget forecasted for this fiscal year
is $7.8 billion. The current percentage of department budget funds
towards veterans programs, benefits and services is 94%. The pro‐
grams for veterans and their families are quasi-statutory in nature.
What that means is that as the demand increases, if more veterans
and their families come forward, that funding is available through‐
out the year for us to adjust our budgets to ensure all veterans are
served.

Sean Casey: The amount of money spent by the Department of
Veterans Affairs has increased significantly in the last 10 years, and
94% of it has been paid out to veterans. Is that what I'm to under‐
stand?

Pierre Tessier: That is correct.

Sean Casey: Thank you, everyone. I very much appreciate you
for being here.

[Translation]

The Chair: Ms. Gaudreau, you have the floor for six minutes.

Marie-Hélène Gaudreau: Thank you, Madam Chair.

Mr. Harris, are you satisfied with the delivery of services to our
veterans?

Steven Harris: I think the right answer is that we can always do
better.

Marie-Hélène Gaudreau: On a scale of one to 10, where two
means “woefully inadequate” and eight means “very good”, how
satisfied are you?
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Steven Harris: I would say I'm at 7.5. We have the right pro‐
grams and systems in place to meet the needs of veterans. However,
it's not perfect. We will have to work even harder to—

Marie-Hélène Gaudreau: Okay, but I'd like to understand
something. Achieving 80% is considered a success. I get that; I'm
in business, and I've worked with community organizations. What
about the other 20%? Is there a department for those who've been
abandoned?

I mentioned earlier the two women who have been asking for a
public apology for two years, because, although they're alive, their
names were added to a monument for fallen soldiers. I can't imag‐
ine what they're going through. I mean, it's been two years. Some‐
thing's got to happen. Is there a department for those who've been
abandoned?

I have people coming to my office every week telling me they
can't reach anyone on the phone, much less in French—that takes
another six months. Others tell me they can't find a doctor willing
to help them, because their case is too complicated. These people
have mental health issues; they've been to war. Come on. It makes
no sense. It's like we're in another world. We have to reflect collec‐
tively on the respect and honour we owe them.

It scares me, because the government wants to increase military
spending, but doesn't even have the necessary equipment. Repre‐
sentatives from the women veterans council come to the committee
in the hope of changing things, but then get asked, “What have you
done? What did you say?” I hear stories like that every week in my
office and I can't believe it. It has to stop.

What are you missing to take concrete actions?

I'd like to hear from each of you on this. I have four minutes left.
● (1650)

Steven Harris: What I can say is that, every day, my team works
very hard to help all veterans, men and women, those who show up
in our offices just as much as those who are less visible. It's very
hard, but they keep going. They contact the veterans' family mem‐
bers, friends and others to help them, particularly through the many
programs we offer.

Marie-Hélène Gaudreau: Does that happen?
Steven Harris: Others can add to my answer, but when it comes

to service delivery, we are there to support our veterans, and it's a
difficult job.

I, too, speak every day with men and women veterans who have
issues that our programs and services can't always help with. It's
not easy.

We work very closely with everyone on that, not only those who
have it the easiest or whose situation is more obvious.

I can assure you that the people in my field, in my department,
work very hard to support our men and women veterans.

Marie-Hélène Gaudreau: Madam Chair, I'm not criticizing the
quality of the service.

We have 10 fingers, two arms and one head. At some point, we'll
have to face the facts. If this is so important and veterans have our

respect, then let's show it, whether it's with funding or in another
way.

A minister with only five months’ experience in the position
can't know everything.

I don't know how long you've been in your position, Mr. Harris,
maybe two years, five years, 10 years, but the problem is cyclical.

I wonder whether those working at the department have any
compassion. I mean, 80% or 75% is considered a success rate.

I apologize; I'm getting quite emotional, because at every com‐
mittee meeting, we meet traumatized people and we traumatize
them even more when we end up abandoning them.

It's been going on for too long. That's true. People tell us their
problems are piling up.

Is there a place or a department that can help those who have
largely been forgotten?

We tell people that we want to help them, that that's what we're
here for and that if there's an emergency, we will take action. Then
we apologize and say that we dropped the ball on something, that
we weren't thorough. It's time to face the facts. The current situa‐
tion makes no sense.

