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Summary

The Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC) recognizes that it is a legitimate goal
for employers to have a safe workplace. Safety at work can be negatively affected by
many factors, including fatigue, stress, distractions and hazards in the workplace.
Drug and alcohol testing is one method employers sometimes use to address safety
concerns arising from drug and alcohol use. Drug and alcohol testing has particular
human rights implications for people with addictions. Addictions to drugs or alcohol
are considered “disabilities” under the Ontario Human Rights Code (Code). The Code
prohibits discrimination against people with disabilities and perceived disabilities in
employment, services, housing and other social areas.
Drug and alcohol testing policies and programs may be discriminatory based on
addictions or perceived addictions. They raise human rights concerns where a positive
test leads to negative consequences for a person based on an addiction or perceived
addiction, such as automatic discipline or inflexible terms and conditions on a person’s
job, not accommodating people to the point of undue hardship, or not respecting
people’s dignity and confidentiality through the testing process.
If drug and alcohol testing policies and programs discriminate against people based on
addictions or perceived addictions, they may be justifiable if an employer can show that
testing provisions are bona fide (legitimate) requirements of the job. However, employers
should take a proactive approach to workplace drug and alcohol testing. Where these
policies are necessary to achieve safety, employers should design them to avoid potential
discriminatory impacts. Following the test for bona fide requirements laid out by the
Supreme Court of Canada, policies should be:
1. Adopted for a purpose that is rationally connected to performing the job
2. Adopted in an honest and good faith belief that it is necessary to fulfilling that
legitimate work-related purpose
3. Reasonably necessary to accomplish that legitimate work-related purpose. To
show this, the employer must demonstrate that it is impossible to accommodate
the person without imposing undue hardship upon the employer.
The primary reason for conducting drug and alcohol testing should be to measure
impairment, as opposed to deterring drug or alcohol use or monitoring moral values
among employees. Even testing that measures impairment can be justified as a bona
fide requirement only if it is demonstrably connected to performing the job (for example,
if an employee occupies a safety-sensitive position and after a significant accident
or “near-miss”), and only then as part of a larger assessment of drug and alcohol
addiction. By focusing on testing that actually measures impairment, especially in jobs
that are safety-sensitive, an appropriate balance can be struck between human rights
and safety requirements, both for employees and the public.
Following a positive test, employers should offer a process of individualized assessment
of drug or alcohol addiction and must accommodate employees with addictions to the
point of undue hardship. If employers or drug and alcohol testing policies treat recreational
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(or casual) users as if they are people with addictions and impose consequences on this
basis, they may be prima facie discriminatory (discrimination on its face) based on
“perceived disability.”
A drug and alcohol testing policy that respects human rights and may be justifiable
under the Code is one that:
 Is based on a rational connection between the purpose of testing (minimizing
the risk of impairment to ensure safety) and job performance
 Shows that testing is necessary to achieve workplace safety
 Is put in place after alternative, less intrusive methods for detecting impairment
and increasing workplace safety have been explored
 Is used only in limited circumstances, such as for-cause, post-incident or postreinstatement situations
 Does not apply automatic consequences following positive tests
 Does not conflate substance use with substance addiction
 Is used as part of a larger assessment of drug or alcohol addiction (for example,
employee assistance programs, drug education and awareness programs and a
broader medical assessment by a professional with expertise in substance use
disorders or physician that provides a process for inquiring into possible disability)
 Provides individualized accommodation for people with addictions who test
positive, to the point of undue hardship
 Uses testing methods that are highly accurate, able to measure current
impairment, are minimally intrusive and provide rapid results
 Uses reputable procedures for analysis, and
 Ensures confidentiality of medical information and the dignity of the person
throughout the process.
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1. Introduction

The Ontario Human Rights Code (Code) recognizes the inherent dignity and worth of
every person and provides for equal rights and opportunities without discrimination. The
provisions of the Code are aimed at creating a climate of understanding and mutual
respect for the dignity and worth of each person, so that each person feels a part of the
community and feels able to contribute to the community.
The Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC) recognizes that it is a legitimate goal
for employers to have a safe workplace. Employers, employees and other responsible
parties have duties under the Occupational Health and Safety Act1 and other legislation
to make sure their workplaces are safe. Employers can be held criminally responsible
for serious safety violations.2 Safety at work can be negatively affected by many factors,
including fatigue, stress, distractions and workplace hazards. Drug and alcohol testing is
one method employers sometimes use to address safety concerns arising from drug
and alcohol use. Drug and alcohol testing in employment is commonplace in the United
States3 and is increasing worldwide.4 However, such testing is controversial5 and has
been the subject of several labour arbitration, human rights tribunal and court decisions
in recent years. Some types of testing are particularly disputed, such as random testing,
drug testing and pre-employment testing.
The controversy surrounding drug and alcohol testing relates to the collision between
workplace requirements and employee human and privacy rights. The International
Labour Organization has stated, “Testing of bodily samples for alcohol and drugs in the
context of employment involves moral, ethical and legal issues of fundamental importance,
requiring a determination of when it is fair and appropriate to conduct such testing.”6
The Supreme Court of Canada has noted that in both unionized and non-unionized
workplaces, employers must pay careful attention to balancing safety and privacy
interests when considering drug and alcohol testing.7 On the importance of a person’s
privacy in the context of drug and alcohol testing, the Court stated:
…Early in the life of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, this Court
recognized that “the use of a person’s body without his consent to obtain information
about him, invades an area of personal privacy essential to the maintenance of his
human dignity” (R. v. Dyment, [1988] 2 S.C.R. 417, at pp. 431-32). And in R. v.
Shoker, 2006 SCC 44, [2006] 2 S.C.R. 399, it notably drew no distinction between
drug and alcohol testing by urine, blood or breath sample, concluding that the
“seizure of bodily samples is highly intrusive and, as this Court has often reaffirmed,
it is subject to stringent standards and safeguards to meet constitutional requirements”
(para. 23).8
Drug and alcohol testing has particular human rights implications for people with
addictions. People who have present, past or perceived addictions to drugs and alcohol
are considered people with “disabilities” under the Code9 and are protected from
discrimination in employment and all other social areas.10 People with addictions are
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entitled to the same human rights protection as people with other disabilities.11
Workplace drug and alcohol testing policies and programs may discriminate against
people with addictions or perceived addictions, and where they do, may only be justified
in limited circumstances.
Drug and alcohol testing is not automatically necessary for employees who appear
impaired by drugs or alcohol. Other methods that could address the issue are explained
in section 5.2.
This policy can help employers, unions and other responsible parties understand and
meet their legal responsibilities under the Code relating to drug and alcohol testing.
It can be a useful tool for employers who are considering setting up workplace drug
and alcohol testing programs as one aspect of broader health and safety policies.
Employers can also use this policy to supplement their drug and alcohol policies,
workplace training materials and anti-discrimination and harassment policies. See
Appendix A for more about the purpose of OHRC policies.

