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Introduction

Founded in 2016, the National Institute of Ageing (NIA) is a research institute housed
at Toronto Metropolitan University with a mission to improve the lives of older adults
and the systems that support them. Over the past decade, the NIA has established
itself as a leading voice on ageing policy. Our vision remains clear: a Canada where
older adults feel valued, included, supported and better prepared to age with
confidence.

Canada is rapidly ageing. Today, nearly one in five Canadians is aged 65 or older.! In
2023, 40.4% of Canadians in this age group had a disability.? As the population of
older Canadians grows, so too will the number of Canadians living with disabilities.?
Older adults are also disproportionately represented in lower-income brackets,*
leaving many with fewer resources to absorb disability-related costs. Fair,
accessible, and compassionate disability-support systems are more important than
ever.

Yet the Disability Tax Credit (DTC)—a key federal tax measure for low-income
Canadians with disabilities—remains severely underutilized despite its importance to
Canada’s ageing population: in 2024, people aged 55 or older accounted for more
than half (54%) of DTC certificate holders.® Statistics Canada (2026) reports that
only 14.6% of persons with disabilities, and only 34.8% of those with very severe
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disabilities, claim the credit.® Those with mental-health related disabilities were
least likely to claim the DTC compared to other types of disability.” This low uptake
is concerning because the DTC also serves as a gateway to 17 federal disability
programs, including the Canada Disability Benefit, and simplifies access to
provincial and territorial income assistance and tax credits.® For many older
Canadians, barriers to the DTC application process directly threaten their financial
well-being and security.

The NIA applauds recent federal efforts to streamline DTC applications and expand
the list of certifying medical practitioners. To build on this progress and help
Canada’s growing population of older adults access the benefits they need and
deserve, we recommend the following priority actions to further reduce
administrative barriers:

1. Modernize the DTC’s Definition and Determination of
Disability

The DTC relies on one of the most restrictive definitions of disability in all of
Canada’s disability support programs.® Consequently, it excludes hundreds of
thousands of people with disabilities who otherwise qualify for disability-related
social assistance. Recent research estimates that only 40% of working-aged adults
with a severe disability in Canada successfully meet the Canada Revenue Agency’s
(CRA) strict eligibility threshold.™

Beyond this overly restrictive definition, the CRA internally interprets the
requirement that an impairment be present “all or substantially all of the time” to
mean 90% of the time. This strict measuring stick is difficult for medical practitioners
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to apply and ignores the dynamic nature of many disabilities.™ The challenge is even
more acute for episodic disabilities, whose effects fluctuate unpredictably between
periods of good and ill health, and for disabilities affecting mental functions.” A
single appointment may not capture how these disabilities restrict a person’s daily
activities, making it difficult for a practitioner to describe those restrictions
accurately.

Canadian medical practitioners have also questioned whether the 90% policy
provides meaningful practical guidance. During a 2020 CRA focus group held by the
Disability Advisory Committee (DAC), most of the participating medical professionals
said that the 90% threshold was difficult, if not impossible, to observe and that they
therefore paid little attention to it.”® Several psychologists added that a fixed
percentage is especially ill-suited to assessing mental functions such as memory,
judgment and control.*

The CRA should discontinue its 90% policy and eliminate all references to “90% of
the time” from the DTC application form. This change would align with guidance
from Canadian courts, which emphasize that DTC provisions in the ITA must be
interpreted “liberally, humanely and compassionately and not narrowly and
technically,” with any doubt resolved in favour of the taxpayer.” It would also follow
the unanimous recommendation of medical professionals who participated in the
2020 CRA focus group.’®
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To ensure that DTC’s framework protects and accurately reflects disability in later
life, we recommend:

Recommendation 1: Adopt a broader, less restrictive definition of disability to
replace the current definition in the Income Tax Act. Ensure that this definition
aligns with modern frameworks and definitions used in legislation such as the
Accessible Canada Act.

Recommendation 2: Cease interpreting “all or substantially all of the time” as
90% of the time. This interpretation is impractical and conflicts with Canadian
jurisprudence. Moving forward, interpret the phrase "all or substantially all of
the time" flexibly to provide meaningful practical guidance to medical
professionals and properly reflect the dynamic nature of many disabilities.”

2. Reduce DTC Application Complexity to Protect Older
Applicants

Administrative burdens actively prevent older adults from accessing the DTC.
Qualifying for the DTC requires gathering and completing tax forms, medical
certificates, supporting records, and, for some applicants, regular requalifications.
This complexity places a particular burden on older adults with disabilities, who may
also be managing cognitive decline, limited mobility, or shrinking social networks.
Removing these barriers is essential to protect their financial security.

