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Standing Committee on Public Accounts
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● (1530)

[Translation]
The Chair (John Williamson (New Brunswick Southwest,

CPC)): Good afternoon, everyone. I call this meeting to order.

I would like to welcome you to meeting number 48 of the House
of Commons Standing Committee on Public Accounts.

[English]

Today's meeting is taking place in a hybrid format, pursuant to
the Standing Orders, but I believe that all members and witnesses
are attending here in the room.

[Translation]

Pursuant to Standing Order 108(3)(g) and the motion adopted by
the committee on Wednesday, May 6, the committee is beginning
its review of the management and impact of the benefits delivery
modernization program.

[English]

I'd like to remind participants of the following points. Please wait
until I recognize you by name before speaking. All comments
should be addressed through the chair.

I'd like to remind witnesses that committee members may ask
questions in either French or English. If you will need interpreta‐
tion, please take a moment now to prepare your earpiece and select
the listening channel you need, in advance, in order to take full ad‐
vantage of the time allotted for questions and answers.

I'd like to welcome our witnesses. Again, thank you all for agree‐
ing to come in. It's never easy to bring together so many witnesses
all at once.

We have with us, as an individual, Mr. John Ostrander, who is a
former business lead, benefits delivery modernization, Department
of Employment and Social Development.

From the Department of Employment and Social Development
we have with us Brian Hickey, assistant deputy minister, benefits
delivery modernization implementation and services design branch;
and Cliff Groen, associate deputy minister and chief operating offi‐
cer for Service Canada.

From the Department of Public Works and Government Services
we have with us Joëlle Paquette, acting associate assistant deputy
minister.

From the Treasury Board Secretariat we have with us Jody Lobb,
executive director, digital investment strategy and oversight, office
of the chief information officer.

I believe there will be four sets of opening remarks. You will each
have about five minutes. We're going to go in the following order:
first, the Department of Employment and Social Development, fol‐
lowed by the Department of Public Works and Government Ser‐
vices, then the Treasury Board, and, Mr. Ostrander, you'll close it
out at the end.

Without further ado, I will turn it over to the Department of Em‐
ployment and Social Development, please, for about five minutes.

Cliff Groen (Associate Deputy Minister and Chief Operating
Officer for Service Canada, Department of Employment and
Social Development): Thank you very much, Chair.

Good day, everyone.

[Translation]

My name is Cliff Groen. I'm the associate deputy minister of
Employment and Social Development Canada and chief operating
officer for Service Canada. Old age security, employment insurance
and the Canada pension plan are the foundation of Canada's social
safety net.

[English]

We have long known that the IT systems supporting these critical
benefits were at serious risk of failure. In fact, in 2010, the Office
of the Auditor General highlighted the risks posed by aging govern‐
ment IT systems. The benefits delivery modernization program, or
BDM, was established to address these risks, replacing aging sys‐
tems to ensure the secure, reliable delivery of benefits Canadians
depend on.

[Translation]

In March 2025, old age security was the first program to be on‐
boarded on the Cúram platform. In 2025‑26, the platform delivered
approximately $83 billion to seniors. Today, it issues old age secu‐
rity payments to 7.9 million seniors every month.
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[English]

The system has delivered benefits reliably, on time and with no
disruption, and exceeds our 95% service standard for payment ac‐
curacy. While application volumes are increasing year-over-year
due to an aging population, Service Canada is steadfastly commit‐
ted to improving client service, and has implemented an action plan
to reduce processing times and remove barriers for seniors applying
for OAS.

As of September 30, 2026, there were approximately 33,000
clients who had not received their first payment within their first
month of eligibility, which is a decrease of 60% from the end of
January 2026. It is also very important to note, however, that Ser‐
vice Canada has contacted approximately 22,000 of these clients to
obtain additional information needed to confirm their entitlement to
OAS. This means that there are approximately 11,000 who have not
yet been actioned by the department.

● (1535)

[Translation]

The employment insurance program is also onboarding on the
Cúram platform. In fall 2025, employment insurance compassion‐
ate care benefits for the self‑employed migrated to the new plat‐
form.

This summer, we also continued with the family caregiver bene‐
fits for the self‑employed. We're on track to complete the migration
of all employment insurance self‑employed benefits by
spring 2027, and the migration of all employment insurance pro‐
grams by the end of 2028.

I would also like to take a moment to clearly explain the program
costs.

[English]

Large-scale, multi-year projects like the BDM program are inher‐
ently complex, which can significantly influence scope, timelines
and costs. Not surprisingly, the scope of the program has had to be
refined over time, including expanding to include migration of our
contact centres to a modern platform.

The BDM program authority is currently $6.6 billion. This repre‐
sents an overall multi-year estimated forecast for the entire BDM
program through 2031. In addition to OAS, EI and contact centres,
this includes work on CPP, which has not yet started. It also in‐
cludes contingency funding, which has not been required to date.
As of June 30, 2026, the program has spent $2 billion since 2017,
and the OAS project was delivered approximately 7% under bud‐
get.

The myriad costs needed to be considered could not possibly
have been known at the outset. In the largest IT transformation in
the history of the Government of Canada, we are doing many things
for the first time. Given what we know today and the experience
gained from the successful delivery of OAS, I am pleased to con‐
firm that the total cost of the program is expected to be less than
the $6.6-billion forecast.

[Translation]

Lastly, the crucial transformations enabled through the BDM
program have been undertaken in a responsible and transparent
manner in a series of well‑planned and prudent phases within the
appropriate budget.

I look forward to your questions.

The Chair: Thank you.

Joëlle Paquette now has the floor for five minutes.

[English]

Joëlle Paquette (Acting Associate Assistant Deputy Minister,
Department of Public Works and Government Services):

Good afternoon, Mr. Chair.

Before I begin, I would like to acknowledge that we are gathered
on the traditional unceded territory of the Algonquin Anishinabe
people.

I am pleased to appear before the committee today to discuss
Public Services and Procurement Canada's role in supporting Em‐
ployment and Social Development Canada in the delivery of the
government's benefit delivery modernization program.

As the government's central purchaser, Public Services and Pro‐
curement Canada is committed to ensuring all procurements are
conducted in a fair and transparent manner while delivering the re‐
quirements defined by client departments. Public Services and Pro‐
curement Canada is supporting Employment and Social Develop‐
ment Canada by overseeing many of the procurement processes for
the benefits delivery modernization program.

[Translation]

I must note that the role of Public Services and Procurement
Canada is limited to procurement and contract management, sup‐
ported by a strong governance structure. The benefits delivery and
modernization program planning, cost estimation, system opera‐
tion, requirement definition and benefit payments are managed by
Employment and Social Development Canada. The program and
procurements are being delivered in an iterative manner to reduce
the risk that Canadians won't receive their benefits.

The total value of contracts awarded by Public Services and Pro‐
curement Canada under the program to date is approximate‐
ly $1.3 billion plus taxes. This includes core technology, or soft‐
ware and licenses; prototyping; foundation work; system integra‐
tion for old age security and employment insurance; program trans‐
formation; and support and maintenance.

I'll outline the three major projects carried out to date.
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● (1540)

[English]

In 2021, following an open competitive process, Public Services
and Procurement Canada, on behalf of Employment and Social De‐
velopment Canada, awarded a competitive contract to the winning
bidder, IBM, which proposed its current software as the core tech‐
nology platform to deliver old age security, employment insurance
and Canada pension plan benefits. The current contract value
is $149 million, excluding taxes. IBM provides Canada with soft‐
ware licences, maintenance and support for the Cúram software,
specialized technical services and training.

It's important to note that Cúram was designed specifically for
government-operated social programs. It is currently being used to
deliver more than 900 government social programs for more than
60 million people in nearly two dozen countries.
[Translation]

Public Services and Procurement Canada also launched a call for
tenders for information technology professional services in order to
configure the software for specific benefits programs and to pro‐
vide ongoing support. Contracts were awarded to four suppliers.
These suppliers were Fujitsu, CGI, Deloitte and Accenture.
[English]

In spring 2022, old age security implementation work was com‐
pleted between these four suppliers. Deloitte was selected to do this
work, and old age security became the first benefit delivered on the
Cúram-based software in 2025, with a current cost of $347.5 mil‐
lion excluding taxes.
[Translation]

At the beginning of 2024, employment insurance was competed
between the four system integrators. Accenture was selected to ini‐
tiate the planning and implementation work in January 2025. The
work continues today with a current contract value of $393.6 mil‐
lion plus taxes. The Canada pension plan is the last major benefit to
be onboarded on the Cúram platform with the competitive solicita‐
tion planned for 2027.
[English]

Mr. Chair, Public Services and Procurement Canada plays an im‐
portant role in supporting the benefits delivery modernization pro‐
gram by providing procurement services. We will continue to sup‐
port Employment and Social Development Canada and other part‐
ners with timely and responsive procurement services to enable the
delivery of departmental mandates and serve Canadians.

On that note, I'm happy to take any questions you may have.
The Chair: Thank you very much.

Up next, we have Jody Lobb, please.

You have the floor for about five minutes.
Jody Lobb (Executive Director, Digital Investment Strategy

& Oversight, Office of the Chief Information Officer, Treasury
Board Secretariat):

Thank you, Chair.

Good afternoon.

My name is Jody Lobb. I'm the executive director responsible for
digital project oversight within the office of the chief information
officer of Canada at TBS. Treasury Board itself, as the cabinet
committee, serves as the management board of the Government of
Canada, with responsibilities for overseeing the management of
major investments.

The secretariat supports the board in carrying out those responsi‐
bilities. Within this broader mandate, the office of the chief infor‐
mation officer of Canada provides oversight of major digital and IT
projects, bringing an independent perspective to initiatives across
government. That includes benefits delivery modernization.

Throughout a project's implementation, we provide independent
challenge, advice and risk-based assessments. We look to whether
major initiatives are positioned to achieve their intended business
outcomes, identify significant risks that could affect delivery, and
provide advice where attention or action may be needed.

This role complements, but does not replace, the accountability
of departments. Departments remain accountable for the delivery
and management of their projects and programs.

Thank you, and with that, I'd be pleased to answer any questions
you may have.

The Chair: Thank you very much.

Finally, we'll go to Mr. Ostrander for about five minutes, please.

You have the floor.

John Ostrander (Former Business Lead, Benefits Delivery
Modernization, Department of Employment and Social Devel‐
opment, As an Individual): Thank you.

Good afternoon, Chair and members of the committee.

I'm appearing here today in my former capacity as the business
lead and technical lead of the BDM program. Thank you for the op‐
portunity to appear before you today and to speak about my time
with Employment and Social Development Canada and, in particu‐
lar, the benefits delivery modernization program.
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I joined the program in 2022 as its technical lead and master sys‐
tems integrator. In January 2024, I was appointed to the position of
business lead for benefits delivery modernization, a role I held until
January of this year.

