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The Unfulfilled Promise of Registered Disability Savings Plans 

 

When he introduced the Registered Disability Savings Plan (RDSP), the late Jim 

Flaherty promised that the initiative would “help improve the lives of people with 

disabilities.” According to Flaherty, a key goal for the program was to “help as many 

people as possible benefit from the savings plan and its related grant and bond.” 

 

In light of these statements, it is unfortunate that, eighteen years after its 

introduction, the RDSP – while benefiting many thousands of people – is excluding 

some people with disabilities and making life more precarious for others. 

 

It is widely known that Jim Flaherty is survived by a son with a disability, and his 

experience as a parent – with spouse (and former Ontario Deputy Premier) Christine 

Elliott – had a significant impact on his work. Flaherty’s statements on the RDSP 

reflect an insider’s knowledge of the history of developmental disability, and of the 

drive for inclusion and belonging among a deeply stigmatized group. For example: 

“Our government invests in programs and services to meet the needs of Canadians 

with disabilities and is committed to their equal participation in all aspects of life.” 

 

The RDSP is an initiative that is admired around the world; it has had a huge impact 

for people with disabilities across Canada. However, it remains out of reach for some 

people with intellectual disabilities, and is acting as a gateway to state guardianship 

for others, including in Flaherty’s home province of Ontario.  

 

The problem revolves around Ontario’s narrow and parochial approach to mental 

capacity. If a person has been found ‘mentally incapable’ in an official capacity 

assessment, they cannot open an RDSP on their own – they need a legal 

representative (e.g., a legal guardian) to do so for them. However, for people who 

have not officially been found ‘incapable’ but who may be judged as lacking capacity 

https://www.canada.ca/en/news/archive/2009/07/government-canada-helps-canadians-benefit-registered-disability-savings-plan.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/news/archive/2009/07/government-canada-helps-canadians-benefit-registered-disability-savings-plan.html
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when applying for an RDSP, a bank may refuse to allow them to open an account (a 

problematic issue in its own right). The only option in this situation is for a ‘Qualifying 

Family Member’ to open an RDSP for that person.  

 

The Qualifying Family Member (QFM) is a federal provision that allows a parent, 

spouse, or biological sibling to act as RDSP plan holder, though the money in the 

RDSP remains the property of the person with a disability. Enacted in 2012, this was 

supposed to be a temporary stop-gap response to the fact that people with 

intellectual disabilities were being denied access to the program. It has now been 

around for about as long it took to build Toronto’s cursed Eglinton Crosstown rail 

line. 

 

Unfortunately, the QFM provision has left gaps and created its own problems. For 

affected people without a parent, sibling or spouse in their lives, the RDSP remains 

out of reach unless they submit to state guardianship. And for RDSP beneficiaries 

who lose a plan holder to death or incapacity, their RDSP assets – and, perhaps even 

more importantly, their legal personhood – are being put at risk. 

 

Take, for example, the case of Janice (age 75), Michael (age 77) and their son David 

(age 39). When RDSPs were first introduced in 2008, the family opened one for 

David, which has grown to more than $100,000. Janice and Michael act as Qualifying 

Family Member plan holders. When they pass away or become otherwise unable to 

act in their capacity as plan holders, there is no sibling or spouse to step into that 

role. Under federal policy, there is no solution apart from state guardianship that 

responds to this situation.  

 

As for state guardianship, let’s just say that no reasonable person wants the Ontario 

government in charge of their life or their finances if they can help it. We have 

repeatedly seen the truth of this in the residential school system, institutions for 

https://www.cp24.com/local/toronto/2026/02/08/a-look-in-the-mirror-the-lessons-buried-beneath-the-eglinton-crosstown-lrt/
https://nctr.ca/about/history-of-the-trc/truth-and-reconciliation-commission-of-canada/
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people with developmental disabilities, the child welfare system, and in long term 

care facilities.  

We have written a lot about this topic, and there is a widespread movement of 

parents doing everything they can to save their adult children with intellectual 

disabilities from the Public Guardian and Trustee. Janice and Michael are part of this 

movement, and they have planned and saved so that David can live without a 

government case worker overseeing his life. But the RDSP – something that was 

supposed to make David’s life more secure, not less – is putting all of this at risk. 

Many alternatives to guardianship exist. Other provinces have figured this out. It is 

long past due for Ontario to do the same.  

To learn about the problem in more detail, you can read our two previous documents 

about RDSPs here and here.  

For more information, please contact:  

Shawn Pegg 

Director of Social Policy and Strategic Initiatives 

shawn@communitylivingontario.ca  

https://truthsofinstitutionalization.ca/
https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-news/inside-connor-homes-where-kids-were-called-paychecks/
https://www.cmfmag.ca/todays_brief/canadian-armed-forces-long-term-care-facility-report-released/
https://www.cmfmag.ca/todays_brief/canadian-armed-forces-long-term-care-facility-report-released/
https://communitylivingontario.ca/what-we-do/advocacy-education-awareness/the-right-to-decide/
https://communitylivingontario.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/CLO-RDSP-Brief_final.pdf
https://communitylivingontario.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/CLO-RDSP-Stories_Part2_final.pdf
mailto:shawn@communitylivingontario.ca
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Community Living Ontario is a non-profit provincial
association that has been advocating with people
who have developmental disabilities and their
families for more than 70 years. We proudly work
alongside people, family networks, and more than
120 local agencies operating in communities across
the province, to ensure that people’s personal, health,
and social support needs are met.

STAY CONNECTED WITH US

www.communitylivingontario.ca

info@communitylivingontario.ca

Telephone: 416-447-4348 or 
toll free (Ontario) - 1-800-278-8025

Sign-up for our e-newsletter Update FridayCharitable Registered Number: 119248524 RR 0001 




