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T he education sector in Ontario is in the 
midst of a transformative undertaking 
for the consolidation of benefit plans—a 

complex effort requiring joint communication 
and coordination between teacher federations, 
education sector unions and employee groups, 
trustee associations, school boards, the shared 
service provider and the Ministry of Education.

For the 2014-2017 round of collective bar-
gaining, education sector labour groups, district 
school boards and the provincial government 
struck a tripartite agreement to consolidate more 
than 1,000 different employee benefit plans from 
72 provincial school boards to six employee life 
and health trusts (ELHTs).

Employees were originally scheduled to transi-
tion to the ELHTs on a staggered basis, or waves, 
over the 2016-2017 school year. The scheduling 
of waves was determined by a variety of factors, 
including the number of plan members, current 
insurance carriers and board capabilities for tech-
nology and information transfer. Through the 
negotiation of the 2017-2019 extension agree-
ments with some unions in the sector, the time-
lines for implementation were extended into the 
2017-2018 school year. The first of five scheduled 
waves of enrolments for the 2016-2017 school 
year began in November 2016, and all employees 
are scheduled to be transferred by February 2018.

One result of the transition will be a structural 
switch for benefit plans, in which plans will now 
determine benefits by available funding (defined 
contribution plan) rather than determining fund-
ing by plan design and usage (defined benefit 
plan). Stakeholders also note that a larger, consol-
idated membership should be able to take advan-
tage of economies of scale and modernized tech-
nology for benefits administration and delivery.

For insights into the driving forces behind 
the change, the process of consolidation, lessons 
learned to date and how success will be defined, 
we posed six questions to three key stakeholders 
in the establishment and implementation of the 
ELHTs—Wally Easton, policy advisor−finance for 
the Ontario Catholic School Trustees’ Association; 
Doreen Lamarche, executive director, education 
finance office, Ministry of Education; and Dale 
Leckie, executive director of Ontario Secondary 
School Teachers’ Federation (OSSTF) ELHT.

Wally Easton, CA, CPA
Policy Advisor–Finance
 Ontario Catholic School  
   Trustees’ Association

What are the driving forces behind school 
board consolidation in Ontario?

A number of years ago the Ontario Second-
ary School Teachers’ Federation (OSSTF) nego-
tiated with a few school boards to transfer the 
benefits to OSSTF under a defined contribution 
plan. The union brought this to the provincial 
discussion table in 2012. In 2013 the Ministry of 
Education appointed a task force to review the 
concept. The task force found that the school 
board sector managed approximately 1,400 dif-
ferent benefit plans for teachers and education 
workers across 72 district school boards. The 
task force concluded that efficiencies could be 
gained by a consolidation of these plans at a 
provincial level. In addition, with a larger group 
of employers, the delivery of benefits could be 
modernized. After the 2014 round of collec-
tive bargaining, six provincial employee life 
and health trusts were created to administer the 
benefits of the 200,000-plus education sector 
employees.
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How has the change impacted school boards?
Most school board plans were previously defined benefit 

plans, which meant costs were difficult to control. During the 
early 2000s, many plans saw significant inflationary increas-
es, and some plans were starting to see significant increases 
again in recent years. Under the new provincial trusts, benefit 
plan designs will need to be tailored to the available funding, 
which can only be increased through collective bargaining. 
The trusts will now be responsible for managing the infla-
tionary increases and increased costs due to plan utilization. 

How will success be defined?

It may take a few years to determine if this transformation 
of benefits has been successful. Success will be determined by 
the satisfaction of the parties. Employees have more control 
over the benefits offered, and benefits can be changed to suit 
changing needs. For employers, containing costs while en-
suring that employees still have access to benefits that assist 
in maintaining their well-being will be the primary indicator 
of success. For the provincial government, a plan that creates 
efficiencies and controls costs will likely be the key measures 
of success.

What is the greatest lesson to come out of this process?

The need for communication has been the greatest les-
son. The parties, with the best of intentions, made certain 
assumptions about what information the other parties had 
or needed. After several months and many problems, the 
communication greatly improved and the transfer of ben-
efits became easier. The process involves several parties and 
requires all of them to agree on the processes, timelines and 
problem-solving mechanisms. Maintaining a positive work-
ing relationship with all of the parties is critical.

