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High-pressure, high-demand occupations can 
take a physical and mental toll on employ-
ees and often correspond to increased rates 

of injury and disability. Without dedicated return-
to-work (RTW) policies and practices, employees 
may experience delayed returns to work or fail to 
return at all. 

Canadian correctional officers are among those 
facing the highest levels of stress, and by the mid-
2000s too many workers were falling into the 
cracks of disability leave. Beginning in 2006, as 
part of its collective agreement with the federal 
government, the national Union of Canadian Cor-
rectional Officers (UCCO-SACC-CSN)  addressed 
this situation by negotiating for RTW committees 
that could help with case management. Although 
there are still outstanding issues and challenges, 
over the past decade the union has seen improve-
ments in RTW strategies, employer support and 
reduced grievances.

“The percentages of injury among correctional 
officers are significantly higher than in other occu-
pations,” said Corinne Blanchette, union advisor 
for UCCO-SACC-CSN. She pointed to research 
from the Confédération des Syndicats Nationaux 
(CSN), the union confederation to which UCCO-
SACC-CSN is affiliated. The research, conducted 
from a sample of 2,432 federal correctional of-
ficers, showed that correctional officers had the 
same rate of post-traumatic stress disorder as 
Vietnam veterans. 

“Our members work in difficult situations, 
where they are basically the jacks-of-all-trades,” 
she said. “They are the paramedics, firefighters 
and police officers inside a prison. They also act as 
social workers, teachers and counsellors. The job 
can be very taxing on the officers as well as their 
families.”

Along with high levels of stress came high lev-
els of disability leave—and too often employees 
weren’t making the transition back to work. “Some 
members, because of their injuries or disabilities, 
were forgotten by the employer,” Blanchette said. 
“Some employees would go on long-term disability 
for 24 months and would not be contacted at any 
point during that time.”

Negotiating for Disability Management
Federal correctional officers created their own 

union in 2001, and their health and safety became 
a point of emphasis, said John Randle, regional vice 
president for UCCO-SACC-CSN. “We negotiated 
better provisions with respect to paid leave to cover 
injuries on duty and to investigations of work ac-
cidents and safety violations. We also negotiated a 
joint committee to share the case management of 
our disabled members.”

These joint RTW committees were advanced 
during the first round of negotiations between  
UCCO-SACC-CSN and the federal government. 
“It took more than 49 months of hard work, mo-
bilization and job actions to land on an agreement 
with Correctional Service Canada,” Randle said. 

The negotiations established three levels of re-
view for disabilities. For any absence of six months 
or less, cases are reviewed monthly by the local 
RTW committee. Any absence of six to 12 months 
is reviewed at the regional level, and any absence 
of 12 months or more is reviewed by the national 
committee. That said, local committees continue 
to review all of their cases, Blanchette noted, even 
if members have reached 12 months of absence. 
Committee tasks can include monitoring benefit 
practices and administration; gathering informa-
tion on individual injuries and disabilities; evaluat-
ing job positions, accommodations and worksites; 
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improving safety processes; and helping 
individuals recover and return to work. 
The mandate of the committees is re-
lated not only to workers’ compensation 
cases but also to disability benefits, sick 
leave with or without pay, pregnancy 
cases and accommodation requests. 

The composition of the RTW com-
mittees is usually an equivalent number 
of management and union representa-
tives. “We try to separate RTW and dis-
ability management from labour rela-
tions issues, which tend to be more tense 
and challenging,” Randle said. “In order 
to make RTW committees successful, 
we needed to stay away from the tradi-
tional divide of labour vs. management.”

There is not a set term for commit-
tee members, and union representatives 
may change depending on elections or 
resignations. The local union executive 
appoints its representatives on the local 
committee, the regional executive ap-
points for the regional committee, and 
the national executive does the same for 
the national committee.

