
Information Brief: Disability, Social Assistance & Housing Policies 
in Canadian Provinces 

 
Summary  
This is a preliminary scan of how disability 
andhousehold income is treated in 
Canada’sprovinces. Its purpose is illustrative, 
notexhaustive, and further research is 
required totease out specifics. 

 
 
  

  

  

  

New Brunswick Situation  
Relevant Policy/Program/Legislation:  
Nova Scotia  
Relevant Policy/Program/Legislation: 
Provincial Income Assistance (IA) Program (see 
Nova Scotia 2021a)  
Disability Support Program (DSP) (see Nova 
Scotia 2021b)  

Details: The Income Assistance Program 
considers the income of a cohabitating partner  
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New Brunswick Social Assistance (SA) 
Household Income Policy  

Details: The Household Income Policy 
governs eligibility for social assistance 
payments when there is an “Economic 
Household,” which is defined as two or 
more persons residing  
when determining eligibility. However, 

the definition of cohabitation in Policy 
6.1.8 is broadly defined as “[p]ersons 
who reside together with shared 
financial resources” (Nova Scotia 
2021d, 66). Therefore, this leaves the 
policy to state, “[c]ohabitation is 
determined to exist in these situations 
even though there may  
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not be a legal marriage or conjugal 
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household and benefit economically 
from the sharing of food, shelter and/or 
facilities.” The policy notes that when 

such a household exists, “Social 
Development [will] determine eligibility 
for only one assistance cheque” (New 
Brunswick n.d.). This is problematic, 
primarily due to fact that the narrow 
definition of Economic Household may 
disqualify many individuals from 
accessing income assistance on the 
basis of living in a communal setting. 
Nevertheless, the policy makes 
exceptions for a variety of 
demographic groups, including for 
persons with disabilities (PWDs). Still, 
these exceptions are limited, 
particularly for PWDs who are exempt 
as long as their household does not 
include “a legal or common-law 
spouse or child [without a disability]” 
(New Brunswick n.d.). This is 
concerning, given that it implies that 

PWDs may lose their social assistance 
benefits by entering into a relationship. 
For this reason, this Information Brief 
explores similar policies in income 
assistance programs for PWDs in 
provinces across Canada.  

(Nova Scotia 2021d, 66). On the other 
hand, the Disability Support Program 
is clearer by making a distinction 
between having a spouse who is a 
DSP participant and one who is not. In 
the case of the former, both persons 
are assessed individually, while in the 
latter instance, the income of the 
spouse is considered (Nova Scotia 
2021c). In addition, a spouse is less 
broadly defined as “[a] partner in 
marriage or common-law relationship 
(twelve (12) or more continuous 
months)” (Nova Scotia 2021c, 108). In 



this regard, the Nova Scotia IA 
program can be said to be more 
exclusive than SA in New  
Brunswick, while the DSP is largely 
similar.  

Prince Edward Island (PEI)  
Relevant 
Policy/Program/Legislation: Assured 
Income (AI) under their AccessAbility 
Supports (AAS) initiative (see PEI 

2021)  

Details: As per AAS Policy 4.1 - 
Financial Assessment, “[a]fter eligibility 
has been determined, the applicant 
contribution for AAS is  
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About the New Brunswick Coalition of Persons 

with Disabilities (NBCPD): The NBCPD is a 
non-partisan organization that acts to represent 
those with disabilities in New Brunswick. Their goal 
is to ameliorate the day-to-day lives of persons with 
disabilities in the province through advocacy. For 
more information, see NBCPD.ORG.  
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determined through the net income of 
all applicable household members” 
(Prince Edward Island 2019, 2). 
Therefore, this program does not hold 
household income as a standard for 
eligibility, yet still utilizes it determine 
how much an applicant receives, thus 
setting somewhat of the same 
standard as in New Brunswick.  