What has been the biggest challenge?

Underestimating the complexity of the information re-
quired has been a challenge. The time allotted, which seemed 
reasonable when the parties negotiated the parameters for 

the transition to provincial trusts, was not enough. All par-
ties had their interests to protect, which meant detailed trust 
agreements needed to be negotiated. In addition, the pro-
cesses for delivering benefits and maintaining employee in-
formation of each employer were different. Human resource 
software also had to be modified to provide the information 
required, but there are a number of software systems used 
by school boards. The change also requires that people do 
things differently, and that takes patience and communica-
tion.

Would you do it again, situation permitting?

The test will be when we determine success. This has been 
a learning exercise for everyone involved, but few have sug-
gested it is not worthwhile. This has also been the first em-
ployee benefits consolidation of its size in Canada. I think we 
will see more such consolidations and, hopefully, they will 
learn from our experience.

Doreen Lamarche, CA, CPA
Executive Director, Education Finance Office
Ministry of Education

What are the driving forces behind school board 
consolidation in Ontario?

This is one of Canada’s largest consolidation and ration-
alization efforts aimed to improve the cost-efficiency and 
delivery of benefits. This consolidation will result in the cre-
ation of six provincial employee life and health trusts that 
will manage benefits for over 200,000 education sector em-
ployees. 

Prior to this consolidation, the school board sector man-
aged more than 1,000 different benefit plans for teachers and 
education workers across 72 district school boards. The in-
efficiency of maintaining such a high number of plans pre-
sented the province, school boards, teacher federations and 
education worker unions with an opportunity to unlock 
long-term savings through the modernization of benefits ad-
ministration.

what's working
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what's working

How has the change impacted the provincial government?

Most school board plans will be moving from a defined 
benefit plan to a defined contribution plan. This ensures that 
the provincial trusts will design benefit plans based on the 
funding provided, as opposed to determining funding based 
on the plan design and usage costs.

Prior to the benefits transition, some boards were expe-
riencing increases in benefit costs that were automatically 
being funded by school boards and/or the government at a 
cost to other investments in the education system. The trusts 
will now be responsible for managing actual inflationary in-
creases and increased costs due to plan usage by members 
within the funding provided. Any increased funding to the 
trusts would be negotiated provincially through the collec-
tive agreements.

How will success be defined?

Success will be measured in a number of different ways. For 
participating education sector employees, harmonization of 
benefits and the elimination of the disparity in employee ben-
efits that characterizes the current system will be an indicator 
of success. For the provincial government, achieving adminis-
trative savings from a more uniform structure and managing 
a much smaller number of plans; improved purchasing power, 
since the trusts will be able to negotiate lower costs for benefit 
plans with insurance carriers due to the substantial number of 
members in each trust; and other reduced costs by distributing 
the risk over a larger pool of people will signal success. 

What is the greatest lesson to come out of this process?

You cannot underestimate the level of communication 
and coordination that is required to ensure success of trans-
formational initiatives. This has been a labour-intensive en-
deavour that benefited from good working relationships and 
good will from all the parties involved. Our success to date 
is a direct result of a shared vision, working closely together 
and remaining adaptive and nimble throughout the process, 
and it is a testament to the collaborative nature of our sector.

What has been the biggest challenge?

It’s difficult to point to the biggest challenge so, if you’ll 
allow, I’d like to highlight two significant challenges.

The first, which is common with any large-scale transfor-
mation, is time. Benefits transformation was negotiated as 
part of the 2014-2017 collective agreements with education 
sector employees of Ontario. We were therefore confined by 
the date upon which these agreements were set to expire, 
which is August 31, 2017. Despite discussions starting in 
2014, the last agreement was reached in April 2016, giving 
us essentially 16 months to transfer over 200,000 employees 
out of 72 school board benefit plans. Given these compressed 
timelines, there was very little room for contingencies, and 
that put pressure on the process.

The second is the interfacing between the school boards’ 
systems with the trust administrator’s system.  Each board 
has its own distinct human resource information system 
(HRIS) and payroll system that may be customized. With 
the establishment of the provincial trusts, school boards 
were required to interface their systems with a newly devel-
oped trust administrator’s system. This required significant 
reconfiguration in some instances and resulted in transition 
delays.  Ensuring that the HRIS and payroll systems were 
properly configured required a high level of coordination 
and communication between all parties—the government, 
the unions/federations, the benefits trusts, the school boards 
and the school boards’ HRIS and payroll system providers.

