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Introduction

Health emergencies pose an ongoing
challenge for governments, requiring them
to protect public health while also
supporting individuals and households
experiencing sudden social and economic
disruption. The complexity, scale and
unpredictability of emergencies complicate
the design and delivery of benefit programs,
which must often be implemented rapidly
under condifions of uncertainty. In these
contexts, governments are required to
balance speed and accessibility, while
attempting to mitigate widening social and
health inequities.

The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated
both the possibilities and limitations of

emergency benefit systems in Canada. In
addition to pandemic health measures

such as lockdowns and travel restrictions', . .
governments infroduced a wide range of This study informs the

income supports, wage subsidies and developmem‘ of
targeted payments, highlighting the critical
role of household-level benefits in enabling
compliance with public health measures equify—orienfed

and buffering economic shocks. At the emergency benefits
same fime, gaps in coverage and reliance K S
on temporary, ad hoc program design, in packages auring

addition to inequities in access, revealed fimes of crisis.
underlying limitations in existing income

comprehensive and

support structures.

Within Canada, the decentralized nature of public health authority meant that pandemic
responses varied across provinces and territories?. While the acute phase of the pandemic
has waned, governments continue to contend with its economic and social consequences,
alongside other emerging and intensifying public health challenges. Among the most

Emergency benefits in Canada: A comparison of jurisdictions 1



significant of these is climate change and its growing impacts on environmental and
human health. Changes in climate patterns, such as prolonged heat waves, more
frequent and severe wildfires, and extreme weather events, are already affecting
population health and well-being®?.

As climate-related emergencies become more frequent and severe, governments face
comparable challenges related to protecting the health of populations. The pandemic
experience offers critical lessons for climate-related emergency preparedness, particularly
with the design and delivery of benefit programs to support populations impacted socially
and economically. Importantly, equity-oriented income supports and household-level
benefits can play a central role in protecting households in an emergency'2.

This jurisdictional scan comparing the responses of four provinces represents an exploratory
first step in the study of household-level investments by governments to respond to health
emergencies in Canada. By reviewing benefit programs implemented during the
COVID-19 pandemic and in response to extreme heat, this study aims to explore patterns
in program design and implications for health equity. Ultimately, this study seeks to inform
the development of a comprehensive and equity-oriented emergency benefits package
for households and individuals to support resilience across a range of current and future
crises.
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A comparative case study design was employed® to examine provincial emergency
benefit programs in Canada. Two types of health emergencies were selected: the
COVID-192 pandemic and extreme heat. These cases were selected to explore variation
on the dimensions of emergency response’, including temporality (prolonged versus
episodic), origin of harm (infectious disease versus environmental exposure), geographic
and social impact, public perception of risk, and policy approach.

The case study focused on household-level programs provided by provincial, rather
than municipal or federal, levels of government in Canada. The research focused on
this level because the provinces have jurisdiction over social assistance and many other
related programs. While federal programs, such as the Canada Emergency Response
Benefit (CERB), offer broad, nationwide coverage, provincial programs are tailored to
regional economic contexts, local living conditions and specific political priorities.

A focus on programs across provincial
jurisdictions sheds light on how programs Household-level emergency

support or leave behind specific vulnerable b fit for th
groups that may be missed by federal SneT Prograe For e

programs. The comparison of case studies COVID-19 pondemic and
helps to understand how policy approaches extreme heat were
compare and contrast in terms of investment . .

info capacity to withstand emergencies®. examined in four

The federal government provided the vast provincial jurisdictions:

maijority of the funding during COVID-19 British Columbia, Alberta

and most of the provinces left money on .
the table by not accessing the range of Ontario and Quebec.

funds available to them and/or not meeting

the cost-sharing agreements with the federal government®. Looking at programs across
provincial jurisdictions enables insight into how these political choices and policy priorities
shape inequities within and across jurisdictions.

The focus of this scan represents one piece of the broader picture on emergency
preparedness investment in Canada and is intended as a starting point for future work
that examines the interactions between the federal, provincial and municipal levels of
government.
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The two cases, COVID-19 and extreme heat, were selected to build understanding
about two diverse examples, while also enabling documentation of similarities across
cases’. Table 1 contains descriptions of the cases across key dimensions identified as
important through various sources on emergencies'®'!1213, These conceptual variables
are intended to inform case study selection, but as methodological tools, they are also
simplified representations and may not map neatly onto real-world conditions.

The COVID-19 pandemic case focused on the first two years (March 2020 to April 2022)
of the pandemic, since this was the period when most programs were introduced by
governments. The extreme heat case focused on programs introduced following the
Western heat dome in 2021 (January 2021 to November 2025), which was one of the
deadliest weather events to date in Canada, with extreme temperatures lasting around
one week'™.

While COVID-19 fransmission continues within the population, pandemic governance
during the acute phase was largely organized around temporary restrictions and
time-limited interventions infended to end once transmission and vaccination conditions
stabilized. Many governments framed the pandemic as an emergency to withdraw
from'. By contrast, for exireme heat, provincial governments have shifted from short-term
crisis response toward longer-term adaptation planning, given the acknowledgment
that heat is recurring and escalating's. The extreme heat case focused on programs
infroduced following 2021 until 2025 to capture both immediate responses and
subsequent policy developments that aimed to address ongoing events.