Maybe another witness, someone on video conference, can an‐
swer.

Steven Harris: I totally understand your question, and the fact is
we work very hard to support everyone.

What else could we do? Every day we should be trying to im‐
prove the well-being of those we can help. That's the reality. Some‐
times we help them early, sometimes late. The situation could go on
for 10 years. They will always need our help. Even when we inter‐
vene late, we make sure their file keeps moving forward.

That's what my team does. It works hard to deliver services to
our men and women veterans.

The Chair: Thank you very much.

This completes our first round of questions.

We will now start our second round.

Mrs. Wagantall, you have the floor for five minutes.

[English]

Cathay Wagantall: Thank you, Chair.
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I want to get clarity on something. A growing number of applica‐
tions are exceeding the 16-week standard. That was what was
found in the status overview of the mandate letter in November
2024. It also stated that it is critical that we receive a new funding
decision as soon as possible to arrest the current level of attrition
among temporary decision-makers and to support ongoing efforts
in leveraging new technologies. This was an ask, and you indicated,
Mr. Tessier, that, in 2025, $7.8 billion was spent. Did that include
taking care of this issue, or are we waiting until the November bud‐
get to see some improvements in this area?
● (1655)

Pierre Tessier: In terms of the $7.8 billion, that includes fore‐
casted funds for current resources not beyond April 2026.

Cathay Wagantall: Were any of those resources applied to this
request to deal with this?

Mr. Harris, do you have something to say to that just briefly? I
have one more question that I would like to ask.

Steven Harris: Those resources are applied to work on reducing
wait times, including disability backlogs, absolutely.

Cathay Wagantall: Specifically in response to the need for
more decision-makers, I don't know what that means exactly.
Maybe if I have time, I'll get an answer to that, too.

The Prime Minister also instructed every department to find cost
savings of 7%, but we're saying here that 90% flows to the veter‐
ans. The veterans are asking where this cut is going to take place.
Does the department assist in determining where that could be done
to cause the least impact in that process? It has to be done by the
summer.
[Translation]

Christine McDowell: Thank you for the question.
[English]

I believe I'm going to turn to Pierre and Mitch.
Mitch Freeman: I'm happy to start.

As you are pointing out, all departments are part of the particular
exercise you are referencing. Veterans Affairs, of course, is part of
it as well. That is a process that's in flight at the moment and with‐
out decisions, so I'm not in a position to speak any more broadly to
that, simply because I don't know the answers.

Veterans Affairs is part of it, like all of our other departments
across government.

Cathay Wagantall: You can respond briefly.
Pierre Tessier: Just to be more precise in terms of where the ex‐

ercise reductions are being made, the focus is really on the remain‐
der, not on the 94%. It's really internal efficiencies.

Cathay Wagantall: This is a bit of a unique question.

I have a passion for the service dog program and how that could
be making a huge difference in our veterans' lives. I know it's the
Wild West out there right now. We still don't have standards feder‐
ally; we do need them.

At the same time, it's very clear there's so much information that
shows this makes a huge difference in veterans' lives, to the point

where they need far fewer pharmaceuticals and drugs to treat them‐
selves, which cost this department a huge amount of money.

I would like to hear whether the department is strongly going to
encourage our new minister to take this really seriously. Let's get
this done.

[Translation]

Christine McDowell: Thank you for the question.

[English]

Madam Chair, I'd like to turn to Mitch Freeman to respond to
that, please.

Mitch Freeman: I would highlight a couple of things.

Certainly, Veterans Affairs is always looking for ways to benefit
the veteran community, and service dogs are a recurring theme in
this particular item. As you said, it's also the Wild West from a
standards and applicability point of view.

There are a couple of things. Veterans Affairs is, of course, tak‐
ing it seriously to the point of funding some organizations, particu‐
larly Wounded Warriors, through the veteran and family well-being
fund, in order to progress their work on service dogs. They've done
some tremendous work.

In parallel, we're really closely monitoring the work that the U.S.
VA is doing. They have a program around training dogs by veter‐
ans. They invite veterans in.

Cathay Wagantall: I totally hear you, and I affirm that.

