
3/13/23, 8:22 AM 'Veterans are not getting the services they need': vets, mental health clinicians, and Veterans Affairs union sound alarm over new r…

https://www.hilltimes.com/story/2023/03/13/veterans-mental-health-clinicians-and-veterans-affairs-union-raise-alarm-bells-over-new-rehab-services-c… 1/15

‘Veterans are not getting the services
they need’: vets, mental health
clinicians, and Veterans A�airs union
sound alarm over new rehab services
contract
Veterans A�airs' assistant deputy minister Steven Harris says the department is still

migrating veterans from the old contract into the new system, and it will take until

summer to get everything running.
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Union of Veterans’ A�airs Employees national president Virginia Vaillancourt, left, and Veterans A�airs Minister Lawrence MacAulay. The UVAE has called for the
cancellation of a $570-million contract for veteran rehabilitation services in Canada. Photograph courtesy of Union of Veterans' A�airs Employees, �e Hill Times
photograph by Andrew Meade
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Months after the start of a new government contract for veteran rehabilitation
services, mental health clinicians, veterans, and the union that represents
Veterans Affairs staff say they are frustrated with service delivery delays, a
lack of government consultation, and concern with the ability of a new private
contractor to provide adequate care.

Partners in Canadian Veterans Rehabilitation Services (PCVRS)—a joint
venture of WCG International and Lifemark Health Group—received a five-
and-a-half-year $570-million contract to deliver rehabilitation services and
vocational help to veterans and their families in June 2021, with a provision
for three two-year extensions. Lifemark Health Group is owned by Loblaw
Companies.

The Union of Veterans’ Affairs Employees (UVAE), which represents 2,900
Veterans Affairs workers, and the Public Service Alliance of Canada (PSAC)
have each called for the contract to be cancelled.

“Veterans are not getting the services they need,” Virginia Vaillancourt,
national president of UVAE, told The Hill Times.

In a March 2 release, PSAC national president Chris Aylward said “this
contract was a mistake from the beginning.”
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Before the contract began, Vaillancourt said she was already skeptical,
believing veterans would “fall through the cracks.” Now, she describes
months-long delays in access to rehab services for some new veterans in the
system.

According to Vaillancourt, as recently as Feb. 2, “a number of veterans in
phase one of the transfer still hadn’t been contacted” and “they were still
waiting to gain access to services, to be able to see a psychologist or a
psychiatrist and get their mental health supports.”

Vaillancourt also said that the department has removed case managers’
approval abilities from the system, meaning they now don’t have the
workaround to request services for clients.

She also noted that back in January, she had requested that the department put
a hold on the second phase of the process, given that the first phase still
included clients that hadn’t been contacted, and that case managers still had
many questions.

Steven Harris, assistant deputy minister of service delivery at Veterans Affairs,
told The Hill Times that it’s too early to see the benefits “that we know will be
in place when the contract is up and running.”

“We’re working through a couple of issues at this point, and I want to address
the concerns of the population and reassure them that when they need access
to rehabilitation and/or programs or services that come along with that, that
we’ll be able to support them with the expertise that they deserve,” said
Harris.
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Sgt. (retired) Christopher Banks served for 20 years in the military, and says that
those who have been released from service in the last six months are ‘in limbo’ when
it comes to access to rehabilitation services. Photograph courtesy of Christopher Banks

In a Dec. 5, 2022, committee meeting, Veterans Affairs Minister Lawrence
MacAulay (Cardigan, P.E.I.) said that more than 14,000 veterans would be
served by the contract, with 9,000 experts in 600 locations across Canada in
place at the time. The minister also said both numbers would increase when
needed, and said “as to the transition, it’s fair to say it was quite seamless.”

Retired veteran criticizes ‘�imsily assembled’
contract

Sgt. (retired) Christopher Banks served in the Canadian Forces for 20 years,
including in Bosnia as part of the last peacekeeping tours there, as well as in
Afghanistan, an environment which he called “the polar opposite” to Bosnia.

“It was right into combat, I was a machine-gunner in the battle group,” said
Banks.

Following his time in Bosnia, Banks said “a lot of us kind of made light of all
the mental health checks that we had to go through.”

https://www.hilltimes.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/269698209_4598208376953373_7027790187496307220_n.jpg


3/13/23, 8:22 AM 'Veterans are not getting the services they need': vets, mental health clinicians, and Veterans Affairs union sound alarm over new r…

https://www.hilltimes.com/story/2023/03/13/veterans-mental-health-clinicians-and-veterans-affairs-union-raise-alarm-bells-over-new-rehab-services-c… 5/15

But he said before he even returned home from Afghanistan, “I knew
something was wrong.”

“I knew that when I was to get those questionnaires when I got back to
Canada, I’m going to be answering differently, I’m going to be very up front, I
have a problem, I haven’t slept for weeks, I can’t focus when there’s noise
anymore,” said Banks. “I knew there was a problem.”

Banks took issue with what he called “very flimsily” assembled contracts in
the past year, and said that those who have been released from service in the
last six months are “in limbo” trying to access support.

He also said he believed the health contract, now under Loblaw Companies, is
not only providing lesser quality care and services for veterans, but is also
costing taxpayers more money than it would if Veterans Affairs had just done
the work in-house.

Loblaw completed an $845-million acquisition of Lifemark Health Group in
May 2022. The company did not return requests for comment.