Four provinces (British Columbia, Alberta, Ontario and Quebec) were selected to capture
variation in key dimensions of population size and geography. These provinces were
selected to provide geographic representation across Canada, while also capturing the
country’s largest and most populous provinces. Together, these provinces reflect
substantial geographic, demographic and economic diversity, making them useful
comparators for policy approaches'.

During the first two years of COVID-19, Canada's decentralized federal system allowed
provinces considerable discretion in designing their COVID-19 responses. This meant that
provincial governments were able to adapt policies to their own political and institutional
contexts, which were variable across these four provinces'®. The objective of the
following analysis was to identify, describe and compare the types of household-level
benefits across the provinces, and to analyze the health and social equity implications
of these investments.
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An intfernet search was conducted to identify household-level benefits implemented in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic and extreme heat. Programs were identified
through a structured search strategy using search engines (Google), provincial
government websites and media sources. Search terms included combinations of
“COVID-19 pandemic,” “extreme heat,” "benefit programs,” “income benefit,”
“household support,” “household-level programs,” “benefits for households,” and
“benefits for individuals.” Secondary data gathering strategies were employed
throughout the data collection stage, where programs that were named in initial
searches were explored in greater detail and, once identified, specific details and
groups were also searched.

Programs were included if they:
1. Fell under the mandate of the provincial governments;

2. Provided monetary benefits to individuals or households; and
3. Were infroduced during the time period selected for each emergency.

Data were extracted for each program using a data extraction template, which
captured information on program objectives, target population, design characteristics,
implementation dates and costs (e.g., cost sharing with the federal government). The
details of these programs are summarized in Tables 2-9.

Descriptive analytic fechniques were used to summarize the main features of programs,
and to compare programs across provinces and between the two case studies'. With
this approach, data was largely taken at face value and organized according to key
information extracted from texts, such as government websites?.

The analysis drew on frameworks such as the Health Equity Impact Assessment?' and
tools from the National Collaborating Centre for Determinants of Health?? to examine
potential gaps in coverage and differential impacts across population groups.
Specifically, the frameworks were used to identify which populations (defined according
to identity characteristics, such as ethno-racial background or access to the social
determinants of health) may experience significant or disproportionate health impacts
as a result of extreme heat or COVID-19, along with how the provincial programs
identified could potentially mitigate these disparities (or not).

°aPrograms that were privately funded, administered by municipalities or federal
jurisdictions and not directly linked to COVID-19 response or heat resilience or cooling
supports were excluded.
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Description of pandemic programs

There was variation in the range, design and extent of new household level programs to
address the COVID-19 pandemic across the four provinces. This section contains a brief
summary of the programs in each province as well as a comparison of these programs.

Alberta

In total, four programs were identified from the Government of Alberta. Of these, the
focus included: financial support for working Albertans required to self-isolate; payment
to recognize the service of some types of critical workers during COVID-19; payment
top-up for healthcare aides employed in care facilities; and support for working parents
with childcare costs.

All of these programs were temporary or one-time payments. All were cash transfers,
except for the Health Care Aide Wage top-up* which was directed to employers, with
the expectation that the funds were added to employee wages. The Emergency
Isolation Support program* and the Working Parents Benefit program# were both
designed to prevent income loss, whereas the remaining two aimed to better
compensate frontline, essential workers.

In Alberta, early pandemic income supports focused heavily on short-term, lump-sum
payments, partficularly for workers who had been recently employed. The Emergency
Isolation Support program was infroduced at the beginning of the pandemic as a
temporary bridge until federal benefits became available. This program provided a
one-fime payment of $1,146 to adults over the age of 18 who met minimal eligibility
criteria.

Measures also targeted employed frontline workers, particularly in health and continuing
care settings, through wage-based top-ups and taxable lump-sum payments. Essential
workers received a $1,200 one-time payment, contingent on a minimum number of
paid hours, while healthcare aides were eligible for a $2 per hour wage top-up during
the early months of the pandemic. These measures were delivered primarily through
employers and partially cost-shared with the federal government.

The Government of Alberta also infroduced care-related supports for working parents
facing increased care burdens. Working parents who continued paying for childcare
during closures were eligible for a one-time payment of $561 per child, contingent on

Emergency benefits in Canada: A comparison of jurisdictions



prior expenditures. Across programs, Alberta’s pandemic income response relied
predominantly on one-time payments and wage supplements.

British Columbia

In total, nine programs were identified from the Government of British Columbia. All were
tfemporary or one-time payments. All were cash transfers, except for one which was a
wage top-up and one which was a rent subsidy. The focus included: support to workers
whose ability to work was disrupted but who were not eligible for CERB or other income
programs; financial relief to most families (20 per cent of population) to improve their
ability to deal with cost-of-living challenges; top-ups and supplements for low-income
individuals or families already receiving income benefits (three programs); financial relief
to families (low- and moderate-income) having difficulty paying their energy bills; income
for families with children with special needs; wage enhancements for frontline workers;
and a temporary rent supplement for tenants facing challenges paying rent.

A key target of pandemic income supports in British Columbia was workers with recent
labour market participation. Workers affected by job loss or reduced hours received
one-fime, tax-free lump-sum payments, including the $1,000 B.C. Emergency Benefit for
Workers*® and the BC Recovery Benefit¥. These benefits extended into the moderate-
and upper-income ranges, with reduced amounts at higher-income levels. Frontline
workers received short-term wage top-ups rather than income-tested transfers, reflecting
their continued labour market participation despite elevated risk.

