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A National Anti-Poverty Plan for Canada



“A human rights approach respects the dignity and autonomy of persons living in 

poverty and empowers them to meaningfully and e!ectively participate in public 

life, including in the design of public policy, and to hold duty bearers accountable.”

  GUIDING PRINCIPLES ON EXTREME POVERTY AND HUMAN RIGHTS, ADOPTED BY THE UNITED NATIONS HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL IN 2012
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It’s time for a plan to end poverty in Canada. In a country as wealthy as ours,  

4.8 million people struggle to make ends meet: to pay their rent, feed their families, 

and address basic needs.

Despite multiple calls for the development of a 
national poverty plan by the United Nations, the 
Senate, and a House of Commons Standing 
Committee, Canada has not stepped up to the plate. 
This means that there is no strategy in place at the 
national level to address the needs of one in seven 
people in Canada who live in poverty.

This document presents the key planks of an anti-poverty 
plan that, if implemented, will make a meaningful 
di"erence in the lives of low-income Canadians, 
achieving greater prosperity and security for all. 

The plan is based on an understanding that poverty  
is a violation of Canada’s human rights obligations.  
It provides a succinct overview of what this means  
for governments formulating policy and programs 
aimed at addressing poverty. 

The plan asserts that poverty must be addressed in 
Canada through focussing on six di"erent realms: 

• income security

• housing and homelessness 

• health 

• food security

• early childhood education and care, and 

• jobs and employment 

The policy recommendations in this anti-poverty plan 
were developed through an extensive process of 
community engagement by the Dignity for All 

campaign, bringing together leading academics  
and experts from social policy organizations, 
provincial and territorial anti-poverty movements, 
national associations, faith-based groups, unions,  
and front-line service agencies. With limited resources, 
the campaign held six policy summits, where 
participants developed specific recommendations  
in each of these areas. The recommendations  
can be found within this report; just some are 
previewed below: 

Income security

Canada’s income security system is now one of the 
weakest among developed countries. Those in receipt 
of social assistance continue to subsist on benefits 
that place them well below any poverty measure  
used in Canada.

Dignity for All recommends that Canada: 

• Reform income assistance programs, such as 
Employment Insurance, to better reflect labour 
market realities and other gaps in the system. 

• Increase the National Child Benefit to $5,600 
annually for eligible families (and index it to the 
cost of living).

Executive Summary
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Housing and homelessness

While there are at least 250,000 homeless persons  
in Canada, most shelters are at maximum capacity. 

Dignity for All recommends that Canada: 

• Develop and implement a coordinate National 
Housing Strategy based in human rights. 

• Increase funding by no less than $2 billion per year 
in new money to implement housing strategies 
that meet the strategy targets. 

Health

Socio-economic disparities account for 20% of  
total annual health care spending (expected to have 
exceeded $211 billion in 2013). Medicare covers only 
70% of total health care costs – the rest is covered by 
private insurance plans and out-of-pocket spending.

Dignity for All recommends that Canada: 

• Recognize in the legislation of an anti-poverty  
plan the social determinants of health, including 
income, employment, food security, early 
childhood education and care, and housing.

• Commit to a new ten-year Health Accord  
including a National Pharmacare Program. 

Food security

Since the 2008-2009 economic recession, food bank 
usage has increased by 25%, with children and youth 
now representing over 30% of food bank users.  
There are far more who do not visit food banks and 
also experience food insecurity. Among Inuit adults 
living in Nunavut, the rate of food insecurity is 
shockingly high at 69% or six times higher than 
the Canadian national average. 

Dignity for All recommends that Canada:

• Develop, in collaboration with all levels of 
government, food producers, community 
stakeholders, and food insecure people,  
a National Right to Food Policy. 

• Increase federal investment to address the very 
high levels of household food insecurity among 
First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples in a manner 
that respects cultural, community, and gender 
considerations and Aboriginal land sovereignty.
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Early childhood  
education and care

There are only enough regulated child care spaces  
for just over 20% of young children, despite the fact 
that more than 70% of Canadian mothers are in the 
paid labour force. Regulated child care in Canada is 
currently characterized by high fees, low sta" wages, 
mediocre quality, and unmet demand.

Dignity for All recommends that Canada:

• Develop a high-quality, universal, publicly-funded 
and managed early childhood education and care 
program for children aged 0 to 5 years and for 
school-aged children up to age 12, to be phased  
in by 2020. 

• Dedicate federal transfers of $1 billion, $1.6 billion, 
and $2.3 billion over each of the next three years 
with the ultimate goal of achieving the international 
benchmark of spending at least 1% of GDP on 
childhood education and care by 2020. 

Jobs and employment

In the past 20 years, precarious employment, 
characterized by some degree of insecurity and 
unpredictability, generally low wages and few benefits, 
has increased by nearly 50%. Youth and other groups 
under-represented in the workforce face particular 
barriers in obtaining secure employment. 

Dignity for All recommends that Canada:

• Set national wage standards above the poverty line. 

• Provide employment incentives for youth and 
other groups under-represented in the workforce.

We know government policy can make a di"erence 
for those living in poverty. While all levels of 
government have a role to play in addressing poverty, 
the federal government, with its policy-making, 
legislative, taxation, and redistributive powers, has  
the particular responsibility of providing leadership 
and promoting reform in key areas that are crucial  
to the wellbeing of people in Canada. Already every 
province but one has committed to their own plans; 
it’s time for our federal government to do the same. 

Poverty is a complex issue. In order to e"ectively 
address it, we need solutions that meet those 
complexities. We need a coordinated national 
anti-poverty plan that is consistent with international 
human rights obligations, is comprehensive in its 
approach, focuses on those most in need, includes 
measurable goals, targets, and timelines, includes 
review and accountability processes, involves 
communities who will be a"ected by these strategies, 
and is integrated with provincial and territorial plans. 

While our proposed plan is suggestive of some  
of the key elements required for a comprehensive 
anti-poverty plan, it is not exhaustive. We’re not 
expecting the federal government to adopt our 
proposals in their current form. We o"er this plan  
as a starting point. A solid, considered, informed 
starting point. In 2015, a federal election year,  
every political party platform should include the 
commitment to develop, and then implement,  
a national anti-poverty plan.

It’s past time for our national 

government to step up and take action. 

Dignity for All: A National Anti-Poverty 

plan for Canada is here. 
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Dignity for All: Campaign  
for a Poverty-Free Canada

The Campaign
Dignity for All: the campaign for a poverty-free Canada1 is a collective initiative, launched 

in 2009 by Canada Without Poverty2 and Citizens for Public Justice.3 The campaign 

seeks concrete and sustained action by the federal government towards a Canada 

where everyone can pursue opportunities for achievement and fulfillment, embrace  

the responsibilities of citizenship and community opportunities, and live with a sense  

of dignity.

While everyone has a role to play in building this Canada, 
the federal government, with its particular policy-making, 
legislative, taxation, and redistributive powers, has the 
responsibility of providing leadership and promoting 
reform in key areas under its jurisdiction.

Since Dignity for All’s inception, the campaign has 
worked to build a movement for change, bringing 
together members of all political parties, persons with 
lived experiences of poverty, and community 
practitioners to discuss poverty-related issues and 
potential solutions. 

We have hosted a series of policy summits on housing 
and homelessness, early childhood education and 
care, income security, food security, health, and 
labour and employment – all aimed at developing a 
comprehensive and e"ective anti-poverty plan that is 
founded on the best evidence and represents a 
consensus on the best strategies for reducing poverty 
across the country. (Please see Appendix 1 for an 
overview of the policy summits).

This document represents a summary of this work, 
bringing together the key planks of a plan that if 
implemented will make a meaningful di"erence in  
the lives of low-income Canadians, achieving greater 
prosperity and security for all Canadians. The 
recommendations made are not exhaustive but 
represent community consensus on six particular 
policy areas. 

Canada has achieved a measure of success in 
reducing rates of poverty among seniors, the result  
of important investments in seniors’ income security. 
Some provinces are also making headway in reducing 
the incidence and depth of poverty, notably in 
Newfoundland and Labrador and Québec. 

Concerted action is needed now on the part of the 
federal government in concert with others to broaden 
the scope and make meaningful investments in 
proven strategies to reduce poverty among people  
in Canada regardless of where they live or the unique 
circumstances of their lives. 
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The Dignity for All Campaign is aimed  
at achieving three federal policy goals:

Creation of a 

comprehensive federal 

plan for poverty 

eradication that 

complements the work  

of other partners, notably 

the provinces/territories 

and communities. 

Introduction and 

implementation of a 

federal Anti-Poverty Act 

to eradicate poverty, 

promote social inclusion, 

and strengthen  

social security.

Collection and allocation 

of su"cient federal 

revenue to provide for 

social and economic 

security for all. 

1 2 3
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The Federal Government’s Key Role  
in Poverty Reduction 
The task of eliminating poverty requires all levels of 
government to work collaboratively and in concert 
alongside other sectors. In this regard, the federal 
government has a fundamental and unique role to play. 
As the signatory of international human rights treaties 
committing Canada to uphold human rights including 
the right to an adequate standard of living, the federal 
government itself must meet certain obligations  
and must show leadership. Moreover, the federal 
government is uniquely placed to address poverty 
nationally in light of the role it plays with respect to: 

• Income security programs (e.g., Canada Child  
Tax Benefit, GST Tax Credit, Working Income  
Tax Benefit, and Guaranteed Income Supplement 
for seniors);4 

• Programs and services designed to economically 
assist Inuit, First Nations, and Métis peoples, 
newcomers, and persons with disabilities; and 

• Federal transfers to the provinces and territories 
under programs such as the Canada Social Transfer 
and A"ordable Housing Agreements.

