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An Administrative Justice 
Support Network—it is 
indeed exciting to know that 
this initiative is underway 
in Ontario and how much 
families will benefit from 
this knowledgeable support 
system.  Ultimately, we all 
stand to positively gain and 
learn from this experience.  

I think back to our early years 
with our daughter Mallory 
and relive the struggles and 
challenges that we faced.  
These had nothing to do 
with Mallory, but rather the 
“systems” that hold such 
power over families like ours. 

I remember feeling so 
disempowered, alone and 
helpless at times, always 
wondering if I was being 
unreasonable to simply want 
the same things for Mallory, 
as we did for our son, Josh.

I know that our lives changed 

as a family when we started 
to network with other 
parents, joined provincial 
parent support groups and 
were introduced to the NS 
Association for Community 
Living.  The more we learned, 
the more confident we 
became as Mallory’s parents 
and advocates.  Just meeting 
other parents who walked 
the path before us, who 
mentored us and shared their 
experiences, provided us a 
sense of relief, validation and 
first-hand knowledge.  

For younger families today, 
it is unfortunate that many 
of the same challenges that 
we faced continue to be an 
issue.   In fact, we know 
that in some ways, we have 
slipped backwards and that 
means our children’s rights 
and futures are at risk.  

In this edition of Coming 
Together we feature 

information and stories about 
the Administrative Justice 
Support Network in Ontario. 
A support network created 
to help family members like 
you. We have also included 
examples of how parents 
are learning to handle 
complicated relationships with 
officials and bureaucracy.

Such a network is a welcomed 
support for parents and has 
the potential of igniting a 
family movement based on 
rights and equality.  As they 
move forward, I can’t wait 
to learn more—to know how 
parents benefit, how we can 
share this experience across 
our Federation, and perhaps, 
how, in the future such an 
initiative might work in other 
provinces so all families can 
gain the knowledge and skills 
they need to achieve their 
hopes and dreams for their 
child.   
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Why an Administrative 
Justice Support Network
By Dawn Roper

I think the idea for the 
Administrative Justice Support 
Network came from my unique 
experiences as both a parent 
of a child with an intellectual 
disability and as an adjudicator 
with administrative tribunals. 

As a parent, I understood that 
families face a real challenge 
when they disagree with a 
bureaucratic decision about a 
support or service for their son 
or daughter. The disadvantage 
they have is that they are 
unfamiliar with the process, 
they don’t know the legislation 
or the rules of an appeal, 
they most often can’t afford a 
lawyer, and they are intimidated 
by the prospect of acting for 
themselves. The whole process 
is alienating and uncomfortable 
for them, and in most cases 
unlike any experience they’ve 
had in their past. 

As an Adjudicator I would see 
families struggle. I could see 
that when they came before one 
of the tribunals where I was a 
panel member they would bring 
their story but they very often 
failed to address the legislation. 

Without saying very specifically 
how the person who made the 
unfavourable decision failed to 
apply the legislation correctly, 
and how that failure caused 
them or their family member 
to miss out on a service or 
support they should be entitled 
to receive, they would lose their 
appeal. 

I saw this over and over again 

and I felt 
frustrated 
because I 
knew that the 
family would 
see nothing of 
their story in 
the decision, 
and I knew that 
they might have 
succeeded, 
or perhaps 
mediated a 
better outcome 
had they 
addressed the 
legislation.

I thought about 
this quite a 
lot while I was an adjudicator, 
and once my term with my 
last tribunal ended I decided 
to see if there was something 
that could be done to level the 
power imbalance between the 
appellants, mostly vulnerable 
and unrepresented people 
with a lot at stake, and the 
respondents, mostly government 
employees represented by 
lawyers. 

After a lot of thought and 
a good deal of research on 
what other kind of support 
is out there for people with 
intellectual disabilities and their 
families when they disagree 
with a bureaucratic decision, I 
concluded that clear language 
information about appeals 
processes and person to person 
mentored support through the 
appeals process would be most 
helpful.  