Clayton Goodwin, who served for close to 10 years in the reserves where he
was injured, said disabled and injured veterans not only “burn out our own
families, but also our case managers—we all become one family—and private
care doesn’t care, it’s about profits.”

“What am I, a commodity? I certainly feel like that,” said Goodwin, who said
he knew that when he signed up as a member of a volunteer armed force, “we
could be broken.”

“But we thought that we would be taken care of, but now we’re a commodity
to be tossed on to Loblaw,” he said.

Frustrations over lack of consultation

Vaillancourt also expressed some frustration with what she said was a lack of
consultation with the department and the minister throughout the process.
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Alisha Henson, a clinical psychologist who has worked with veterans since 2014, noted
a ‘lack of transparency’ and ‘lack of communication’ within the new contract’s

implementation. Photograph courtesy of LinkedIn

Banks, who recently testified at the House Veterans Affairs Committee, also
expressed frustration, asking “where’s the consultation report, where’s the
attendance of who you consulted?” 

“Veterans have not really seen much of the minister,” said Banks. “This was
actually something that has come up with a few of our veterans who are
impacted by this new contract and who have been talking behind the scenes.”

Harris with Veterans Affairs Canada told The Hill Times that when the
opportunity to tender the contract arose, the government held consultations
with a number of different groups, including the union, and people internal to
the department who work in case management and in front-line service.

“We also consulted with veterans,” said Harris.

‘Concern right o� the top’ when contract came
down, says clinician

Alisha Henson is a clinical psychologist at Pembroke Psychological Services.
She’s been working in the mental health field since 2007 and with veterans
since 2014, and co-authored an open letter alongside four practitioners and
nearly 20 supporters in December 2022 expressing concern regarding the
transition of the Veterans’ Vocational Rehabilitation Program to Lifemark
Health Group.

Henson said that when her group first saw the contract, there were some
worries regarding their understanding of the complexity of the work, as well
as the amount of training and experience needed as a clinician to do the job.

https://www.hilltimes.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Alisha.jpg
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“There didn’t seem to be any sort of expectations in terms of additional
trauma training or understanding of the veteran and military community, so
there was a concern right off the top,” said Henson.

Henson said that when she reached out to her community of clinicians—many
of whom have been working in the field for many years and some of whom
are veterans themselves—only one other person within that group had spoken
with PCVRS.

Henson noted a “lack of transparency, [a] lack of communication, and then
this whole piece around rolling out a program that they didn’t even have
enough providers to support.” 

“At this point in time, what it seems like this program is doing is trying to
save money by getting people through a program that is rushed and not
necessarily set up with their best interest in mind,” said Henson. “How do we
weed out who we need, who we don’t need, is my feeling so far, and that’s
why my team is kind of refusing to sign the contract because it’s working at a
speed that is not within the best interests of the veteran in mind.”

Veterans Affairs’ Harris said he “expressed some concern around the portrayal
that we’re contracting out something new, and I’m also concerned around the
perception that we should be doing that ‘in house.'”

“What veterans deserve is access to the very best experts in their field to help
them address any illness, injury, or rehabilitation goals that they have,” he
said.

Harris added “we’re still in the transition process,” and “we’ve initially
transferred over 3,300 veterans who are already in our vocational
rehabilitation program, and we’ve had about 700 or so new veterans who are
qualified for rehabilitation who are going through the process of assessments
and contacts to be able to identify rehabilitation goals and to get access to the
services that they need.”

“That’s a normal process for somebody to come in needing rehabilitation—
you need to go through a couple of assessments to really fundamentally
understand what you have capacity for, what your objectives are, and how we
can be in the best position to meet your goals,” he said.

Harris said Veterans Affairs is continuing to migrate veterans from the old
contract into the new system, and it will take them through until the summer
to get everything up and running, adding that they continue to train their own
staff and the contractor’s employees.

The new contract brings together two different streams of supports for
rehabilitation for veterans, including a vocational stream dealing with
coaching and support needed for people to go back into the workplace



3/13/23, 8:22 AM 'Veterans are not getting the services they need': vets, mental health clinicians, and Veterans Affairs union sound alarm over new r…

https://www.hilltimes.com/story/2023/03/13/veterans-mental-health-clinicians-and-veterans-affairs-union-raise-alarm-bells-over-new-rehab-services-c… 8/15

environment, as well as medical and psychosocial services to improve the
health of veterans, according to Harris.  

Harris said he is concerned any time veterans are worried about transitions of
supports and services for Veterans Affairs.

“But somebody who is already being served by a psychologist, by a nurse, or
somebody else through the supports for psychosocial rehabilitation, they can
stick with their existing provider, and their existing provider can continue with
them as we transition through as we go through the implementation of this
new contract for this new billing provider,” he said.

For new veterans entering the rehabilitation process—usually between 100
and 200 at any given time—they’re not individuals that have existing
relationships with service providers, said Harris.

“What they have at their disposal is access to 9,000-plus different service
providers through the PCVRS network,” said Harris. “The holder of the
contract is able to ensure that 9,000 service providers, through a list of
different health professions and support services, are available to them to
support them on their rehabilitation journey as well.”

Both Lifemark Health Group and WCG International declined requests for
comment from The Hill Times, and directed questions back to Veterans
Affairs.
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