Benefits delivery modernization is a multi-billion-dollar transfor‐
mation of the systems and services that support some of the most
important programs in Canada's social safety net: old age security,
the Canada pension plan and employment insurance.

My responsibilities spanned both the technical and business di‐
mensions of the transformation. As technical lead, I worked to es‐
tablish the technical direction and integration model for the replace‐
ment of the aging systems with a modern, cloud-based social pro‐
gram management platform, supported by common and repeatable
business processes.

As business lead, my mandate broadened to align policy, opera‐
tions, service delivery and technology around the modernization ef‐
fort, with accountability for business outcomes, program gover‐
nance, delivery integration and stakeholder alignment.

The program was never simply an information technology pro‐
gram. Its purpose was to improve how government delivers essen‐
tial benefits to Canadians: making services more accessible and ef‐
ficient; strengthening service management; and giving government
greater flexibility to respond to policy and program changes. The
transformation also encompassed digital services and contact centre
modernization.

A hallmark of that work was the successful deployment of old
age security to the new platform in March 2025. That milestone
demonstrated the program's ability to modernize a critical benefit,
while continuing to deliver benefits accurately and on time to 7.9
million citizens. A program of this scale, in consequence, requires
disciplined governance, clear decision rights and strong integration
across business policy, operations and technology. It also requires a
sustained focus on managing risk while maintaining the continuity
of benefits on which Canadians depend.

Those principles shaped my approach throughout my time with
the program. I was privileged to work alongside talented public ser‐
vants and partners who were deeply committed to that mission. I re‐
main proud of the work we did together during my tenure, and of
the foundation the team established for continuing modernization of
benefits delivery in Canada.

I welcome the committee's questions and I will do my best to as‐
sist you, based on my responsibilities and experience during my
time at ESDC.

Thank you.
● (1545)

The Chair: Thank you very much for the opening statements.

We'll turn to our first round, which will consist of three members
for six minutes each.

Ms. Roberts, you'll kick us off first, please. You have the floor
for six minutes.

Anna Roberts (King—Vaughan, CPC): Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Thank you to the witnesses. You've enlightened us with your in‐
formation.

I'm going to start with Mr. Ostrander.

You served as technical lead for benefits-delivered moderniza‐
tion before becoming business lead. A letter from a Service Canada
employee, which was recently brought to my attention, alleges that
employees and testers identified numerous problems with Cúram
before the OAS rollout and believed the system was not ready but
the rollout proceeded anyway.

At the time OAS was moved into Cúram, were you personally
satisfied that the system was ready, yes or no?

John Ostrander: Yes, 100%.

Anna Roberts: Did you or anyone on your team recommend de‐
laying the rollout because of technical or operational concerns?

John Ostrander: The rollout went ahead in March. It was previ‐
ously scheduled for November. In November, I did not proceed be‐
cause we still had some challenges, but when we went live in
March, that system worked, and it did exactly what it was supposed
to do.

Anna Roberts: The employee also alleged that frontline OAS
employees did not feel that their concerns were being heard and
that the employees had identified problems and potential improve‐
ments were not being acted upon. During your time as leading
BDM, were significant concerns or recommendations from employ‐
ees or technical staff raised with senior management that were ulti‐
mately not acted upon?

John Ostrander: I believe, Mr. Chair, that all concerns from all
employees were acted upon, based on the severity of what was be‐
ing reported. I think what's important and that everyone should un‐
derstand is that we were asking our staff to learn how to use a new
system in a new context, and everything they knew about how to
operate OAS in the old system really had to be forgotten.

We had planned for a very extensive learning curve. That learn‐
ing curve was planned to be between nine and 12 months before
people that were processing in the system became completely com‐
petent in how to administer the benefits. We invested heavily in
tools to support users in the moment. We—

Anna Roberts: I'm sorry. I don't mean to cut you off, but my
time is limited.
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I'm understanding, then, that your department was ready to go.

Am I correct in saying that in your testimony today all signifi‐
cant concerns raised by employees and technical staff regarding the
OAS rollout were adequately addressed before implementation? Is
that how I understand that?
● (1550)

John Ostrander: OAS was ready to be deployed in March 2025
and pay all senior citizens accurately and on time, which it did.

Anna Roberts: Okay.

My next questions are going to be for Mr. Hickey.

The department's response to my Order Paper question Q-1394
identified 413 Cúram defects between January and July 2026, in‐
cluding 92 at severity level 2. Did any of those defects cause or
contribute to delays in processing OAS benefits, yes or no?

Brian Hickey (Assistant Deputy Minister, Benefits Delivery
Modernization Implementation and Service Design Branch, De‐
partment of Employment and Social Development): I'm sorry.
Can you repeat the question? I'm curious as to which Order Paper
question—

Anna Roberts: I have the Order Paper question.
The Chair: Ms. Roberts, just so you know, I've paused the time

for you so you won't lose your time. Go ahead and repeat the ques‐
tion.

Anna Roberts: My Order Paper question Q-1394 identified that
there were severe defects. Did any of those defects cause or con‐
tribute to delays in processing OAS benefits, yes or no?

Brian Hickey: No.
Anna Roberts: Then what specifically caused so many OAS

clients to be put into pay outside of the service standard? I think it
was mentioned earlier that there were 11,000 still pending.

Cliff Groen: Thank you, Ms. Roberts. I'll be pleased to answer
the question. As the head of service standards, I think I'm best posi‐
tioned to answer that question.

I think it's important to understand there are 7.9 million Canadi‐
ans who receive the old age security benefit, and they receive it ac‐
curately and on time every month. When you are delivering bene‐
fits and services and being responsible for service standards and the
millions upon millions of Canadians that we serve every year, un‐
fortunately there are situations where someone might not receive
their benefit on time.

There's a myriad of different reasons why that might occur.
Sometimes there is information that is not being provided. That
limits our ability to be able to determine someone's eligibility for
benefits. As I indicated in my opening remarks, currently within the
inventory of those who have not received their payment within the
first month of entitlement, about two-thirds of them are clients who
we have followed up with, and we are waiting to obtain additional
information back from them. That is an example.

Anna Roberts: Let me ask you something, because this was a
huge project; there's no doubt about it. We all agree on that.

Was there a pilot project done prior to implementing it across the
country? For example, would you have taken a smaller province

and tried to iron out any of the issues before implementing it across
the entire country?

Cliff Groen: Yes. In implementing OAS, it was a multiphase ap‐
proach.

We first implemented OAS under the current system for foreign
beneficiaries. There are about, I believe, 600,000 clients who re‐
ceive old age security as foreign beneficiaries. We implemented the
first release for OAS on Cúram back in—I want to make sure I
have the year right—2023 as part of the phased approach to make
sure that, as we went live, it was within a manageable context.

When that was successfully deployed, a year and a half later is
when we went live with OAS across the board for all the clients
within the....

Anna Roberts: I ask the question because I've had numerous
calls in my constituency about the delays. For one particular indi‐
vidual, it was a nine-month delay.

I'm sure you are aware that seniors can't wait nine months. The
affordability crisis has not allowed them the luxury of being able to
wait for their OAS payments.

The Chair: Thank you.

That's the time, Ms. Roberts.

I'll allow a response if you have one. If not, I'll move on.

Cliff Groen: Absolutely. Paying Canadians on time is funda‐
mentally important. That's why, at different appearances, both the
minister and I have committed to addressing any urgent needs, and
we closely track responses to different parliamentary questions.
We've reported on the average processing time for urgent needs,
and I believe that, in the material we've provided, the average pro‐
cessing time is four days once we are made aware of an urgent re‐
quirement.

The Chair: Thank you.

Ms. Roberts, I will come back to you on these questions.

I'll turn now to Mr. McKinnon.

You have the floor for six minutes, please.

Ron McKinnon (Coquitlam—Port Coquitlam, Lib.): Thank
you, Chair.

In my former life, I was a data processing guy. I spent 35 years in
software development and implementation, so I know how things
can go sideways really quickly from when it starts to when it finish‐
es.
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I'm interested in behind the scenes, the nuts and bolts of how this
happened. This project was started for OAS in 2017. It was ready to
get started in 2023, and it was finally implemented in 2026, I guess.

What were the major stumbling blocks to overcome in that peri‐
od? I'm interested, and I'm wondering if you had to upgrade sub‐
stantial amounts of hardware. I think training was mentioned as one
of the other things that took time but, in terms of implementation
and development, what were the major undertakings that had to be
accomplished?
● (1555)

John Ostrander: I'll start with that. I wasn't around for the 2017
to 2022 period, so I'll speak about from 2022 on.

I would say we had three major challenges that we had to over‐
come, and I think you'll appreciate these.

First was data. We had a system where the data was unstructured.
It needed to be moved into Cúram, which is a system that requires
more structured data. Data quality and integrity was probably our
biggest challenge, and that was where we spent the majority of our
time in testing and payment validation exercises.

Second, we were unravelling over 65 years of business rules that
were layered on and layered on a very old, antiquated system. We
had to decompose every business rule. We had to rewrite them into
Cúram, and we had to test them with the data that we had available.
That would have been the second challenge.

Third, I think you can appreciate that, as we undertake anything
like this—and to the prior questions—there's a lot of change man‐
agement. We spent a lot of time understanding and assessing not
just the change for citizens—because that was to be transparent,
and it was—it was really the change for our colleagues who every
day process benefits on behalf of citizens. We were asking them to
really forget everything they knew about how the old system
worked and get used to working in a new system in a new context.
That took a fair bit of work, which is why we made investments in
other technologies to help them in the moment when they were sit‐
ting in front of a console and having to make a decision around a
benefit.

I would say data, rules and change management, sir.
Ron McKinnon: The current system comes with a large amount

of functionality built in that is oriented toward this kind of thing,
but then you have to customize it for the Canadian circumstance,
and then there's a lot of data conversion.

Is that what I'm hearing?
John Ostrander: I would say “configure,” sir, before “cus‐

tomize.”

One of our principles was not to customize. That drives us into a
lot more technical debt in the future. We configured Cúram to the
OAS rules, and once that was done, we then had to test every rule
against all the data that we had. It took a significant amount of time
to get it right.

Ron McKinnon: The conveyance of the data from the old sys‐
tem into the new system would have taken a substantial amount of
development, I should think.

John Ostrander: It took years of development, sir.

Ron McKinnon: This is spoken about in my notes as a cloud
system. I come from the days of Fortran, so the cloud is sort of
blurry to me.

What exactly does that mean? Where are these data located? Did
you have to buy a lot of new hardware? It's all located in Canada,
I'm hoping.

John Ostrander: Yes. The infrastructure that we are now run‐
ning OAS on is on the Azure cloud. It is all in Canada. It is in
Azure data centres. Our data never leaves the country. Our data is
encrypted at rest and in transit.

As part of the deployment to the cloud, our colleagues at SSC
and the security establishment created a classification for security
called high-value assets, where we had to implement a very strict
protocol around the system controls, including the data. We did not
have to buy any infrastructure. We simply consumed cloud as the
infrastructure. Think of it as infrastructure as a service. In fact, by
moving off the on-premise mainframe environment, we'll be able to
decommission that and not have to pay the ongoing maintenance
and support charges.