Lana Kerzner, a lawyer who 
worked at ARCH Disability 
Law, and Lorne Sossin, a 
tribunal colleague and also 
Dean at Osgoode Hall Law 
School, were the first people I 
approached with the idea. Both 
enthusiastically encouraged me 
to continue to pursue the idea 
and both joined the advisory 
committee. 

A strong and creative advisory 
committee is a driving force for 
the network. They are a mix 
of lawyers, adjudicators, and 
social service agency employees, 
and several also have a family 
member with a disability. With 
their help, we were able to get 
our initial funding to create 
the web site from the Law 
Foundation of Ontario, and they 
have committed themselves to 
many hours of planning for the 
growth and development of the 
Network. They deserve a lot of 
credit for taking time from busy 
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careers and busy lives to get the 
network off the ground.

Funding is as much an issue 
for this initiative as any other 
in the disability world.  The 
Federal Department of Justice, 
the Trillium Foundation, and the 
Harry Red Foster Foundation 
have, in addition to the Law 
Foundation of Ontario, also 
funded the Network and 
Osgoode Hall Law School, 
Human Resources and Skills 
Development Canada, Queens 
University, Carnaross Consulting 
and ARCH Disability Law have 
each provided valuable supports 
to move our work forward. 

Now that the web site is up 
and working it’s time for the 
actual mentorship phase of 
the project to begin. Till now 
it’s all been about getting the 
written material ready, and 

that’s important, but for me the 
real magic in the network is in 
the relationships that will form 
between the mentors and the 
mentees, and between those 
who become mentors as they 
interact with each other. 

We’ve always known that people 
look to others for support when 
they are going through a difficult 
time, but this is also about the 
people who have navigated a 
difficult time and how to share 
what they’ve learned with 
others. It’s going to be amazing 
to watch these people in action.  

More than any other group of 
citizens, people with disabilities 
will have decisions made for or 
about them by bureaucracies, 
but I don’t think we’ve ever 
given much thought to just how 
many different bureaucracies 
people have to deal with at the 

same time. I think we’ll learn a 
lot about that, and I think that 
knowledge can eventually help 
direct government policy and 
maybe even lead change.

Our first Mentor’s Training 
Retreat will be held on the 
weekend of October 3rd – 5th 
at the Geneva Park YMCA 
Camp in Orillia. We will have an 
opportunity for mentors to get 
to know one another, to take 
some training on how successful 
mentoring relationships work.  
Then, over then next year, we’ll 
focus on how the mentoring 
relationships work for us, 
and hopefully develop some 
expertise that we can, in turn, 
offer to others.

I look forward to providing 
updates on our progress in 
future editions of Coming 
Together. 

Follow CACL on social media!

The Administrative Justice Support Network website can be found at 
http://asjn.communitylivingontario.ca
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What is an Administrative Justice Support Network

The Administrative Justice Support 
Network provides people with 
disabilities and their families in 
Ontario with the information and 
support they need to work their 
way through an appeal before an 
administrative tribunal.

Government policy and funding 
have a powerful influence on the 
life of a person with a disability. 
This extends to where they live, 
their income, access to education, 
recreation, or employment. It also 
regulates the supports necessary 
to live at home with family, or for 
some adults, in a place of their 
own.

Administrative decisions play 
a key role in ensuring that 
government policies are justly 
applied. There are administrative 
appeal processes through 
which a person can launch an 
appeal if they believe a support 
or service has been wrongly 
assessed. However, the prospect 
of going through this process 
can be overwhelming for many. 
Most people cannot afford legal 
representation and will struggle 
on their own. Too often people 
appear before an administrative 
tribunal with a compelling story, 
but fail to address the specific 
issues relating to the policy in 
question, and fail to make their 
case.

The Administrative Justice 
Support Network has been 
established with a number 
of partners in the legal and 
human rights communities to 

provide information and support 
to those facing one of these 
administrative processes. It will 
provide assistance to the majority 
of people who are facing an 
administrative appeal, and will 
hopefully set them on a path to 
a satisfactory outcome. It will not 
replace the need for specific legal 
advice that will sometimes be 
necessary.