I would encourage you to look within Canada. If you need some
suggestions, I can let you know where it is being done remarkably
and credibly. They already have accreditation. Those dogs work
with the veterans from the very beginning, and they do not cost the
veterans anything. We have dogs that are being sold to veterans
for $30,000 when that is not needed. We have wonderful organiza‐
tions in this country that are charitable and can do the work. Please
look within. Saskatchewan is a good place to look.

The Chair: I'm so sorry, Madam Wagantall. I was listening to
the conversation myself, but I will have to ask Madame Auguste to
go ahead for five minutes.
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● (1700)

[Translation]
Tatiana Auguste: Thank you very much, Madam Chair.

During its October 9 meeting, the committee heard from Cap‐
tain Hélène Le Scelleur regarding the Highway of Heroes incident.

What measures has the department taken to ensure that veterans
aren't the victims of identity theft or a privacy breach, not to men‐
tion the trauma that comes with that?

Are there safeguards to make sure that this type of situation
won't happen again?

Christine McDowell: Thank you for the question.

Ms. Meunier, I'd like to comment on this.

We consider this to be a very unfortunate incident, I assure you.

[English]

We have undertaken internally a series of reviews to make sure
we have the checks and balances set up so that when we are fund‐
ing organizations, they are clear on their responsibilities and we're
executing oversight to ensure these kinds of errors don't happen
with these funding arrangements.

Amy, can you offer more, please?
Amy Meunier (Assistant Deputy Minister, Commemoration

and Public Affairs Branch, Department of Veterans Affairs):
Yes, of course. Thank you.

I would just add that, as part of our contribution agreements,
we've added clauses so that applicants and recipients understand
their responsibilities. As well, on our website, we portray many sto‐
ries of veterans. We are making sure there is language available
anywhere the personal information of veterans is contained, so it
will be clear that the appropriate privacy consents and processes
need to be adhered to.

As part of a funding package, recipients will also receive best
practices in managing personal information, as well as where to go
for fact-checking of historical information, whether that be Library
and Archives Canada, the directorate of history and heritage or Vet‐
erans Affairs Canada.

As the deputy indicated, it is a very regrettable situation, and we
look forward to working with those impacted individuals to find a
positive resolution.

[Translation]
Tatiana Auguste: Thank you very much.

You were asked a number of questions on the national monument
to Canada's mission in Afghanistan. I'd like to give you a chance to
clarify a few things. I don't think you had the opportunity to fully
explain what has been done on the project.

I'd like to hear from you on that.
Christine McDowell: Thank you for the question.

[English]

Madam Chair, we are very interested in and care deeply about
recognizing our modern veterans and commemorating those indi‐
viduals. We are working very closely [Technical difficulty—Editor]

Concerning the updates, perhaps I'll turn to Amy Meunier to talk
about the next steps on the Afghan monument.

Amy Meunier: Thank you very much.

As the deputy mentioned, this is a very important file for us.
We've been working closely with Canadian Heritage and the Na‐
tional Capital Commission. We work with their architectural board
to ensure that the design is buildable. We fully appreciate all the
necessary steps in the building process.

I'm really happy to say that the National Capital Commission has
granted us the authority to proceed with tendering. That tendering
process should begin in the next month or so. We hope to have a
contract in place early in the new year. Shortly after that or as soon
as the ground thaws, we would be keen to begin construction.

[Translation]

Tatiana Auguste: Thank you.

What measures has Veterans Affairs Canada taken to make sure
front-line decision-makers have the necessary skills and training to
work with veterans in a respectful, considerate and thoughtful man‐
ner? As MPs, we've had our own training.

I'd like to know more about that.

Steven Harris: I can confirm that all our front-line people work‐
ing with men and women veterans have access to training. There's
an important training course on trauma, for example, and a course
that provides applied suicide intervention skills training, also
known as ASIST. There are also training sessions to learn how to
respond properly to reports of sexual trauma in the armed forces
and other settings.

We provide a series of training courses to make sure our staff is
equipped to respond to inquiries and information from our men and
women veterans. We encourage all of our front-line people to take
these training courses. Training is also mandatory for our contrac‐
tors.

● (1705)

The Chair: Thank you very much.

Ms. Gaudreau, you have the floor for two and a half minutes.