2. Scope of this policy

Drug and alcohol testing is a concern for Ontario employers that have safety-sensitive
operations, or that are subject to U.S. regulatory requirements (e.g. the trucking
industry)12 or to the policies of U.S. affiliates with “zero tolerance” for the consumption
of drugs or alcohol. For these reasons, this policy focuses on workplaces, especially
where safety is a workplace objective.13 However, the principles could apply to other
social areas.14
Note that international and interprovincial transportation companies are under federal
jurisdiction.15 Airlines, interprovincial and cross-border trucking and bus services and
other federally-regulated employers are subject to the federal Canadian Human Rights
Act16 and not provincial human rights laws.

3. Code protections

Section 5(1) of the Code prohibits discrimination in employment on 16 grounds including
disability. Section 10(1) of the Code includes an expansive definition of the term
“disability” which encompasses physical, psychological and mental conditions. Drug and
alcohol (substance) addictions17 are disabilities protected by the Code. Examples
include alcohol addiction and addictions to legal (e.g. prescription) or illegal drugs.18
The Supreme Court of Canada accepted the following definition of addiction, used by
the Canadian Society of Addiction Medicine:
A primary, chronic disease, characterized by impaired control over the use of a
psychoactive substance and/or behaviour. Clinically, the manifestations occur
along biological, psychological, sociological and spiritual dimensions. Common
features are change in mood, relief from negative emotions, provision of pleasure,
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pre-occupation with the use of substance(s) or ritualistic behaviour(s); and continued
use of the substance(s) and/or engagement in behaviour(s) despite adverse
physical, psychological and/or social consequences. Like other chronic diseases,
it can be progressive, relapsing and fatal.19
The following examples are situations where the use or perceived use of drugs or
alcohol may fall within the Code’s protection:
1. Where a person’s use has reached the stage that it constitutes an addiction
(“substance use disorder”).20
2. Where an individual is perceived as having a drug or alcohol addiction.
Example: An employer refuses to promote an employee because of the belief
that the employee has an alcohol addiction. Because of this perception and
the employer’s consequent action, the person's right to equal treatment under
the Code may have been infringed.
People who use substances recreationally are not protected by the Code, unless
they are perceived to have disabilities.21
3. Where an individual has had a drug or alcohol addiction in the past, but no longer
has an ongoing disability.
Example: A company decided to put a drug and alcohol policy in place. The
policy made it mandatory for employees in safety-sensitive positions to
disclose a current or past “substance abuse problem.” After disclosing an
alcohol abuse problem from more than seven years earlier and from which he
was in remission, an employee was automatically reassigned to a non-safetysensitive position. The company required him to complete a two-year
rehabilitation program followed by five years of abstinence and abide by other
controls before he would be allowed to work in his original position. The policy
was found to be discriminatory.22