The federal government also plays an essential  
role with respect to revenue, ensuring, for example, 
the fair and progressive taxation of individuals and 
businesses. Tax policy is a key component of an 
e"ective anti-poverty plan as it is a vehicle through 
which government can generate su#cient revenues 
to support vibrant and e"ective public programs  
in ways that equitably distribute the costs. 

The federal government must link with poverty 
reduction e"orts across all levels of government  
(while navigating provincial/territorial distinctions)  
and across the federal government itself, leveraging 
collective knowledge and action to maximum e"ect.  
In a highly decentralized federation such as Canada, 
achieving success demands strong relationships 
between governments. This includes meaningful 
consultation and liaising with provinces and territories. 

“ Canada does not accept [the UN Human 

Rights Council’s] recommendation to 

develop a national strategy to eliminate 

poverty. Provinces and territories have 

jurisdiction in this area…” 

  GOVERNMENT OF CANADA, RESPONSE TO UNITED NATIONS HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL 
  REPORT ON CANADA’S UNIVERSAL PERIODIC REVIEW, 2009
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Essential Elements of a Meaningful Plan
Successful anti-poverty strategies must include the 
following elements: 

Consistency with International  
Human Rights Obligations

An e"ective anti-poverty plan must be informed  
by Canada’s international human rights obligations.  
This includes the obligation to take reasonable steps 
to e"ectively address poverty, using the maximum  
of available resources. It also includes many of the 
elements described below. 

A Comprehensive Approach

An e"ective anti-poverty plan must deal with  
the multiple dimensions and causes of poverty, 
incorporating a range of strategies and investments 
targeting family income, the high cost of essentials 
such as housing and education, and needed 
community supports and services. 

A Focus on Those Most in Need

An e"ective plan must address the unique and particular 
needs and circumstances of groups most vulnerable  
to poverty (such as youth, single mothers, Inuit, First 
Nations and Métis peoples, people with disabilities, as 
well as newcomers and immigrants) and their particular 
experiences of poverty (such as homelessness or 
inadequate housing, low-wage precarious employment, 
and lack of a"ordable child care). 

Measurable Goals,  
Targets, and Timelines

An e"ective anti-poverty plan must have clear and 
realistic goals, as well as realistic timelines to achieve 
these goals, using widely accepted measures of 
progress. The benchmarks for the timelines must  
be concrete enough, and frequent enough, that  
a government can be held accountable within it’s 
mandate. While the goals are an important part of  
the plan, other and emerging factors should always  
be taken into account. Goals and timelines should  
be legislated.

Review and Accountability

Accountability mechanisms are key to an e"ective  
and credible anti-poverty plan. Transparent and timely 
mechanisms and indicators are needed to track 
progress. A detailed implementation plan must be 
established for the government and individual 
departments to follow, which is coordinated and 
monitored by a lead minister or department. The lead 
minister, in turn, should be required to report annually 
to Parliament. And individuals must have opportunities 
to hold their government accountable to a national 
anti-poverty plan – be it through existing or newly 
established mechanisms. 

Community Involvement

Meaningful and ongoing country-wide consultations 
and engagement is essential to producing, 
implementing, and monitoring an e"ective anti-poverty 
plan that speaks to the diverse experiences of people 
living in poverty in Canada. In particular, it will be critical 
to meaningfully engage First Nations, Métis, and Inuit 
communities, as well as other groups at high risk of 
poverty, including: recent immigrants, single mothers, 
single senior women, people with disabilities, and 
people with chronic illness and addictions.

Integration

Provinces and territories have led the way in 
introducing poverty reduction plans in Canada  
over the past decade. A new federal plan should link 
with existing e"orts at the provincial/territorial and 
community levels, recognizing in particular the unique 
position of Québec and its approach to social policy 
within the Canadian context.
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Poverty in Canada: Why We Need a Plan
It is clear. Canada needs an anti-poverty plan – one with measurable goals  

and timelines and mechanisms for assessing progress – to change the lives  

of people in Canada on the economic margins. 

By any measure, Canada has a high rate of poverty. 
Even according to the most restrictive measure, 
almost 3 million people in Canada are poor. 
Compared to other developed countries, our poverty 
rate is shocking, especially in light of our wealth and 
economic stability as a nation: Canada ranks 24th  
out of 34 OECD countries. Our record on Inuit,  

First Nations, and Métis poverty is shameful: one 
quarter of Aboriginal people live in poverty.5 Many 
poor people in Canada are employed in the paid 
labour force, yet their earnings are not enough to  
lift their families out of poverty. Others hover on the 
edge of poverty, only the loss of a job or an illness 
away from economic hardship.
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The Cost of Poverty Diminishes Us All
Living in poverty is hard. It requires impossible choices. 
Pay the rent or pay for medicine? Pay the hydro bill or 
buy food? The experiences of poverty – hunger and 
inadequate nutrition, substandard housing, preventable 
illness and disease, precarious employment, huge 
levels of family stress and social isolation, feelings of 
inadequacy, diminished opportunities to develop and 
learn, and discrimination and stigmatization – exact a 
heavy toll on individuals and families living on Canada’s 
economic margins. 

There is no more telling statistic than the di"erence  
in life expectancy between individuals living in poor 
communities and those living in a#uent communities. 
A Hamilton study found a 21-year di!erence in 
average age at death between neighbourhoods at the 
top and the bottom of the income scale, an appalling 
gap in a country that prides itself on universal health 
care and that has the resources to address poverty.6

Poverty has been consistently linked with poorer 
health, higher health care costs, greater demands on 
social and community services, more stress on family 
members, and diminished school success – not to 
mention huge costs associated with reduced 
productivity and foregone economic activity. Yet 
governments claim a lack of su$cient resources to 
adequately address the problem all the while paying 
for the damaging consequences of living in poverty.

According to a report by the National Council of 
Welfare, poverty costs taxpayers more than $24 billion 
a year.7 The Canadian Alliance to End Homelessness 
estimates that the total annual cost of homelessness 
to the Canadian economy is $7.05 billion dollars, 
including the cost of emergency shelters, social 
services, health care, and corrections.8 

It makes much more sense to tackle poverty directly 
rather than to attempt to address its injurious legacy. 
For example, ensuring people have access to housing 
has been shown to be considerably cheaper and 
much more e"ective than continuing to pump money 
into emergency supports such as shelters. Indeed, 
bringing the income of poor households up to the 
poverty line – closing the poverty gap – would cost 
considerably less than the total cost of poverty we 
now pay.9

There is no excuse for poverty in a society as wealthy 
as ours. The United Nations has repeatedly told the 
Government of Canada that its poverty levels are 
unacceptable in light of the country’s wealth and that 
Canada is obliged to do better and must take 
immediate steps to address poverty, including by 
adopting a national plan or strategy. Adopting an 
anti-poverty plan is not only just and fair, it makes 
sound financial sense. If we commit to a plan, and 
take reasonable steps in keeping with the country’s 
wealth, the eradication of poverty is within our reach. 

There is no excuse for poverty in a society as wealthy as ours. The United Nations 

has repeatedly told the Government of Canada that its poverty levels are 

unacceptable in light of the country’s wealth and that Canada is obliged to do 

better and must take immediate steps to address poverty, including by adopting  

a national plan or strategy. Adopting an anti-poverty plan is not only just and fair,  

it makes sound financial sense. If we commit to a plan, and take reasonable steps in 

keeping with the country’s wealth, the eradication of poverty is within our reach. 
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Overview
Addressing poverty is essential in creating a society where everyone, regardless of their 

means, background, or ability, can be actively engaged members of their communities. 

Although poverty is closely associated with charity, poverty is not about charity, it’s 

about human rights. In turn, solving poverty requires a commitment to human dignity 

and justice and it requires recognition that when people are denied adequate housing, 

an adequate income, and adequate food their human rights are violated, particularly  

in a rich nation like Canada.

What distinguishes a human rights approach to 
addressing poverty from other approaches is the 
transformative nature of human rights. Human rights 
transform issues of homelessness, poverty and hunger 
from being solely about economic deprivation to being 
about equal citizenship and dignity. A human rights 
approach understands that socio-economic deprivation 
occurs in large part because of the de-valuing of the 
rights of the most vulnerable leading to particular policy 
and program choices and decisions. 

A human rights approach to poverty shifts the 
conversation. It moves us away from political ideology 
and political whim and provides more solid ground 
upon which laws, policies, and programs aimed  
at ending poverty must be based. The legitimacy  
of the human rights framework comes from a set  
of universally internationally recognized norms.  

Human rights are a moral yardstick against which  
we can assess government measures and progress 
over time and to which we can hold governments 
accountable.

Using a human rights framework to address poverty  
in Canada is a legitimate approach in light of the  
fact that Canada has ratified a number of treaties 
committing itself to ensuring the most disadvantaged 
enjoy an adequate standard of living. Though these 
treaties are not directly enforceable in Canadian 
courts, it is understood that laws, policies, and 
programs that fall in areas where governments have 
international human rights obligations must give e"ect 
to those obligations. This means laws, policies and 
programs related to an adequate standard of living 
must be informed by Canada’s international human 
rights obligations. 

Human Rights  
Framework 
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Human Rights Standards 
One of the benefits of using a human rights based 
approach to addressing poverty is that a set of 
standards has been developed to measure progress 
and ensure accountability. The same cannot be  
said for other approaches. 

What exactly are these standards and what do  
they mean for governments in Canada? Does  
it mean governments have to ensure everyone  
in Canada is a"uent? 