Marie-Hélène Gaudreau: There is a lot of talk about military
veterans, but I didn't hear the minister mention the Royal Canadian
Mounted Police, or RCMP, veterans. The women veterans council
includes women veterans from the RCMP.
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Could you give us more details on what Veterans Affairs Canada
has done specifically for RCMP veterans? They would like to know
what's been done regarding the recommendations in the 2020 Bas‐
tarache report.

By the way, you'll have to come back so we can understand
where you're at in the process and sound the alarm if specific re‐
quests need to be made. We are here also to help you. We might not
be very familiar with command posts, but our men and women vet‐
erans are always on our mind, whether they were in the Canadian
Armed Forces or the RCMP. It would be very important for us to
learn about the process.

Finally, tell me honestly, do you listen to the committee hear‐
ings? Do you read the committee's reports?

I know you're very busy, but do you follow the Standing Com‐
mittee on Veterans Affairs' proceedings?

Christine McDowell: I will answer the member's last question.

My colleagues and I read the committee's reports very closely
and with a lot of interest.
[English]

I want to thank you all for the wonderful work you do here in
support of veterans. We use the material and very much rely on the
reports and studies that you do to inform our work.
[Translation]

I will let one of my colleagues answer your other questions.
The Chair: Unfortunately, I have to interrupt.

I apologize, but the preambles are often very long.
[English]

Mr. Viersen, go ahead for five minutes.
Arnold Viersen: Thank you, Madam Chair, and thank you to the

department for being here today.

I have just a little bit of commentary before I ask the question.

The Conservatives have been pushing the government to balance
the budget for as long as this government has been around. We
point out that a lack of a balanced budget causes inflation. Inflation
causes things like groceries to be more expensive. When groceries
are more expensive, our veteran communities struggle, so we need
to then up the benefits. We get into this vicious cycle.

Over the last number of years we've talked about the budget dou‐
bling. In some respects, that's just a reflection of the inflation. If
services are going down and the budget is doubling, that's just pure‐
ly a measure of inflation. We've been pushing the government to
rein that deficit spending in to bring inflation down.

It's interesting to me to learn just today that 94% of the depart‐
ment's budget goes to veteran benefits, and the government is seek‐
ing a 7% reduction in the funding or expenditure of the department.
It then appears, if you do the raw math of it, that they're looking for
an elimination of the department.

That's a little bit of a joke there, folks. I imagine that's not what
they're after.

One of the recommendations that's coming from our side of the
table is the service dogs. There is pursuing reduction in drug pre‐
scriptions across this sector.

What are some of the other things that you're looking at, due to
trying to meet this 7% target that's been set by the government?

● (1710)

Christine McDowell: We certainly understand the affordability
issues and the financial pressures that are facing veterans today.
VAC has a number of supports in place to support veterans with re‐
spect to the increased cost of day-to-day living, including enhanced
emergency support programs, expanded access to financial sup‐
ports—

Arnold Viersen: That's not really where my question was going.
It's more like, how is the department going to be reining in some of
these expenses?

It's going to take some unique thinking on some of these issues.

Christine McDowell: I want to assure the committee that, given
that 94% of our budget does in fact go to veterans, we're paying
very close attention to the way we can support those veterans with
the cost of living.

With regard to the latter part of the question, I'm going to turn to
Mitch to respond to that, please.

Mitch Freeman: I just wanted to highlight that we're very much
alive to the situation of affordability within the veteran community
and the task that's at hand that all departments have been asked to
do.

You're highlighting that it is kind of interesting or requires think‐
ing out of the box. As I said earlier, these are decisions that are in
flight and in progress by government. I do not have decisions or re‐
sponses to get into any sense of specificity with this. I look forward
to government decisions as we move forward in that regard.

Arnold Viersen: Can you maybe enlighten us? Will the budget
be the time when we get illumination onto some of these things? Is
that what we're waiting for?

Mitch Freeman: It is unclear to me where the decision process‐
es will come in the following weeks or months. I'm not in a posi‐
tion to confirm that it would be or would not be.

Arnold Viersen: This government has been in place now for
several months. It's frustrating, sitting here asking questions about
what's happening around the 7% target. It's extremely frustrating to
see that there have been no decisions made on this.

I'll go back to you, Ms. McDowell.