4. Establishing discrimination and Code defences

Testing for alcohol or drug use is a form of medical examination. Even where they
are put in place in good faith, drug and alcohol testing programs and policies may
result in adverse effects based on addiction or perceived addiction (called prima facie
discrimination, or discrimination “on its face”). Drug and alcohol testing policies and
programs may adversely affect people based on disability or perceived disability by
imposing negative consequences (such as discipline, dismissal or refusal to hire),
imposing inflexible extra terms and conditions on someone’s job,23 not accommodating
to the point of undue hardship people who test positive, or not respecting people’s
dignity and confidentiality through the testing process.
_____________________________________
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Under the Code, where drug and alcohol testing policies or programs are found to be
prima facie discriminatory, the employer may establish a defence by showing that
the policy, rule, requirement, standard or test that resulted in the adverse effect is
a legitimate or bona fide requirement.24 The employer must use the three-step test laid
out by the Supreme Court of Canada25 to establish on a balance of probabilities that the
policy, rule, requirement, standard or test:
1. Was adopted for a purpose that is rationally connected to performing the job
2. Was adopted in an honest and good faith belief that it was necessary to fulfilling
that legitimate work-related purpose
3. Is reasonably necessary to accomplish that legitimate work-related purpose. To
show this, the employer must demonstrate that it is impossible to accommodate
the person without imposing undue hardship upon the employer.
Section 17 of the Code also provides a defence to discrimination where a person with a
disability is unable to perform an essential requirement of their job. However, a person
will only be considered incapable of performing the essential duties if their disabilityrelated needs cannot be accommodated without undue hardship.26 In the case of drug
and alcohol testing, this defence is only available if the employer can show that testing,
or other methods to establish that someone is impaired by drugs or alcohol, are
reasonable and bona fide requirements.27
By keeping the three-step test in mind when designing drug and alcohol testing policies
and programs, employers can avoid potential discriminatory effects on people with
addiction or perceived addictions. A well-designed policy that responds to these three
steps at the outset can help an employer if it is challenged under the Code.
Employers should consider these questions:
 Is there an objective basis for believing that safe performance of the job would be
compromised by drug or alcohol impairment? Is there a rational connection
between the purpose of testing (e.g. minimizing the risk of impairment to ensure
safety) and job performance?


Is there an objective basis to believe that the degree, nature, scope and
probability of risk caused by alcohol or drug impairment will adversely affect the
safety of the individual, co-workers, members of the public or the environment?



Is testing reasonably necessary to identify people who, at the time of the test,
cannot perform their jobs safely because they are impaired by alcohol or
drugs?28 Is testing reasonably necessary to achieve a work environment free
from impairment from alcohol and drugs? For example, is there a demonstrated
problem with drug and alcohol use in the workplace? 29
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Are there less intrusive ways to accomplish the legitimate work-related purpose
(e.g. peer or supervisory reviews)?



Does the standard or test incorporate individual differences, in that it
accommodates people who test positive to the point of undue hardship?

After considering these questions, there may be no objective basis to conclude that
an employer should set up workplace drug and alcohol testing policies or programs. It
may be that other measures, such as safety checks, health promotion and substance
awareness programs, and addiction accommodation policies can meet the employer’s
goal of addressing safety risks or performance issues due to drug and alcohol
impairment.
However, if testing is justified, the following guiding principles should be kept in mind:
 A relationship or rational connection between drug or alcohol testing and job
performance is an important component of any lawful drug or alcohol testing
policy or program. Drug and alcohol testing that has no demonstrable
relationship to job safety and performance, or where there has been no evidence
of enhanced safety risks in the workplace, has been found to be a violation of
employee rights.30


The policy or program must not be arbitrary in terms of which groups of
employees are subjected to testing. For example, when considering the
employer’s rationale for testing, testing only new or returning employees but
no other employees may not be justifiable. At the same time, testing employees
in safety-sensitive positions may be justifiable in some circumstances.



A safety-sensitive job can be characterized as one in which incapacity due to
drug or alcohol impairment could result in direct and significant risk of injury
to the employee, others or the environment. Whether a job can be categorized
as safety-sensitive must be considered within the context of the industry, the
particular workplace, and an employee’s direct involvement in a high-risk
operation. Any definition must take into account the role of properly trained
supervisors and the checks and balances present in the workplace.



The primary reason for conducting drug and alcohol testing should be to
measure impairment, rather than deterring drug or alcohol use31 or monitoring
moral values among employees. Drug and alcohol testing should be limited to
determining actual impairment of an employee's ability to perform or fulfil the
essential duties or requirements of the job at the time of the test. It should not be
directed towards simply identifying the presence of drugs or alcohol in the body.



Employers should use the least intrusive means of assessing impairment or
fitness for work.
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Drug and alcohol testing policies are part of workplace rules and standards.
Therefore, standards governing the performance of work should be inclusive.
Employers must build conceptions of equality into workplace policies.



Company-wide policies such as drug and alcohol testing policies must
accommodate employees on an individual basis. Individualization is central to the
notion of dignity for persons with disabilities and to the concept of
accommodation.32 “Blanket” rules that make no allowances for individual
circumstances are likely to be found to be discriminatory.33
Example: An employer in a highly dangerous workplace is concerned about
fairness and decides to extend an existing random alcohol testing policy
originally designed for employees in safety-sensitive positions to cover all
other employees. The purpose of the policy is to ensure workplace safety
through an environment free from impairment from alcohol. Employees are
automatically suspended for three days when they test positive. Even though
the policy provides for generous rehabilitation programs for people with
addictions who test positive, the employer may not be able to justify the policy
as a bona fide requirement. This is because the automatic suspension does
not reflect the individual circumstances of employees with addictions. In
addition, there are very few risks associated with these particular non-safetysensitive jobs. This makes it difficult to show a “rational connection” between
the purpose of alcohol testing (safety) and job performance. Also, because
less intrusive methods are available to detect when people in non-safetysensitive jobs are impaired, the employer may find it difficult to justify testing
as “reasonably necessary” to achieve the purpose of keeping the
workplace free from impairment from alcohol.