Using human rights to address poverty does not mean 
the government is responsible for ensuring everyone  
in Canada is a"uent. It also does not mean that 
poverty must be eliminated immediately (with the 
exception of any poverty related policies or programs 
that discriminate – those must be addressed urgently). 
Under international human rights law, it is understood 
that putting in place the requisite programs and policies 
to eliminate poverty will take time and therefore that 
governments must progressively eliminate poverty by 
taking reasonable steps in light of their maximum 
available resources and they must refrain from taking 
retrogressive measures – measures that will make 
people worse o#. 

The progressive elimination of poverty in Canada 
requires the government of Canada to develop an 
anti-poverty plan that distinguishes three types of 
human rights obligations: 

i. Immediate Obligations – These apply to all existing 
programs and policies and include obligations to 
administer programs without discrimination and 
meet basic and emergency needs. 

ii. Short-term Commitments and Targets – These 
are obligations to meet agreed upon targets with 
established timelines – for example, to increase 
levels of social assistance or minimum wage by  
a particular percentage or to put in place a new 
program for community living within a year. 
Short-term commitments should be concrete and 
realistic and based on firm government policy. 
Commitments should be regularly updated. 

iii. Longer Term Goals – The central long-term goal 
should be an expressed commitment by the 
government to eliminate poverty as a violation  
of human rights, and not as a matter of policy.  
This commitment should be incorporated into a 
national anti-poverty plan, like this one. It should 
be achieved without unreasonable delay, and 
should be based on an established timeline that is 
realistic in light of resources and other challenges.

In order to show that the maximum of available 
resources are being harnessed to address poverty, 
governments must demonstrate that human rights 
priorities are reflected in their budgeting. The 
obligation to eliminate poverty cannot be deferred 
simply because of general budgetary constraints. 

Human rights transform issues of homelessness, poverty and hunger from being  

solely about economic deprivation to being about equal citizenship and dignity. 
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The Key Characteristics of  
the Human Rights Approach 
Human rights are most often thought of as lofty  
goals or principles to strive for, but they can also be 
understood as practical tools – as a way of doing 
policy or as a way of governing. We advocate 
therefore, that an anti-poverty plan include the 
following human rights characteristics: 

• A commitment to non-discrimination and equality 
in all aspects of the plan from development, 
substance, and implementation to monitoring,  
and review. This will help to ensure that the plan  
is focused on the most disadvantaged groups and 
will require an analysis of whether the e"ect of the 
plan is to ameliorate poverty and its consequences. 

• Meaningful consultation and engagement 
throughout the development and implementation 
of the plan with representatives from groups most 
a"ected by poverty including, Inuit, First Nations, 
and Métis peoples, single mothers, immigrants, 
refugees and newcomers to Canada, persons  
with disabilities, and young people. 

• Meaningful consultation with all levels of 
government (eg: provincial/territorial and 

municipal) that retain responsibilities with respect 
to poverty to ensure they have the knowledge, 
capacity and resources to implement their 
international human rights obligations. 

• Measureable goals, targets, and timelines to assist 
in ensuring that the plan focuses on addressing 
concrete problems within a realistic timeframe. 

• Monitoring and review mechanisms to remain 
transparent and accountable to those for whom 
the anti-poverty plan is intended to assist, as well  
as for the general public. Monitoring and review 
mechanisms should not become an end to 
themselves; both statistics and real life experiences 
of beneficiaries will be used to measure results. 

• Access to e"ective remedies to ensure the  
rights protected through the anti-poverty plan  
are meaningful. Human rights are illusory if  
they cannot be enforced in some manner.  
There are a variety of mechanisms that can be put 
in place beyond resorting to courts. For example: 
parliamentary hearings, human rights tribunals, 
Ombudsmen, etc.

Parliamentary Hearings Human Rights Tribunals Ombudsmen

There are a variety of mechanisms that can 
be put in place beyond resorting to courts.
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“For too long we’ve heard that a rising tide lifts all boats – that economic growth benefits 

everyone and will solve problems like poverty.”10 Yet in Canada, even after a decade-long 

run of strong economic growth and low unemployment in the 2000s, poverty remains 

deep and persistent. The sluggish recovery since the 2008–09 recession has created 

further barriers as the benefits of economic growth are increasingly concentrated in  

the hands of just a few. 

Public policy choices not based in an appreciation  
of Canada’s human rights obligations, explain some  
of this paradox. In recent years there have been a series 
of policy choices that have been largely retrogressive 
resulting in the erosion of benefits and protections  
for the most marginalized, reduced access to 
Employment Insurance, frozen or reduced social 
benefits, barriers to adequate, a"ordable housing  
for those with few means, or contracted-out work so 
that thousands of workers earn less than a living wage.

To tackle poverty, particularly in the face of a slow-
moving recovery, governments must commit to a 
policy agenda that focuses on that goal, in keeping 
with Canada’s human rights obligations. “Only when 
governments make concrete commitments to 
reducing poverty — and evaluate their choices 
through that lens — will we see real improvements.”11 

There are many factors to consider. Income from 
employment is fundamental. But it is not enough.  
It is also necessary to ensure that people have the 
ability, as Amartya Sen has said, to choose lives that 
they personally have reason to value.12 The key 
building blocks of a comprehensive anti-poverty plan 
for the 21st century include respecting human rights 
and providing adequate support and resources for 
people to meet their basic needs while promoting  

the active participation of all community members  
in social, economic, cultural, and political life. 

Just as important are strategies that foster innovation 
and spur the creation of well-paid, stable employment 
for all working-aged people. Facilitating the growth of 

“good” employment that is both socially inclusive and 
highly productive is essential to eliminating poverty. 

We also need creative strategies to address the  
caring needs of families and communities. Families 
now struggle largely alone, with women bearing  
the brunt of competing demands – employment, 
child care, and elder care. The answer lies in 
acknowledging the unsustainable role women  
play in caregiving and in the need for new models 
which embrace the collective character of caregiving 
and equitably distribute the costs and responsibilities 
between men and women, and between families, 
communities, businesses, and governments. 

Together these di"erent strategies build on the 
government of Canada’s central role in the economy 
and its historic leadership in creating and sustaining  
a resilient social safety net, in keeping with its 
obligations under a number of international human 
rights instruments including, the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 

Taking Action: Dignity  
for All’s Anti-Poverty Plan
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In what follows, we present the 
programmatic planks of an anti-poverty 
plan for Canada developed at six di!erent 
policy summits, organized around six 
thematic areas. They are: 

A paper like this can only be suggestive of some of the elements that are required for a comprehensive anti-poverty 
plan. In order to get there, a wide-ranging discussion is needed to forge a new, shared understanding of what we 
can achieve together. 

Action items are presented under each thematic area. These recommendations were developed through an 
extensive process of community engagement, bringing together leading subject matter experts with representatives 
from various organizations, including social policy organizations, provincial and territorial anti-poverty movements, 
national associations, faith-based groups, and front-line service agencies. 

For a full list of policy recommendations prepared through the policy summit process and a description of the 
process, please see www.dignityforall.ca 

Income Security
Housing and 

Homelessness
Health

Food Security Jobs and Employment
Early Childhood  

Education and Care
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Income Security (April 2012) 

Canadian families on average enjoy a higher standard 
of living today than they did thirty years ago. Senior 
families, in particular, have made important gains in 
their after-tax incomes, even as the number of seniors 
has grown.

And yet, approximately 4.8 million people in Canada 
still live in poverty.13 Far too many for a wealthy nation 
like Canada. The general poverty rate only tells part  
of the story. Many of today’s poor are those who have 
jobs and increasingly are singles between the ages  
of 18 and 64. What’s more, the poor are very poor, 
with incomes well below the poverty line.14

A survey of poverty indicators reveals that in fact  
two “recoveries” from the 2008-2009 recession are 
underway.15 For those on the “lucky” side, recovery 
has meant maintaining employment or finding a new 
job at the same wage level as the old job. For those 
on the unlucky side, however, recovery is either 
precarious or non-existent. They are still unemployed 
or precariously employed, with low wages, facing 
rising costs of living. They are living on poverty-level 
incomes – with all the attendant stresses and 
struggles that living in poverty involves.

While Canada’s system of income transfer programs 
and income taxes has helped to o"set the growing 
gap in income and opportunity, it is not nearly as 
e"ective as it once was. The tax-benefit system o"sets 
less than 40% of market inequality, compared to more 
than 70% prior to the mid-1990s.16

This downward trend in redistribution has been driven 
by policy choices which have reduced the role of 
means-tested17 transfers such as social assistance and 
through deep cuts to benefit levels and tighter eligibility 
rules (e.g., a new definition of “suitable employment” 
under Employment Insurance regulations). As a result, 
those in receipt of social assistance continue to subsist 
on benefits that see marginal, if any, increases and that 

place them well below any poverty measure used in 
Canada. Social assistance recipients are required to live 
a life replete with impossible choices: pay the rent or 
pay for food? Pay the heating bill or pay the phone bill? 