Is there anything that you think I should know, coming out of
this meeting today, around the 7% piece?
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Christine McDowell: What I would say in response to that ques‐
tion is that 94% of our budget does go directly to veterans. As we
heard my colleague, Mr. Tessier, talk about earlier today, whether
it's one veteran or 10,000, the supports those veterans need actually
come financially. We are awaiting the results of the next phases of
this review.

Arnold Viersen: Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you very much, Mr. Viersen.

I would like to now ask Mr. Clark to take the floor for five min‐
utes.

Braedon Clark: Thank you very much, Madam Chair.

I just wanted to go back to an issue that was raised earlier in the
meeting by Mr. Viersen around the question of prayer at cere‐
monies. I can speak only from my own personal experience, of
course. The last number of years, as a member of the provincial
legislature in Nova Scotia, I have attended Remembrance Day cere‐
monies in Bedford, where I live. There has always been a prayer
component or a religious component from multiple faiths in most
years.

Mr. Harris, I'm not sure if this is a question for you, but could
you just comment on that question, just so we can get clarity on it?
It is an important point that was raised.

Steven Harris: My understanding is much the same. There's no
specific direction. The direction is actually one of people being al‐
lowed to reflect or pray in whatever way is suitable for them. I've
had the same experience, where whatever commemorative ceremo‐
ny I have been at there's been a component of reflection or prayer.
Whoever is leading that offers that the crowd or the assembled
masses there can do that in whatever faith or to whatever percep‐
tion they want to have. It has been a component of all the cere‐
monies, certainly, that I have witnessed.
● (1715)

Braedon Clark: As I've said, I would agree with that. I've been
to ceremonies where you have had a priest, a rabbi and an imam.
That's not the beginning of a joke; that's the reality of what we've
seen. I appreciate that clarity. I just wanted to make that point, be‐
cause I think it's important.

As we've also touched on earlier in the committee here, in 2023 a
contract of a little over $500 million or so was awarded for admin‐
istering the rehabilitation program through VAC and PCVRS. I'm
just wondering—again, perhaps this is for Mr. Harris, but I'll let
you guys stick handle it—what the successes of that program are
and what are the challenges of that program are. How are you
working to address the challenges component of it in particular?

Thank you.
Steven Harris: I know there was a question earlier around the

rehabilitation contract and how it interplays with a different pro‐
gram that we have, disability benefits. Those two are different.
There's one benefit that allows for individuals to receive compensa‐
tion for illness or injury that they face as a result of their service.
This program that you're referring to is actually a program that
helps for rehabilitation supports. That program is the contract that
was referred to a bit earlier. It has been a process of implementation

and support. It provides medical, psychosocial and vocational reha‐
bilitation to veterans who require it for a barrier that they're facing
to integration into civilian life.

I will give you two stats that I think are the most telling with re‐
spect to the success of the contract to date. Participants completing
the rehabilitation program, which includes working through the
contract provider of PCVRS, report an 82% improvement in func‐
tional capacity or overall health and well-being and an 83% im‐
provement in life satisfaction. In both of those cases, it's demon‐
strating that the program of rehabilitation is working for veterans
and helping to make them better. It's helping to make them more in‐
dependent in their ability to pursue their post-military choices and
well-being. I think that's the most important takeaway that I can of‐
fer with respect to the progress of the contract at this point.

Braedon Clark: Thank you. Those are obviously encouraging
numbers, Mr. Harris.

I assume there's some sort of survey or feedback mechanism for
veterans, and that's where those numbers are coming from. How
many responses would you have, roughly? Do you have any idea of
that?

Steven Harris: Let me just see here. I know we have had about
10,000 people who have gone through the program to its comple‐
tion, to its conclusion, at this point in time. We have about 350 to
400 new veterans who come into the rehabilitation program every
month. There are always somewhere in the neighbourhood of about
10,000 veterans who are participating in it at any given time. Over
the course of the time since the program started, it's about 10,000. I
can't tell you that every single one has answered the survey as part
of this but, yes, that is where it comes from in terms of data gained
from surveys of individuals going through it.

Braedon Clark: Okay.

For the rehabilitation program, what is the average length of the
program for veterans? Are we talking about a period of months or a
year or two? What does that look like from a time perspective?

Steven Harris: I would suggest that the average time of some‐
body in a rehabilitation program is about two years. It can vary for
veterans, depending on what their needs are, what their barriers
might be and how much support they might need from a rehabilita‐
tion program. On average, we would say usually about two years,
depending on the barriers they're facing.

