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From the Ombudsperson
The Ministry of Social Development and Poverty Reduction is 
responsible for income assistance and disability assistance in 
the province. It has been struggling for the past several years to 
provide timely and effective service to the public. The ministry 
has been shifting its service from a focus on in-person delivery 
to one that emphasizes telephone and online methods of 
service delivery or, in the ministry vernacular, “service channels.”

The transition has not been smooth. For the past number of 
years, people served by the ministry have faced significant 
delays when making inquiries or attempting to obtain 
assistance by telephone. The issues, had they been resolved 
in a reasonable time, might have been attributed to transition 
problems as the ministry moved to a new service model. 
However, problems of delay, dropped calls, long wait times  
and poor communication have persisted.

Compounding many of these service issues is the reality that income and disability 
assistance recipients face challenges arising from their life circumstances, including poverty, 
homelessness, health issues and disability. These issues have prompted questions to be asked 
as to whether the ministry’s service shift to the emphasis on online and telephone service 
channels is appropriate. At an absolute minimum these issues demand that government 
accommodates the variety of service needs presented by the ministry’s clientele – some  
of the most vulnerable individuals in British Columbia.

It is also apparent that the ministry has been under resource pressures that have restricted 
its options as it sought to manage the service crisis it found itself in over the past few years. 
As we detail in this report, the ministry has been creative in the measures it has taken in an 
attempt to squeeze a bit more service from its resource envelope. But we also found that those 
responsible for delivering the service have lowered their service commitments, now believing 
the original program goals to be unrealistic given the resource pressures.

In this report we call for new service standards for telephone and in-person ministry services. 
The service standards we have recommended for telephone service delivery represent 
reasonably timely service. In addition we recommend the gradual elimination of two strategies 
that the ministry had adopted in order to reduce call wait times – but did so at the expense of 
quality of service. Our report recommends nearly 40 new staff positions for the contact centre 
to deliver this more timely and improved level of service. 

In total we have made nine recommendations. I am pleased that the ministry has fully accepted 
six of the recommendations and has agreed to make improvements that partially address the 
other three recommendations.

Significantly the ministry will, on a monthly basis, be providing transparent performance 
information for each day of the previous month. The public, stakeholders and service recipients 
will be able to readily see how the ministry has been performing in meeting its commitments. 
Until the ministry is able to phase out its “call sweeping” strategy by March 31, 2019 it will 
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