Any drug and alcohol testing program should be one piece of a broader health and
safety policy. Steps taken to reduce risk in the workplace due to impairment from drug
and alcohol use should happen alongside other measures to increase workplace safety,
such as making sure employees are properly trained, and reducing workplace hazards
and distractions.
Sometimes third parties, such as clients, will ask that an employer put a drug and
alcohol testing policy or program in place. However, where it has an adverse impact on
people with disabilities or perceived disabilities, the employer must still show that the
policy or program is a bona fide requirement using the three-step test.34
Overall, a well-designed drug and alcohol testing program or policy that respects human
rights may be justifiable under the Code. However, employers still have a responsibility
to make sure that these are not applied in a way that leads to a specific situation of
discrimination. The elements of a program or policy that respect human rights are laid
out in the summary section of this policy.
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5. Drug and alcohol testing situations
5.1. Testing before the job

Testing for drug or alcohol use sometimes takes place before a person is hired,
transferred or promoted into a position (“pre-employment” or “certification” testing) or
is allowed, as a contractor, to start work on a client’s job site (“pre-access” testing).35
The principles around these types of testing are similar.
The OHRC takes the position that drug and alcohol testing as part of the initial applicant
screening process is prohibited under subsection 23(2) of the Code.
While the case law has not ruled out the possibility of testing for alcohol or drugs after a
person receives a conditional offer of employment for a safety-sensitive position, the
OHRC recommends against this practice.
If testing leads to refusing to hire someone based on an addiction or perceived addiction,
it may be prima facie discriminatory. Negative consequences flowing from a positive test
result may contribute to a finding that a job applicant has a “perceived” disability – even if
he or she does not have an addiction.36
If employers do put in place before-the-job drug and alcohol testing for safety-sensitive
positions, they should make sure that a positive test result does not lead to automatically
revoking the offer of employment or other negative consequences. The testing should
be one part of a larger qualifying process, which could include examining the required
licencing or other legitimate qualifications. The employer also must meet their duty to
accommodate people with addictions.
Any medical testing should provide an effective assessment of the applicant’s ability
to do the essential job duties. Pre-employment and pre-access drug and alcohol tests
have been found to be insufficient to show that an employee has or will attend work
impaired by alcohol or drugs.37 Because of this, if testing leads to negative consequences
based on someone’s addiction or perceived addiction, it may be difficult to justify as a
bona fide requirement.38

5.2. Reasonable grounds and post-incident testing

“Reasonable grounds” (“for cause” or “reasonable cause”) and “post-incident” testing for
either alcohol or drugs may be acceptable in specific circumstances,39 such as where
there has been a link established between impairment and performing safety-sensitive
job duties. “Reasonable grounds” should be informed by objective evidence, such as
specific observed behaviours or other indicators, including:
 Seeing someone use alcohol or drugs at work
 An employee appearing or acting in a way that is consistent with someone
impaired by alcohol or drugs (such as the person smelling like alcohol or drugs)
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Substances or substance paraphernalia in the vicinity of the employee or the
area where the employee works (e.g. empty bottles).40

Drug and alcohol testing is not automatically necessary for employees who appear
impaired by drugs or alcohol. Other methods, such as allowing the person a chance
to explain their behaviour, temporarily removing them from safety-sensitive job duties
to ensure immediate safety, offering accommodation to the point of undue hardship
(such as referral to an employee assistance program or the support needed to attend
a rehabilitative program), progressive performance management, and where there is
objective evidence that there are legitimate reasons to be concerned, asking the person
to attend a medical assessment, could address the issue. The OHRC’s Policy on
preventing discrimination based on mental health disabilities and addictions has more
information about these approaches.41
An employer will have a legitimate interest in post-incident testing following accidents
or reports of dangerous behaviour that have resulted in “near-misses,” and where
looking at the condition of the employee is a reasonable part of the investigation.42
This may involve assessing if the employee consumed mind- or behaviour-altering
substances that could have contributed to the incident. The inquiry could also include
looking at other factors that may have contributed to the incident, such as lack of
training, fatigue, or other factors that can increase risk.
Where a workplace accident or incident appears to result from external factors such as
mechanical or structural failure or environmental factors, post-incident testing should not
be conducted.
Both reasonable grounds and post-incident testing should only be conducted if they
are necessary as part of a larger process of assessing drug or alcohol addiction. This
process includes a broader medical assessment by a substance use disorder expert
or under the care of a physician. Additional components of a larger assessment may
include employee assistance programs (EAPs), peer reviews and supervisory reviews.