Changes made by governments to income tax rates 
and the erosion of spending on social programs have 
also played a role in increasing poverty in Canada.  
Total tax revenues have fallen from 36% to 31% of GDP 
since the mid-1990s, matched by an equivalent decline 
in spending on social programs.18 Tax cuts in Canada 
have been among the largest in the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). 
Canada’s income security system is now one of the 
weakest among developed countries, ranking 25 out  
of 30 countries studied.19 

Programs such as the Canada Child Tax Benefit 
(CCTB) and the two main pillars to the federal 
government’s retirement income programs –  
Old Age Security (OAS) and the Guaranteed Income 
Supplement (GIS) – have been working harder to fill 
the gaps left by the shortfall in employment earnings 
and private savings.20 Indeed, the decline in old-age 
poverty rates has slowed and reversed since the 
2008-09 recession.21 However, the federal 
government’s decision, announced in Budget 2012,  
to raise the eligibility age for OAS/GIS from 65  
to 67 will mean that many poor Canadians 
approaching retirement (including those living on 
social assistance) will have to wait longer before 
accessing seniors benefits and related programs.22 
And the introduction of programs such the Universal 
Child Care Benefit (UCCB) have actually diverted 
significant resources away from low-income families 
to upper-income families.23 

The “working poor” find themselves in particular 
di#culty due to precarious employment including 
inadequate pay and limited advancement 
opportunities.24 For instance, dramatic changes to the 

“ Canadian governments have stopped trying to keep up with rising inequality… 

Action and inaction – policy change and policy shift – are at the heart of growing 

inequality in Canada.” 

KEITH BANTING AND JOHN MYLES, INEQUALITY AND THE FADING OF REDISTRIBUTIVE POLITICS, 2013, P. 33
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unemployment insurance program in 1996 – raising 
the entrance requirements and reducing the duration 
of benefits – have had the e"ect of driving down the 
numbers served. This despite the fact that Employment 
Insurance (EI) is funded by individual workers and 
employers, and not by government.25 

The current system does not reflect labour market 
realities as it is premised on full-time employment 
under one employer with a 35-hour work week, 
ignoring the dramatic increase in other forms of 
labour. “Erratic and part time hours disadvantage 
workers, leaving many with insu#cient hours to 
qualify for EI or reducing their weeks of entitlement  
if they do qualify.”26 The barriers posed by the current 
EI system are felt most keenly by those already 
vulnerable to poverty, in particular: women, 
immigrants, and young people.27 At the height of the 
recession, between 2009 and 2011, EI beneficiaries 
actually decreased to 40% even though 
unemployment continued to rise. 28

New approaches to income security programming  
are necessary to protect Canadians against loss of 
income due to unemployment, illness, disability, or 
family responsibilities. Programs devised a half century 
ago need to be updated to meet the realities of 
Canada today. In particular, there is a critical need  
to support workers trapped in precarious, low wage 
jobs and to ensure social assistance benefits are set  
at realistic levels in light of the real costs of housing, 
food, and other necessities. 

Income security programs for children in low-income 
families and seniors have demonstrated that when 
government makes it a priority, poverty can be 
reduced. How can we build on that and work towards 
a goal of zero poverty, where everyone has enough? 
Without an anti-poverty plan, the progress that 
Canada has made will erode, diminishing the life 
chances and opportunities of the poor and 
undercutting Canada’s future prosperity. 

Social assistance recipients are 

required to live a life replete with 

impossible choices: pay the rent  

or pay for food? Pay the heating bill  

or pay the phone bill? 

The Dignity for All Campaign Calls on the Federal Government

1. To lift children and their families out of poverty by 
increasing the maximum National Child Benefit 
(CCTB/NCBS) to $5,600 (2014 dollars) for eligible 
families (annually indexed to increases in the cost 
of living), and taking steps, in collaboration with  
the provinces and territories, to ensure that families 
living on social assistance retain the full child 
benefit without claw backs and rate reductions  
in social assistance. 

2. To redirect funding for income support programs 
that do not su#ciently benefit low-income families 
with children, including the Universal Child Care 
Benefit, the Child Tax Credit, and Child Fitness Tax 
Credit, and invest the savings in high quality child 
care and the National Child Benefit – a progressive 

transfer focused on both poverty prevention and 
eradication. Campaign 2000 estimates that this 
approach would bring the child poverty rate down 
by 15% and lift 174,000 children out of poverty at  
a modest additional cost of $174 Million (when 
combined with funding currently dedicated to  
the UCCB, the CTC, and the CFTC). 

3. To support provincial and territorial e"orts to 
reduce poverty by reinstating minimum national 
standards for provincial and territorial income 
assistance through conditions that require that 
social assistance rates be set at adequate levels  
in keeping with the real costs of housing,  
food, and other basic necessities, with specific 
consideration for vulnerable populations (such  



19     DIGNITY FOR ALL  |  A National Anti-Poverty Plan for Canada

as: persons with disabilities, lone-parent families, 
immigrants, and women). This would be in 
keeping with recommendations to Canada made 
by the UN Committee on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights in 1998 and 2006.

4. To enhance the Canada Social Transfer to include 
a boost of $2 billion to the provinces to support 
poverty reduction e"orts, tying the investment  
to measureable goals and timelines and e"orts  
to improve public accountability. 

5. To increase refundable tax benefits for individuals 
engaged in work that requires financial assistance, 
including the Working Income Tax Benefit so that it 
pays one half of the poverty gap between minimum 
wages and the after-tax Low-Income Measure with 
the remainder of income provided by the employer.29 

6. To reform the Employment Insurance program  
so as to better support individuals separated  
from their employment by easing eligibility 
requirements, extending benefit durations,  
and increasing benefit rates. For example: 

a. Establish an entrance requirement of  
360 hours for a minimum EI claim; apply the 
360 hour requirement to all regions in Canada 
and to EI special benefits for maternity, parental, 
sickness, and compassionate care leave; 

b. Restore the 50 week maximum benefit 
duration and extend EI income benefits for 
older workers, expanding the scope of the 
‘Targeted Initiative for Older Workers’; and 

c. Increase the benefit rate of 55% of previous 
earnings to 60% or more that would apply  
to all forms of EI, including regular benefits  
and special benefits for leaves. 

7. To reform EI sickness benefits to better serve the 
needs of people with disabilities, who represent 
over half of the EI sickness benefit recipients who 
exhaust their benefits, by extending the length  
of coverage of EI sickness benefits from 15 to 50 
weeks; lowering the number of hours needed  
to claim EI to 360 hours; raising the benefit 

entitlements to 60% of best weekly earnings in the 
last 52 weeks; and allowing people with a disability 
to work part-time and still receive partial EI 
sickness benefits. 

8. To improve the Old Age Security (OAS)  
and Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) 
programs by: 

a. Increasing the GIS by the amount required  
to lift the incomes of all seniors in Canada  
out of poverty and increasing and indexing  
the basic earnings exemption for employment 
income (set at the current level of $3,500 in 
2008) when calculating GIS;

b. Modifying the residency requirement for 
seniors’ programs, including OAS and GIS, so 
that immigrants are entitled to benefits after 
three years of residence instead of 10 years; and

c. Implementing a proactive enrollment regime, 
similar to that proposed in Budget 2012, that 
would automatically notify and enroll eligible 
seniors for OAS and GIS benefits.

9. To reverse its decision to raise the eligibility age 
from 65 to 67 for OAS, GIS, and the Spousal 
Allowance, a decision that will disproportionately 
penalize low-income seniors and extend poverty 
for those on social assistance, and establish  
a multi-stakeholder taskforce to explore the 
feasibility and advantages of lowering the age  
of entitlement below age 65 as part of a broader 
discussion about retirement security, time stress, 
and access to jobs for younger workers.

10. To take action immediately to double the CPP 
income replacement rate from 25% to 50% of 
pensionable earnings over a period of several years 
by raising the employer and employee contribution 
rates to a modest 7.95% (15.9% combined). As part 
of these discussions, governments should explore 
ways to reduce the impact of CPP contribution 
rate increases on low-income earners such as 
raising the basic personal exemption to o"set the 
impact on lower income workers.

New approaches to income security programming are necessary to protect  

Canadians against loss of income due to unemployment, illness, disability, or family 

responsibilities. Programs devised a half century ago need to be updated to meet  

the realities of Canada today. 
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Housing and Homelessness (March 2011)

Access to safe, a"ordable, and adequate housing is 
fundamental for survival, health, social inclusion, and 
participation in society. For too many people in Canada, 
it is a scramble every night to find a safe place to spend 
the night. Many more people are at serious risk of 
homelessness because of the high cost of housing, 
meagre stock of a"ordable units, inadequate incomes, 
discrimination, and family violence and illness. Support 
services such as mental health facilities or child welfare 
agencies can actually create homelessness when 
programs discharge people with no place to go. 

Homelessness and inadequate housing are strongly 
linked to a range of negative health outcomes, stress, 
family breakdown, and increased mortality. These 
negative outcomes contribute to the costs of health 
care and social services as well as economic 
participation, productivity, and competitiveness.

The people most at risk of living on the streets, in 
shelters, or in inadequate housing are those most at  
risk of living in poverty: First Nation, Métis, and Inuit, 
recent immigrants, persons with disabilities and chronic 
illnesses, lone-parent families and single seniors, 
families on social assistance, and the working poor. 
Housing on many First Nations, Inuit, and Métis 
reserves, for instance, is in deplorable condition, 
characterized by the presence of mould, poor heating, 
contaminated water, and overcrowding. Housing 
conditions are not much better o"-reserve with 20% or 
more Aboriginal people living in core housing need.31

Since the 1980s, the erosion of access  

to a"ordable housing, combined with  

the erosion of income support programs 

and inadequate supports for housing, 

particularly for those with psycho-social 

and physical disabilities, has created high 

levels of homelessness and housing 

insecurity in many Canadian communities. 