A Source of Authoritative 
Information
Working with partners such 
as Osgoode Hall Law School 
and ARCH Disability Law 
Centre, we have developed a 
centralized resource that provides 
authoritative information about 
eight boards and tribunals that 
address the most common 
issues in the lives of people with 
disabilities.

•	 Social Benefits Tribunal
•	 Ontario Human Rights Tribunal
•	 Ontario Special Education 

Tribunal
•	 Consent and Capacity Board
•	 Landlord and Tenant Board
•	 Child and Family Services 

Review Board
•	 Health Services Appeal and 

Review Board
•	 Health Professions Appeal and 

Review Board

For each board and tribunal 
we outline many things that a 
person will want to know when 
undertaking an appeal. 

These include:

•	 How to initiate an appeal
•	 How long the process will take
•	 What costs might be involved
•	 How to prepare material for 

the appeal
•	 What to expect at the hearing

We also provide links to all the 
official materials that a person 
might need related to the 
administrative process, to other 
sites that might provide more 
specific information, and to legal 
clinics. 

Over the next several months 
we will add 8 more important 
pages to the site including 
employment law, workplace 
safety, federal benefits and their 
appeal processes, and a section to 
address how to challenge arbitrary 
decisions for which there is no 
appeal. 

Next Step: Mentorship Project
With the help of partners, we 
hope to do more. We plan to 
build a network of people willing 
to act as volunteer mentors for 
others. This way we can leverage 
the knowledge and courage they 
have gained through their own 
appeal for a greater benefit to the 
community as a whole.

Our mentorship program will 
gather families who have gone 
through an administrative 
appeal or who have developed a 
successful approach to provide 
support for their child in their 
family and in their community. 

The Administrative Justice Support 
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Network will host training on 
important elements of a mentoring 
relationship, the limitations on 
what they can and cannot do 
(for example that they can offer 
information but not legal advice), 
and that their role is to offer 
encouragement and guidance 
without imposing their opinion on 
others.

We will support the mentors to 
build their knowledge about a 
broad range of systems, supports 
and services. We will build a 
strong and interactive network by 
providing mentors with platforms 
to communicate through social 
media and face-to-face gatherings. 
With the help of partners, we will 
provide financial support to our 
volunteer mentors to cover any 
out of pocket expenses occurred 
in providing important support to 
the entire community.

Retreat October
Our first mentors retreat is this 
coming October at the Geneva 
Park YMCA Camp in Orillia, 
Ontario.  The first group of 
mentors, about 20 – 25 in all, 

will meet each other for a social 
event on Friday night and then 
spend Saturday all day in training 
about what mentorship aims to 
achieve, how to work with people 
and support them to address their 
issues (without doing it for them), 
and how to avoid crossing the line 
from providing legal information, 
which is our aim, to legal advice, 
which we must never do as we 
are not qualified and cannot be 
held accountable for legal (mis)
information. Mentors will have the 
opportunity to outline the kinds 
of communication, support, and 
financial support they will need to 
offer their skills effectively.

Into the Future
Our original partner, the Law 
Foundation of Ontario, is currently 
partnered with CLEO (Community 
Legal Education Ontario) to fund 
front line workers in remote 
and rural communities as they 
develop local training on basic 
legal information about issues 
that are important to them, such 
as landlord tenant issues or 
social benefits. Community Living 
Ontario has 118 affiliates in almost 

every area of Ontario with literally 
thousands of front line workers 
who are trusted intermediaries to 
whom people turn for information. 
In the coming year we will connect 
CLEO and the Law Foundation with 
our local associations so that they 
can begin to develop local training 
on issues of concern in their area. 
The videos or print material they 
prepare will be made available 
through our web site.

Advocacy
What is emerging from our work 
is a greater understanding of 
the many bureaucratic processes 
families must endure to obtain 
supports and services for their son 
or daughter with a disability, and 
then to keep them. More startling 
is how often people are dealing 
with multiple bureaucracies at 
the same time. We hope that as 
we become more informed and 
connected with the application 
and appeal processes for supports 
and services we will be able to 
advocate for more effective ways 
for government to deliver them.