Metrics for Success
“We are fortunate to be dealing with 

a large employer with several locations, 
several occupations and several acting 
opportunities,” Randle said. “These op-
tions, along with the vocational reha-
bilitation benefits of workers’ compen-
sation or the insurance provider, allow 
us to broaden RTW options. When the 
employer started sharing the vacant list 
of positions outside of our bargaining 

certificate, it really helped in trying to 
find the right fit for employees return-
ing to work.”

Blanchette noted that positive results 
came quickly after the implementa-
tion of RTW committees in fall 2006. 
“Previously, people wondered what an 
employee was doing after months of 
absence at work,” she said. “Now, the 
expectation is that a local manager will 
keep in touch monthly with an injured 
or disabled employee.”

Increased employer support is good 
for employees and management, she 
added. “In our occupation, the invis-
ible factor for the injured or disabled 
employee is not feeling supported by the 
employer,” Blanchette said. “That brings 
me to speak about litigation. There was 
a period of two to four years when Cor-
rectional Service Canada filed appeals 
against almost every single claim deal-
ing with psychological injuries. This 
prolonged the duration of work ab-
sences and made employees feel under 
attack by the employer and stigmatized 
for suffering a work-related injury. The 
Workers’ Compensation Boards would 
not sponsor treatment pending the ap-
peal, which made RTW more difficult 
because treatments were delayed. We 
like to think the employer has realized 
the cost-saving measures that can result 
from prompt, meaningful and produc-
tive RTW as opposed to long, costly and 
unsuccessful litigation.”

She noted that another success was 
the ability to better forecast when em-

ployees on leave would return to work, 
either part- or full-time, as opposed to 
scrambling when employees would sud-
denly tell the union that their benefits 
were running out in a few weeks. 

“One of the very positive results we 
have seen is the success rate of RTW 
after an absence of two years or more,” 
Blanchette said. “I would also say that 
we have seen a reduction of grievances 
of the nature of failure to accommodate 
or an unreasonable delay in accom-
modation by the employer. Of course, 
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there are still problematic situations, 
but at least now the employer has dedi-
cated advisors or managers to help deal 
with those issues.”

Training and Education
Compared with the start of RTW 

committees, committee members today 
are more experienced in dealing with 
third parties like the Workers’ Com-
pensation Board or long-term disability 
providers, Blanchette said. 

All members of RTW committees 
receive periodic joint training. Train-
ers, usually composed of one union 
advisor and one employer representa-
tive, provide a full day of education. 
“We would like to offer sessions aimed 
at more seasoned members, but we see 
frequent turnover of managers and have 
to start over again,” Blanchette said. “On 
the union side, we like to have quarterly 
meetings/training sessions.”

Part of the training covers proper 
communications to employees or be-

tween supervisors and employees in 
regard to disability leave and return-
to-work strategies. “We put some clear 
rules around the ability of the employer 
to request medical information, about 
consent and importantly about the na-
ture of medical information that can 
be requested,” Randle said. “It now is 
limited to employee restrictions and 
limitations and whether or not these 
are permanent or temporary. There 
had been an overreliance on the part of 
the employer to refer our members to 
Health Canada, another federal agency, 
to clarify restrictions and limitations. 
We have been successful in rerouting 
these requests, only if legitimate, to fam-
ily physicians.”

Improvement Through 
Collaboration

Since negotiating for RTW commit-
tees in 2006, the union and its mem-
bers have experienced better employer 
support and case management. Randle 

attributes this success to the ability to 
work together and have frank discus-
sions about individual cases. 

“With the inception of RTW com-
mittees, the employer began recruiting 
advisors and managers who previously 
worked with the Workers’ Compensa-
tion Board and who bring added exper-
tise and knowledge,” Randle said. “In 
addition, I think the employer would say 
that they appreciate the commitment of 
key actors such as union leaders, union 
advisors and RTW managers on the na-
tional level. It’s also important to note 
the shift in attitude from opposition to 
collaboration for case management.” 

Picture taken during the shooting of the short film Working on the Edge.

Correctional officers are first responders 
behind the walls. (Photo credit: Pierre 
Tremblay.)