In contrast, low-income populations already reliant on income assistance, disability
assistance or seniors’ supplements received support primarily through monthly top-ups
to existing benefits. These included a $300 per month COVID-19 crisis supplement
throughout most of 2020, followed by a reduced $150 per month recovery supplement
in early 2021. These payments were designed to reach some of those excluded from
other programs, including federal programs such as the CERB. The later introduction of
a permanent $175 monthly increase in April 2021 marked a partial shift from emergency
mitigation toward longer-term income stabilization, though at levels that remain low
relative to cost of living.

A third set of measures targeted households facing cost pressures, particularly renters
and families with children. Rental supplements of $300-$500 per month were paid
directly to landlords on behalf of lower-income tenants, while temporary family benefits
and enhanced tax credits increased disposable income for households with dependents.

Emergency benefits in Canada: A comparison of jurisdictions



Ontario

In total, eight programs were identified from the Government of Ontario. Of these, the
focus included: pandemic pay or wage enhancements for workers (two programs);
top-ups for low-income individuals or families already receiving income benefits (two
programs); income for people facing financial difficulty not already enrolled in a
government income benefit program; financial relief to low-income families who were
having difficulty paying their energy bills; and income for families with children with
special needs (two programs).

All were cash transfer programs, except for the COVD-19 Energy Assistance Program
(CEAP), Residential benefit*®, which provided credit for unpaid bills, and the temporary
wage enhancement, which came in the form of an earnings supplement. All were
temporary or short-term programs or one-time payments, and four were income-tested.

Pandemic income supports for low-income and fixed-income populations relied primarily
on temporary enhancements to existing social assistance and seniors’ benefits, rather
than broad-based lump-sum payments. The province doubled the maximum Guaranteed
Annual Income System (GAINS)>" payments for six months beginning in April 2020,
providing up to $166 per month for individuals and $332 per month for couples.
Emergency assistance rules under Ontario Works (OW)>2 were also temporarily relaxed,
allowing individuals and families affected by COVID-19 to receive emergency assistance
more than once within six months and for longer durations without completing a full OW
application. Baseline monthly rates were $733 for OW and $1,169 for Ontario Disability
Support Program (ODSP)® recipients, with additional short-term supports of up to $100
for individuals and $200 for families to offset pandemic-related expenses.

A second grouping of programs addressed pressures linked to rising cost of living,
particularly energy affordability, through application-based credits rather than income
supplements. The CEAP provided low-income households up to $650-$780 for electricity
bills and up to $650 for natural gas charges. Expanded funding in 2020 and 2021
supported residential customers, targeting households experiencing overdue payments
rather than ongoing income deficits.

Other commitments from the Ontario government for pandemic supports targeted
employed frontline and care-sector workers, with top-up and lump sum payments for
eligible workers (including criteria on hours worked). Subsequent investments extended
wage enhancements for personal support workers and direct support workers through
2022, with some top-ups becoming permanent in April 2022. In parallel, families with
children navigating school closures received multiple rounds of one-time payments,
ranging from $200-$250 per child in 2020 to $400-$500 per child in 2021.

Emergency benefits in Canada: A comparison of jurisdictions 11



Quebec

In total, five programs were identified from the Government of Quebec. Of these, the
focus included: low-income earners in essential sectors; workers without financial
protections from government or employers; low- and middle-income households facing
rising costs due to inflation; tenants facing challenges paying rent; and Quebecers
whose plans to move into their principal residence were postponed due to COVID-19.

All programs were temporary, short-term or involved one-time payments. Three of the
programs involved cash transfers to households, one involved an interest free loan from
Société d’habitation du Québec, and one a partial reimbursement of housing or
moving costs. All programs were income or means-tested.

In Quebec, early pandemic income supports focused primarily on employed workers
who faced heightened risk or disruption, using taxable one-time compensation and
wage top-ups. The Incentive Program to Retain Essential Workers® provided a taxable
$400 per month payment for a maximum of 16 weeks ($1,600 total). A second
worker-focused program, Programme d'aide temporaire aux travailleurs®, targeted
individuals unable to work due to public health requirements, with a weekly payment
of $573 for up to 28 days. This benefit was taxable at the federal level and administered
by the Canadian Red Cross, with payments delivered via direct deposit or prepaid cards.

Quebec also infroduced a set of supports aimed at mitigating cost pressures rather than
directly supplementing income, particularly as inflation accelerated during the recovery
period. In early 2022, one-time payments of $275 for single individuals, $400 for couples,
and up to $800 for senior couples were delivered to offset increasing costs associated
with inflation®. The government also offered interest-free loans of $1,500 (equivalent to
two months’ rent) to tenants whose incomes declined due to COVID-19, alongside
reimbursements of up to $2,000 per month for temporary accommodation and up to
$1,000 for moving and storage costs.

Comparison of COVID-19 programs

There were clear differences in the number of programs across the provinces, with British
Columbia delivering over twice as many programs as Alberta, for example. A consistent
theme was the focus on workers for many programs. For example, Alberta’s four
programs were all directed towards the working population. Programs focused on
workers were generally designed to complement the federal CERB program. A key
objective of some programs targeting workers was to enable people to take time off
while sick to stop the spread of infection. Others, like the B.C. Emergency Benefit for
Workers, aimed to provide income for workers laid off during the pandemic.
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Three provinces (Alberta, British Columbia, Ontario) implemented wage top-up or levelling
programs for essential workers, including those in the healthcare sector, personal support
workers, and healthcare aidesP. These were often positioned as a way to compensate
frontline workers for the risks that they faced during COVID-19, as well as a response to
labour shortages and the rising cost of living.