If you are interested in knowing more about the Administrative Justice Support 
Network and/or to find out more about the possibility of creating a similar network 
in your province or territory, Dawn Roper can be reached at 416-447-4348 x 233 or 
droper@communitylivingontario.ca .
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It gets easier
by Heidi Penning - Mentor

Our family has been through 
the Social Benefits Tribunal 
three times for the same issue. 
The first time they denied our 
benefit we were told it was 
for financial reasons. We were 
told the benefit was for people 
whose family income was under 
$60,000 per year and we made 
more than that. We were told 
that it was pretty simple. We 
were a family of four, and if you 
made ‘x’ amount of money, more 
than the cut-off amount, the 
Director of the Regional Office 
could deny your support, and 
that’s what that person did.
 
Since being denied the benefit 
was “presumably” based on 
our family income, and from 
everything I had ever heard 
from the Ministry and from 
other families, I thought there 
was nothing I could do about it. 
But then one day I got a phone 
call from someone who knew 
differently, and she said “you 
know Heidi, you can appeal” and 
so we did.
 
The first experience was very 
intimidating, and I actually broke 
down and I had to stop and 
gather my thoughts even though 
I see myself as a pretty strong 

woman. All 
the emotional 
feelings came 
together; 
the months 
of being 
denied, and 
struggling, 
and trying to 
make do, and 
trying to keep your family well, 
and it all came down to this half 
hour or forty-five minutes with a 
chairperson who was a complete 
stranger. Then there was the 
stress of the limited time to 
present our case, to show that 
we were exceptional, that he 
or she hadn’t seen a family 
like ours before, I think it all 
contributed to the overwhelming 
emotion that I felt.
 
But it does get easier, we 
recently went through the 
third hearing without the same 
intense emotion, but rather 
with quiet determination. 
Having experienced the Social 
Benefits Tribunal three times I 
think compels me to be part of 
this mentorship project. I feel 
a sense of responsibility to be 
that guide on the side, to give 
other families that hand to hold 
through the process so that they 

can find their strength and gain 
control of their own life.
 
The biggest thing I could pass 
along, I think, is to give up 
your pride. Recognize that you 
can’t do it alone. Seek out other 
families that have been there 
before you and have the grace 
to let them help you. It does get 
easier, it does get better, and 
eventually you realize there is a 
whole community there waiting 
to stand by you. It’s golden.
 
With this mentorship program 
we can use technology to our 
advantage. I’ve lived in remote 
and rural areas of the province 
where there were literally no 
families like ours, and no 
community of peers to lean on. 
But now through technology 
we can build that community 
of support for each other that 
spans the province. Its going to 
be pretty amazing.

Heidi and her partner Dave live in Kingston Ontario and have four children together, two of whom 
are on the autism spectrum. Heidi is an Equity Advisor at Queen’s University. She holds a Master’s 
Degree in Public Administration and is a PhD Candidate in Rehabilitation Science at Queen’s. Heidi 
has nearly two decades of experience creating sustainable and positive change for equity-seeking 
groups so they can live, work and play with dignity in their communities. 
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The Unexpected
by Helen Dionne

I would never have thought that I 
would have to bring an appeal to 
the Landlord and Tenant board 
but when a sewage backup at 
my daughter’s apartment led to 
me paying $14,000 from my own 
pocket I had no choice but to 
ask for a hearing.  

The landlord was adamant that 
he would not use his insurance 
to cover the damage caused by 
the backup, but my daughter’s 
tenant’s insurance only covered 
contents. 

The landlord accused my 
daughter of “mismanagement 
of the toilet,” and threatened 
that our cost to fix the problem 
would be even greater if I did 
not immediately take action.  I 
arranged to have the apartment 
cleaned and the plumbing fixed.

Still, I was smacked by the 
injustice of the situation, the 
unfairness to her, and the 
landlord’s absolute refusal to live 
up to his obligations under the 
Guides and Rules set out clearly 
in the Landlord and Tenant Act. 
I knew this was a situation that 

needed to go either to 
the Landlord and Tenant 
Board or possibly the 
Human Rights Tribunal.