5.3. Random testing

Random on-the-job testing should be done only where a link has been established
between impairment and performing job duties, such as in the case of employees
who are in safety-sensitive positions where the employer is able to demonstrate risk
in the workplace.43
As stated earlier, the focus of drug and alcohol testing should be on determining actual
impairment of an employee's ability to perform or fulfil the essential duties or requirements
of the job at the time of the test.44 In random alcohol testing, the use of breathalyzers
has been found to be permissible under the Code.45 Alcohol testing by breathalyzer is
seen to be minimally intrusive (compared to blood tests, for example)
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and a highly accurate measure of both levels of consumption and actual impairment.
Consequently, random alcohol testing is acceptable in safety-sensitive positions, but
only where staff supervision is minimal or non-existent, there is evidence of risk in the
particular workplace, and the employer meets its duty to accommodate the needs of
people with addictions who test positive.46
Although many technological advances have been made, the scientific research has not
yet confirmed that a method of drug testing exists that is analogous to the breathalyzer
for alcohol47 in terms of its:
 Ability to measure current impairment 48
 High level of accuracy
 Minimal level of intrusion, and
 Rapid response time.49
Drug testing methods that incorporate these criteria may help employers justify random
testing of employees in safety-sensitive positions as a bona fide requirement, but only
where staff supervision is minimal or non-existent, there is demonstrated risk in the
particular workplace, and the employer meets its duty to accommodate the needs of
people with addictions who test positive.50
However, even drug and alcohol testing policies that may meet the requirements of the
Code are vulnerable to challenge based on employee privacy.
In Irving,51 the Supreme Court of Canada considered the legal issue of whether
implementing a random alcohol testing policy in a safety-sensitive workplace was a
valid exercise of the employer’s management rights under the collective agreement.
The Court affirmed that random testing is not automatically justified on the basis that the
workplace is dangerous and employees are in safety-sensitive positions. The Supreme
Court held that while the dangerousness of a workplace is highly relevant, evidence of
enhanced safety risks, such as evidence of a general problem with substance abuse in
the workplace, is also required.52
In that case, the majority held that implementing a random alcohol testing policy was not
a valid exercise of the employer's rights.53 The testing policy was not justified because
the risks to safety in the workplace did not outweigh the severe impacts on employees’
privacy.
The case pertained to employees’ rights under a collective agreement. However, the
Supreme Court stated that even in a non-unionized workplace, “an employer must justify
the intrusion on privacy resulting from random testing by reference to the particular risks
in a particular workplace. There are different analytic steps involved, but both essentially
require attentive consideration and balancing of the safety and privacy interests.”54
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5.4. Testing as part of a rehabilitation plan

Where an employee is returning to a safety-sensitive job after treatment for alcohol
or drug addiction, post-reinstatement testing may be justified.55 An employee may
be expected to meet certain conditions when they return to work, which may include
unannounced testing. Any conditions should be tailored to the person’s individual
circumstances to meet the employer’s duty to accommodate. In such cases, the drug
or alcohol testing period set should be reasonable and the testing frequency should not
be overly onerous or intrusive.
Post-reinstatement testing may be part of a back-to-work agreement (e.g. a last-chance
agreement or contingency behaviour contract), where breaching the agreement could
result in terminating a person’s job. However, similar to people with other chronic
disabilities, people with addictions may experience relapse after treatment.56 Having an
agreement in place does not negate the employer’s duty to accommodate an employee
if they have a relapse.57
Example: A mill worker in a safety-sensitive position discloses a drug
addiction after a work-related incident and attends treatment. One of the
conditions of returning to work is that she has to undergo random drug
testing. The employee passes her first drug test. Soon after, she has a
car accident and starts using substances again. She fails a second drug
test. Looking at all of the circumstances, including her prognosis, her
accommodation plan and her recovery to date, the employer accommodates
the relapse by giving the employee time off for further treatment while
initiating another return-to-work plan.
At the same time, the employer’s obligation to accommodate is not limitless.58 An
employer has a duty to accommodate a person with an addiction to the point of undue
hardship. There may also be limited circumstances where an accommodation that
otherwise would not amount to undue hardship is not required because it would
fundamentally alter the nature of the employment, or it would still not allow the person to
“fulfill the essential duties attending the exercise of the right.”59
Example: An employee who is employed in a safety-sensitive position has a
drug addiction and has repeatedly gone to rehabilitation. Despite multiple
attempts to return him to work, he is not able to pass a post-reinstatement
drug test. His doctor says that the employee is unable to work in the
foreseeable future, and needs to take an undetermined leave of absence to
attend rehabilitation. It would not cause undue hardship based on either cost
or health and safety for the employer to continue to accommodate him.
However, based on these unique circumstances, and after the employer has
made repeated attempts to accommodate, the individual still cannot perform
the essential duties of the job or perform alternative work and the employer’s
duty to accommodate may end.

_____________________________________
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Or, after accommodation has been tried and exhausted, there may be no further
accommodation available that will help the person complete the essential requirements of
the job. There may also be situations where someone is continually unable or unwilling
to take part in the accommodation process, despite the employer’s attempts. In these
cases, the employer’s duty to accommodate may end.

6. Handling of tests and results

When developing a testing program or policy, employers should also consider:
 Notifying applicants and employees: Where drug or alcohol testing will be a
valid requirement on the job, the employer should notify job applicants of the
requirement when an offer of employment is made. Employers should make
clear the reasons why such medical testing is needed and obtain prior, informed
consent. Employers must explain what will happen to the person’s biological
specimen after testing.


Competent handling of test samples: Qualified professionals must perform drug
and alcohol testing, reputable procedures for analysis should be used, and
laboratory results must be analyzed in a competent facility. Further, the employer
is responsible for making sure that the samples taken are properly labelled and
protected at all times.



Confidentiality: Although the employer will be advised of the test results,
confidentiality of the employee’s medical information should be protected. All
health assessment information should remain exclusively with the examining
physician and away from the employee's personnel file. Employees should be
advised about how their medical information will be kept confidential.



An employer is entitled to know that an employee has a disability or medical
condition, the person’s restrictions or needs, whether they are able to do the
essential duties, and the types of accommodation that may be needed. However,
it is not generally entitled to know the person’s confidential medical information,
including their diagnosis,60 unless it clearly relates to the accommodation being
sought, or the person’s needs are complex, challenging or unclear and more
information is needed.61 In these cases, the person may be asked to co-operate
by providing more information, up to and including a diagnosis. The employer
should be able to clearly justify why this information is necessary. For more
information, see section 13.7 of the OHRC’s Policy on preventing discrimination
based on mental health disabilities and addictions.