Federal investment in a"ordable and social housing 
has fallen considerably short of demand. Indeed, 
taking inflation and population growth into account, 
funding levels have been on the decline for more than 
two decades.32 And funding is scheduled to continue 
to drop sharply as the federal government ‘steps out’ 
of its remaining a"ordable housing commitments. The 
$1.7 billion in annual federal funding for Canada’s 
600,000 social housing units “has already started to 
expire” putting more than 200,000 units – or one-third 
of Canada’s stock of social housing – at risk.33

The government has just renewed the Homeless 
Partnering Strategy (at $113 million per year) and 
Investment in A"ordable Housing program (at $253 
million per year) – until 2019. The latter is cost-shared 
with the provinces and territories, bringing the 
potential value of this funding stream up to $506 
million, still only about one-quarter of what is needed 
annually, according to housing experts, to expand and 
upgrade the stock of a"ordable housing in Canada.34 

“The Special Rapporteur calls for Canada to adopt a comprehensive and 

coordinated national housing policy based on indivisibility of human rights and the 

protection of the most vulnerable. This national strategy should include measurable 

goals and timetables, consultation and collaboration with a"ected communities, 

complaints procedures, and transparent accountability mechanisms.”30 

MILOON KOTHARI, SPECIAL RAPPORTEUR ON ADEQUATE HOUSING, REPORT: MISSION TO CANADA, OCTOBER 2007. OFFICE OF THE HIGH COMMISSIONER  
FOR HUMAN RIGHTS.
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Percentage of households spending more than 30 and 50 percent of total income on shelter, 2011

Source: Statistics Canada, National Household Survey 2011. Catalogue Number 99-014-X2011031.
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An investment of nearly $1 billion dollars is needed  
to expand and repair housing on reserves. According 
to an evaluation for Aboriginal A"airs and Northern 
Development Canada, by 2034, there will be a 
housing shortfall of 130,197 units. An additional 11,855 
units will be required to replace existing units, and 
approximately 10,000 units will need major repairs.35

The hodgepodge of programmatic, policy, and 
funding decisions related to housing, taken without 
regard for the intersections between income support 
programs and housing, has created and sustained 
homelessness and resulted in an insecure housing 
sector for the most vulnerable populations. 
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1. To develop, in collaboration with all levels  
of government (including First Nations, Métis 
governments, and Inuit Land Claim Organizations), 
key community stakeholders, and individuals living 
in precarious housing situations, a comprehensive 
National Strategy on Housing and Homelessness. In 
keeping with the United Nations recommendations 
to Canada on a number of occasions, the strategy 
should include: 

a. Recognition of the right to adequate housing 
as found in the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; 

b. Measureable goals and timelines for 
implementing a new national housing and 
homelessness strategy and provisions for public 
monitoring and reporting on the strategy’s 
performance and impact;

c. Measures to address the needs of specific 
marginalized populations;

d. Appropriate supporting policies, programs,  
and legislation; and

e. Dedicated federal funding of not less than  
$2 billion per year in new money (to be 
matched by the provinces and territories)  
to implement housing solutions that meet  
the national strategy targets. 

2. To develop, adopt, and implement national 
legislation that clearly establishes the right to 
secure, adequate, and a"ordable housing (similar 
to the 2013 proposed legislation, Bill C-400)  
and the federal mandate to move forward in 
collaboration with its partners to implement, 
monitor, and evaluate a national housing and 
homeless strategy. 

3. To collaborate with Inuit Land Claim Organizations, 
First Nations, and Métis governments to develop  
a comprehensive Aboriginal Housing Strategy, 
setting out measureable goals and timelines as 
well as mechanisms to coordinate implementation 
and to track and evaluate progress. The new 
strategy should cover all aspects of established 
housing programming (on and o"-reserve) as  
well as investments in new social housing, more 
a"ordable housing, and options for individual 
home ownership. 

The Dignity for All Campaign Calls on the Federal Government
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Health (January 2014) 

The health of people in Canada is profoundly 
impacted by their social and economic circumstances. 
While biological factors and lifestyle choices play an 
important role, research reveals that it is the quality  
of the social determinants of health – such as level  
of education or quality of housing – that largely define 
individual well-being.36 

“How long Canadians can expect to live and whether 
they will experience cardiovascular disease or adult-
onset diabetes is very much determined by their living 
conditions. The same goes for the health of their 
children: di"erences among Canadian children in their 
surviving beyond their first year of life, experiencing 
childhood a#ictions such as asthma and injuries, and 
whether they fall behind in school are strongly related 
to the social determinants of health they experience.”37

Level of income, in particular, is strongly correlated 
with health outcomes. Poverty weighs heavily on 
health in both its material and social dimensions.  
And the consequences of this are reflected in most 
social and health indicators: reduced life expectancy 
and more particularly, in the higher prevalence of 
disease, stress and psychological problems. 

Thus, as social and economic inequalities among 
Canadians have widened, so too have the disparities 
in health – the damaging consequences of which 
persist over people’s lives. 

We see this most graphically among groups at high 
risk of poverty such as Inuit, First Nations, and Métis 
peoples or people with chronic illnesses. The Health 
Council of Canada reports that life expectancy for 
First Nations, Inuit, and Metis peoples is far lower than 
non-Aboriginal peoples at the national, provincial, and 
territorial level.38 A recent study of urban Aboriginal 
people living in Hamilton found much higher levels  
of chronic illness when compared to the overall 
population. For example, the rate of arthritis was 50% 
higher among First Nations adults compared to the 
rate among all adults (30.7% compared to 19.9%), 
while the rate of diabetes was three times greater 
(15.6% compared to 5.1%).39 

These findings are particularly troubling in light of  
the well-documented barriers to receiving health  
care services among the poor, including long wait  
lists, challenges with accessing and a"ording 
transportation, and not being able to a"ord health 
costs or services that aren’t covered by provincial 
health insurance plans. Almost half of the respondents 
in the Hamilton study, for example, reported that their 
ability to engage in preventative health activities  
(i.e., regular exercise or going for health screening 
tests) had been a"ected by financial hardship. 

Poverty has extremely detrimental e"ects on health – 
and poor health can contribute to experiencing 
poverty. For example, “the risk of mental illness 
among people who live in poverty is higher, but  
so too is the likelihood that those living with mental 
illness will drift into or remain in poverty.”40

“The poorest of the poor, around the world, have the worst health. Within 

countries, the evidence shows that in general the lower an individual’s 

socioeconomic position the worse their health.”

WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION – SOCIAL DETERMINANTS OF HEALTH
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We all pay the cost of health disparities through  
higher health care costs and other social programs. 
It is estimated that 20% of total annual health care 
spending (expected to have exceeded $211 billion in 
2013) can be attributed to socio-economic disparities.41

Canadians are rightly proud of their public health  
care system which provides access to all “medically 
necessary” services on a universal basis, regardless  
of province of residence, age, income, or health status. 
Yet significant gaps remain. While Canada is in the 
mid-range of public spenders on health care (14th  
of 30 OECD nations), it is amongst the lowest in its 
coverage of total health care costs. Medicare covers 
only 70% of total health care costs – the rest is covered 
by private insurance plans and out-of-pocket spending. 
Unlike many other wealthy counties, the Canadian 
health care system does not cover drug costs, and 

there is huge variation in the coverage of home care 
and nursing costs among provinces and territories.  
The lack of total coverage is particularly di"cult for the 
working poor who most often have to pay out-of-
pocket because their precarious employment rarely 
provides private coverage. 

The pressure to cap health spending has led to a 
further narrowing of services covered under the public 
system and expansion of private sector alternatives. 
Health premiums are being introduced across the 
country for a range of community-based services 
such as home care or supports for those with mental 
illness, many of which are e#ective in preventing 
costly health care problems from developing in  
the first place. As a consequence, it is the poorest 
residents who have the greatest needs that are  
least able to access care.42
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1. To recognize in legislation the social determinants 
of health, including income, employment, food 
security, early childhood education and care, and 
housing43 as part of its anti-poverty plan and adopt 
a Health Impact Assessment44 process as part of 
its policy-making and evaluation practice across 
current environmental, social, economic, and 
service portfolios. 

2. To develop, in collaboration with all levels of 
government (including Inuit Land Claim 
Organizations, First Nations, and Métis 
governments), a new 10-year Health Accord for 
the implementation of high-quality, universal, 
culturally-appropriate, publicly-funded and 
managed health promotion, prevention, and acute 
care services. The Accord should include:

a. Recognition of the right to the enjoyment of the 
highest attainable standard of physical and mental 
health as found in the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ratified by 
Canada in 1976) and the values of the Canada 
Health Act where access to care is not based on 
ability to pay or place of residence; 

b. Measureable goals and timelines for 
implementation of the Accord, and provisions 
for public monitoring and reporting on the 
Accord’s performance and impact;

c. Measures to address the needs of  
specific marginalized populations.

3. To develop, in collaboration with all levels of 
government, health organizations and providers, 
and the public, a new Continuing Care Program45 
that provides a seamless continuum of safe, 
culturally-appropriate quality services, to be 
financed in part through a new, legislated, non-
time-limited fund, with a 6% annual escalator as set 
out in the 2004 Health Accord. 

4. To develop, in collaboration with all levels of 
government, health organizations and providers, 
and the public, a new universal, publicly-funded 
National Pharmacare Program that provides 
cost-e"ective prescription drugs at little or no cost 
to all Canadians, regardless of income, occupation, 
age, or province of residence. The program should 
be financed through the elimination of tax subsidies 
to private drug insurance plans and an earmarked 
progressive tax to help facilitate price negotiations 
for patented medicines, bulk-buying of generic 
medicines, and overall government accountability.

5. To implement the National Mental Health Strategy 
developed by the Mental Health Commission of 
Canada directed to the federal government, which 
includes a national campaign to combat stigma 
and discrimination, policies and programs that 
create greater access to needed mental health 
and addictions supports for vulnerable individuals 
and families, and tools for monitoring and 
reporting on mental health and its determinants. 