Would you do it again, situation permitting?

We are still in the thick of the transformation today but, 
looking ahead posttransition, I’d like to think that the antici-
pated successes in the long term will far outweigh the chal-
lenges associated with its implementation to date.

Dale Leckie
Executive Director 
OSSTF ELHT

What are the driving forces behind school board 
consolidation in Ontario?

The driving forces behind the consolidation of health and 
dental plans in the education sector in Ontario were both in-
ternal and external to the parties involved. For the first time, 
collective bargaining was centralized in the province, and 
the union and school boards were in the position to negoti-
ate a binding agreement that would apply provincewide. In 
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what's working

the diverse province of Ontario, there are remote, rural, ur-
ban, large and small bargaining units and school boards. The 
small units were vulnerable to benefit inflation and experi-
ence spikes that could not be smoothed into a large pool. All 
parties had a desire to increase the efficiency of benefit deliv-
ery and take advantage of the economies of scale. Most of the 
preexisting plans were defined benefit. The government and 
employers wanted to move to a defined contribution struc-
ture, and the unions agreed to exchange that for sufficient 
funding and control of the plans. It has been demonstrated 
in the sector that the positive impact of consumerism can 
have a significant impact on the claim patterns and finan-
cial results of the plan. Further, the sector plans to utilize the 
power of a larger buying group through a shared services ar-
rangement where the combined member base can approach 
the marketplace to drive claim management protocols and 
pricing efficiency. The use of a common administrator will 
facilitate discussions about pricing and protocols with health 
care professionals who provide services to our members.

How has the change been received by the employees/
members?

For the vast majority of the union members, it has been a 
positive experience. The plan designs were structured to pro-
vide the most benefit to the most members within the funding 
limits. Some information technology (IT) complications made 
the transition process a challenge for some members. There 
were delays in claim processing for some new enrollees. This 
caused concern among the affected members and put a strain 
on the information call centre. Survey results from the early 
wave of implementations have been extremely positive, with al-
most 90% of members rating the experience in a positive man-
ner. Member feedback has also provided numerous sugges-
tions that will add value to the experience for futue members.

How will success be defined?

Success will be defined in a number of areas:
• Plan coverage and claims processing is a positive expe-

rience for the members in the plan.
• There is long-term financial stability of the plan, and the 

plan performs within the limits of negotiated funding 
without increased financial participation of the members.

• The plan creates a level of influence on practitioners 
and providers, government policy, and wellness and 
prevention strategies for the members.

What is the greatest lesson to come out of this process?

Time is precious. In a project that has a massive data and 
IT component, there must be time to test and simulate and 
test again before the go-live process. We are fortunate to have 
the Ontario Teachers Insurance Plan as the administrator. 
They are very familiar with both the union and the employer 
sides of the education sector and were able to deliver last-
minute design and entitlement changes and adapt the claims 
system to the needs of the IT interfaces of employers.

What has been the biggest challenge?

The biggest challenge by far was the requirement to trans-
fer human resources data from a large number of existing em-
ployers with different IT systems in a compressed time frame. 
The provincial health and dental plans were part of a central 
agreement negotiation process between the Ontario govern-
ment, the school boards and the individual education unions. 
The transfer process to the provincial plan had imbedded time 
limits that were compressed due to the protracted bargaining 
process. Much has been learned and applied as the waves have 
rolled out over the year. Adhering to the strict timelines as-
sociated with a complex implementation is critical. In many 
ways, this implementation represents a paradigm shift for the 
unions, the employers and, most importantly, the members. 
This was further complicated by a natural scope creep that 
resulted from grandparenting collective agreement terms and 
defining critical eligibility requirements.

Would you do it again, situation permitting?

The strategy is certainly a success and is performing well 
even in the transition period. The plan controls are work-
ing successfully, and members are showing signs of the con-
sumerism that comes with plan ownership. The approach fits 
with both bargaining goals and budgeting requirements at 
the highest level. As the plans mature, administrative and 
claim management efficiencies will drive value-added ben-
efits for members and overall efficiencies for long-term sus-
tainability.