Drug and alcohol testing can reveal information about a person’s health other
than drug or alcohol use.62 Because of the potential for intrusion into people’s
dignity and privacy, it is particularly important that test results are handled in a
way that maximizes confidentiality. Drug and alcohol testing must not be used for
purposes other than testing for the substances explicitly laid out in the employer’s
drug and alcohol policy.
_____________________________________
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Review of results with the employee: Procedures should be instituted for a
physician with expertise in substance use disorders to review the test results with
the employee concerned. The employee should be allowed the opportunity to
explain if there are other medical reasons that may have caused a positive result.

7. Consequences of a positive test
7.1. Duty to accommodate

Although the emphasis in the Code is on making sure that people with disabilities are
not treated in a discriminatory way, in some circumstances, the nature and/or degree
of a person's disability may prevent them from performing the essential duties of a job.
Under section 17(1) of the Code, it is not discriminatory to refuse a job or treat someone
differently at work because they are incapable of performing or fulfilling the essential
duties of the position because of a disability. However, people cannot be presumed to
be unable to fulfill the essential duties or requirements of a job based on disability.
Instead, there must be objective evaluation of this fact. Assessment of incapacity must
be both fair and accurate.
Section 17(2) says that an employee shall not be found incapable of performing the
essential duties of a job unless it would cause undue hardship to accommodate the
individual employee's needs, taking into account the cost of the accommodation and
health and safety concerns.63
After a person tests positive on a drug or alcohol test, they should be advised of the
availability of accommodation. Employees are entitled to an individualized assessment
conducted by someone with expertise in substance use disorders to inquire into
possible disability and assess any support needed. Accommodation must be offered
unless it causes undue hardship, and any addiction disability will be a mitigating
factor in considering if discipline is appropriate.64 The Code requires individualized or
personalized accommodation measures. Therefore, policies that result in the automatic
loss of a job, reassignment or inflexible reinstatement conditions, without regard for a
person’s individual circumstances, are unlikely to meet this requirement.
7.1.1. Responsibilities of the employee and employer
The accommodation process is a shared responsibility. Everyone involved should
co-operatively engage in the process, share information and consider potential
accommodation solutions.
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The person with a disability is required to:
 Advise the accommodation provider of the disability (although the accommodation
provider does not generally have the right to know what the disability is)
 Make accommodation needs known to the best of their ability, preferably in
writing, so that the person responsible for accommodation can make the
requested accommodation
 Answer questions or provide information about relevant restrictions or limitations,
including information from health care professionals, where appropriate and as
needed.65 However, accommodation seekers are not required to discuss their
disability or their accommodation needs with anyone other than those individuals
directly involved in the accommodation process.66
 Take part in discussions about possible accommodation solutions
 Co-operate with any experts whose help is needed to manage the
accommodation process or when information is needed that is unavailable to the
person with a disability
 Meet agreed-upon performance standards and requirements, such as job
standards, once accommodation is provided
 Work with the accommodation provider on an ongoing basis to manage the
accommodation process.
The accommodation provider is required to:
 Be alert to the possibility that a person may need an accommodation even if
they have not made a specific or formal request
 Accept the person’s request for accommodation in good faith, unless there are
legitimate reasons for acting otherwise
 Get expert opinions or advice where needed (but not as a routine matter)
 Take an active role in ensuring that alternative approaches and possible
accommodation solutions are investigated,67 and canvass various forms of
possible accommodation and alternative solutions68
 Keep a record of the accommodation request and action taken
 Communicate regularly and effectively with the person, providing updates on
the status of the accommodation and planned next steps69
 Maintain confidentiality
 Limit requests for information to those reasonably related to the nature of the
limitation or restriction, to be able to respond to the accommodation request
 Implement accommodations in a timely way,70 to the point of undue hardship
 Bear the cost of any required medical information or documentation (for example,
the accommodation provider should pay for doctors’ notes, assessments, letters
setting out accommodation needs, etc.)
 Bear the cost of the required accommodation.
Generally, people are expected to make their accommodation needs known to their
employers. However, due to the nature of drug and alcohol addictions, people may not
realize or be able to admit that they have a disability, or recognize the impact of their
addiction on their job.71 Employers have a duty to inquire if a person has addictionrelated needs where someone is clearly unwell or perceived to have needs related to an
_____________________________________
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addiction.72 An employer should offer assistance and accommodation before imposing
discipline and other consequences.73 When someone tests positive on a drug or alcohol
test, this will trigger the “duty to inquire.” This should be done respectfully, and in a way
that protects the employee’s confidentiality.
Unions and professional associations are required to take an active role as partners
in the accommodation process, share joint responsibility with the employer to facilitate
accommodation, and support accommodation measures regardless of collective
agreements, unless to do so would create undue hardship.74
If an employee's drug or alcohol addiction is interfering with their ability to perform the
essential duties of their job, the employer must first provide the support necessary to
enable that person to undertake a rehabilitation program unless it can be shown that
such accommodation would cause undue hardship.
Generally, if an accommodation is required to allow the person to be able to take part
in the organization without impediment due to disability, the organization must arrange
and cover the cost of the accommodation needed,75 unless this would cause undue
hardship. However, human rights case law has not yet determined whether this would
include the cost of treatment such as therapy, medication, etc.
In circumstances where people are not able to recognize that they have an addiction,
policies that discipline people for not coming forward and disclosing a drug or alcohol
addiction may be found to be discriminatory.76
Even if a person with an addiction or perceived addiction refuses accommodation, this
does not justify immediate dismissal. The employer has to show, through progressive
discipline, that the employee has been warned and is unable to perform the essential
duties of the position. If the employee refuses offered accommodation and if progressive
discipline and performance management have been implemented, dismissal may occur.
This approach applies to workplaces where testing takes place, and those where testing
does not take place.
Example: An employee in a clerical position appears to be inebriated often
during work hours, and the employer has a conversation to address the
problem. The employee refuses to acknowledge the problem or seek
counselling at the employer's expense. Shortly after, the employee is fired
without formal warning. This may be a violation of the employee’s rights under
the Code.
See section 13.6.1 of the Policy on preventing discrimination based on mental health
disabilities and addictions for more details.
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Refusing to take a drug or alcohol test should not automatically lead to the conclusion
that the employee would test positive. A refusal should not lead to consequences that
treat the person as if they have an addiction (e.g. being suspended from his or her
position and not being allowed to return to work unless he or she attends counselling
for substance use). Instead, the circumstances should be examined on a case-by-case
basis, considering the reasons for refusing the test and other relevant factors, such as
the employee’s service record. Otherwise, such actions may amount to discrimination
based on perceived disability.77
7.1.2. Undue hardship
The employer will be relieved of the duty to accommodate the needs of the employee
with an alcohol or drug addiction if it can show that the accommodation would cause
undue hardship, that is, that:
1. The cost of the accommodation is so high that it would alter the nature or affect
the viability of the enterprise. This analysis must take into account outside
sources of funding and other attempts to offset costs
or
2. The health or safety risks to workers, members of the public or the environment
are so serious that they outweigh the benefits of the requested accommodation.
This analysis must take place after accommodations and precautions to reduce
any risks have been made.
The employer is responsible for proving that an accommodation would cause undue
hardship, using evidence that is direct, real and objective and in the case of costs,
quantifiable. A mere claim without supporting evidence that the risk or cost is “too high”
based on impressionistic views or stereotypes will not be enough.
The test for undue hardship is set out fully in the OHRC’s Policy on preventing
discrimination based on mental health disabilities and addictions.