The provinces with more programs offered greater diversity with respect to the number
of populations targeted, focusing especially on those with low incomes, who receive
income and disability benefits, families with children and tenants unable to cover rent.

These took different forms, such as Ontario’s CEAP for low-income households struggling
to afford electricity and gas services. There were two Ontario programs also specifically
targeting those already receiving income benefits; the GAINS program for low-income
seniors and the top-up programs for ODSP and OW to help cover increased costs due
to the pandemic. British Columbia had a similar program with the COVID-19 Crisis
Supplement/Recovery Supplement and Income Assistance Enhancements program>®
designed for income or disability benefit recipients. Of note, this program led to a
permanent increase in Income Assistance, Disability Assistance and Senior's Supplement
Support rates in 2021 in British Columbia.

In addition, Ontario had an Emergency Assistance Program which was temporarily
available to vulnerable people (due to homelessness, unemployment, poverty) not
receiving income or disability benefits to help them meet their basic needs for roughly
one and a half months. Of the four provinces, only British Columbia and Quebec offered
a tenant-focused supplement and interest-free loan for residents facing challenges
making rental payments. British Columbia also offered an additional, three-month
transportation supplement for those using public transit.

Most programs were targeted to specific populations, with clear limits in terms of eligibility
criteria. One exception to this was the B.C. Recovery Benefit, which was a one-time
payment based on previous tax return income and available to 90 per cent of all adults
living in the province. Some of the child-focused support for learning programs were also
available to all families with children. Also of note, was that all of the programs providing
support for caregivers were focused on providing money for families of children to
support learning or related costs. Examples of these programs were found in British
Columbia, Ontario and Alberta. The Alberta benefit targeted working parents.

® These complemented and/or were cost shared with federal programes.

Emergency benefits in Canada: A comparison of jurisdictions

13



A final key target of programs was to address additional costs, like cleaning supplies and
personal protective equipment (PPE), and general cost of living increases and rising
inflation. An example of the latter is Quebec’s Exceptional Cost of Living Benefit for low-
and middle-income households.

Description of exireme heat programs

There was variation in the range, design and extent of household level programs
infroduced fto address extreme heat across the four provinces. This section contfains a
brief summary of the programs in each province, followed by a descriptive comparison
of programs across the provincese.

Alberta

One program was identified from the Government of Alberta: the Natural Gas Rebate
program®. Infroduced in 2021, this program provides ongoing automatic rebates to
households if the regulated monthly natural gas rate charged by any of Alberta’s three
regulated utility providers exceeds $6.50 per gigajoule. Most residents receiving a utility
bill are eligible.

British Columbia

Three programs were identified from the Government of British Columbia. These programs
focused on: the provision of free air conditioning and cooling equipment for low-income
and medically vulnerable residents via non-profit organizations; energy savings and
efficiency funding for low- and moderate-income residents with utility bills; and energy
efficiency supports for Indigenous households, communities and organizations.

Two of these programs focus on low-income residents. The Free Portable Air Conditioner
programé® covers costs for one air conditioning unit and installation per household. The
Free Energy Savings Kit program?¢' distributes energy-saving items (e.g., LED bulbs, faucet
aerators) at no cost to eligible households. The Partners in Indigenous Energy Efficiency &
Resilience (PIEER)¢? initiative provides funding for energy assessments and efficiency
upgrades to Indigenous governing bodies, households and organizations in British
Columbia.

¢ There were numerous other programs identified across the provinces that focused on
energy-saving or retrofit supports that were excluded because they were municipal
programs or they did not relate to helping households prepare for or respond to
extreme heat. Many of these focused on improving heating efficiency, water heating/
or insulation for winter.
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Two PIEER programs include the Heating System Maintenance Rebate and the Basic
Energy Saving Measures, both of which require homes to be electrically heated, serviced
by BC Hydro or FortisBC, and occupied as primary residences. The Basic Energy Saving
Measures program offers training for community members to implement upgrades, in
addition to free energy-saving products and installation rebates. Delivery occurs through
Indigenous governing bodies rather than direct household applicationsé?.

Ontario

Six programs were identified from the Government of Ontario. These programs focus on
targeted cooling access through discretionary payment for OW/ODSP recipients; energy
cost supports for low-income residents; and rebates during peak energy consumption
periods.

Targeted cooling access is provided through a benefit for some recipients of OW¢,
ODSP®, or Assistance for Children with Severe Disabilities. Eligible recipients may receive
up to $400 every four years to purchase a cooling device, contingent on medical
prescription confirming a health-related need.

Energy affordability and crisis relief is supported through several programs aimed at
low-income households. The Ontario Electricity Support Program® provides a monthly
electricity credit to low-income households or individuals. The Low-Income Energy
Assistance Program (LEAP)¢” offers emergency grants to households who have lost
service due to arrears on electricity or natural gas bills. The Energy Affordability
Program® provides free energy-saving upgrades (e.g., air conditioning and insulation)
to income-eligible households, including renters and social housing residents.

A final program focuses on promoting energy efficiency through broader retrofit and
long-term conservation initiatives. The Peak Perks program® provides financial incentives
to all households, with eligible smart thermostats, willing to adjust their home temperatures
during peak periods. All of these programs are ongoing, though the ODSP/OW cooling
device discretionary payment and the Peak Perks program operate seasonally during
high heat-risk months.