● (1600)

Ron McKinnon: I understand the other systems such as EI are
under development still. Would you consider the OAS implementa‐
tion essentially stable and good to go for the long term?

Cliff Groen: I will answer that question, given that it's about the
current state of the system.

The OAS system that runs on the Cúram platform is stable. For
technologies of this size and scope, as committee members will be
aware, there are always regular updates that happen with all soft‐
ware; that's the nature of software.

Absolutely, OAS on the Cúram system is in a stable period now,
and we are continuing with the implementation of the EI program.

Ron McKinnon: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

The Chair: That's your time.

Thank you very much.

[Translation]

Next up is Mr. Blanchette‑Joncas.

You have the floor for six minutes.

Maxime Blanchette-Joncas (Rimouski-Neigette—Mitis—
Matapédia—Les Basques, BQ): Thank you, Mr. Chair.

I would like to extend my greetings to the witnesses here today.
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Mr. Groen, in your opening remarks, you said that the Cúram
program had been implemented and onboarded within the appropri‐
ate budget. What amount was initially allocated?

Cliff Groen: For the old age security project—
Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: For the Cúram project, what was

the initial budget?
Cliff Groen: Sorry. If you're referring to the old age security

project with Cúram, that project had a budget of $674 million. We
carried out this project at a total cost of $627 million.

If you're referring to the benefits delivery modernization—or
BDM—program as a whole, I find it necessary to understand that
this isn't just about Cúram. Cúram, yes, is the platform that will
help administer the programs. However, many other aspects of the
BDM program involve many different projects, including projects
related to call centres.

The total estimated cost of the benefits delivery modernization
program is $6.6 billion.

Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: I would like to verify a piece of in‐
formation. A memo addressed to the minister of citizens' services,
dated September 20, 2023, states that the budget for the benefits de‐
livery modernization program was $2.2 billion in December 2020.
This figure included old age security, employment insurance and
the Canada pension plan.

So, who is telling the truth today? You’re telling me that it
should cost $6.6 billion. As of the December 2020 budget, it
was $2.2 billion. What was the initial budget allocated for the ser‐
vices that I just brought up?

Cliff Groen: When implementing this type of major program
that combines many different projects, the cost assessment is a nor‐
mal and ongoing part of the process. When the BDM program first
began in 2017, an initial forecast was made. Over the years, and as
a result of the budget decisions made between 2017 and now, these
costs have evolved. Based on the 2023 memo that you're referring
to—I don't have that memo in front of me—I imagine that it was
the budget authorization at that time, in 2023.

Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Okay.

You're saying that it's normal and common for a cost estimate to
go from 2.2 billion to 6.6 billion. If we do the math, that's a 200%
increase. In your view, it's normal and common for an information
technology program's initial estimate to run over budget by 200%.
So your contingency fund was a 200% cost overrun. Is that what
you're saying today?

Cliff Groen: No, that's not what I'm saying. I think that one of
our issues lies in the perception of the benefits delivery moderniza‐
tion program. People think that, in 2017 or 2019, there was a clear
understanding and estimate of all the costs. Yet when the programs
in question are 50 or 60 years old, clearly it would have been im‐
possible in 2017 or 2019 to truly know how much these programs
would cost in total. In addition, the scope of the benefits delivery
modernization program has evolved. For example, the migration of
call centres wasn't part of the program at first.

Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Okay.

I can't seem to understand a response provided to the parliamen‐
tary budget officer by the following departments, which are Em‐
ployment and Social Development Canada and the Treasury Board
Secretariat. They estimated the cost at $2.2 billion. Now you're
telling me that, no, that isn't right, it was $6.6 billion from the start.

Someone's getting their figures mixed up. Either you haven't
been telling us the truth from the start, or you don't want to admit
that this ultimately amounts to a massive cost overrun, from 2.2 bil‐
lion to 6.6 billion. How did you end up telling the minister of citi‐
zens' services in 2023 that it was 2.2 billion? Now, today, Octo‐
ber 5, 2026, you're telling us that it was ultimately $6.6 billion.

● (1605)

Cliff Groen: With all due respect, I never said that we always
thought that the cost would be $6.6 billion. In 2017 and then in
2019, and in other budget decisions, we knew that the costs would
evolve and change. I never said that it was $6.6 billion from the
start.

Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: What I'm saying today is public.
The first question that I asked you was about the initial cost. You
said that it was 6.6 billion. Yes or no?

Cliff Groen: As far as I can remember, no. If I had said that it
was 6.6 billion—

Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Okay. We'll play today's recording
for you again, and we'll invite you back. Something isn't right here.
Either you misunderstood, or you don't want to give us the exact
figures. I'm trying to figure this out.

You'll be migrating the employment insurance program. What
specific indicators will you use to measure whether it's working? Is
there any success? What indicators will you use to measure the mi‐
gration of the employment insurance program?

Cliff Groen: First, I would like to address the last point. You
seem to think that I said that the cost was $6.6 billion. I'm certain
that I never said that. I have participated in a number of parliamen‐
tary committee meetings. In my testimony at those meetings, I
clearly pointed out that, yes, indeed, the cost estimate had increased
quite significantly.

When it comes to employment insurance, I'm really glad that you
asked me this question. As I said in my opening remarks, two types
of employment insurance benefits are now on the new Cúram sys‐
tem, including benefits for the self‑employed. For employment in‐
surance, we'll be implementing more than 10 systems to ensure that
everything will run smoothly. At this time, few clients receive ben‐
efits for the self‑employed each year. That's why we started with
these types of benefits, given the small number of recipients. We'll
then assess how the system is working for the current clients to en‐
sure that we're ready to move on to the next phase of this program.

The Chair: Thank you.
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Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Mr. Chair, is it possible to suspend
the committee meeting so that the witnesses can listen again to
what was said?

The Chair: We'll continue. We'll decide at a later time whether it
wasn't clearly understood or explained, or whether something more
serious occurred. For now, we'll continue, because we have only
two hours. There isn't really a way to check this quickly.
[English]

We will now begin our second round, which will consist of five
members with various times.

Ms. Goodridge, you will kick us off for five minutes, please.
Laila Goodridge (Fort McMurray—Cold Lake, CPC): Thank

you, Mr. Chair.

It's lovely to see you again, Mr. Groen. This is becoming all too
common, but I think it's safe to say that after the number of months
we've had meetings on this, while it may have met the expectation
of ESDC, I think this rollout did not meet the expectation of many
Canadians. The frustration felt by the people who are stuck waiting
is very real. In most of our offices right across Canada, we hear on
a regular basis from individuals who are stuck in that space where
their benefits are not being paid out in a timely manner. They're al‐
ready waiting 180 days to get paid.

We last met in March, over nine months ago. How many cases
are being dealt with every single month by ESDC to try to catch up
on the backlog?
● (1610)

Cliff Groen: Thank you very much for the question.

I would first express that I would not fully agree with the notion
that we are not meeting the expectations of the majority of Canadi‐
ans in that 7.9 million Canadians have received, and continue to re‐
ceive, their OAS on time every month. We know that we did—I've
appeared before this committee and other parliamentary commit‐
tees on this in the past—about 85,000 back in January who were
beyond the first month of entitlement. We know that paying on time
matters to Canadians.

That's why I'm pleased to report that we are down to 11,000
clients we've not followed up with and still need to address. We are
working hard on addressing those. That's why we have seen that
steady decline since January until today.

Laila Goodridge: In January we were sitting at 80,000. At the
end of March, we were sitting at just over 50,000. We're still at
11,000, so 11,000 Canadians still haven't been paid the money they
are entitled to. You're sitting here saying it is an overwhelming suc‐
cess. To those 11,000 Canadians, that is a failure. The fact that the
answer keeps being that this is an overwhelming success is a prob‐
lem.

We continually have people who fall into this space where
they're not getting paid on time. They try contacting Service
Canada and they get a runaround. If they are lucky, they might
eventually get into whatever queue and get treated fairly quickly
and get their payments. But it's not a simple process. Those people
who are trying to get paid have often been waiting for quite a while.

What work is being done by ESDC to make sure that 11,000
goes down to zero?

Cliff Groen: I would love to be able to make a commitment that
it would be zero. Unfortunately, the reality of delivering very, very,
very large programs and services is that it will never be zero.

There are reasons that our service standards, which have long
been reported to government and long been reported to the Office
of the Auditor General, are never 100%. Individual circumstances
can be very complex. Our service standard for paying old age secu‐
rity clients is to pay 90% of clients within the first month of entitle‐
ment. That is an important standard that we strive to meet. It's very
important to us. That service standard has existed for decades.
What it does mean, however, is that 10% will—

Laila Goodridge: I appreciate that. You guys accept that you
can have a 10% failure rate. To most people, that might sound okay.
What specific actions have been taken by ESDC to make sure that
those people who are stuck, who are not getting paid, are actually
being triaged so that they can get paid as quickly as possible, and
that people who are in extreme financial duress are actually getting
triaged through? We're not seeing that.

Cliff Groen: That is why we implemented the action plan. Back
in January it was too high. There were too many Canadians waiting
too long. That's why we implemented—

Laila Goodridge: When it comes to the number of people who
are waiting in a queue to get the money they're entitled to, what
number is acceptable to ESDC?

Cliff Groen: As I was trying to express, we have implemented
the action plan. I'm pleased to report that for urgent cases, the aver‐
age processing time in January was 5.2 days. In July it was 4.3
days.

Laila Goodridge: Okay. What's the longest processing time for
the people who are needing urgent pay?

Cliff Groen: In those situations, it is very difficult to give you an
exact—

Laila Goodridge: You gave me an exact number for your aver‐
age, so you should be able to give the extreme on the one side and
the extreme on the other. I'm assuming, based on math, that some
are taking 14 days and some might be taking one day. What are the
extremes on both sides?

Cliff Groen: I have the median data. The median data is two
days.

I think it's very important for this committee to have an under‐
standing that the delivery of benefits can be very complex. We need
information from Canadians in order to be able to determine their
entitlement. In the absence of that information, sometimes we can‐
not make a decision until we get that information, and that is abso‐
lutely critical.
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The Chair: I'm afraid that is your time, Ms. Goodridge. You are
welcome to pick this up again.

I'll remind you as well that you're more than free to ask the wit‐
nesses to provide any information they may not have with them
here, and they'll have a few weeks to get back to us.
● (1615)

[Translation]

Mr. Gobeil, you have the floor for five minutes.
Daniel Gobeil (Chicoutimi—Le Fjord, Lib.): Thank you,

Mr. Chair.

I would like to thank all the witnesses.

Mr. Groen, you spoke about a timeline for the rollout. We know
that this is, after all, a major project for Canada. In terms of the
timeline for completing the work, where do things stand today?
What milestones have we reached, and what do we still need to do
to complete the various tasks?

