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Benefits



Let's Talk Benefits
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Coverage updates
• Short-term disability 

clarifications
• Out-of-country updates

Let's talk financials
• Premium flexibility
• Renewal deferrals

Supporting employee 
mental health
• Available resources and 

useful links



Short-Term Disability Coverage Updates

Purpose of disability insurance:
To replace a plan member’s income when they are too ill to work

Carriers are conscious that these are extraordinary times. Most have 
implemented special measures such as:
• Waiving the requirement for an Attending Physician’s Statement by creating 

a Confirmation of Illness form (CLHIA* approved)
• Ensuring consistency in the approach that all carriers take in processing 

claims related to COVID-19

*The Canadian Life and Health Insurance Association
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Presentation Notes
Over the last few weeks we have received hundreds of calls and email inquiries from concerned plan sponsors and concerned employees asking if they were eligible for payment under their short term disability plan.  It is important to take a moment to review the purpose of Short Term Disability coverage, mainly, what it is for and what it is not for.The purpose of any disability insurance is to replace a plan members income when they are too ill to work, in other words, unable to perform their regular occupation. Normally there is a formal process in place to apply that includes an “Attending Physician’s Statement.” This statement needs to be completed by the member’s family or treating physician. Insurance carriers are conscious that we are living trough extraordinary time and they have collectively agreed to waive the requirement to submit an “Attending Physician’s Statement” for the cases where a employee has receive a positive COVID-19 test results.  Collectively as a industry and with the help of the Canadian Life and Health Insurance Association, they have created a shortened “Confirmation of Illness Form” they will in the interim.



Short-Term Disability Coverage Updates

Positive COVID-19 test and cannot perform job duties :
• Carriers will pay STD benefits for at least 14 days
• Waiting period for STD plans with waiting period of 7 days or less will 

also waived

No positive COVID-19 test but experiencing flu-like symptoms:
• Carriers continue to adjudicate each claim based on definition of total 

disability in contract
• Waiting period will be applied

No positive COVID-19 test, no symptoms of illness, but placed under 
quarantine by a doctor or public health office:
• This is not a STD claim situation
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Note: Employment Insurance (EI) may cover those who are not ill but cannot perform their work at 
home during self-isolation; EI has waived the one-week waiting period for benefit to begin

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If your benefit program offers Short Term Disability coverage, and you have a employee that has tested positive for COVID-19 and cannot perform the duties of their job it, they would be eligible for payment. Most carriers will pay STD benefits for a period of at least 14 days and will waive the normal waiting period that most STD plans may have. If you are not sure if your Short Term Disability plan has a waiting period, please consult your benefit booklet. Most plan have a 0-Accident, 0-hospitalisation waiting period but the number of days for a Illness may vary under each plan. The illness waiting period that would normally apply, is the waiting period being waived at this time by insurance carriers. It is also important to know that if you have a employee who has or is experiencing a “flu-like” illness but has not been tested or does not have a positive test result for COVID-19, they are not eligible for the having the waiting period waived and the carriers will continue to adjudicate each claim based on the definition of total disability in your contract. Also, having a employee who is being ask to self quarantine by a doctor, a public health office but that does not have signs of COVID-19 or tested positive is not considered a STD claim situation.  In these situations, alternative arrangement should be made such as working from home where possible, Employment Insurance or other recently announced government available programs.  We encourage you to consult with your legal counsel, your local government bodies and other resources available should you find yourself in that situation with one or more of your employees. 



Out of Country Coverage Updates
What has not changed:
• Contract definitions for emergency and emergency services

Emergency:
• An acute illness or accidental injury that requires immediate, medically-

necessary treatment prescribed by a doctor*

Emergency services: 
• Any reasonable medical services or supplies (advice, treatment, medical 

procedures, surgery) required as a result of an emergency
• In most cases, emergency services do not include treatment provided as 

part of an established treatment program for chronic conditions that 
existed prior to leaving the home province*
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*Please check with your respective insurance carrier as some exceptions may apply 
and range of dates may vary