Braedon Clark: Okay. Perfect. Thank you.
The Chair: Mr. Harris, could I ask that you share some of those

stats with our committee? I think it would be appreciated. Speaking
as a numbers person, I think we would appreciate those stats.

We are now at our last round. Just out of principle and to allow
Madame Gaudreau to have a chance, we will have Mr. Richards for
three minutes, then Mrs. Hirtle and then Madame Gaudreau for two
and a half minutes.

Mr. Richards, go ahead for three minutes.
Blake Richards: I want to get back to where we were earlier,

Mr. Harris, but before we do that, I want to get this question in real
quick, because I have only three minutes.
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I don't know who should be answering, but for whoever it is, in
2027 we have the 110th anniversary of Vimy Ridge coming up. It's
a little over a year away. I'm wondering if you can share with the
committee what plans, if any, your department has for commemora‐
tion of that event and what work, if any, has been done on it to this
point? Answer fairly quickly, please.
● (1720)

Christine McDowell: I'm going to turn that right over to Amy
Meunier in the interest of time.

Amy Meunier: Thank you very much.

You are correct. We have a team that actually resides in France,
taking care of the Vimy monument as well as Beaumont-Hamel.
They are actively working with all of our partners in France, as
well as other countries, to build quite a series of activities that will
take place in and around that time.

We're also looking to include a companion piece here in Canada,
so that more Canadians can participate in those activities. We will
come back as more of the details are refined.

Blake Richards: I guess I would just say that I know there are
partners like the Vimy Foundation and others that are really want‐
ing to know far in advance so they can be a part of these things as
well. I'll just put that in your ear.

To go back to the issue we were talking about earlier, Mr. Harris,
let me try to succinctly summarize it. Essentially, what these
providers like the Veterans Transition Network and others are find‐
ing is that VAC won't process the applications in time. They get the
client into their programs, but then VAC won't process retroactive‐
ly, so they end up stuck in this spot where they're paying through
charitable money for things that the client should have been eligible
for through VAC.

That's obviously a problem. I've had them report as much as a
60% decrease in terms of the rate of funding approvals. It's pretty
significant. As a result, that requires a lot of charitable donations to
be used. There has to be something we can do to fix that. Can you
comment on that at all?

Steven Harris: Madam Chair, the quick comment I'd offer is
that there is a pre-approval process for people who want to go and
participate in a program, be it the Veterans Transition Network or
any number of other programs that help to support individuals.

We want to make sure that happens as quickly as possible—
Blake Richards: If I can just interrupt you on that, obviously

we're not talking about a small-time organization here. This is a
pretty major organization. If they can't figure out how to make this
work, there has to be an issue. Is there something we can do to fix
it?

Steven Harris: I think it's about timing and intake to make sure
we get veterans who want to attend those kinds of programs—who
will benefit from those kinds of programs—in quickly for the ap‐
provals that are required, so that places like the Veterans Transition
Network aren't put in a position where they feel as though a veteran
needs that immediate help and yet it's not in time for approval.

You're quite right. We can't approve retroactively. We need to do
the pre-authorizations. We need to make sure, as part of a veteran's

rehabilitation program, of their well-being plan, that those kinds of
things are included earlier, so that we can approve them earlier and
make sure that places like Veterans Transition Network and many
others can do their good work on their side.

Blake Richards: Yes, and it is many, isn't it? That's the thing.
There's obviously something we need to do in that process. I appre‐
ciate that you're providing a suggestion, but it sure seems to me
from the things I'm hearing that there needs to be something done
to streamline this. I really hope you'll take that back and give that
some consideration. Maybe next time we can have a further conver‐
sation about it.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Richards.

For three minutes, we have Mrs. Hirtle.

Alana Hirtle: Thank you, Madam Chair.

I think this question is for Mr. Harris, but any of you can jump
in.

At committee recently, we heard from the veterans ombud, who,
when asked by one of our colleagues who Canada should be look‐
ing to internationally as an example of leadership in working with
and supporting veterans and their families, replied that in fact
Canada is the leader that others often come to.