6. To fund, support, and encourage multi-lateral 
collaborative ventures designed to improve  
the health and well-being of Inuit, First Nations, 
and Métis peoples, working toward the goal of 
establishing a separate, but equitable First Nations, 
Métis, and Inuit Health Authority. Such a system 
would be based on the recognition of the inherent 
right of Inuit, First Nations, and Métis peoples  
to control the design, delivery, and administration 
of health promotion, prevention, and acute  
care services. 

7. To fully rescind the 2012 cuts, totalling $20 million, 
to the Interim Federal Health Program (IFHP), 
repay those provinces who stepped in to fill the 
gap, and reimburse Sponsorship Agreement 
Holders for any costs incurred as a result of the 
2012 IFHP changes. As a general principle, all 
refugees and undocumented migrants – regardless 
of category or stage of processing – should be 
eligible for the same health care coverage as  
is provided to social assistance recipients.

The Dignity for All Campaign Calls on the Federal Government
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Food Security (December 2012)

Far too many Canadians do not have access to 
nutritious food “in su"cient quantities and of su"cient 
quality” to maintain their health and well-being.46 

The surge in food bank users and high levels of food 
insecurity are two of the most visible and lasting 
impacts of the 2008-2009 recession. Since the 
recession, food bank usage has increased by 25%, 
with children and youth now representing over 30%  
of food bank users.47 There are far more who do not 
visit food banks and also experience food insecurity. 

Stagnant incomes, inadequate income support 
programs, the loss of permanent jobs and the rise in 
precarious employment, along with rising food costs 
have resulted in high levels of food insecurity, especially 
in remote and northern Aboriginal communities. While 
food banks were originally intended as a temporary 
stop-gap measure, they have now become entrenched 
community institutions in the absence of coordinated 
e#orts to eliminate poverty.

Research from the Canadian Community Health 
Survey found in 2011 that slightly more than 12%  
of Canadian households were “food insecure” – a 
number totaling more than 1.6 million households  
and 3.9 million people. These levels represent a 
shocking increase of over 100,000 households  
(and 450,000 Canadians) since 2008.48

The disparity between income and cost of living is 
particularly prominent in Inuit, First Nations, and Métis 
communities, especially those located in the North.  
A family of four in an isolated community in Nunavut 
must spend $395 to $460 a week to buy a basic 
nutritious diet. This compares to spending $226  
a week in a southern city such as Ottawa.49

Almost half of poor Aboriginal households (46%) are 
food insecure. Among Inuit adults living in Nunavut, 
the rate is even higher at 69% or six times higher  
than the Canadian national average.50 Country food 
continues to be an important source of sustenance 
for some Inuit, First Nations, and Métis communities, 
but the significant cost of purchasing gas, ammunition, 
snowmobiles, boats, and motors places it beyond  
the grasp of many.51 

Food insecurity constrains food choices, increasing 
nutritional vulnerability particularly among adults  
and adolescents, and increases the risk of negative 
health outcomes.52 Additionally, food insecurity  
makes it harder for people with chronic diseases  
(e.g., diabetes, HIV/AIDs) to manage their conditions.53 
It also has long-term adverse health consequences  
for Canadian children.54

Charitable food programs provide a necessary  
service for the people who do not have the means  
to provide enough food for themselves and their 
families, given current levels of poverty and the policy 
climate. However, the scale of the problem extends 
much further, a#ecting millions of people who find 
themselves food insecure in a wealthy nation. This 
highlights the need for a coordinated national 
anti-poverty plan to ensure that all people, at all times, 
have access “to su"cient, nutritionally adequate and 
safe food and its e#ective utilization.”55 

As a part of this e#ort, it will be critical to examine  
the e"cacy of the new Nutrition North Canada 
program in making nutritious food accessible and 
a#ordable in northern communities.

“What I’ve seen in Canada is a system that presents barriers for the poor to access 

nutritious diets and that tolerates increased inequalities between rich and poor,  

and Aboriginal (and) non-Aboriginal Peoples.” 

OLIVIER DE SCHUTTER, UN SPECIAL RAPPORTEUR ON THE RIGHT TO FOOD, MAY 2012
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1. To develop, in collaboration with all levels  
of government (including Inuit Land Claim 
Organizations, First Nations, and Métis 
governments), food producers, community 
stakeholders, and food insecure people, a  
National Right to Food Policy, as part of a broader 
anti-poverty plan. The policy should include: 

a. Recognition of the right to adequate food as 
found in the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Article 2;

b. Measureable goals and timelines in regards to 
the prevalence of food insecurity, using the 
validated measure and methods adopted in 
2004 as part of the Canadian Community 
Health Survey cycle 2.2 (Nutrition) or another 
appropriate tool;

c. Mechanisms to identify threats to availability of 
safe and adequate food and water, coordinate 
implementation of the national policy, and 
track and evaluate progress at all levels;

d. Measures to address the needs of children, 
youth, and specific marginalized populations 
that experience barriers to food security such 
as social and geographic isolation and dietary 
needs; and 

e. Community-based food programs as well  
as population-level interventions. Scale-
appropriate food safety regimes are also 
important in that they reduce the economic 
burden on small- and medium-scale producers 
and processors while protecting the public. 

2. To increase federal investment to address the  
very high levels of household food insecurity 
among First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples  
in a manner that respects cultural, community,  
and gender considerations and Aboriginal land 
sovereignty, as well as supports the transfer and 
preservation of traditional ways of knowing. In 
addition, the government should pursue e"orts 
that reduce and monitor the impact of climate 
change, industrialization, and contaminants on 
Aboriginal land, resources, and livelihoods.

Charitable food programs provide a necessary service for the people who do not  

have the means to provide enough food for themselves and their families, given 

current levels of poverty and the policy climate. However, the scale of the problem 

extends much further, a"ecting millions of people who find themselves food insecure 

in a wealthy nation.

The Dignity for All Campaign Calls on the Federal Government
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3. To take action, in consultation with a"ected 
communities, to eliminate food insecurity and 
improve access to safe water and sanitation in 
Northern Canada (territories and Northern 
provinces) by: 

a. Addressing the challenges of the Nutrition 
North Canada Program, including increasing 
funding so that those living in northern  
remote communities can take full advantage  
of the program;

b. Reviewing the current program and the  
needs of all isolated communities to  
determine how best to support food security  
in northern communities going forward; and 

c. Establishing a new federal Northern  
Food Security Fund to support community 
innovation and the physical and social 
infrastructure needed to serve northern 
communities. 

Number assisted by food banks, 2000-2014

Source: Food Banks Canada (2014), Hunger Count 2014; Statistics Canada, CANSIM Table 282-0002.
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Jobs and Employment (June 2014) 

Six years after the recession, the economic recovery 
remains modest and Canadians continue to report 
high levels of uncertainty about the future. While job 
growth has been fairly steady over the last few years, 
employment gains have not kept pace with 
population growth and unemployment levels have 
been stuck at or near 1.4 million since 2011. 

Overall, the labour market is much more volatile  
than it was before the recession: making gains one 
month, clawing them back the next. From a regional 
perspective, Newfoundland and Labrador and Prince 
Edward Island have experienced significant job growth 
since the height of the recession, but employment 
levels are still depressed in New Brunswick, British 
Columbia, Manitoba, and Nova Scotia. The other 
provinces are treading water. 

There is also troubling evidence that the average 
duration of unemployment – and the number of 
long-term unemployed – is growing.56 This is part  
of a growing trend toward labour market polarization. 

While some well-paid sectors such as natural 
resources, health care, and construction are doing 
well post-recession,57 the trend towards non-standard 
work continues with the increase in temporary work 
and the erosion of workplace benefits. The number  
of people in temporary jobs, for instance, grew at 
more than two and half times the pace of permanent 
employment between 2009 and 2013 and now 
accounts for over 11% of the labour force.58

This is part of a larger trend. In the past 20 years, 
precarious employment, characterized by some 
degree of insecurity and unpredictability, generally  
low wages and few benefits, has increased by nearly 
50%.59 Today, those searching for work increasingly 
face the stark choice between precarious work –  
at lower levels of pay – or no work.

Groups such as young people have been particularly 
hard hit. While young people have always struggled  
to establish themselves, times are particularly hard 
now. Diminished job security, growth of temporary 
work, rising costs for the basics (education in 
particular), and record debt levels are threatening the 
economic security of a generation and could leave  
a permanent gouge in the national economy.60

Inuit, First Nations, and Métis peoples, newcomers, 
caregivers (predominantly women), and individuals 
with disabilities face real barriers as well. For instance, 
while First Nations Peoples are the fastest growing 
segment of the Canadian population, unemployment 
rates are at least three times higher than the rest of 
Canada. The average employment rate on-reserve is 
50%,61 while some First Nation communities have 
unemployment rates as high as 90%.62 The Assembly 
of First Nations (AFN) has estimated that an additional 
100,000 First Nation jobs are needed in order to meet 
their employment parity with the rest of Canada.

The economic benefit of higher education and skills 
for workers is well documented, including lower rates 
of unemployment, higher pay, and greater labour 
mobility.63 Importantly, training that is broadly-based 
can enhance the ability of workers to reach their full 
potential and participate fully in society.

And yet, Canadian business investment in training  
has decreased 40% since 1993.64 Only 31% of 
employed adult Canadians receive workplace  
training, placing Canada far behind many of its 
international competitors.65

There are significant training dollars available for 
unemployed workers through the Employment 
Insurance system. However, less than 40% of 
unemployed workers now qualify for Employment 
Insurance benefits.66 As the surplus in the EI account 
accumulates, billions of potential training dollars are 

“Working many hours and holding full-time, year-round employment  

is no longer a guarantee of escaping poverty.” 