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Moving on to Out-Of-Country coverage covered under the Extended Health Care portion of your benefit plan. Let’s recap what has NOT changed as there has been many back and forth over the last several weeks and could have been interpreted many different ways.  Definitions of what is considered an Emergency and a Emergency Services has not change. I have included the definition in this slide, that Sun Life Financial currently uses in their contract. Each carrier have their own definition, but they are all pretty similar in nature. Let’s focus now on what has actually change. Most carriers have communicated that they will be waiving their trip duration limit until at least April 30, 2020.  Some until end of June, please check with your respective carrier if you have a employee that is currently stranded and unable to get home and is approaching their trip duration limit. Trip duration limits may differ depending on your contract but usually range from 60 days to 120 days. It is also important to know that if you have a employee who left the country on or after March 13th, and are now unable to come back within their trip duration limit, this extension will not apply to that individual. The date of March 13th was when the government updated the pandemic status to a Level 3 and therefore, Canadians were advise that all non-essential travel was strongly not recommended. Some insurers, such as Sun Life, have indicated they will be using the date of March 18th, which is the date the government announced that borders were closing for all non-essential travel. Travelers at this time are all aware, or at least should be aware that this is no time to travel. If you do have a employee who travelled between February 1 an March 12th, and found themselves stranded and unable to come back because of borders closing, they may be able to claim unplanned expenses. We encourage all who are in that situation to contact their respective Out-Of-Country travel provider.  Information can easily be found on their travel card, their member carrier site or trough their respective carrier mobile app.  



Out of Country Coverage Updates
What has changed and been communicated:

Trip Duration Limits: most insurers waiving out-of-country trip limit 
duration until April 30, 2020
• For plan members stranded outside Canada and trying to return home
• Extension applies if they are about to reach, or have reached, their trip 

duration limit
• Does not apply if they left country on or after March 13, 2020 (or March 19, 2020 

depending on insurance carrier)
• Coverage during quarantine period ordered by a medical doctor or public health 

official due to COVID-19 while out of the country between Feb.1 and Mar. 13* or 
Mar. 18*

• Certain additional unplanned expenses may be covered: accommodations/ 
meals/replacement of lost return ticket back to home province
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*Please check with your respective insurance carrier as some exceptions may apply and range of 
dates may vary
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Moving on to Out-Of-Country coverage covered under the Extended Health Care portion of your benefit plan. Let’s recap what has NOT changed as there has been many back and forth over the last several weeks and could have been interpreted many different ways.  Definitions of what is considered an Emergency and a Emergency Services has not change. I have included the definition in this slide, that Sun Life Financial currently uses in their contract. Each carrier have their own definition, but they are all pretty similar in nature. Let’s focus now on what has actually change. Most carriers have communicated that they will be waiving their trip duration limit until at least April 30, 2020.  Some until end of June, please check with your respective carrier if you have a employee that is currently stranded and unable to get home and is approaching their trip duration limit. Trip duration limits may differ depending on your contract but usually range from 60 days to 120 days. It is also important to know that if you have a employee who left the country on or after March 13th, and are now unable to come back within their trip duration limit, this extension will not apply to that individual. The date of March 13th was when the government updated the pandemic status to a Level 3 and therefore, Canadians were advise that all non-essential travel was strongly not recommended. Some insurers, such as Sun Life, have indicated they will be using the date of March 18th, which is the date the government announced that borders were closing for all non-essential travel. Travelers at this time are all aware, or at least should be aware that this is no time to travel. If you do have a employee who travelled between February 1 an March 12th, and found themselves stranded and unable to come back because of borders closing, they may be able to claim unplanned expenses. We encourage all who are in that situation to contact their respective Out-Of-Country travel provider.  Information can easily be found on their travel card, their member carrier site or trough their respective carrier mobile app.  