Cliff Groen: Great. Thank you for the question.

As I said, the migration of old age security to the new platform is
100% complete. It's up and running, and all recipients are receiving
their benefits through this new platform.

The next major step for the benefits delivery modernization pro‐
gram is to implement employment insurance on this platform.
We've already launched two types of benefits. We'll then roll out
about ten other types of benefits on the new platform by 2028. This
will be implemented.

Another key component of this program is the modernization of
our call centres. We have 14 call centres at Service Canada that
need to migrate to this new platform. We currently have three of
these call centres on the new platform. The remaining 11 will be
migrated by 2028.

Daniel Gobeil: There were nevertheless many concerns about
costs. We know that, for a project of this scale involving software,
including some dating back more than 60 years, the task was diffi‐
cult.

Perhaps my question is for other witnesses. Are any governance
or oversight mechanisms in place specifically to ensure compliance
with the schedule for deliverables and adherence to budgets? We're
talking about a project that reportedly costs around $6.6 billion.
Have any measures been added to your procedures?

Cliff Groen: Yes, absolutely. A project of this magnitude, which
will cost billions of dollars, absolutely must have strong gover‐
nance and multi-faceted and complex oversight. To that end, we're
working closely with the secretary of the Treasury Board of
Canada, with Public Services and Procurement Canada and with the
Office of the Auditor General. The Office of the Auditor General
has already audited the program, and we're working with that of‐
fice. We also have a team of internal auditors working on this
project to ensure good governance and timely delivery of the
project within the budget.

Daniel Gobeil: Good.

Ms. Lobb, we've been discussing cost oversight. In your role,
when you carry out monitoring, what steps are taken to alert man‐
agers and the government about costs? What might happen with a
project of this nature, which could exceed its budget and incur new
expenses?

[English]

Jody Lobb: The oversight that we do over projects is not specif‐
ically around costs. We are looking at the key indicators of the abil‐
ity to achieve business outcomes.

It's been touched upon by my colleagues, but I'll reiterate that
BDM, benefits delivery modernization, is a massive program of
change, so it's not simply one project. Multiple projects have been
happening in tandem since 2017, and I think that right now it's
scheduled for full completion in 2031.

Within that space, we definitely are watching the cost manage‐
ment reported by the project, as well as the program governance
and schedule management. We're also looking more specifically at
how they're managing risks and issues through the system, how
their governance is working and the attention that they're paying.
These are the indicators we're looking at overall, I would say.

[Translation]

Daniel Gobeil: Thank you.

The Chair: Thank you.

Mr. Blanchette‑Joncas, you have the floor for two and a half
minutes.

● (1620)

Andréanne Larouche (Shefford, BQ): Mr. Chair, I'll take the
floor on behalf of my colleague for the second round of questions.

Mr. Groen, the government finally admitted for the first time that
the Cúram software has had a negative impact on seniors. As of
June, more than 40,000 seniors were still facing delays resulting
from the Cúram system. These figures come from the responses to
our Order Paper questions. The number of seniors still dealing with
Cúram‑related issues is now reportedly 33,000.

How many cases still require manual intervention to ensure prop‐
er payment?
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Cliff Groen: The old age security program is quite complex.
Perhaps people who don't really understand old age security might
think it's fairly simple, that if someone is 65, it's easy enough, and
the benefits can just be sent out. In fact, it's actually very complex
because eligibility for the program depends on the number of years
a person has lived in Canada. In addition, we have more than 50 in‐
ternational agreements with other countries that can affect eligibili‐
ty for this program.

It would be great if we could automate the entire process of de‐
livering these benefits, but that's not possible because the benefits
are quite complex. As a result, many of the factors we use to deter‐
mine eligibility for benefits currently require manual intervention,
and they always will. This isn't a Cúram issue; it's the reality of this
benefit.

Andréanne Larouche: We have also heard that the public cura‐
tor of Quebec, who safeguards the interests of incapacitated indi‐
viduals, has highlighted the problems people face in obtaining ben‐
efits. However, neither the government nor you have ever admitted
that there are problems with the system. How do you explain that?

Why did you emphasize that the program had only minor prob‐
lems? Incapacitated seniors who didn't receive the money they were
owed—I don't call that a minor problem, and I don't call it a suc‐
cess story. What is your response? Why did you downplay the im‐
pact?

Cliff Groen: I think it's very important not to think that we don't
take the late payment of benefits very seriously. In this committee,
we have never said that it wasn't important. One senior who has to
wait too long is one senior too many. It's absolutely important.

Andréanne Larouche: How many seniors fall under the juris‐
diction of the public curator?

Cliff Groen: I don't have that number, but we can get it. Howev‐
er, as far as I'm concerned, it's absolutely essential to make sure that
everyone can receive the benefit as soon as possible.

Andréanne Larouche: We would like to have those figures bro‐
ken down by province and in Quebec under the public curator to
see how many seniors are affected across Canada.

Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you very much.

[English]

Mr. Falk, you have the floor for five minutes, please.
Ted Falk (Provencher, CPC): Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Thank you to our witnesses here today.

Mr. Groen, I'd like to begin with you.

I thought I understood that, in your opening comments, you said
your service standard level was 95%, but about five minutes ago I
heard 90%. To clarify, is it 90% or 95%?

Cliff Groen: For the payment accuracy rate, which I referenced
in my opening remarks, the standard is 95%, but for payment of
benefits, to pay an individual within their first month of entitle‐
ment, that is 90%.

Ted Falk: Where do those standards targets come from?

Cliff Groen: Government of Canada service standards are devel‐
oped in a number of different ways. For old age security, the 90%
service standard.... I've been involved in the program in some way,
more or less, over the last 20 years, and for at least 20 years the
90% service standard has been in place.

Service standards, generally, as dictated by Treasury Board Sec‐
retariat policy, are based on an analysis of the ability to meet the
service standard and what the service expectations of Canadians
are, as well.

Ted Falk: A lot of fast food restaurants have 100% targets. What
would be wrong with a 100% target?

Cliff Groen: I think the challenge is it would be a target we
could never achieve. The delivery of benefits—

Ted Falk: That's not the point. The point is to have a target of
100%. I don't think fast food restaurants expect 100% either, but
that's their target.

Cliff Groen: Our objective is to pay every single Canadian with‐
in their first month of entitlement for OAS or within 28 days for EI.
That is absolutely what our objective is.

However, I think it is important to understand what a service
standard is. The service standard, as dictated by Treasury Board
policy, not only needs to reflect the needs of Canadians but also
needs to, as per the policy and based on consultation that Treasury
Board conducted when it developed the policy, be achievable.
When you are setting forward a service standard, it is really impor‐
tant that clients have an understanding of what type of service they
can expect. That is also why the service standard is different from
our objective.

Would we like to pay every single Canadian on time within their
first month of entitlement? For sure, that is what we would like to
be able to achieve.
● (1625)

Ted Falk: I have another question on OAS.

I heard from one of my constituents that they received a T4 at the
end of last year, but they didn't recall ever receiving any payments.
Would that have been possible?

Laila Goodridge: I have one of those too.
Cliff Groen: The generation of a T4 is based on someone's hav‐

ing received a payment. The data that we use to populate a T4
comes from the system that makes payments. If there is some situa‐
tion where a client—and this does happen at times as well—may
have a misunderstanding of some type of payment, because a lot of
Canadians receive different payments from different levels of gov‐
ernment, they might not know.

If anyone has any questions about their T4 or about whether it's
accurate, we would want them to contact us, and we would be hap‐
py to be able to clarify something. However, it would not be possi‐
ble for a T4 to be issued if a payment had not been issued, because
those two systems are interconnected.

Ted Falk: Okay, so the payment.... It's as though a payment
should have gone out and didn't go out, but the T4 still went out.
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Cliff Groen: I can't imagine that would be the situation. Again,
when dealing with nearly eight million clients, I'm very, very hesi‐
tant to say “never” and provide absolutes. I would love to have that
specific information, and we would be very happy to look into that.

Ted Falk: Thank you.

Ms. Paquette, you talked about the IT contractors you retained to
do some of the work. Your four large ones all received their tender
award based on a competitive bid process. How many sole-source
contractors did you use throughout this process?

Joëlle Paquette: They actually all competed to obtain their ini‐
tial contract. Then we do some small contracts that we actually
move around to all four suppliers for some initial planning or to un‐
derstand the business. Those will be identified as direct contracts.
However, they were suppliers that competed. They competed to be
a system integrator on the BDM.

Ted Falk: They would have actually done work as one of the
competitive contractors that was successful.

Joëlle Paquette: We did an ITQ. We had six suppliers that
showed interest, and we ended up negotiating contracts with four of
them. Then, when we actually went for the OAS and the EI, we
competed both of those amongst the four system integrators. One
went to Deloitte; the other went to Accenture. However, there is
some work that is being done in between those for planning. That is
not necessarily competed on by the four, but we make sure that we
rotate and provide similar allocation to all four.

This was identified as being an allowable item to do within the
system integrators.

The Chair: Thank you. That is your time. It's up already; time
flies. You're well over, and we'll come back to you again, Mr. Falk.

Ms. Yip, you have the floor for five minutes, please.
Jean Yip (Scarborough—Agincourt, Lib.): Thank you.

Thank you to the witnesses for coming. Modernization of IT in‐
frastructure is a huge job, so thank you for your efforts.

Mr. Groen, you mentioned that approximately 22,000 people had
to be contacted for additional information. What kind of informa‐
tion was missing?

Cliff Groen: There's a myriad of different types of information
that could be missing. One of the most typical is about years of res‐
idency, because your eligibility for OAS is absolutely dependent
on.... Actually, we say years, but it's not even years. It's actually
months of residency in Canada over the course of 40 years. Very
often, unfortunately, when we receive applications, there's informa‐
tion that is incomplete. There are certain years that are not provid‐
ed, or there are certain periods that aren't clear, so we need to go
back to the client to confirm their years of residency in order to be
able to make sure that they receive their full entitlement to benefits.

That's one example, but there's a myriad of other different pieces
as well. Sometimes it's marital status. If the marital status is not
clear—because that can have an impact on eligibility for OAS as
well as for GIS—that's another example of the type of information
we need.

● (1630)

Jean Yip: How will the accuracy of information be improved to
streamline the process and improve services?

Cliff Groen: The accurate payment of benefits is fundamentally
important. Given the size of the programs—EI, OAS, and CPP
combined pay over $160 billion a year every year to Canadians—
it's an essential part of our social safety net. Making sure that those
payments are accurate is fundamentally important. That's why we
have a program in place in which we are actively monitoring, and
the Auditor General uses our ongoing monitoring to ensure that we
are making those payments accurate. Through the implementation
of the new system, we have better use of data matching that is able
to ensure payment accuracy as well as greater automation of differ‐
ent tasks, which reduces the risk of human error as well.

Jean Yip: Is there a significant risk that ESDC's migration of the
OAS, CPP and EI programs to the new cloud platform could be fur‐
ther delayed?