  DAVID HULCHANSKI, UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO
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lapsing.67 And with the introduction of the new 
Canada Job Grant program, $300 million is being 
diverted from training programs targeting unemployed 
workers outside of the EI system. Other programs 
such as Aboriginal Skills Employment and Training 
Strategy (ASETS) have been renewed for 2015-2016 
but commitment to the program has yet to be 
announced beyond this timeline.

Canada has never had a coherent and comprehensive 
federal/provincial/territorial strategy for labour market 
development. The resulting patchwork of programming 
is failing to provide the training necessary to assist 
workers in Canada to adapt and thrive in today’s labour 
market, particularly those who are low-income and 
engaged in precarious work. 

In the past 20 years, precarious employment, characterized by some degree  

of insecurity and unpredictability, generally low wages and few benefits,  

has increased by nearly 50%.

1. To develop, in collaboration with all levels  
of government (including Inuit Land Claim 
Organizations, First Nations and Métis 
governments), labour, employers, education 
groups, and representatives from groups facing 
employment barriers, a National Jobs Creation 
and Training Strategy, with a view to ensuring  
that all jobs have all the advantages of secure 
employment, including equitable access to 
occupational benefits, labour standard protections, 
and opportunities for post-secondary training  
and education. This strategy should include: 

a. Recognition of the right to work which 
includes the right of everyone to the 
opportunity to gain his or her living by  
work which is freely chosen as found in Article 
6 of the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and the 
right of everyone to the enjoyment of just  
and favourable conditions of work as found  
in article 7 of the ICESCR; 

b. Measureable goals and timetables for 
implementing the new employment and 
training strategy, and provisions for public 
monitoring and reporting on the strategy’s 
performance and impact;

c. Measures to address the needs of specific 
marginalized populations; 

d. Appropriate supporting policies, programs  
and legislation; and

e. Increased federal funding, tied to explicit 
reporting requirements, to implement  
solutions that meet the national strategy 
 targets, including funds for the Labour  
Market Development Agreements (LMDAs), 
the Labour Market Agreements (LMAs),  
and Labour Market Agreements for Persons 
with Disabilities (LMAPDs). 

2. To set national wage standards to ensure that  
no fully employed individual lives below the 
poverty line by re-establishing a federal minimum 
wage for all Canadians and Temporary Foreign 
Workers, and promote phase in of federal/
provincial/territorial minimum wages of at least  
$12 an hour (indexed to the Consumer Price Index), 
and promoting living wage policies that reflect 
actual costs of living in specific regions. 

3. To explore di"erent ways to support human 
capital development through the expansion of 
education and training programs for those without 
access and through bridging programs for 
newcomers and equity-seeking groups, including 
Inuit, First Nations, and Métis peoples, people with 
disabilities, racialized groups, and people facing 
employment barriers. Strategies may include paid 
internships, subsidies, and/or tax incentives for 
employers who practice employment equity. 

The Dignity for All Campaign Calls on the Federal Government
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4. To reform existing programs to better serve the 
needs of Canadians seeking to upgrade their skills, 
taking into account unique barriers to employment 
and training such as language, location, caring 
responsibilities, etc. For example: 

a. The federal government should introduce  
a new program, starting with a pilot, which 
would allow currently employed workers  
to access EI benefits for training leaves  
up to a certain amount and duration. 

b. The federal government should enhance 
employment incentives in national and 
provincial disability-related income programs 
through improvements to allowable asset limits, 
increased earning exemptions, and the provision 
of supports for transition to employment.

5. To strengthen and fully implement the federal 
Employment Equity legislation so that all 
designated groups enjoy equal opportunity to 
employment, and to implement the Pay Equity 
Task Force recommendations dealing with 
systemic gender inequities in pay and extending 
protection to members of visible minorities, 
persons with disabilities, and Inuit, First Nations, 
and Métis people. 

6. To invest an additional $500 million per year  
over the next five years ($2.5 billion total) for 
Aboriginal education, skills training and economic 
development to enable Inuit, First Nations, and 
Métis peoples to fully participate in employment 
and economic development opportunities. The 
Aboriginal Skills Employment and Training Strategy 
(ASETS) program should be renewed after 2016.

7. To o"er youth facing employment barriers 
co-operative placements, work terms, summer 
jobs in the private sector, or jobs in social 
enterprises with inclusive work settings; supported 
employment and job retention; targeted wage 
subsidies; and enforcement of existing 
employment equity legislation. 

8. To enforce and uphold the provision of  
workplace accommodations and consider 
providing financial incentives to employers  
to create inclusive workplaces. 

9. To increase funding for Statistics Canada so it can 
collect and analyze comprehensive labour market 
information, following up on the recommendations 
of the Don Drummond Expert Panel on Labour 
Market information (2009). 
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Statistics Canada. Table 282-0087 Labour force survey estimates (LFS), by sex and age group, seasonally adjusted and unadjusted, monthly
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Early Childhood Education and Care (February 2011)

Today in Canada, families struggle to balance their 
caring and earning responsibilities. There are only 
enough regulated child care spaces for just over  
20% of young children, despite the fact that more than 
70% of Canadian mothers are in the paid labour force.69 

An entire generation of Canadian children has grown-
up since federal and provincial reports first identified 
the need for child care and the value of early childhood 
education (e.g. the Royal Commission on the Status of 
Women in Canada, 1970). Yet Canada’s public support 
for young children and their families is the weakest 
among the world’s rich countries at only 0.25% of  
GDP – about one-third the OECD average (0.7%).70 

In its most recent review of the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, the UN expressed concern about 
Canada’s lack of progress in expanding “a"ordable 
and accessible early childhood care and services,”  
this despite “the State party’s significant resources.”71 

With few exceptions, Canada continues to rely largely 
on the market – individuals, non-profit organizations, 
and for-profit businesses – to plan and operate services, 
and parents to pay for them. It is not surprising, then, 
that regulated child care in Canada is currently 
characterized by high fees, low sta" wages, mediocre 
quality, and unmet demand. 

Economic studies have repeatedly shown that investing 
in quality child care is not only the right thing to do for 
children and parents, but the smart thing to do for 

Canada’s economy.72 Indeed, “investing in child care 
services o"ers among the highest benefits of any policy 
strategy a nation can adopt.”73 

All children should have equal opportunities to develop 
their capacities fully and access to economic security. 
Child care is essential to promoting social inclusion, 
with important benefits to children in terms of their 
long-term development in key areas such as social 
interaction with other children, language, cognitive  
and physical development.74 

Safe, stable, a"ordable, and high quality child care  
also enables parents to financially provide for their 
families in an economy where two salaries are 
essential to making ends meet. 

Investing in child care produces a higher tax revenue, 
as an increased number of people can be gainfully 
employed. This is the Québec experience: with the 
introduction of $7/day child care employment rates 
and tax revenues are up, and child poverty rates are 
down.75 Cleveland and Krashinsky estimate that society 
gains two dollars for every dollar spent on a publicly-
provided, quality child care program.76 

A lack a"ordable child care, by contrast, is a significant 
obstacle to acquiring training, entering the labour 
market and escaping low income, especially for 
groups at high risk of poverty such as women  
and new immigrants. 

“Government commitments will not achieve sustained poverty reduction and 

improve the life chances for all children and their families without a robust, 

planned and adequately-resourced system of ECEC [Early Childhood Education 

and Care] services and complementary maternity/family leave.”68 

  LAUREL ROTHMAN, CAMPAIGN 2000



33     DIGNITY FOR ALL  |  A National Anti-Poverty Plan for Canada

1. To develop, in collaboration with the provinces, 
territories, and Inuit Land Claim Organizations, First 
Nations and Métis governments, a comprehensive 
plan and timeframe for the implementation of a high-
quality, universal, publicly-funded and managed early 
childhood education and care program for children 
aged 0 to 5 years and for school-aged children up to 
age 12, to be phased in by 2020. 

2. To develop, pass, and implement national 
legislation that clearly establishes:

a. The right of children of working parents to 
benefit from child care services and facilities,  
in keeping with Article 18(3) of the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child;

b. Canada-wide goals and principles for the care 
and education of young children including, but 
not limited to, quality (such as sta" training and 
compensation), access (universal entitlement, 
a"ordability, and inclusion), and respect for 
diversity including measures to address culturally 
and linguistically relevant programming;

c. Measureable goals and timetables for 
implementing the new Early Childhood 
Education and Care system and provisions for 
public monitoring and reporting on system 
performance and impact;

d. Measures to address the needs of specific 
marginalized populations;

e. Appropriate supporting policies, programs  
and legislation; and 

f. Dedicated federal transfers of $1 billion,  
$1.6 billion, and $2.3 billion over each of the 
next three years to assist in the development  
of high-quality, accessible services, with the 
ultimate goal of achieving the international 
benchmark of at least 1% of GDP by 2020.

3. To improve maternity/parental leave benefits  
by: increasing maternity benefit level to 80%  
of wages; creating a more flexible system with 
respect to duration and financing options; 
improving eligibility for all currently excluded 
workers, trainees, and students as well as those  
in special circumstances; and introducing a 
paternity leave benefit of at least two weeks  
in accordance with international benchmarks.

Percent of children for whom there is a regulated centre-based child care space, 
by age group, and province/territory (2012)

Source: Carolyn Ferns and Martha Friendly (2014), The state of early childhood education and care in Canada 2012. p. 7 and 9
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The Dignity for All Campaign calls for the creation of a comprehensive, coordinated 

federal plan for poverty eradication based in human rights. To be e"ective, a plan 

requires transparency and accountability, with measureable goals and timelines  

and indicators of progress. Di"erent mechanisms will also be necessary to ensure  

that the federal government is held to account for the creation, evaluation and 

ongoing improvement of its anti-poverty plan along with the underlying strategies.  