I'm hoping that you can elaborate on what this means. How does
Canada compare to international counterparts, either in the services
offered or the range of services, or in the depth of benefits that vet‐
erans and their families have access to here in Canada?

Steven Harris: Madam Chair, straight comparisons are very dif‐
ficult, because different considerations exist in different countries.
An example would be the United States veterans association, which
provides all health care because they do not have a health care net‐
work in the U.S.

We compare very favourably with organizations in many interna‐
tional settings that deliver services to veterans. We use groups like
the Five Eyes to speak regularly about benefits and services that are
available and experiences people have in other areas. I think Cana‐
dian veterans' benefits compare very favourably with those across
the world. All of my colleagues speak regularly with our interna‐
tional counterparts to try to share and learn how we can get better at
providing benefits for veterans as well.

Alana Hirtle: It is certainly something to be proud of, though.
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I still have one minute. Quickly, the committee noted in its recent
report on the transition from military to civilian life that the propor‐
tion of veterans experiencing difficulties during the transition went
from 30% to 40% in the last decade. What measures are planned to
support the transition of veterans who are medically released?
● (1725)

Steven Harris: We support medically released veterans in many
ways. We have a direct ability to help support veterans who are
transitioning from the Canadian Armed Forces to Veterans Affairs
and have benefits and services in place in time for their departure.

In other instances, people leave the Canadian Armed Forces and
may have difficulty with the transition. That could be because of a
mental health issue or a physical health issue. It could be because
of an issue of belonging and a sense of purpose. That can come lat‐
er as well. In any of those cases, veterans can come back to Veter‐
ans Affairs Canada for assistance at any time. It doesn't have to be
during the release process, although we want to make sure through
transition interviews and others that we can immediately identify
any challenges they're facing. If they develop challenges after
they're released from the Canadian Armed Forces, they can still
come to us. We have lots of programs we can help them with as
well.

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

Madame Gaudreau.
[Translation]

Marie-Hélène Gaudreau: Thank you very much, Madam Chair.

I'd like to remind everyone that a lot of people are watching our
proceedings.

Why do men and women veterans have to wait when we know
that a systemic approach is not a good idea for them?

I hope people in the sector will realize this. It means having new,
adaptable ways of doing things.

I'd like to give you the opportunity to explain how you're going
to get back on track and why wait times are from a year to a year
and a half. I don't want to hear you say you're doing what you can.

Why do they have to wait? What are you missing?
Steven Harris: I thank the member for the question.

I can explain a few things. It's important to understand that the
process can be complicated. It can take time to gather the necessary
documents, like medical or military service documents.

The number of cases where wait times were more than a year has
gone down significantly in the last two to three years. Making sure
decisions are rendered faster has been a focus of the department. I

can tell you the wait times in service delivery have gone down by
50% in the last couple of years. We're not there yet, but we're mak‐
ing progress.

Marie-Hélène Gaudreau: That means that when you come
back, it'll be even better.

Do you listen closely to what's said during the committee's pro‐
ceedings? Do you read the committee's reports?

Steven Harris: I always read the committee's reports, and I al‐
ways listen closely to what is being said in the committee's meet‐
ings. We follow the committee's proceedings closely and pay a lot
of attention to the committee's recommendations.

Marie-Hélène Gaudreau: Excellent.

We'll try and make sure everyone shows leadership to help our
men and women veterans.

Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you very much, Ms. Gaudreau.

I'd like to thank the witnesses for joining us today.

I'd also like to take a moment to acknowledge some of our guests
in the room.
[English]

We have many guests with us. I cannot assume they are veterans,
but I think they are. To all of our veterans who were with us during
today's committee, thank you for your service to Canada. I really
want to make sure that we say thank you to all of you.

Some hon. members: Hear, hear!

The Chair: Before we adjourn, I have one housekeeping note.
On the topic of the suicide prevention study, a study budget was
prepared by the clerk last week and distributed to all of our mem‐
bers on the committee. I need to seek the committee's approval to
adopt this budget.

Is it the will of the committee to adopt the budget for the study
on suicide prevention among veterans?

Some hon. members: Agreed.

The Chair: Thank you very much.
[Translation]

Is it the will of the committee to adjourn the meeting?

Some hon. members:Agreed.
● (1730)

The Chair: Thank you very much.

The meeting is adjourned.
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