Cliff Groen: Sure. OAS has been completed, so there's no risk
related to OAS because it has been deployed and implemented. EI
currently remains fully on track. We have implemented two of the
benefits onto the new platform, and we have very much a phased
release, and we are tracking that very closely. Right now it is fully
on track. For CPP, there has not been a final decision or budget al‐
location related to the implementation of CPP, so that decision is
still pending, and that could impact the overall timelines.

I would love to say that all the rest of the project will be fully
delivered 100% on time; however, with projects of this scale and
magnitude, it would be foolhardy at this point to state that. Abso‐
lutely, the two projects that are under right now, EI and the contact
centre modernization program, are currently 100% on track.

Jean Yip: We hear a lot about the privacy of data and other risks
with cloud platforms. What security controls are being assessed?

Cliff Groen: I'll turn to my colleague Mr. Ostrander.

John Ostrander: In order to get what they call authority to oper‐
ate in the Government of Canada, which means we can bring a sys‐
tem live, there's a series of controls that we must adhere to, and we
must provide evidence that we have adhered to them. They're called
high-value asset controls in addition to our regular controls for any
computing environment. That is the standard by which we are held
before we receive what is called authority to operate.
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Jean Yip: Once implemented, how often will the department as‐
sess the risks and controls associated with this new cloud platform?

John Ostrander: I'm no longer here, but I would tell you that it's
an ongoing process in any IT environment. We are always testing
our security controls. We're testing for cyber. We do ongoing pene‐
tration testing to make sure that the bad guys can't get in. We often
look at all of our defences to make sure that all of our controls are
operating as they should. I would say it's not a check mark in a box;
it is an ongoing process that we are required to adhere to. That's not
just a government standard; I think that's a standard across the in‐
dustry for cloud computing.

Jean Yip: Mr. Groen, what is the potential impact of using AI on
these types of IT projects? Will it help with better cost estimates
and timelines?

Cliff Groen: I would with Mr. Ostrander first because he's famil‐
iar with those pieces, but then maybe I'll close on that one.

John Ostrander: I think there are things that we can do with AI
today that we couldn't have done two years ago that we would have
liked to have done. AI is advancing very, very quickly. Could we
use AI to potentially help us write business rules more quickly to
reduce our costs? Yes, possibly. Again, with anything we do to de‐
ploy AI in the development side, we still have to make sure that
we're not introducing bias or hallucinations into models and that
we're interpreting the rules correctly.

I would say that there is a lot of opportunity but, like with any‐
thing, we would have to approach that with caution. I think industry
has come a long way in terms of their maturity around using AI
models. We would look at those cautiously before we were ever go‐
ing to accept to let AI write our code for our most important statu‐
tory benefit. There are some who would say, “Well, you should, be‐
cause it will make it go faster and be cheaper.” I would ask,
“Maybe, but do you really want to jeopardize the integrity and ac‐
curacy of the system?” That is why we do the rigour and the testing
that we do. Yes, there's opportunity, but with caution.
● (1635)

The Chair: Thank you.

I'll have to cut it off there, but I'm sure that question will come
back. We're well over.

Ms. Yip, we'll be back to you in a few rounds.

We will begin our third round. Five members will have various
times.

Again, Ms. Roberts, kick us off, please.
Anna Roberts: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Mr. Groen, the AG projected a $6.6-billion budget for 2031. Is
that accurate, yes or no?

Cliff Groen: It is not accurate that the OAG projected it.
The $6.6 billion is what the program authority for BDM has. The
OAG would be aware of that, because we have provided them with
that information. The OAG is not the one who developed that pro‐
jection.

Anna Roberts: Okay.

On February 9 the Secretary of State for Seniors told the House
that the OAS modernization was complete. She also defended the
system in the House while concerns were being raised about OAS
delays.

Mr. Groen, at the time the Secretary of State was making those
statements, had your department briefed her, or her office, on the
number of seniors whose OAS applications were outside the ser‐
vice standard, yes or no?

Cliff Groen: We certainly briefed our ministers and secretary of
state. Certainly, I remember that this past late winter and spring
there were briefings I did with the minister and the secretary of
state.

Anna Roberts: I'll go back to my previous questions from the
last round. If I'm correct in understanding your testimony today, all
significant concerns raised by employees and technical staff regard‐
ing the OAS rollout were adequately addressed before implementa‐
tion.

You received numerous concerns from Service Canada employ‐
ees. Were the technical issues with the system...? Did they have a
toll on their mental health? They believed their concerns were not
being heard. Employees had identified numerous problems and po‐
tential improvements that were not being acted upon. The overtime
was astronomical, in excess, I believe, of over $10 million. Is that
accurate?

Cliff Groen: Regarding your first question, about whether the
technical issues were adequately addressed, I think the evidence is
in the fact that 7.9 million Canadians receive the benefit accurately
and on time every month. I think that is absolutely critical.

As Mr. Ostrander indicated, however, certainly change manage‐
ment was a huge and complex piece. I think it's important to under‐
stand our workforce within Service Canada and old age security.
The system is 65-plus years old. Many of our officers who work on
the system have been working in the program for 25 or 30 years.

Anna Roberts: I'm going to be totally transparent here. I've re‐
ceived, and my colleagues have received, numerous letters anony‐
mously from employees. I'm just trying to get a picture of what
we've done to ensure the mental health of the employees who are
responsible for making these transactions. At the end of the day, if
we don't have employees, it's just going to get delayed even further.
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Cliff Groen: One hundred per cent; as I was trying to explain,
the type of change involved in moving from a system that you've
worked in for 20 or more years, in largely an MS-DOS program
with green screens—people who worked in computers maybe 30
years ago might remember that—to a true Windows-based plat‐
form, which is modern, is enormous if you've been doing that same
job for 30-plus years. It has been a struggle for some employees.

You've asked about the types of tools we have put in place for
our employees. We have different tools that we have implemented.
We have a constant feedback channel. We have a new agent assis‐
tance tool that has also been implemented. We've implemented peer
coaches. We have implemented a variety of pieces to be able to
help our officers be able to deliver.

Anna Roberts: I don't mean to be rude and cut you off, but my
time is limited. This is what concerns me, because we continue to
get these letters.

My next question is for Mr. Hickey.

CPP is also expected to transition under this program. Given
what was experienced by seniors during the OAS transition, can
you assure this committee that CPP will not be migrated until the
department can demonstrate that senior pension payments will not
be put at risk?
● (1640)

Brian Hickey: As my colleagues have said, I don't think we
would ever implement something that would knowingly put the
payments at risk.

Anna Roberts: We still have 11,000 people who haven't re‐
ceived it. As my colleague said earlier, restaurants strive for 100%,
but yet your standard is 90%. Seniors who call my office are upset
that they haven't received their payments. I understand that they're
reporting them or whatever, but we still have 11,000 people in this
country who are waiting for payments. We can't continue on with
this process if we can't produce the total acceptance of 100%.

Brian Hickey: I would also like to clarify that the 11,000 people
are not the same group of people who may have been waiting six
months ago—not that it matters, because there are still people wait‐
ing. There is flow in that number of clients. Those 11,000 people
are not necessarily the same ones who have been waiting since Jan‐
uary.

To your other question, I think we've invested significantly to try
to make sure that these problems are avoided down the road, and
I'll give you an example. After BDM was completed on OAS, there
was work done around establishing lessons learned and what we
could do better. Some of those takeaways are being applied now in
the change management practices for call centres. The three call
centres have gone very well.

On CPP, I'd like to also say that this project has not received
funding authority to date, so we have not had the time to do what
we traditionally do, which is set up the planning exercises and dis‐
covery to see exactly what we're dealing with. Obviously we're led
by the end-users, Canadians, in trying to make sure we have a sys‐
tem that works for them and is intuitive—

Anna Roberts: Can you explain to the seniors—

The Chair: Ms. Roberts, I'm going to have to cut you off. Your
time is well over.

Just so new members know, once your time is up, I do allow the
witnesses to give an answer. I never like to have a member ask a
question that's not answered, but you are well over. I do see that
you're back again for the final round, so we'll come back to you
shortly.

We'll turn now to Ms. Tesser Derksen.

You have the floor for five minutes, please.

Kristina Tesser Derksen (Milton East—Halton Hills South,
Lib.): Thank you so much, Mr. Chair.

I have a question for Mr. Groen. This question comes out of my
surfing the web, so have caution.

I came across a response to an article that was written by John
Ivison in the National Post. Do you remember this? It was from
November 2023. The title of the article is “How is Ottawa's biggest
IT job going?”. It was in reference to this.

In your response, you set the record straight on a few things that
Mr. Ivison had written. You also noted, and I'm going to quote you
here:

The government is using extensive research, best practices and lessons learned
from similar transformations in both the private and public sectors of Canadian
provinces, the U.K., Australia and the U.S.

The government is managing BDM in this way because we have learned the
lessons of less successful It-enabled transformations, such as the Phoenix pay
system.

I know this committee talked about Phoenix quite a bit before I
was elected. I don't want to cause any PTSD for my fellow mem‐
bers, but I do want to ask a little bit about specific lessons that were
learned.

Could you pull out two or three pitfalls that happened through
the Phoenix experience that you've been able to avoid or that you
were able to anticipate with the BDM?

Cliff Groen: I certainly do remember Mr. Ivison's article and the
response that I provided to it back in 2023.

I think it's important to remember that back in 2023, other than
the partial implementation of the first phase of release for OAS, we
had not implemented BDM at all. Three years later, we have now
implemented OAS onto the new platform, and 7.9 million Canadi‐
ans are receiving their payments accurately and on time. I think
that's a testament that the implementation of our program of work
has been successful.
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I can't count the number of times I was asked, prior to imple‐
menting OAS, what I was doing to ensure that we would not
Phoenix—it became a verb—seniors. Yes, not paying public ser‐
vants on time is an important issue, but not paying 7.9 million se‐
niors on time is a way more significant issue.

There were a number of lessons learned, but there are two that I
would really flag. The first is about the importance of phased re‐
leases. That is absolutely fundamental in being able to successfully
implement a program and project of this size. Given the nature of
the program, we did have three phased releases for OAS. Through
EI and through CPP, we're going to be able to have many more. For
EI, there are going to be 12 to 15 different distinct releases to really
mitigate the notion.

Under Phoenix, there was no fallback. Once the system went
live, there was essentially no option other than to just continue with
that program. Having phased releases is fundamentally important.

The second element is change management. Even though I've led
the BDM program for a number of years, I'm not a technologist by
background. That is not my background and experience. Technolo‐
gy is important, but the end-user is absolutely fundamentally im‐
portant, and having a strong, robust change management plan is
fundamentally important. Those are things that we implemented as
part of OAS, and we are continuing to drive our lessons learned
from the OAS implementation to ensure that the implementation
for EI, the contact centres and the CPP program will be successful.
● (1645)

Kristina Tesser Derksen: Okay, that's great.