I am fortunate to have 
several people who are 
interested in our story 
and that I could turn to 
them to relieve some of 
my anxiety.  When incidents that 
are out of the ordinary happen 
to us it is our relationships with 
others that pull us through. 

We don’t spend a lot of time 
thinking about our relationships 
but we all have times when we 
realize the importance of people 
around us who matter; times of 
crisis, celebration, or help with 
an important decision. It is often 
difficult to reach out because 
sometimes the situation is 
challenging or sad and we don’t 
want to burden others, but the 
reality is that it is only because 
of relationships with others 
that we grow, learn, cope and 
achieve. 
Some people take action with 
us, some are good listeners, 
some support us through the 

steps we must take, and others 
come with us and their presence 
gives us strength and courage 
to be able to take the next step.  
They all need to be part of the 
celebration.

Our story is not quite over yet. 
We have been to a hearing and 
we got a favourable decision but 
we still face another process to 
recover what we spent to fix the 
apartment and that could take 
some time.

Do not depend on the hope of 
results… start more and more to 
concentrate not on the results 
but in the value, the rightness, 
the truth of the work itself.  
In the end it is the value of 
personal relationships that save 
everything.   

Thomas Merton

Helen Dionne has been a well respected family leader for over 40 years. Helen began her advocacy 
in the 1970’s when she and her husband George were instrumental in requiring PKU screening for 
newborns in Ontario. Helen is committed to community engagement and community living for people 
with intellectual disabilities and both her career and voluntary life has been focused on that goal. 
While she works in organizations to advocate for change, Helen demonstrates most often that it 
is in friendship and relationships that we find our strength. Helen is currently the Coordinator for 
the Durham Family Network and a member of the advisory committee for the Administrative Justice 
Support Network.
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Things to Think About 
When Considering an Appeal
When families come forward looking for help with their decision about whether or not to appeal 
a decision about a support or service they receive or that they have been denied, here are a few 
suggestions: 

1. Most of us feel hurt and angry when we don’t receive the decision we think is appropriate. However, 
you should try to remain civil no matter how difficult it is. Being calm and polite while using every 
argument and every process to get the desired outcome is just a more effective approach. 

2. Look for support close to you. We all need to feel support when we are in a struggle. Rely on friends 
and family and other parents to help you with your appeal.  

3. If you can, find someone who has been through the same thing and learn what worked for them, 
and also what didn’t work.  

4. If you are making an appeal before an administrative board or tribunal, read the legislation (it 
can be pretty hard to read, but keep at it), and make sure your arguments address the legislation 
specifically. If you don’t address the legislation you could lose even if you have a good case. 

5. Read the rules of the tribunal, learn how they conduct hearings, and if possible go watch a hearing 
so you can begin to feel comfortable in the environment.  

6. Most importantly, read other decisions the board or tribunal has made. You might be surprised to 
find an earlier decision that is based on a situation similar to your own, and that could help you 
focus your arguments.

NOTE:  Many administrative boards or tribunals have their decisions posted on the website of the 
Canadian Legal Information Institute (CanLii). The web site is fairly easy to use just by clicking on 
the boxes for your province and board or tribunal. 
https://www.google.ca/?gfe_rd=cr&ei=OV8HVKGrC4yN8Qf-hIHYBA&gws_rd=ssl#q=CanLii

National Family Leadership Series
As part of the Canadian Association for Community Living’s Coming Together… to Create Change: National 
Family Leadership Series, CACL, in collaboration with participating Provincial / Territorial Associations 
for Community Living, is offering its Values, Vision and Action Workshop. The Values, Vision and Action 
Workshop is a weekend retreat provided to groups of 20-25 family members.

The workshop is highly interactive, consisting of individual and panel presentations, small group sessions, 
and a variety of informational videos. Participants will gain a deeper understanding of the history, values 
and vision of the community living movement, the changing perspectives on disability within our society 
and the role families can play in translating this vision into a ‘good life’ for our family members.

If you have a group of families and are interested in finding out about having a workshop organized 
in your community please contact CACL, inform@cacl.ca or 416-661-9611 or your Provincial / Territorial 
Association.


