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Vellacott tries to help breast cancer patient

By Janet French
Saskatoon-Wanuskewin MP Maurice Vellacott is going to bat for a woman with breast cancer who can’t claim disability benefits from the Canadian Pension Plan. 

“We think this is something of a travesty and some injustice that’s been done,” Vellacott said. “My heart is out for those who in a bureaucratic system sometimes fall between the cracks.” 

Doctors diagnosed Cheryl Arcand, of Leask, with breast cancer last September. Following a mastectomy last October, she is in the middle of a six-month course of chemotherapy and is due for radiation treatment later. With no insurance or disability funds available through her employers, the single woman had only 15 weeks of Employment Insurance (EI) from Human Resources Skills Development Canada (HRSDC) to live off of. 

The bell tolled on her EI payments on Saturday, just days after the Canadian Pension Plan rejected her application for prolonged disability payments. She was rejected, she said, because CPP doesn’t see her cancer as a prolonged disability. 

“It’s a lot of stress because my financial situation is not the greatest,” Arcand said. “They want you to eat properly and they want you to rest, but it’s always in the back of my head, what am I going to do next month? I’m more worried about my finances than my health.” 

Jean Tessier, a communications advisor for Income Security Programs at Social Development Canada (SDC) said the department bases their CPP Disability decisions on more than a medical diagnosis. They also gather information on a person’s ability to work from occupational therapists, physiotherapists and employers, he said. 

“CPP recognizes that cancer can result in a severe and prolonged disability,” he wrote in an e-mail. “Approximately 17 per cent of individuals receiving CPP Disability have ‘neoplasms,’ which includes cancer, as their primary medical condition. It is not the diagnosis alone, such as cancer, that is considered, but the impact of the medical condition on the applicant’s ability to work.” 

The department cannot comment on individual cases or decisions. 

Vellacott said he thinks Arcand does have a long-term disability and has written a letter to SDC telling them so. “I don’t think people should be shunted aside just because somebody has too summarily or too (superficially) looked at the case and then just brushed it aside,” he said. 

Cancer is a complex disease and the date treatment is over isn’t necessarily the day a patient is ready for work, he said. “You can’t tell from one day to the next how the treatment is affecting you,” Vellacott said. 

Vellacott wants the department to re-assess Arcand’s CPP application. If that fails, he thinks changes to EI could be in order. “Cheryl is being an honest upright kind of person,” he said. “Instead, if she were to have stepped away from work or her employer would have let her go, she could have been on (EI) for 45 weeks. But she’s an honest person with ethic and integrity.” 

Vellacott said he is willing to stand behind others in a similar position to Arcand, who have paid into federal programs for years and are denied access to their benefits during a prolonged illness. 

“I see her as a courageous person,” Vellacott said. “In a more weakened or tired condition, (she) is prepared to put some more effort into it and I think if she charts a course here, it’s not only for herself but others as well.” 

Breast cancer is Arcand’s second “kick at the cat” with cancer, she said. Twenty-two years ago she had uterine cancer. She said no one can predict how a patient with cancer feels or when they can work. “Yet CPP has it in their mind that they can see better than the medical team can,” she said. “The chemo treatment has probably been simpler than all this paperwork.” 

Arcand wants other people, whether they have cancer or not, to lobby their MPs for longer sickness benefits through EI. If HRSDC can extend parental benefits, they can extend disability sickness benefits too, especially given the $46-million surplus in EI coffers Canada’s auditor general, Sheila Fraser, denounced in November, Arcand said.