7.2. Recreational users of alcohol or drugs

Using substances does not necessarily mean someone has an addiction (substance
use disorder). Because of the nature of addictions, some people who claim to be
recreational users may have an addiction.78 The Code protects these individuals based
on disability. Otherwise, the Code only protects people who are casual or recreational
users of substances if they are perceived to have an addiction.79
If an employer believes a casual user has an addiction or a drug and alcohol testing
policy treats a casual user as if they have an addiction, human rights concerns may
arise based on “perceived disability.”80
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Example: During a site visit, a manager in a safety-sensitive work
environment notices that one of her employees appears to be under the
influence of alcohol when he returns from lunch. The company has a drug
and alcohol testing policy in place. Before he goes back to his job, the
employee has to take an alcohol test. The result is positive, and the employee
admits to being a social drinker. In response, the employer automatically fires
him. He is also barred from working at the company in the future unless he
provides medical documentation that he is fit to work. This documentation is
not expected of other job applicants. These actions may raise human rights
concerns based on “perceived disability.”
Employers should be aware of their duty to inquire into the possibility that a disability
may exist, but should not act based on stereotypes. They should also design policies in
a way that does not conflate substance use with substance addiction.
Following a positive alcohol or drug test, an employee may be individually assessed and
found to be a casual user, as opposed to a person with an addiction. As a preferred
approach in these situations, employers should consider tailoring any sanctions to the
circumstances.

8. Alternative methods

There are ways to address health and safety in the workplace other than drug and
alcohol testing. Several other factors, including fatigue and stress, can cause workplace
accidents. Many organizations safely carry out high-risk work without drug and alcohol
testing policies.81 As stated earlier, employers should use the least intrusive means of
assessing impairment or fitness for work.
When considering how best to address safety, employers should consider developing
alternative approaches that do not have a discriminatory effect.82 For example, EAPs
can help people with a drug or alcohol addiction, and can also help employees deal with
the stress that may lead to an addiction. Health promotion and drug education programs
can also prevent problems before they start by getting at the root causes.
Other alternatives to testing may include:
 Using or developing performance tests, which can test for cognitive or
psychomotor impairment related to the integral parts of the job
 Training supervisors or others to assess behaviour that can affect workplace
safety, including signs of someone being under the influence of alcohol or drugs
 Random checks
 Planned observations and audits
 Peer monitoring.