Out of Country Coverage Updates
Exceptions:
Commercial truckers and airlines employees
• Continue to cross borders for essential reasons and continue to have 

out-of-country coverage
• Definitions in contract for emergency and emergency services remain 

the same

Recommendations:
Consult Canada Travel Advisory site prior to 
leaving Canada https://travel.gc.ca/travelling/advisories
• International borders are closing; travelling outside Canada is becoming 

complicated and may compromise the level of accessible health care in 
emergency situations 

• Current Global Travel Advisory is to avoid non-essential travel outside of 
Canada until further notice
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I wanted to add information on exceptions and who it concerns if there are still situations that employees need to leave the country for essential travels.  A link of the government travel advisory site is also included on this slide.  

https://travel.gc.ca/travelling/advisories


Financial Impact Coverage Update
Flexibility on premium payments:
• Most insurance carriers have communicated flexibility and willingness to 

discuss extended payment terms ranging from 30 to 60 days
• If unsure about your ability to pay premiums on time, contact your 

benefits advisor to discuss
• Make sure to discuss repayment terms 

Renewal Flexibility
• Insurance carriers are offering renewal deferral of up to two months:

- April renewals deferred to June 1; May renewals deferred to July 1

• Terms may differ between benefit providers
• Contact your benefit advisor as soon as possible to discuss alternatives
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We are obviously living through the greatest social, economic and health challenge in generations. Insurance carriers are aware that many organizations are facing financial challenges and want to support their clients. Most carriers have communicated over the last 2 weeks that they were willing to help you maintain your group benefits protection for your employees by offering flexibility on premium payment and renewal effective date referrals. For example, most carriers are offering to discuss extended payment terms of up to 60 days while maintaining coverage for your employees. These are not premium cancellations, and will need to be repaid, but they are also offering flexible repayment options. If you are in a situation where paying your premium will be a challenge, talk to your benefit consultant as soon as possible. They should be able to help you determine the best course of action.  The same applies to renewals. If your benefit plan was due to renew in April or May, there are options to defer your renewals. Check with your benefits consultant to see if this concerns you and what can be done to alleviate the burden of a renewal increase during this time. 



Group Retirement 



Group Retirement
Frequently Asked Questions by Plan Sponsors:

We sponsor a Group RRSP to which we also contribute. Can we 
temporarily stop contributions?
• Contributions made by employees via payroll deduction and any 

contribution the employer decides to make is part of the employment 
contract are part of the employee's overall compensation

- Any changes to the terms of that contract would need to be decided between the 
employee and employer

- If the reduction or suspension of contributions is a temporary measure, no amendment 
to the Group RRSP contract is required

Can we waive the suspension period for an employee who needs to 
withdraw a portion of their funds?
• The employer establishes the rules regarding suspension of contributions; 

if the employer agrees, the rule can be waived
• No amendment to the Group RRSP contract is required at this time
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Moving on to Group Retirement.  At Cowan, we have received multiple emails and phone calls over the last three weeks and wanted to address the top four frequently asked questions and provide you with some clarity. Q1- We sponsor a Group RRSP to which we also contribute. Can we temporarily stop contributions?This take in consideration that your employees are still actively working and receiving a salary of course. It is important to remember that contributions made by employees via payroll deduction and any contribution the employer decides to make is part of the employment contract and part of the overall employees overall compensation.  Any changes to these terms would need to be decided between the employee and employer and agreed upon.   Q2- Can we waive the suspension period for an employee who needs to withdraw a portion of their funds?Ok, so speaking in regards of a Group RRSP here, the “suspension” rule is establish by the employer. Just to clarify, the suspension rules normally apply to future employer contributions made on behalf of the employee in the event an employee would have withdraw all or a portion of his saving while actively still employed by the same employer. These rules are put in place to encourage long-term savings for retirement and discourage a employee from using his group RRSP savings (along with the employer contribution) for short-term project. Exception for first time home buyers programs and life long learning programs are the two exceptions where the suspension of contribution does not apply. So the answer here is yes, as the employer, given the unprecedent times we are living in, you could decide that you will be waiving the “suspension” period if any employee needs to have access to their accumulated savings due to financial hardships. They may still be employed, but have a spouse who has lost thir employment. Or they may be on reduce hours or laid-off temporarily and need access to additional funds in order to make ends meet. We recommend that “waiving” the suspension of contribution be done temporarily and that a time frame be properly communicated. Your group retirement consultant can help you review different options in scenarios regarding this. 