Financial and Geographical Barriers

Up-front, out-of-pocket certification fees deter older adults with low incomes from
applying. The DTC requires certification by an authorized medical practitioner, who
generally charges a fee to review and complete their portion of the form. The federal
government estimates that medical practitioners charge an average of $125, while
frontline organizations report significantly higher fees, particularly in complex
cases. Previous federal budgets promised a partial reimbursement system, but this
leaves out too many applicants. The federal government should establish a direct
federal reimbursement system so that applicants do not bear this cost.™
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Recommendation 3: Directly reimburse medical practitioners for certifying
DTC applications, as already occurs with Canada Pension Plan disability
benefit applications.

The Spring Economic Update 2026 takes the welcome step of expanding the list of
practitioners authorized to certify certain impairments.’® We urge the federal
government to continue expanding this list. Limited access to authorized
practitioners creates a significant barrier for older adults with disabilities, especially
those living in rural, remote, and northern communities. This is critical - although
approximately 18% of Canadians live in rural communities, only 7% of physicians
practice there.?® Rural residents are also more likely to be older, experience more
chronic conditions and have fewer healthcare options than their urban
counterparts.®

Recommendation 4: Continue to expand the list of medical practitioners
authorized to fully certify disability for the DTC.

Taking a broader systemic perspective, the entire DTC application process must be
reoriented to centre the applicant and their lived experiences. The current
application process gives medical physicians primary responsibility for describing
applicants’ functional limitations. Yet a clinical appointment frequently fails to
account for the diverse, day-to-day realities of ageing with a disability. Older adults
themselves are best placed to explain how their conditions affect self-care and daily
activities. Applicants should therefore complete the functional assessment, with
practitioners confirming or supplementing its accuracy rather than writing the
account for them. Applicant-completed assessments would align with the principles
of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the
principle of “Nothing About Us Without Us.”??

This applicant-centred approach would also reduce administrative strain on our
healthcare system. A physician takes an average of 36 minutes to complete their
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portion of the initial DTC application, and complex cases involving multiple
disabilities or specialists may take several hours.

Recommendation 5: Create a new, plain-language DTC application form,
designed in collaboration with older adults, caregiver organizations, and
medical practitioners. The form should empower applicants to complete the
functional assessment themselves, asking practitioners only to certify
accuracy.

Recommendation 6: Increase funding for the Disability Benefit Navigation
program, which supports community-based organizations in helping people
access the DTC, the Canada Disability Benefit, and provincial and territorial
disability benefits. Services should be free, culturally and linguistically
appropriate, and available through in-person methods.

Recommendation 7: Allow supported decision-making in DTC applications and
administration. Permit older adults to receive help from trusted supporters
while preserving their autonomy, privacy, and legal capacity, with safeguards
against conflicts of interest and financial abuse.

Eliminate Redundant Reassessments

As of 2027, a qualified medical practitioner would only need to confirm the diagnosis
of DTC applicants with a listed long-lasting medical condition, rather than certify
that the impairment is severe and prolonged, or explain how it affects the
applicant’s daily life.?* While this measure would reduce the burden of a DTC
application, it does not address the CRA’s unnecessary use of temporary DTC
certificates or establish a simplified renewal process.

Older adults with permanent, progressive, or irreversible disabilities should not have
to repeatedly prove their impairments. In 2022, approximately one-third of DTC
certificates were temporary, and evidence suggests that some were issued for
permanent, progressive, or irreversible lifelong disabilities.?® Unnecessary
reapplication imposes costs, stress, and uncertainty for applicants and strains an
already burdened health-care system. As one advocate put it: “many people with
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disabilities are really tired of verifying that they didn’t grow out of their Down’s
Syndrome.”?®

The Spring Economic Update 2026 leaves another gap: older adults may still have to
prove their disability separately for federal, provincial, and territorial programs.
Because regional disability support systems already rely on rigorous evaluations,
recognizing them for Disability Tax Credit (DTC) qualification would eliminate
duplication and accelerate access to federal support. Implementing a consistent
definition of disability supported by a cross-jurisdictional data-sharing framework
would ensure that older adults receiving provincial or territorial benefits are
automatically granted DTC eligibility.

Recommendation 8: Recognize provincial disability program eligibility and
automatically extend federal disability certification to people already
receiving disability benefits through provincial or territorial social assistance
programs.

Recommendation 9: Reduce the unnecessary use of temporary DTC
certificates, along with a commitment to establish simplified renewal
processes nationwide, building on the recent Manitoba pilot.?’

To honour its human rights commitments under the UN Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities, Canada must design all reforms in partnership with people
with disabilities. This aligns with the treaty’s core principle of “nothing about us
without us,” which affirms that people with disabilities must be meaningfully
involved in decisions that affect them.

Thank you for considering these recommendations to support Canada’s ageing
population. For more information, please contact:

Rizwan Khan, J.D.

Legal Researcher & Analyst
National Institute on Ageing
rizwan.khan@torontomu.ca
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