Emergency benefits in Canada: A comparison of jurisdictions
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Quebec?

One program was identified from the Province of Quebec. The Rénoclimat program”
offers rebates to homeowners for insulation, air sealing and other items to improve
energy efficiency of their homes. Eligible homeowners include private homeowners,
estates or frusts, companies, condominium syndicates, non-profit organizations, and
Indigenous governance groups. Retrofits must demonstrably improve the home's energy
performance to qualify. The program has been established for over a decade and is
ongoing.

Comparison of extreme heat programs

Overall, provincial government investment into household-level programs to respond to
extreme heat is limited. In general, the approach is fragmented and includes discretionary
benefits, pilot programs and indirect efficiency measures.

Funding primarily focuses on improving home energy efficiency through retrofits and
low-carbon technologies. The benefits of these programs are largely indirect or long-term,
rather than addressing acute hazards of extreme heat. For example, insulation and other
retrofits may help in heat waves but do not guarantee safe indoor temperatures during
extreme heat events. Energy transition and conservation activities, while vital, may not
adequately address short-term vulnerabilities.

Energy-efficiency programs appear to be more established than heat-protection
programs across the provinces, such as those that directly reduce heat in living spaces.
Examples of energy programs include the Free Energy Savings Kit in B.C., the Rénoclimat
program in Quebec, and the Peak Perks program in Ontario, which aim to support the
purchase and implementation of retrofits and other heat mitigation tools such as smart
thermostats.

Provision of direct cooling assistance, such as free air conditioning units, is limited across
the provinces. Only British Columbia and Ontario offer direct cooling supports through
non-profit delivery mechanisms or medical-based discretionary benefits through OW
and ODSP. Access to these programs is dependent on medical documentation (Ontario)
or connection to a non-profit responsible for delivering the program (B.C.).

d Several programs offering rebates for cooling infrastructure and grants for low-income
households are provided by the largest private energy company in the province.
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Programs targeting low-income and Indigenous communities are set up to be distributed
through intermediaries, such as community agencies, Indigenous governing bodies or
utility companies. Examples are the Free Portable Air Conditioner program and the PIEER
program in B.C. and the Ontario Electricity Support Program.

While the programs are ongoing, the benefit for individuals and households are temporary
or episodic, rather than continuous. Of all the provinces, Ontario’s programs target
low-income households, as well as those with medical needs, the most explicitly with
design features. The energy cost programs could be taken up by both homeowners or
renters, whereas the energy-efficiency and retrofit programs largely target landlords or
homeowners with the ability to plan, resource and complete renovations.

It is important fo note that several provinces have developed broader extreme heat
strategies, action plans and emergency response frameworks. However, the scope of
this environmental scan was limited to identifying direct household-level benefit programs
designed to mitigate the impacts of extreme heat events. As such, the findings do not
reflect the full range of provincial policy responses to extreme heat but rather focus
specifically on financial and material supports available to individuals and households.
Within this narrower scope, direct cooling and social benefits remain limited.

Comparison of programs across the case studies

This comparison focuses specifically on

household- and individual-level benefit This OI’)O/)/SIS highlighfs
programs, particularly those involving

monetary or material transfers. As such, it that emergency benefit
does not aim to capture the full range of design lacks a coherent

emergency responses (e.g., eviction framework across
moratoria, PPE). The differences identified

below intend to outline variations in benefit
design and deployment, rather than the impliccyﬁons for equify

entirety of government responses. and prepc:redness.

emergency types, with

With this scope, several key distinctions
emerge.

First, the purpose of income support as a policy instrument differs significantly. The
COVID-19 programs were predominantly income-based interventions, providing direct
cash transfers and wage and income supplements. These programs were designed to
stabilize household finances during widespread disruptions to the labour market. In
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conftrast, extreme heat programs focus more on cooling infrastructure and energy costs.
Rather than direct income replacement, these initiatives provided cooling equipment,
energy efficiency retrofits, or utility bill relief, with less emphasis on income security and
more on reducing exposure to heat or offsetting energy costs, mostly for those unable to
afford it.

Second, the explicit linkage to health impact or outcomes is more pronounced in
COVID-19 programs. Many pandemic-related benefits were linked to preventing the
spread of disease or disruption from the pandemic in general. The extreme heat
programs are rarely framed as public health interventions and instead focus on energy
affordability or climate adaptation frameworks. One exception is Ontario’s cooling
device discretionary benefit for ODSP/OW recipients, which explicitly links medical
vulnerabilities to the need for cooling systems.

Importantly, the temporal orientation varies when comparing the two different types of
emergencies. COVID-19 programs were rapidly infroduced as a response mechanism
after the onset of the pandemic and to address some of the impacts. They were
explicitly emergency measures and time-limited (with exceptions, such as permanent
increases to certain income assistance in B.C.). Many of the extreme heat programs, in
confrast, are ongoing and have been infroduced as mitigation or preparedness
measures preceding an acute heat event.

The populations centred in program design also differ. COVID-19 programs were largely
geared towards workers (partficularly frontline or essential workers), individuals who
experienced income disruption, low-income households (often through top-ups to
existing social assistance programs) and benefits for parents. These programs
acknowledged labour market disruption, caregiving burdens to, often employed,
parents and increased daily living costs. By contrast, extreme heat programs were
largely focused on homeowners or those with permanent, secure housing arrangements,
low-income utility account holders, and in one jurisdiction, Indigenous communities.
While some programs support renters, many infrastructure-based measures implicitly
assume control over housing conditions (e.g., ability to undertake retrofits).