You've already waded into my next question. I was going to ex‐
tend my original question and ask what has happened so far and ask
about additional pitfalls this time around that you would avoid next
time if you were doing this again. You've already touched on that.
Is there anything else?

Cliff Groen: I would say change management. We have over
5,000 Service Canada employees who have some type of role relat‐
ed to the delivery of OAS. They can be call centre staff. They can
be in-person staff. They are in processing, and they are the ones
making the decisions about entitlement.

We knew change management was important, but the extent of
change was something we found very interesting. Our officers who
had less than five years' experience in the department had minimal
challenges using the new system. There's another aspect of the age
profile of our employees and their years of experience working in
the program. Those who had more years in the program working
under the old system found that it was a much harder change.

That was something we knew, and we devoted a lot of energy
and effort to it. Honestly, that is something that we are seized with,
because there have been challenges related to that, and we want to
make sure that those issues are addressed for the future releases un‐
der the program.

Kristina Tesser Derksen: Thank you.

Do I have a bit more time, Mr. Chair?
The Chair: You have 10 seconds. Why don't I give it back to

you later?

Kristina Tesser Derksen: Thank you.

The Chair: Thank you.

[Translation]

Mr. Blanchette‑Joncas, you have the floor.

Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Mr. Groen, is it correct to say that, in 2017, the Auditor General
budgeted $1.75 billion for the benefits delivery modernization pro‐
gram, which included old age security, the employment insurance
program and the Canada pension plan?

Cliff Groen: I think there's some confusion here. It's not the Of‐
fice of the Auditor General that makes cost projections for pro‐
grams. The Office of the Auditor General uses the projections pre‐
pared by the government. In fact, in 2017, the initial estimate for
total costs was $1.7 billion.

Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: We were talking about $1.75 bil‐
lion. The figure is currently $6.6 billion. Is that correct?

Cliff Groen: As I mentioned in my opening remarks, the expen‐
ditures associated with implementing the old age security project
were 7% lower than the projected budget. We are now confident
that the costs of the benefits delivery modernization program will
be less than $6.6 billion.

Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Okay.

I'm just trying to understand, for the sake of the public who are
following our work and paying taxes. This project went from an es‐
timate of $1.75 billion to $6.6 billion. Who in the government
agreed to continue funding this program knowing that the initial as‐
sessment was unreliable or that the costs had been underestimated?

Cliff Groen: I think it's very important to understand how pro‐
grams are evaluated and approved.

In 2017, there was an initial estimate of $1.75 billion, but, in
fact, the government did not approve $1.75 billion at the time. If I
remember correctly, in 2017, the initial budget allocated to the pro‐
gram was $12 million. This wasn't because the government thought
we could deliver this program for $12 million, but rather because it
knew that it was difficult, if not impossible, to know exactly what
the costs and scope of this program would be, a program that repre‐
sented the largest IT transformation in the history of the Govern‐
ment of Canada.
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That's why, for several budgets, namely, those for 2017, 2019,
2021, I believe, and others, the government decided to approve
spending in stages. That's also why the budget for the Canada pen‐
sion plan has not yet been approved, as this project hasn't yet be‐
gun. Yes, the plan is for this program to include the Canada pension
plan on this new platform, but the decision hasn't yet been made be‐
cause it's very important that this type of IT project be managed in
phases.

The notion of the $1.7‑billion budget established in 2017 and the
notion of a current budget of $6.6 billion have been misunderstood.
That's not the case. There was no $1.7‑billion budget in 2017. In
fact, we don't currently have a budget of $6.6 billion because the
program is progressing in stages, and the government is making de‐
cisions accordingly.
● (1650)

Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: How much do you think this is ul‐
timately going to cost?

Cliff Groen: I'm sure it's going to cost less than $6.6 billion, but
we don't yet know how much. I wish I could give you an exact per‐
centage. All I can tell you is that we completed the old age security
project for 7% less than the initial estimate. We're confident that the
total cost will be less than $6.6 billion, but I'm not in a position to
say what the total cost will be.

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

Mrs. Goodridge, you have the floor for five minutes.
[English]

Laila Goodridge: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Mr. Groen, I appreciate that you guys learned from the Phoenix
pay debacle. However, to say to the public servants who work dili‐
gently, who did not get paid in a timely manner and got paid hap‐
hazardly that this was okay, but having seniors not get paid was
somehow more.... That is a huge disrespect, especially to the armed
forces members who struggled to pay mortgages. I really think that
trying to pit one group of people as if it's okay for them to go with‐
out pay when it's not okay for seniors.... It's not okay for anyone
and the government really should be doing its part to make sure that
doesn't happen for anyone, period.

Similar to what Mr. Falk had brought up earlier, there is a case in
my office of a woman who got a T4 for money she did not receive.
She asked to have her OAS deferred. That deferral was not respect‐
ed by Service Canada, even though they received the request in
writing. We have a stamp of deferral. It's been quite the process.
The process would probably have been a lot simpler for this partic‐
ular woman if she didn't live up in Fort Chipewyan, but because she
lived in Fort Chipewyan, it was extra challenging. The level of ser‐
vice she received from My Service Canada was deplorable. The
lack of consistent information she received from My Service
Canada was horrific, to the point where it was only in engaging our
office that we were able to solve this. The only answer for solving
it was for her to physically go into a bank, which isn't possible in
Fort Chipewyan. She had to wait until she had to go to Fort Mc‐
Murray to be able to do a basic piece because there is no e-transfer
available for her to return the money that she was paid from OAS,
which she had requested specifically not to receive.

These are the kinds of pieces where this might be one case, but
Mr. Falk has one case, and I bet you most of our offices have one
case. To that one person, this is a really big deal. When they can't
get accurate information from My Service Canada, they lose trust
in the system.

Why don't you have a goal of 100%? Why has the department of
ESDC decided that a 100% goal is unattainable, so you're not going
to even attempt to get 100% for payment accuracy?

Cliff Groen: Mr. Chair, there are a number of points I'd like to
clarify for the record.

First of all, I think it is completely wrong to indicate that I sug‐
gested the Phoenix pay challenges that thousands of public servants
experienced, including probably the majority of people at this table,
including myself.... By no means did I say that that was acceptable.
I think that's a misinterpretation of the comment that I made. Pay‐
ing people and providing them what they are entitled to, whether
it's public service pay or the benefits that they are entitled to, abso‐
lutely that is fundamentally important. The comparison I was mak‐
ing is eight million seniors are 20% of the Canadian population. For
OAS, if we had gone live in March 2025 and we did not pay se‐
niors one month, it would have had a dramatic impact on the over‐
all Canadian economy. The importance of these payments is so fun‐
damental, and that's why we needed to ensure that we would not
have the payment issues that were experienced elsewhere and that
is why paying 7.9 million people is absolutely fundamentally im‐
portant.

Regarding the situation of your client from Fort Chipewyan, by
all means I would be very happy to get the specific details about
this particular client. Unfortunately, the program is complex and in‐
dividual circumstances can be very complex, as well. That's why
we have a service standard to be able to address these issues as
quickly as possible. That's why I'm pleased to report that of the ur‐
gent cases that we received, the average processing in January was
six days for urgent cases. It's now down to four days. The median
for urgent cases is two days.
● (1655)

Laila Goodridge: A lot of these people don't get deemed urgent.
It's important, but it doesn't get deemed as urgent because there are
all kinds of weird calculations that seem to happen. They get incon‐
sistent information from My Service Canada, which means that at
the time they call, it comes down to the person who deems it to be
urgent or not.

I have a couple of questions and am wondering if you could pro‐
vide in writing to the committee how much overtime is still being
put forward by employees to try to get rid of the backlog—specifi‐
cally to the backlog—and how much overtime is still being used on
this program in general.

As you stated, some of the newer employees are having an easier
transition. Some of the longer-standing employees are having a
harder transition. I don't think it takes a rocket scientist to think that
would probably have been the case. Was that anticipated when you
guys created this program and the program rollout, or is that new
information? As well, what plan do you have in place to get the
backlog down to zero? If we could get that in writing, that would be
really appreciated.
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The Chair: Can you endeavour to get back to us?
Cliff Groen: Yes.
The Chair: Thank you. I appreciate it. Thank you for your time.

Up next is Mr. Osborne for five minutes, please.
Tom Osborne (Cape Spear—Mount Pearl—Paradise, Lib.):

Mr. Ostrander, thank you for coming in. You're no longer a federal
public servant and I want to recognize the effort you've made to
come in.

This is the largest technology transfer project in the Canadian
government's history. While it is not acceptable to any individual to
not have their pay, to take on a project of this size it is expected that
there will be some challenges along the way. I commend you for
undertaking it. The old system is older than I am. We have to keep
that in mind. I know you're working diligently to ensure that people
who deserve their money get that money. I wanted to recognize that
as well.

Can you talk about the old system and the complexities of some
of the cases and of the outages and the warnings by the Auditor
General of the dire consequences of not replacing that? Compare it
to the new system, because under the old system you faced the
same complexities. There were people who would have had to wait
because of missing information or other complexities. Can you
compare the old system to the new system?

Cliff Groen: Thank you very much. Maybe I'll start, and if Mr.
Ostrander wants to add....

Absolutely, we were frankly terrified about the risk of system
failure. With a 65-year-old system—and for EI it's a 55-year-old-
plus system—we have known for decades. It's not like we woke up
one day and said in 2017, “Oh, these systems. The system is now
57 years old and we need to replace it.” Over the course of genera‐
tions, there have been decisions made about whether or not to move
with a modernized system. There were previous attempts between
2010 and 2025 to migrate onto a new system. Those were not suc‐
cessful. That's why we implemented the BDM program: to be able
to proceed.

We were very worried that.... Actually, there are examples in oth‐
er jurisdictions. For the same mainframe platform that OAS uses,
there were other jurisdictions that use the same type of system, in‐
cluding Veterans Affairs in the United States, which made a small
change to their program, not a major change, not like BDM and
putting it onto a new platform. They implemented a small policy
change and something went wrong, because there was code in the
background that was developed in the sixties or seventies by some‐
body. By making that change, it started to unravel, and they were
unable able to pay some veterans their benefits for several months.

There was great concern that some type of situation like that
could happen for OAS. That was the type of challenge we were
dealing with, and it was absolutely critical to get it off the old plat‐
form and put it onto a modern platform that has all the built-in re‐
silience.

I'll turn to Mr. Ostrander to talk about the current resilience of
the existence of the new system.

● (1700)

John Ostrander: To add to what Mr. Groen said, the application
was built over 65 years, I think. Change upon change upon
change...it wasn't really the underlying infrastructure as much as it
was the application, and changes to that application would take
months of testing. The opportunity to make a change that would
create another problem, which may not be seen initially, was quite
significant, and it required very robust testing.