Newfoundland and Labrador  
Relevant 
Policy/Program/Legislation: 
Provincial Income Support Program  

Details: Chapter 2 (iv) (e) of the policy 
manual for this program states that 
“[w]hen determining eligibility for 
Income Support for an 
applicant/recipient in a conjugal 
relationship, the  
severely limited capacity for 
employment” (Québec 2021). That 
said, the Social Solidarity program 
does appear more encompassing for 
PWDs, given that it lists many types of 
disabilities as examples of a severely 
limited  
capacity for employment (Québec 
2021). Nonetheless, a spouse 
(conjoint) can affect an individual’s 
eligibility in both programs (Éducaloi 
2021). As stated in the Individual and 
Family Assistance Act, “an adult or 
family is not eligible to participate in the 
program if the adult or family has liquid 
assets in excess of the amount 
prescribed by regulation at the date of 
application” (Québec 2010, 11-12). 
Here, a family is defined as an adult 
with children, two  
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total resources of all adults, i.e. 
applicant and  
spouses with children, or two spouses 
(Québec  
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2010). Moreover, the definition of 

spouse is  
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spouse/partner, are considered” 
(Newfoundland 2005, 2). Like many 
other provinces, the definition of a 
“conjugal relationship” is vague, being 
defined in both a conventional 
(marriage or common-law relationship) 
and unconventional (two adults 
benefitting economically from 
cohabitating) way (Newfoundland 
2005). Thus, the Newfoundland 
program is as restrictive for PWDs, if 
not more,  
than that in New Brunswick.  

Québec  
Relevant 
Policy/Program/Legislation: Social 
Assistance (programme d’aide sociale) 
Social Solidarity (programme de 



solidarité sociale)  
Individual and Family Assistance Act  

Details: Québec provides two 
programs for social assistance, neither 
of which are specifically designed for 
PWDs. The first of these, Social 
Assistance (programme d’aide 
sociale), “is intended for a single adult 
or for families without severely limited 
capacity for employment” (Québec 
2021). The second, Social Solidarity 
(programme de solidarité sociale), “is 
intended for a single adult or for 
families in which one or more adults 
have  

mostly traditional, this being: two 
married or civil union cohabitating 
partners with or without a child or two 
persons cohabiting for at least a year 
in a “marital” like relationship (Québec 
2010). Therefore, the programs in 
Québec host a similar household 
income policy as that in New 
Brunswick, while lacking an exception 
for PWDs.  

Ontario  
Relevant 
Policy/Program/Legislation: Ontario 
Disability Support Program (ODSP)  

Details: In this program, assistance 

levels are calculated based on the size 
of “benefit units” (Ontario 2018). A 
benefit unit is defined as “‘a person 
and all of his or her dependants on 
behalf of whom the person receives or 
applies for income support” (Ontario 
2018). The ODSP’s Policy 2.3 – 
Spouse lays out traditional and 
untraditional requirements for who may 
be considered a spouse, though 
ultimately, a questionnaire must be 
completed by the applicant to affirm 
any determination (Ontario 2010; 
Ontario 2018). If a spousal relationship 
is determined, the applicant is 
ineligible to receive income support as 
a sole person and must   
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apply for support as a couple (Ontario 
2018). Nonetheless, the program does 
outline a “double disabled” rate if both 
an individual and their spouse are 
disabled (Ontario 2018). This provides 
some additional financial leeway, 
though does little to change the fact 
that the Ontario program hosts the 
same household income requirements 
as that in New Brunswick.  

Manitoba  
Relevant 
Policy/Program/Legislation: 
Employment and Income Assistance 
(EIA) Program  

Details: Like New Brunswick, this 
program takes into account the income 
of a spouse or a  
members” to demonstrate eligibility 

(see Saskatchewan 2019a, 23; 
Saskatchewan 2019b, 31). To 
determine whether or not there is a 
family unit or spousal relationship at 
play, both programs consider the 
following factors: living arrangements, 
living accommodations, financial  
matters, and family matters (see 
Saskatchewan 2019a; Saskatchewan 
2019b). In this sense, both programs 
generally have more inclusive 
household income criteria than that in 
New Brunswick, yet still host the same 
spousal income principle for PWDs.  