Across both cases, the comparison also highlights the interdependence of provincial
and federal funding. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the federal government provided
dedicated funding to the provinces for health and related areas. One example is that
early in the pandemic, the federal government announced $3 billion in funding to
provinces to support a wage increase to low-income essential workers”'. At the same
time, differences in federal-provincial relations across provinces shaped the
implementation of policies through cooperation and autonomy®. Similarly, federal
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climate adaptation and mitigation funding flows to provinces to support
emissions-reduction and mitigating the impacts of heat waves on urban populations’.
Although it is beyond the scope of this analysis fo attempt to disentangle these
commitments, some of these programs represent cost-sharing between governments.

Taken together, the purpose of this comparison is not simply to catalogue differences
between two types of emergencies, but to examine how benefit systems are mobilized
under different policy perspectives. COVID-19 demonstrated the capacity for rapid
deployment of income-based supports at far-reaching scales, with programs that largely
formed a patchwork of temporary measures, including some new programs and top-ups
to existing programs. Meanwhile, extreme heat programs appear limited in scope,
illustrating a more fragmented and infrastructure-oriented approach with limited direct
economic relief to households.

While this descriptive analysis has not attempted to undertake evaluation, it raises
important questions about how provincial benefits systems promote resilience to future
emergencies. While pandemic benefits addressed acute income shocks, they largely
operated as temporary measures layered onto existing systems. Conversely, extreme
heat programs emphasize longer-term adaptation but provide limited support for the
immediate economic and social impacts of acute events,

Instead of evaluating the efficacy of responses, this policy review identifies the range of
benefits deployed across different emergency contexts and phases, using the two case
studies as a knowledge base that could be used to develop a potential model package
of emergency supports. The analysis points to different types and targets of programs
that may form part of a broader emergency benefits package. Across the programs
reviewed, these included direct income transfers, wage supplements, relief or supports
for utility fees, cooling infrastructure, housing-related supports and targeted assistance
delivered through existing social programs. The study thus highlights the importance of
considering a range of mechanisms that may operate together across different
emergency contexts.

By contrasting COVID-19 and extreme heat, this analysis highlights that emergency
benefit design is contingent on and lacks a coherent framework across emergency
types, with implications for equity and preparedness. This provides a basis for considering
how more coherent and transferable models of emergency benefits could be
developed.
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Implications for equity

Populations, objectives and delivery

In this policy review, health equity was used as an analytical framework to explore gaps
and disparities in programs for different social groups to better understand how these
could contribute to unequal conditions for individuals and communities’. This approach
involved examining the target groups, objectives and other program specifications to
consider who would be potentially privileged versus disadvantaged by (explicit or implicit)
program design features.

Income thresholds, eligibility criteria and
definitions of target populations for COVID-19
Eligibilify criteria and forgef benefits vary across the programs and

populoﬁons for COVID-19 provinces. These programs were overwhelmingly

focused on workers and, to a lesser extent,
benefits vary across the income benefit recipients. They generally

programs and provinces. privileged recent labour market attachment as
a criteria for eligibility, and there are gaps in

. how these programs were designed. For
OverWhelmmeg focused example, the definitions for essential, frontline

on workers. One gap workers for wage top-up programs neglect

was in the lack of many w?rkers (g.g., factory workers, mlgron’r
) workers in specific sectors) who faced risks by
compensohon for confinuing to work in-person. Other

CGI’GQiVGI’S. There was worker-focused programs included minimum
requirements for hours worked in prior months,

] which could exclude some precarious workers,
programs for low-income or those who had only been in the country for

people with disabilities. a limited time. These gaps raise questions
around the added vulnerability for workers in

non-standard employment.

Programs were

also a notable lack of

For COVID-19 programs, one gap was in the lack of compensation for caregivers who
were not working in standard or formal employment prior to the pandemic. In Ontario
and B.C., there were several programs that focused on those who care for children, but
nothing that targeted caregivers more generally or those who lacked recent labour
market participation. Some studies and policy analyses have noted the lack of access
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to both provincial and federal COVID-19 income programs for a significant number of
caregivers in Canada’*’s,

For example, numerous unpaid, informal and even paid caregivers had difficulty
accessing programs like the Canada Recovery Caregiving Benefit. This federal benefit
required a minimum income of $5,000 in the previous year’s. Unpaid caregivers who
had previously left the workforce to care for someone often did not meet this threshold,
making them ineligible for emergency supports. As well, many caregivers experienced
an increase in costs associated with caregiving duties during the pandemic. Sources
suggest these needs were not met by federal or provincial programs’47s,

There was also a notable lack of programs for low-income people with disabilities who
are some of the most vulnerable to both COVID-19 and climate-related emergencies.
In Ontario and B.C., COVID-19 programs had some top-ups of existing benefit programs
for people with disabilities, however, these represented fairly modest and short-term
initiatives in Ontario. In B.C., benefit amounts for disabled and other individuals receiving
benefits, although remaining low relative to cost of living, were increased permanently
during the pandemic.

People with disabilities face substantial barriers to employment and workers with
disabilities are often segregated into lower paying and precarious jobs, of the kind that
were particularly impacted in terms of health risks and outcomes during the pandemic.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, people with disabilities in Canada experienced
significant disruptions to income, with only about one-quarter relying solely on
employment earnings (down from pre-pandemic levels), while a much larger share
depended on non-employment income sources such as disability benefits and
emergency supports, and many reported declines in household income””.