_____________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission 19

Policy on drug and alcohol testing

Appendix A: Purpose of OHRC policies

Section 30 of the Code authorizes the OHRC to prepare, approve and publish human
rights policies to provide guidance on interpreting provisions of the Code. The OHRC’s
policies and guidelines set standards for how individuals, employers, service providers
and policy-makers should act to comply with the Code. They are important because
they represent the OHRC’s interpretation of the Code at the time of publication.83 Also,
they advance a progressive understanding of the rights set out in the Code.
Section 45.5 of the Code states that the Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario (HRTO) may
consider policies approved by the OHRC in a human rights proceeding before the
HRTO. Where a party or an intervenor in a proceeding requests it, the HRTO shall
consider an OHRC policy. Where an OHRC policy is relevant to the subject matter of a
human rights application, parties and intervenors are encouraged to bring the policy to
the HRTO’s attention for consideration.
Section 45.6 of the Code states that if a final decision or order of the HRTO is not
consistent with an OHRC policy, in a case where the OHRC was either a party or an
intervenor, the OHRC may apply to the HRTO to have the HRTO “state a case” to the
Divisional Court to address the inconsistency.
OHRC policies are subject to decisions of the Superior Courts interpreting the Code.
OHRC policies have been given great deference by the courts and the HRTO,84 applied
to the facts of the case before the court or the HRTO, and quoted in the decisions of
these bodies.85
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Appendix B: Summary of drug and alcohol testing situations
and the Ontario Human Rights Code
Where drug and alcohol testing policies or programs lead to negative consequences based on addiction or perceived
addiction, they may be prima facie discriminatory (discrimination on its face). In these cases, employers can only justify
drug and alcohol testing where it is a reasonable and bona fide (legitimate) requirement (BFR). If it cannot be justified,
such testing will violate the Ontario Human Rights Code. Drug and alcohol testing policies should be designed to meet the
Supreme Court of Canada’s test for bona fide requirements (see section 4).
Drug and alcohol testing situations
Drug testing before the job

Summary
OHRC recommends against testing.

Considerations





Alcohol testing before the job

OHRC recommends against testing.
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Testing cannot establish or predict that
a person will come to work impaired
At the time of writing, there are still limits to
establishing current impairment through
rapid results from the least invasive
methods of drug testing
If it causes adverse impacts based on
addiction or perceived addiction, the
employer may have difficulty establishing
testing as a BFR
Testing cannot establish or predict that a
person will come to work impaired
If it causes adverse impacts based on
addiction or perceived addiction, the
employer may have difficulty establishing
it as a BFR
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Drug and alcohol testing situations
Random drug testing

Random alcohol testing

Summary

Considerations

Testing may be permissible if:
 The technique used is highly accurate, can
measure impairment at the time of the test,
is minimally intrusive and provides rapid
results
 Employees are in safety-sensitive positions
 Staff supervision is minimal or non-existent
 There is evidence of risk in the particular
workplace
 The employer meets its duty to
accommodate the needs of people with
addictions who test positive



Testing may be permissible if:
 Alcohol breathalyzer used
 Employees are in safety-sensitive positions
 Staff supervision is minimal or non-existent
 There is evidence of risk in the particular
workplace
 The employer meets its duty to
accommodate the needs of people with
addictions who test positive
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At the time of writing, there are still limits to
establishing current impairment through
rapid results from the least invasive
methods of drug testing
Therefore, it may be difficult for an
employer to establish testing as a BFR
Random testing that meets the
requirements under the Code may still be
vulnerable to legal challenges based on
employees’ privacy

Alcohol breathalyzer is highly accurate,
can measure current impairment, is
minimally intrusive and provides rapid
results
Random testing that meets the
requirements under the Code may still be
vulnerable to legal challenges based on
employees’ privacy
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Drug and alcohol testing situations
Reasonable grounds and post-incident testing
(drug and alcohol)

Testing as part of a rehabilitation plan (drug and
alcohol)

Summary

Considerations

Testing may be permissible if:
 In specific circumstances, such as where
there has been a link established between
impairment and performing safety-sensitive
job duties
 It is part of a larger assessment of drug or
alcohol addiction
 The employer meets its duty to
accommodate the needs of people with
addictions who test positive
 In the case of post-incident testing, looking
at the condition of the employee is a
reasonable part of the investigation



Testing may be permissible if:
 An employee is returning to a safetysensitive position
 Return-to-work conditions are tailored to the
person’s individual circumstances
 Any testing periods set are reasonable and
not overly onerous or intrusive
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The decision to test an employee on
reasonable grounds should be based on
specific observed behaviours or other
indicators (see section 5.2)
Post-incident testing can follow accidents
or reports of dangerous behaviour that has
resulted in “near-misses”

An employee may be expected to meet
certain conditions when they return to work
following treatment, including unannounced
testing
Even after a relapse, an employer still has
a duty to accommodate; however, the duty
to accommodate is not limitless (see
section 5.4 for more information)
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Drug and alcohol testing situations

Summary

Considerations

Testing positive: people with addictions

If an individualized assessment determines that
someone has an addiction:
 Individualized accommodation must be
made to the point of undue hardship
E.g. support must be provided to help the
person take a rehabilitation program, unless
it causes undue hardship
 Disability must be taken into account as a
mitigating factor when considering discipline
 Automatic termination, reassignment or
inflexible reinstatement conditions are not
acceptable responses



Under the Code, people with disabilities
must be accommodated at work to the
point of undue hardship

Testing positive: casual or recreational users

The Code may apply where a person is:
 Subjectively perceived by the employer to
have a disability, or
 Treated, through the consequences of the
drug and alcohol testing policy, as if they
have an addiction



Casual or recreational users of drugs or
alcohol (as opposed to people with
addictions) are protected by the Code only
if they are perceived to have a disability
Policies and programs that treat casual
substance users as if they have substance
addictions may contribute to a person
being found to have a “perceived disability”

If an individualized assessment determines that
someone does not have an addiction:
 A preferred approach is to tailor any
sanctions to the person’s individual
circumstances
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