I think that getting onto this new platform does a couple of
things. One, policy changes can be implemented far more quickly
than they were in the old legacy system. On the security of the sys‐
tem, even though people say, “Oh, the cloud is...”, etc., this is even
a far more secure system than what we had on-prem. I can tell you
that because I know that the cloud providers invest more in security
in a year than we would ever invest in our lifetime. The systems are
hugely secure. They're able to make changes far more quickly.

The other point that I think is important to raise, between old and
new, is that this isn't an old system that has been put on a new in‐
frastructure. OAS is effectively a new system. It uses the old busi‐
ness rules, but it's a new system, so we have very good documenta‐
tion now. We are no longer relying on memory. We no longer have
some of the challenges we had around retention of key employees
who knew the system.

I would say, all in all, that moving this to a new platform has pro‐
vided a greater degree of resilience than what we had in the old sys‐
tem.

Thank you.

The Chair: That is your time, I'm afraid. Thank you.

We will have time for one more round of, again, five members,
for various times.

Mr. Falk, you'll lead us off again, please.

Ted Falk: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Mr. Groen, I want to get back to the service standard levels of
90% and 95% again. You said they have been around for years. Is
that something the minister would instruct to the department?

Cliff Groen: Service standards are determined based on Trea‐
sury Board policy related to service standards, and we need to meet
certain criteria.

To my recollection, as I said, I've been involved in the program,
in some manner, for over the last 20 years. I'm not aware of any
change to the OAS service standard in the last 20 years.
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Ted Falk: Okay. Thanks.

Your rate of 85,000 down to 50,000, and now at 11,000 outstand‐
ing cases, what would be the average delay? You've talked about
how most are resolved within six days, but do you know what the
average would be of the 11,000 that are remaining?

Cliff Groen: There are a couple of pieces to it, I would say—
and, because I want it to be clear, for the record, the six days I was
referring to are cases that have been flagged as urgent, either by the
client, through their interaction with us, or by information from an
MP or other sources. That's the six days I was referring to.

Regarding the 11,000, it is certainly within two to two and a half
months, on the outside. For anyone who has passed their month of
entitlement, we will have looked at that within two to two and a
half months. We have some clients who are waiting longer because
we are waiting for additional information from them, but for clients
in the 11,000—those are files that we have not yet reviewed—theirs
would all be less than two and a half months old.

Ted Falk: Based on your experience, in most cases is it a system
or a departmental failure, or is it actually an individual failure from
someone waiting for benefits?

Cliff Groen: I would say it is not a system failure. The Cúram
system is operating correctly. We have replied to a couple of....
There were a couple of different bugs. When you implement a large
system of this nature, it is impossible to not have bugs. There are
bugs that are in the Microsoft applications that people encounter
every single day. Definitely, the system is operating accurately and
correctly, so it is not a system issue.

Sometimes there's information that we need from clients and
something hasn't been completed accurately. Sometimes there's a
workload challenge in order to pay people on time, and that's why
we are leveraging.... To go back to the question from another mem‐
ber of the committee, we do leverage overtime, when appropriate,
as well. There are a variety of different reasons that some people
might not get their benefit within that first month of entitlement.
● (1705)

Ted Falk: When it's a department or a system failure or responsi‐
bility and not a situation in which you're waiting for information
from an individual, how do we keep people whole? How do we
make it right?

Cliff Groen: For any client, including those who have applied
late or haven't replied to our request for information on a timely ba‐
sis, we do make them whole. Your payment can go back 11 months
from your date of application. Therefore, if somebody applies two
months late—say they applied today, but they wanted their benefit
to start in August—we can go back up to 11 months prior to when
they first submitted their application.

Then if there are delays in determining their entitlement because
we need additional information from them or, sometimes, from an‐
other country, because that can have an impact on entitlement, that
does not impact the amount that they will receive. They will receive
their full entitlement once the information is available.

Ted Falk: Maybe I wasn't clear enough. It's not so much whole
in that they would get what they were owed. Do we compensate
people?

I know CRA is very quick to assess interest and penalties. Does
it work the other way when people have had to wait an egregious
amount of time to get their benefits and it's not their fault?

Cliff Groen: Under the OAS legislation, we only have the au‐
thority to pay people the amount that they are entitled to based on
the determination about their eligibility. There are no other provi‐
sions about whether they would receive an additional payment if
there's a delay in payment. There are no provisions—

Ted Falk: They'd have to be happy with an “I'm sorry.”

Cliff Groen: We definitely do apologize when there are delays.
Any delay is absolutely one delay too many, and we do regret that,
but there are no provisions to provide any other type of payment.

Ted Falk: Thank you.

Getting back to contractors that work for you in the system, ei‐
ther sole-sourced or single-sourced contract awards, do you have a
dollar figure on the amount that would have been in the process? I
think it's about $1 billion so far in total.

Joëlle Paquette: No, $1.3 billion plus tax has been spent so far,
and close to $900 million has gone to the IBM, OAS and EI—

Ted Falk: It's just over $2 billion in total between the two.

Joëlle Paquette: No, that's included in the $1.3 billion.

Ted Falk: That's included. Okay.

Joëlle Paquette: Yes, so $1.3 billion plus tax has been spent on
contracting so far.

Ted Falk: What percentage of that is single- or sole-sourced?

Joëlle Paquette: It's not sole-sourced. We actually compete in....
We have the four system integrators, and we will give them con‐
tracts rotationally. They come out showing as sole-sourced, but
they're not truly sole-sourced, because they competed in the first
place. We're giving them task authorizations.

Ted Falk: In my work as a general contractor, I love those
change orders, because that's where you make the money.

Joëlle Paquette: They're not change orders. They're task autho‐
rizations.
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The Chair: You're over your time, Mr. Falk. You can discuss
with Ms. Roberts, who we're going to finish off with here, and you
can share any questions with her to wrap things up.

Before that, though, we have Mr. McKinnon for five minutes,
please.

Ron McKinnon: Thank you, Chair.

I haven't heard anybody talk about GIS. Is that encompassed in
any of these programs coming forward?

Cliff Groen: Yes, it's under the old age security program. There's
the OAS basic pension, but then there is also the guaranteed income
supplement. You need to be eligible for OAS to be potentially eligi‐
ble for GIS, but GIS is based on your income level.

Ron McKinnon: It's encompassed currently in the OAS rollout.
Cliff Groen: That's right.
Ron McKinnon: When we're talking about service delivery lev‐

els in the current system, we're seeing there's a backlog of 11,000 or
so. How does that compare with the old system before the conver‐
sion?

Cliff Groen: There are a couple of pieces I would flag there, and
I'll come back to your GIS question in one second.

Within the service standard of 90%, if we achieve that, it means
10% have not received their entitlements within that first month.
Under the old system, there were similar service standard results, so
they're very comparable.

Related to GIS, this is one example of how BDM is delivering
benefits on a more timely basis. The GIS entitlement is determined
every single year, because it's based on a person's previous tax
year's income. The most effective way for people to continue to re‐
ceive their GIS is to file their taxes on time. We then receive the
data from CRA and determine an individual's GIS entitlement for
the next year.

Unfortunately, every year [Technical difficulty—Editor] 100,000
to 150,000 Canadians [Technical difficulty—Editor]. We have im‐
plemented what we have seen in the last two years, where we had
the [Technical difficulty—Editor] in place. Actually, the rate of au‐
tomation that BDM has enabled has meant that there is a much low‐
er percentage of clients [Technical difficulty—Editor] is impacted
because of delays in the reporting.
● (1710)

[Translation]
Andréanne Larouche: Mr. Chair, I have a point of order. There

are problems with the interpretation, and the sound is cutting out a
lot. It's not working very well.

The Chair: Okay.
[English]

I'm going to suspend the meeting for just one second while we
get this worked out.
● (1710)

_____________________(Pause)_____________________

● (1720)

The Chair: We'll bring the meeting back to order.

Mr. McKinnon, you have about two and a half minutes, but I'll
have Mr. Groen start his answer from the top, please.

Cliff Groen: By all means, and thank you, Mr. Chair.

Coming back to the question and just for the committee's memo‐
ry, the question was related to what we have seen related to BDM,
GIS and the impact. Is GIS included within OAS? Yes, it is. When
we talk about the old age security program, it definitely includes
the guaranteed income supplement and a couple of other benefit
types as well.

One thing we've seen over the last two years since the implemen‐
tation of OAS onto the new platform is greater automation related
to the annual renewal of clients under the program. If we don't re‐
ceive income tax information from CRA because our client has not
filed their income taxes on time, it can require manual intervention.
Under the new platform, we've had a greater degree of automation,
which has meant that, even for clients who haven't filed their taxes
on time, there's a greater percentage that we are able to automate,
and we maintain their payment on an ongoing basis and do not re‐
quire manual intervention. That's an example of how BDM has pro‐
vided better service for Canadians.

Ron McKinnon: Thank you.

I have a whole bunch more, but I think I'll switch over to the
Treasury Board.

On estimates, when the government approves funding for a
project of this kind, how do we manage overruns? How do we ap‐
prove them? How do we get more money for them when it's need‐
ed? How do we make sure that we're getting value for the money
that we're spending?

Jody Lobb: First, for a little more precision, I'll just say that de‐
cisions on funding as a whole are a matter for government.

Once those are made, what happens within the Treasury Board
process—and I think it was sort of coming up before in a bit of the
conversation—is that there's a difference in estimates that come for
what we call program or project authorities. I use “programme” in
this space, with “mme”, because it's about many projects. It's a pro‐
gram of change. There's a program authority that's given, and then
there's an expenditure authority within that. When Mr. Groen—I
believe it was Mr. Groen—was speaking about how much was
spent at different times, there may be authority given to spend up to
x amount, but then only a certain amount of funds are given at a
certain time.
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The iteration they were speaking about, going through the project
by phases, is really critical and, through that learning space, there is
greater precision learned through that estimation process.

You mentioned cost overruns. Is that what you were speaking
about? Let me just say here that, like the specifics of any cost over‐
runs I can't speak to, I would turn back to my colleagues, but I
would go back again to the fact that these are major transformation
initiatives. What may appear as overruns are part of a broad range
of cost estimates.

Recently, with Treasury Board policy, we've just published a new
space around cost range estimates that are being done and presented
in that way. I would suggest, just for a little more precision, that in
the past when pieces have come forward and were given an indica‐
tive cost, that was often misinterpreted or not understood fully and
seen as being a substantive cost, as a final cost. These things, again
by the fact of the nature that they move through, the massive
change again.... This is at the end about a 14-year process through
change. There's going to be an evolution of that in terms of risks,
new technologies, as we were talking about, and new business pro‐
cesses.
● (1725)

The Chair: Thank you. That is your time, I'm afraid.
Brian Hickey: May I jump in, Chair, just to make a point?
The Chair: I'm afraid we're out of time, but the government

members have one more slot left, so I'm sure one of them will be
agreeable to giving you the mic for a few seconds at the beginning.
That is a common practice. There are other committees that are
squeezing this one now.
[Translation]

Mr. Blanchette‑Joncas, you have three minutes.
Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Mr. Ostrander, you were recruited to the government after a long
career at IBM Canada, in large part because of your expertise in
major IT projects. After the Phoenix scandal—I would even call it a
fiasco—the government knew that it had to exercise better control
over its suppliers, its risks and its costs.