This paper reveals that extreme heat programs
largely focus on small retrofits, energy savings Extreme heat programs

and cooling systems. Of note, Ontario is the
. . . largely focus on small
only province that recognizes medical

vulnerability related to heat in one of its refrofits, energy savings and

program'’s defined target populations. There cooling sysfems forgefed to
are likely households and individuals outside
of the stated income thresholds who would

have difficulty with energy costs or air and those with ufilify accounts
conditioner installation due to inadequate who C[UCJ”fY for rebates. No

income levels. For those considered vulnerable
due to health conditions and requiring subsidy programs fargefed workers.

homeowners or tenants
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for cooling systems, it is also possible that additional costs associated with running a
cooling system would be prohibitive.

Most extreme heat programs are targeted to homeowners or tenants for infrastructure
or retrofits, and those with existing utility accounts who qualify for rebates. For renters,
access to cooling infrastructure will depend on landlord approval, creating an
additional barrier. For COVID-19, one of the few programs focused on rent relief for
tenants was directed to landlords. As a whole, these programs assume a level of stability
in housing situations that is out of reach for many people, including renters, people in
informal housing or non-permanent housing, and those with poor quality housing. It is
known from past emergency events that poor quality and unstable housing quality are
major issues that increase vulnerability’®. There is a need to extend beyond patchwork
programs toward more comprehensive improvement of housing infrastructure to avoid
negative health outcomes from extreme heat.

Notably, no extreme heat programs targeted workers. This is a significant oversight, as
other research has raised that extreme heat poses a significant occupational health
and safety challenge across multiple sectors, and particularly for frontline workers in
strenuous conditions (e.g., agricultural workers, roofers, construction)’”. Many of these
workers are low paid, and are overrepresented in immigrant and racialized groups.

Health and social risks from extreme heat and COVID-19 are shaped by intersecting
social vulnerabilities. Factors such as low income, structural racism, disability, housing
tenure, and work conditions, which together influence access to resources, exposure
and the ability to mitigate harm®&, COVID-19 programs largely focus on providing
economic supports to counter work disruptions and enable people to comply with
public health guidance related to absence from work due to illness. Despite this, there
were gaps in programs to address, including possible risks arising from housing quality
and precarity, overcrowding, the use of shared modes of transportation, living
conditions for people with disabilities and other factors, that could also heighten
vulnerability during climate-related emergencies??.

The way that benefit programs are designed and implemented also has implications for
equity. While COVID-19 programs are robust relative to previous emergencies, there
were numerous critiques of the design and coverage of pandemic income programs as
inadequate, particularly those with low incomes and precarious immigration staftusé.
Taken together, the design of programs across the provinces represents an arrangement
where higher-income or employed populations were buffered through income transfers,
while lower-income and structurally vulnerable groups often depended on temporary
supplements or top-ups to existing programs that were insufficient in amount.
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Application processes that are manual, fime-limited or dependent on specific
documentation, such as tax returns, create barriers for economically precarious
populations. For example, some programs in British Columbia such as the Enhanced
Climate Action Tax Credit, the Emergency Benefit for Workers and the Recovery Benefit,
as well as Quebec'’s Exceptional Cost of Living Benefit, required that recipients had filed
tfax returns in previous years.

These kinds of requirements can disproportionately create barriers for people with
unstable housing, informal employment, limited digital access or mistrust of formal
systems®. While recent changes to infroduce automatic tax filing by the Canada
Revenue Agency is a positive development towards more equitable access to benefits,
many obstacles (such as access to fechnologies, barriers to banking) continue to exist
for many households and individuals, particularly for those with low incomesgé.

Equity implications exist for the design of
extreme heat programs, where support for

low-income and Indigenous communities “EC[UiTClb/G benefit design
is often delivered through intermediaries

rather than automatically. Reliance on requires atfention not

community agencies, non-profits, ufilities only to who programs
or Indigenous governing bodies can foster

trust and culturally appropriate delivery,
but it also introduces administrative burden are accessed, delivered
and uneven uptake depending on local and sustained.”
capacity. Partial rebates that fall short of

actual costs further undermine equity by

shifting extra financial costs back onto

households. These kinds of concerns illustrate that equitable benefit design requires
aftention not only to who programs are for, but to how they are accessed, delivered

and sustained.

are for, but to how they

Preparing for an emergency in non-emergency periods

During the COVID-19 pandemic, many programs concentrated on mitigation, reducing
immediate harm and compensating for short-term losses after the emergence of the
virus, rather than on preparedness or longer-term resilience.

The design of several top-up programs to subsidize low wages for workers indicates some
acknowledgment that these wages are insufficient, particularly for maintaining health in
an emergency. If people are not making enough money to pay for items like PPE,
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cleaning supplies or even the rising costs of groceries and other items, this suggests that
baseline wages are insufficient to supported the conditions required to ‘thrive’s, rather
than merely survive?’. Furthermore, many programs focused on filling gaps in the existing
social benefit infrastructure, such as sick pay for workers, another intervention known to
support population health?s,

In non-emergency times, frontline workers, including personal support workers, health
aides, and other healthcare staff, are rarely understood as a vulnerable population or
requiring wage increases, despite working conditions characterized by low wages,
precarious employment, physical stressors and high emotional demands® . By attributing
vulnerability to one discrete emergency event, this framing may under-recognize how
regular labour conditions can compromise health and resilience outside acute
emergencies. The reliance on short-term, patchwork income measures during COVID-19
signals that baseline supports are inadequate to absorb emergency-related shocks.
While these programs addressed immediate disruptions, they stopped short of structural
reforms that could improve long-term emergency readiness.