Alberta  
Relevant 
Policy/Program/Legislation: Alberta 
Income for the Severely Handicapped  
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eligibility, with the latter term being 
defined as “a member of an applicant's 
or recipient's household who lives with 
the applicant or recipient under 
circumstances that indicate to the 
director that they are cohabiting in a 
conjugal relationship.” The program 
makes some exceptions to this 
regulation, though none specifically for 
PWDs (see Manitoba 1988;  
Manitoba 2021). Thus, for PWDs, the 
Manitoba regulation has the same 
effect as that in New Brunswick.  

Saskatchewan  
Relevant 
Policy/Program/Legislation: 
Saskatchewan Assured Income for 
Disability (SAID)  
Saskatchewan Assistance Program 
(SAP)  

To qualify for SAID, an individual must 
have a “significant and enduring 
disability that is of a permanent nature 
[and] substantially impacts daily living 
activities” (Saskatchewan 2021b). In 
the event that an individual does not 
meet this eligibility criteria, they are 
instead incorporated under the 
Saskatchewan Assistance Program 
(SAP) (see Saskatchewan 2021a). 
Nonetheless,  
both programs require an applicant to 
disclose the income and assets of 
“eligible family  

Employment and Self-Employment 
Policy  

Details: Unlike in New Brunswick, 
Alberta hosts a guaranteed basic 
disability income program, entitled the 
Alberta Income for the Severely 
Handicapped (AISH) (see Alberta 
2021). Nonetheless, the program hosts 

similar income policies to that in New 
Brunswick. The Employment and 
Self-Employment Policy states that 
“[t]he income of the applicant, client, 
and their cohabiting partner are 
considered in determining eligibility and 
level of benefits” (Alberta 2020). In this 
instance, the definition of “cohabitating 
partner” is broad and includes an 
individual with which a person is 
residing and is either their spouse, with 
whom they have a relationship of 
interdependence, or with who they 
have a child (natural or adopted). The 
program also goes so far as to define a 
cohabitating partner as an individual 
with whom a person has a financial 
interdependence (Alberta 2015). In this 
respect, the AISH can be considered 
as even more exclusive than the New 
Brunswick program, thus further 
exacerbating problems for PWDs in 
securing a decent and livable income.  
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British Columbia  
Relevant 
Policy/Program/Legislation: 
Disability Assistance Program  
Employment and Assistance for 
Persons with Disabilities Act  

Details: Disability Assistance is an 
income assistance program specific to 
PWDs in British Columbia (see British 
Columbia 2021). Under this program, 
assistance rates are calculated based 
on family units. As stated by the 
Eligibility and Treatment of Income 
policy, “[t]o be eligible for income 
assistance or disability assistance, a 
family unit’s net income must not equal 
or exceed the amount of income 
assistance or  
disability assistance that would be 

payable to a  
forward, we suggest the provinces, 
specifically New Brunswick, abandon 
the household income policies of the 
past so that PWDs have the economic 
ability to meaningfully conduct their 
affairs as they determine and as 
guaranteed to them under section 15, 
Equality Rights, of the 1982 Canadian 
Charter of Rights and Freedoms.  
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Columbia 2015). In this instance, a 
family unit is defined as “an applicant 
or recipient and his or her dependants,” 
while the definition of dependent 
includes a spouse (British Columbia  
2002). This said, “spouse” is defined in 
three ways: traditional marriage, the 
declaration of a marriage-like 
relationship, or living together for 12 
months with a financial, social, and 
familial  
dependence or interdependence 
(British Columbia 2002). Nonetheless, 
an assessment, like that in the ODSP, 
is done to accurately determine if 
individuals are spouses (British 
Columbia 2020). Despite this, the 
underlying problem remains, this being 
that a spouse’s income is taken into 
consideration when assessing 
eligibility.  

Concluding Thoughts  
Overall, our investigation into 
household income policies under social 
assistance programs in the ten 
Canadian provinces, some disability 
specific, some not, does not turn 
promising results. Importantly, it 
underscores a failure on the parts of 
these governments to provide PWDs 
the necessary means to excel in social, 
economic and community affairs. 

Moving  
Science.  

Michael Nolan is a 3rd-year student at 
Mount Allison University pursuing an 
honours degree in Philosophy, Politics 
& Economics (Politics Emphasis) and a 
double minor in French Studies and 
Canadian Public Policy.  
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pursuing a major in Political Science 
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