With the benefit of hindsight and your expertise, has the govern‐
ment learned any lessons from Phoenix in the management of
Cúram?

Is the interpretation not working?
[English]

John Ostrander: My apologies, but the translation is not work‐
ing.

The Chair: Oh dear. I'm going to suspend the meeting once
again.
● (1725)

_____________________(Pause)_____________________

● (1725)

[Translation]
The Chair: I call the meeting back to order.

Where were we? Mr. Blanchette‑Joncas, let's start from the top,
please.

Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Mr. Chair, I'll start over.

Mr. Ostrander, you were recruited because of your expertise, par‐
ticularly at IBM Canada. I'm trying to understand: From your per‐
spective, did the government learn any lessons from the Phoenix fi‐
asco in implementing the new Cúram software?
[English]

John Ostrander: Yes, I think so.

I did come from IBM. You are correct. I will state for this com‐
mittee that I was never part of anything to do with Phoenix. That
was not anything that was in my remit while I was at IBM.

I can tell you a couple of things that I believe were instrumental
to our success. We tested extensively. We made sure the system
worked. We made sure the system paid, and we made sure of that to
the penny. If we had payments that were not accurate, if we were
out by a cent, we went to understand why and what the root cause
was. I can't speak for Phoenix, but I don't think that was done in
Phoenix.

We paid a great deal of attention to change management and to
supporting the folks who were going to use the system. We stayed
with the same staff. We didn't change staff. We didn't change pro‐
cessing locations. We focused significantly on change.

I give credit to the government of the day for the decisions in the
strategic assessment that was prepared under our former Govern‐
ment of Canada CIO, Ms. Luelo, where it said that if you're going
to run a project like this, don't run it off the side of the desk. Dedi‐
cate leadership to it. That was a decision of the government. That
was why I was brought in. That's why Mr. Groen was appointed at
the time to be my colleague as the business lead. We ran it as a ded‐
icated project, and I do not believe that was the original undertak‐
ing of Phoenix.

I do believe, from those three examples, we did learn the lesson.

Frankly, sir, BDM was not Phoenix. It did what it was supposed
to do. It paid 7.9 million seniors on time and to the penny.

Thank you.
● (1730)

[Translation]
Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Okay.

Mr. Groen, the government has already presented the moderniza‐
tion of its digital services, particularly Cúram, as a success story.
Do you consider Cúram a success today?

Cliff Groen: Yes. From my perspective, that's clear and certain.
Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: On a scale of one to 10, how do

you rate the success of the project so far?
Cliff Groen: I think it's hard to give a grade.

To me, the test we have is this: Are we able to pay Canadians? I
say it's absolutely a success, because we are able to pay 7.9 million
Canadians.
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Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Okay.

We went from budget planning of $1.75 billion to $6.6 billion.
There are delays and problems with payments, and manual inter‐
vention is required. Despite those criteria, you think it's a success
story.

Cliff Groen: Excuse me, sir, but you are repeating the incorrect
notion that the initial budget estimate was $1.75 billion, unfortu‐
nately, that isn't the case.

Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: What indicator are you using to
determine that it's a success today?

Cliff Groen: For me, the key indicator is payment to recipients.
The fact that we were able to pay 7.9 million Canadians the right
amount on time is the criterion of success.

The Chair: That's it. Thank you very much.

Next we have Mrs. Roberts for five minutes.

[English]
Anna Roberts: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

I recently brought to our attention a few weeks ago that a con‐
stituent of my colleague, Mr. Brassard, received a notification for
his GIS payment of $148,000. That's like a lottery win. You can
imagine the frustration of the individual or maybe the happiness
that he's going to get all this money.

You recently stated that your program worked and there weren't a
lot of issues. This is not the only issue that we're hearing of individ‐
uals getting incorrect information, not on a timely basis and incor‐
rect amounts. How do we justify saying the system is working and
we're about to incorporate CPP as well when we can't get this right?

Cliff Groen: That's an interesting client situation you've just de‐
scribed. I obviously can't speak about any specific client's entitle‐
ment.

If a client did receive a payment for $148,000 for GIS, I can ab‐
solutely say it has nothing to do with Phoenix—I'm sorry; my
apologies—it has nothing to do with Cúram. Anyone who would
receive a retroactive payment covering $148,000, first of all, that
would be extremely exceptional. As I mentioned earlier, I would
never say never because there are always exceptions when you're
dealing with 7.9 million different individuals. That payment would
absolutely go back years and years, way before the implementation
of Cúram. The notion that it's in any way connected to BDM funda‐
mentally would be incorrect, because it's just not possible. Since
the implementation of Cúram a year and a half ago, no individual
has received a total of $148,000 in GIS, because your entitlement to
GIS is less than $1,000 per month. It's just absolutely impossible.

Anna Roberts: You're absolutely right. This letter came from
your department. I have a copy of it. It's dated November 26, 2025.

Cliff Groen: Certainly; to be clear, the payment could have been
made in November. That is entirely possible. But the payment
would have covered years of entitlement, going back years and
years—

Anna Roberts: Is this just a technical error, do you think? I
know that the individuals have made Service Canada aware, so they

are aware of this error. Could it have been a technical error, or
could it have been...?

I don't know. I guess my concern is this: Had we sent out the
money and the individual had spent it, we would be going after him
and charging him interest.

Cliff Groen: What I would say for this particular situation is that
I am very confident that it would not have been a technical issue. It
would have been an issue related to an individual's entitlement and
incorrect information that would have been entered probably manu‐
ally in the system. Doing quick math, I imagine $148,000 goes
back at least 15 years.

● (1735)

Anna Roberts: This wasn't a payment. It was a notice from Ser‐
vice Canada. It was the anticipation of what he would be expecting.

Anyway, obviously it was an error. Whether it was human or
technical, I don't know, but these are the kinds of situations individ‐
uals are facing.

I have a question for Ms. Lobb.

According to the Auditor General, BDM had an earlier plan esti‐
mated at approximately $1.75 billion. The government's current
program authority is approximately $6.6 billion through 2031.

Ms. Lobb, at what point did Treasury Board know that the origi‐
nal cost estimate was no longer realistic?

Jody Lobb: Throughout the life of a project and through the var‐
ious authorities that come through, those updates are provided. I
would have to turn to my colleague to say when that was updated. I
can certainly provide more follow-up from Treasury Board Secre‐
tariat subsequent to the meeting.

Anna Roberts: Were the ministers informed when Treasury
Board was made aware of this significant increase?

Jody Lobb: I'm sorry, were the ministers...?

Anna Roberts: Was the parliamentary secretary for seniors in‐
formed about the overrun?

Jody Lobb: I don't have that information. I apologize.

Cliff Groen: Mr. Chair, I have the answers to these questions, if
you would like.

The Chair: It's the member's time.

Ms. Roberts, it's over to you.



October 5, 2026 PACP-48 21

Anna Roberts: If you have an answer, that's great. Go ahead.
Cliff Groen: In May 2017, the initial program authority of $1.75

billion was established as a result of a Treasury Board decision.
Treasury Board ministers approved the $1.75 billion. In December
2020, the program authority changed to $2.1 billion. In December
2023, another Treasury Board decision changed it to $7.1 billion.

As of November 2024, it is now $6.6 billion.
Anna Roberts: Going back—
The Chair: Ms. Roberts, this is your last question. Tee it up

well.
Anna Roberts: My colleague from the Bloc mentioned earlier

the estimate of $6.6 billion to the completion of 2031, so that's an
accurate statement.

Cliff Groen: Currently, the program authority, which is an over‐
all total forecast for the entire program, is $6.6 billion. As I indicat‐
ed in my opening remarks, we do anticipate that the total cost will
be below that $6.6 billion.
[Translation]

The Chair: Thank you very much.

Once again, Mr. Gobeil, you have five minutes.
Daniel Gobeil: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Mr. Hickey, earlier, my colleague Mr. McKinnon asked a ques‐
tion. You had something to add to my colleague's question about
cost planning for multi-year projects. I'd like to hear that additional
comment.

Brian Hickey: Thank you.

It will be fairly brief. I just wanted to explain the following.
[English]

For BDM, it's in a special purpose allotment account, meaning
that it's guarded. It's fenced. You're not able to subsidize work out‐
side the scope of the BDM program.

Just given the question and the line there, I felt it necessary to
make sure you were aware of the fact that it does exist in a separate
account.
[Translation]

Daniel Gobeil: I have another question, but I don't know who
the best person is to answer it.

In a multi-year budget, it is difficult to predict all the costs at the
outset of such a project. Does Treasury Board have the tools and re‐
sources it needs to stay informed about the rollout of the various
stages of these projects?
[English]

Jody Lobb: I'll start by saying that within the Treasury Board
Secretariat we do have a costing centre of expertise that supports

and sets certain aspects of supporting policy, etc. I don't have those
folks with me here today, so I could provide more precision on the
work that they do. Then, with regard to the costing estimate, they
are there to support the department in doing its estimates.

I will say again—I mean, I think we've touched on it a few times
here—that this would have started in.... Well, the first set of author‐
ities was in 2017, meaning that the planning the department was
doing preceded that, I would say, maybe even back to 2014 or
2015. Again, as you work through that time, the precision around
the estimates or the cost ranges potential in something of this size
evolves. The complexity and understanding of what is being under‐
taken—again, there are multiple projects within the BDM frame—
are better understood.

When you were speaking about the iterative implementation that
was taken under OAS and then looking forward at EI, at employ‐
ment insurance, I think you mentioned several iterations of releas‐
es.
● (1740)

Cliff Groen: It's about 15 releases.
Jody Lobb: That is also part of that learning and helps with the

cost estimation of understanding as we go slowly.
[Translation]

Daniel Gobeil: Is there a frequency for these implementations?
It's because this is a very important project. There will be other
very important projects. In terms of best practices, should there be
implementation deadlines and costs for delays, or should this be
done within specific time frames to ensure that costs are monitored
on a regular basis?

Cliff Groen: Yes. Monitoring costs, expenditures and forecasts
for the entire project plan is very important for a project of this size
and for other projects of a similar scale.

For the benefits delivery modernization program, one thing that
has been put in place is semi-annual reporting. That was one of the
conditions for receiving the funding we were given. We are re‐
quired to submit reports to Treasury Board, not just to the secretari‐
at. In fact, we must submit them to Treasury Board every six
months to show that we are following the project plan, that we have
costs under control and that we are spending the funds appropriate‐
ly.

Daniel Gobeil: That's perfect.

I've exhausted my questions, Mr. Chair.
The Chair: Thank you very much.

[English]

With that, I want to thank the witnesses for their testimony and
for participating today in relation to the management and impact of
the benefits delivery modernization program.
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