Across both emergency types, there is a broader inconsistency around the balance
between mitigation and adaptation, preparedness, acute response and recovery.
COVID-19 benefits emphasized acute response and short-term recovery. Extreme heat
programming emphasizes mitigation and adaptation, with comparatively limited
acute-response income supports. Access to cooling infrastructure may improve baseline
resilience but does not address income loss, displacement, housing precarity, or
occupational exposure that happen during or after acute heat events. If resilience is
understood as the capacity of individuals, communifies and systems to withstand and
recover from shocks, then both income and housing security, and infrastructure access
are relevant?'. The comparison suggests that extreme heat, despite its growing health
and mortality burden, has not yet generated the same scale of redistributive or
income-based policy responses as COVID-19.

This scan also highlights that emergency benefit responses vary not only by the timing or
stage of intervention (e.g., acute response versus mitigation), but also by the type,
purpose, duration, target population and delivery mechanism of supports provided. As
discussed previously, the range of responses identified — such as direct income transfers,
wage supplements, utility and other housing-related supports, and targeted assistance
through existing social programs — shows how different emergencies mobilize different
combinations of supports depending on the nature of the crisis and the populations
affected.

¢ As conceptualized in Wellesley Institute's Thriving in the City framework.
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The findings also suggest that more comprehensive approaches to emergency benefits
should consider not only the types of supports provided, but also the populations
centred in program design, the accessibility of programs and the broader social
determinants that shape vulnerability and health outcomes. Program eligibility criteria,
delivery mechanisms, housing conditions, disability, employment precarity, transportation
access and other factors all influence how individuals and households experience
emergencies and their ability to access supports. As such, these cases point to the
importance of considering a broader array of interconnected supports and policy
approaches across different emergency contexts.

It is well-known that equity-deserving groups, like those with low incomes, frontline workers,
people from racialized and Indigenous communities, are particularly vulnerable during
emergencies. Ongoing, established benefit

programs play a critical role in non-emergency

periods by sustaining an everyday infrastructure “The development of an

that limits structural vulnerability and builds equify—focused emergency
population-level resilience before crises occur. .
benefits package could shift

The development of an equity-focused . .
attention fo strengthening

emergency benefits package could shift
attention to strengthening the capacity of the capacity of households,
households, communities and systems before

communities and systems
crises occur, by addressing disparities, such

as low income and unstable or poor-quality before crises occur, by

housing so that people are better able to addressing disparities such
withstand, adapt to and recover from shocks
without inequitable harms’8#292,

as low income and unstable
or poor-quality housing.”
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Limitations and directions forward

The analysis presented in this paper is a descriptive analysis of programs across four
provinces in Canada. This work did not involve a systematic analysis of the policy context
(e.g.. provincial approaches as a whole), or an evaluation of effectiveness orimpact of
programs, including information about uptake of programs available. The focus on
provincial programs at the household or individual level does not capture the full
emergency response for both of these case studies. Thus, conclusions about the
objectives and outcomes of programs are beyond the scope of the paper. The analysis
relies on publicly available sources and thus information may be incomplete, inconsistently
reported or lacking detail.

Similarly, it is not possible to conclude that provinces with more emergency programs
necessarily adopted a better approach than those with fewer. Provinces with stronger
existing social supports may have required fewer emergency benefits because key
social infrastructure was already in place. For example, while Quebec did not infroduce
a childcare supplement during COVID-19, it has long prioritized low-cost universal
childcare and has the highest proportion of women in the workforce among provinces”.
These broader policy contexts extend beyond the scope of a descriptive analysis.

The analysis presented here is an exploration into some of the benefits programs in
Canadian provinces that aim to support households and individuals in responding to
emergencies. Additional research should continue to consider the implications of
program design for representation of diverse groups and equitable health and social
oufcomes.

Future work could start to test whether the set of emerging components identified in this
work hold value across additional case studies, for example, whether new or different
emergencies fit within the same categories or infroduce the need for new types of
benefits. Additional research might also examine how different levels of government
interact when providing benefits during the various stages of emergencies. Furthermore,
research on different types of benefits, beyond monetary supports, that are potentially
available to households and communities during emergency situations, such as COVID-19
and extreme heat, would expand understandings. These kinds of analyses would enable
a more complete understanding of available supports, as well as the gaps in programs
from an equity perspective, and would ideally inform the development of a
comprehensive benefits package to be available for many different kind of emergencies.
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Taking steps to consider the potential various components of a comprehensive
emergency program would enable governments to respond more quickly and
effectively during crises by establishing what benefits could be required, by whom and
by what delivery mechanisms before emergencies occur. A coordinated program
would also reduce gaps and inequities in access to assistance, helping households
maintain stability and meet basic needs during periods of disruption or hardship.

Overall, this analysis highlights the complexity of emergency benefits responses across
provinces and underscores the importance of considering broader social policy contexts
when interpreting differences in program design and availability. Future research and
policy development should focus on coordinated, equity-oriented emergency benefit
systems that could help governments respond more rapidly and effectively to diverse
crises while reducing gaps in support for households and communities.
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