Group Retirement
Can we temporarily waive the “no withdrawal while employed” rule for 
our Group RRSP?
• Employers establish rules regarding withdrawals while an individual 

is employed; rule can be waived if the employer agrees
• If you decide to temporarily waive the rule, advise your carrier of your 

decision by email; no amendment to the Group RRSP contract is required 
at this time

Our DPSP plan rules provide that we must make a contribution if the 
employee contributes to the RRSP. Can we stop contributions even if 
the employee continues to contribute to the RRSP?
• No, company contributions must continue in accordance with the 

plan text
• The employer can amend the DPSP to remove the required contribution
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Q3- As a employer, Can we waive the “no withdrawal while employed” rule temporarily for our Group RRSP? Again, as the employer you establish the rules regarding withdrawal, therefore the answer is yes, the rule can be waive. Similar to the suspension of contribution, we would encourage you to apply a clear timeframe if you choose to do this. We would also encourage you to make sure it is communicated properly and in a way employees understand that this should be a last resort. They will be taxed on any withdrawal they make from a registered plan as the amount will be added as earned income at the end of the year. Q4- Now, for the one that may be offering a Differed Profit Saving Plan, I wanted to also answer the following question: Our DPSP plan rules provide that we must make a contribution if the employee contributes to the RRSP, can we stop contributions even if the employee continues to contribute to the RRSP? No you cannot, given that company contribution must continue in accordance with the plan text. This would also apply in a situation where your employee is still contributing to his RRSP therefore most probably still actively working and receiving a salary.  



Group Retirement | Market Fluctuation
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Do:
Consider that your goals are 
primarily long-term. If your time 
frame has not changed, your 
strategy shouldn't either.

Don’t:
Take a short-term view. Staying 
focused on your long-term plan 
is key so you don't waver under 
uncertain circumstances.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Moving on to Market fluctuation: COVID-19 has unfortunately not spared the stock market either and since mid-January, we've seen some pretty heavy market fluctuation. You may, or may not, have received lots of questions from concerned employees regarding these fluctuations. It is important to remind them that the plan you sponsor is primarily for long-term goals. If theit time frame have not change, neither should there strategy. Insurance providers sites offer multiple tools and retirement calculations that are available to your members. Encourage them to make good use of it. Its also important to not switch to a short-term vision and stay focused on your long-term goal.  



Normalcy in the Face of Panic

• Despite how it feels, price 
fluctuations are normal 
occurrences in the stock market.

• Before COVID-19, there was 9/11, 
SARS, the dotcom bubble, the 
Great Recession...the list goes on.

• Through past crises, the 
downward market has lasted days, 
months, or even years; however, in 
the long-term, the markets have 
always rebounded.
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Also, let’s not panic, despite the massive stress we are all facing due to the circumstance around us. Market fluctuation are normal occurrences and prior to COVID-19, we had 9/11, SARS, and the dotcom bubble. The list goes on and on.Some of these crisis were shorter lived then others, but they always have sharply rebounded and provided big rewards to patient investor.  



Group Retirement
Supporting your members in these turbulent times

• When was the last plan review conducted for the retirement plan I offer my 
employees?

o Is it time to review your current plan structure, contribution and rules?

• Perhaps the list of available funds hasn’t been reviewed or monitored in 
quite sometime

o When was the last time you provided your employees with an education 
session in regards of their retirement plan?

• Most carriers offer an extensive list of resources and tools

o Are you making good use of them?

o Do you need help understanding what they all mean and which ones to share 
with your employees?

o Do your employees know how to access these resources and tools?

• Contact your group retirement consultants or group retirement insurance 
carrier, they can help and provide you with valuable advice and information.
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As a employer, it is important to be able to support your members in these turbulent times.  Ask yourself, when was the last time you had a annual plan review conducted? When was the last time you offered employees an education session? Do you feel comfortable with the list of available funds offered in your sponsored? Do you know what funds you are offering and why? Your group retirement consultant can help put a plan and a strategy in place. If you are not sure where to start or where to go, call us  we will help guide you and our advice is of course, free of charge. 
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