This would include confirming access for people in poverty to mechanisms to ensure 

their rights are protected. 

What follows is a framework to assist the government 
in establishing progress and accountability mechanisms 
to ensure a national anti-poverty plan is e"ectively 
implemented. 

Setting Goals and Timelines

Specific goals and timelines should be established  
for each of the recommendations made in this report. 
In keeping with a human rights based approach to 
progressively eliminating poverty, immediate, short, 
and long term commitments should be established  
in the range of policy and program areas covered in 
this plan. In each area, the responsibilities of particular 
bodies or actors should be specified with individual 
targets and timelines. 

Poverty a"ects particular groups disproportionately  
and it a"ects di"erent groups in di"erent ways. Setting 
general goals and timelines for the population as a 
whole is an important way to assess over-all progress 
but it is also important to ensure progress with respect 
to particular groups. Rights-based strategies should 
therefore include both broad poverty reduction targets 
and specific targets and commitments in relation to  
the groups that are most a"ected by poverty. In some 
cases, targets may relate to particular sectors, such  
as access to employment for First Nations, Inuit, and 
Métis peoples. people or supports for community living 
for people with disabilities. The communities most 
a"ected by poverty need to be engaged in an ongoing 
process of improving the understanding of what is 
needed to fulfil their dignity and equality rights in the 
context of an anti-poverty strategy.

Progress and  
Accountability
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The communities most a"ected by poverty need to be engaged in an ongoing 

process of improving the understanding of what is needed to fulfil their dignity  

and equality rights in the context of an anti-poverty strategy.

Establishing Mechanisms

The obligation to put in a place a comprehensive  
and reasonable plan or strategy with clear goals and 
timelines to eliminate poverty is a legal requirement 
under international human rights law. For human 
rights to be meaningful, there must be some means 
by which individuals can hold governments 
accountable to their obligation to progressively 
eliminate poverty. Mechanisms should be in place  
to assess the impact of new policies, to ensure that 
budgets take into account the commitments made 
and to review whether governments are on track  
to meet their commitments. 

Accountability mechanisms must be put in place  
so that governments can be challenged when they 
act in a manner which is inconsistent with attaining 
established long term goals.

Monitoring Progress

To ensure meaningful accountability and to monitor 
progress in eliminating poverty as a matter of human 
rights, it is important to develop human rights based 
indicators. Indicators should be developed to measure 
progress in relation to agreed goals and timelines and 
to assess whether governments are meeting their 
obligations to apply the maximum of available 
resources to eliminating poverty and whether they  
are addressing the needs of vulnerable groups. 

Statistics and indicators should not be 
overemphasized, obscuring from view the successes 
and limitations of the National Anti-Poverty Plan as 
experienced by people living in poverty. Human rights 
based indicators should therefore combine statistics 
with qualitative information about experiences of 
poverty and social exclusion. 

Monitoring should be directly incorporated into  
the implementation of an anti-poverty plan, rather 
than as an evaluation at the end of a process. 

Accountability mechanisms must be put in place so that governments can  

be challenged when they act in a manner which is inconsistent with attaining 

established long term goals.
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A number of lessons have been learned 
from international experience of indicators, 
including:

Disaggregated statistics 

and indicators of 

experiences of poverty  

by di"erent vulnerable 

groups are important to 

ensure that strategies are 

e"ective at addressing 

diverse circumstances. 

Di"erent measures may 

be needed for di"erent 

groups. Low-income 

measures that do not 

include disability related 

expenses, for example, 

will not be useful in 

assessing progress in 

reducing poverty among 

people with disabilities. 

Stakeholders, experts, 

governments as well  

as private actors should be 

involved in the ongoing 

monitoring of anti-poverty 

strategies. However, there 

also needs to be a neutral 

body with both human 

rights and social policy 

expertise to make 

objective assessments. 

1 2 3



37     DIGNITY FOR ALL  |  A National Anti-Poverty Plan for Canada

Ensuring Accountability

It is an intrinsic feature of the human rights approach 
that institutions and legal/administrative arrangements 
for ensuring accountability are built into an anti-
poverty plan.77

There is a need for both internal and external 
mechanisms of accountability. An internal review 
mechanism provides a way for the government  
to review its own progress and make necessary 
changes. In this regard, it may be helpful to appoint  
an ombudsperson or commissioner to take charge  
of promoting an anti-poverty plan and encouraging  
all government ministries and departments to  
comply with it. 

An external review procedure by a committee  
or council is also important to ensure objective 
assessments of progress and to provide fair hearings 
of complaints. Monitoring bodies should issue 
periodic reports assessing governments’ progress and 
identifying problems. The external human rights body 
should have the authority to present its findings to the 
government for a response as well as to the public.

Procedures for individual communications or 
complaints should also be developed within a national 
plan. Complaints procedures provide a mechanism  
for people living in poverty to have their concerns 
heard and an opportunity for governments to explain 
considerations that may have informed their decisions. 



38     DIGNITY FOR ALL  |  A National Anti-Poverty Plan for Canada

Time to Act

Call to Action

The most visible aspect of poverty is low income, but 
poverty is much more than that. It is lack of access to 
a sustainable livelihood. It includes being forced to 
make impossible choices between basic necessities 
like food, shelter, clothing, heat, and other utilities. It is 
lack of opportunity, stigmatization, discrimination, and 
social exclusion. Poverty is also about well-being, lack 
of access community health care, education and 
training, safe and rewarding work, and the opportunity 
to engage in community life and activities. 

Poverty makes it di"cult for people  

to live in dignity. 

The Dignity for All Campaign has outlined a detailed 
package of action items that together will significantly 
reduce poverty in Canada. As the federal government 
gets ready to announce a budget surplus, the time  
is right to move forward decisively, and introduce  
a comprehensive anti-poverty plan, based in  
human rights. 

We can invest this money now into ending poverty  
or we can continue to shut out the most vulnerable  
in our society from the wealth of the nation. There is 

nothing inevitable about poverty in a country as 
wealthy as Canada. Other jurisdictions, including 
those within Canada, have made a di#erence in 
reducing the incidence and depth of poverty, even 
after a recession. It is time for the federal government 
to step-up. 

Time and again, public opinion polls find that people 
across Canada are concerned about poverty and 
believe that the federal government should play a 
bigger role in reducing poverty and closing the 
income gap between the rich and the poor.78 Indeed, 
in a 2012 poll, close to 70% of Canadians indicated 
that they are willing to pay slightly higher taxes if that’s 
what it would take to protect our social programs.79 

Ending poverty in Canada will take coordination 
across a number of sectors, but it is do-able, more 
than reasonable in light of the country’s wealth, and is 
a human rights obligation. 

“The need is obvious, the policy measures are known, 
the financial resources are present, and the public 
appetite is strong. All that is needed now is the 
political will to act boldly.”80

It’s past time for our national government to step up 
and take action. We o#er Dignity for All: A National 
Anti-Poverty Plan for Canada as a strong place to start.
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For a complete record of the summits, including background materials, 

recommendations, and presentations, please see the Dignity for All website  

at www.dignityforall.ca. 

Jobs and Employment Summit 
June 2014

Summit Presenters:

• James Clancy, National Union of Public  
and General Employees 

• Stephanie Procyk, United Way Toronto 

• Mike Lu" and Amy Huziak, Canadian  
Labour Congress 

• Karl Flecker, Canadian Labour Congress 

• David Macdonald, Canadian Centre for  
Policy Alternatives

• Bryan Hendry, Assembly of First Nations 

• Alexa Conradi, la Fédération des femmes  
du Québec

• Avvy Go, Colour of Poverty: Colour of Change

• Michael Prince, Council of Canadians  
with Disabilities 

Health Summit  
January 2014

Summit Presenters:

• Nuala Kenny, Department of Bioethics,  
Dalhousie University

• Dennis Raphael, Faculty of Health, York University 

• Mike McBane, Canadian Health Coalition

• Steve Morgan, School of Population and  
Public Health, University of British Columbia

• Yvonne Boyer, Aboriginal Health and Wellness, 
Brandon University

• Doug Gruner, Bruyère Family Health Team  
and University of Ottawa

• Mark Ferdinand, Canadian Mental Health 
Association

• Martha Jackman, Faculty of Law,  
University of Ottawa

Appendix: Dignity  
for All Policy Summits
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Food Security Summit  
December 2012

Summit Presenters:

• Diana Bronson, Food Secure Canada

• Lauren Goodman, Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami

• Shawn Pegg, Food Banks Canada

• Valerie Tarasuk, Department of Nutritional Sciences, 
University of Toronto

Income Security Summit  
April 2012

Summit Presenters:

• Laurel Rothman, Campaign 2000

• Miles Corak, Graduate School of Public and 
International A"airs, University of Ottawa

• John Stapleton, Open Policy Ontario 

• Laurell Ritchie, Canadian Auto Workers

• Monica Townson, Canadian Centre  
for Policy Alternatives

• Chris Roberts, Canadian Labour Congress

Housing and Homelessness  
Summit – March 2011

Summit Presenters:

• Michael Shapcott, A"ordable Housing  
and Social Innovation, Wellesley Institute 

• Charlie Hill, National Aboriginal  
Housing Association

• Leilani Farha, Centre for Equality  
Rights in Accommodation

Early Childhood Education and 
Care Summit – March 2011

Summit Presenters: 

• Martha Friendly, Child Care Resource  
and Research Unit

• Christa Japel, Department of Special Education 
and Training, University of Montreal

• Lynell Anderson, Childcare Advocacy  
Association of Canada and UBC Human  
Early Learning Partnership
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EMPTY WORDS AND DOUBLE STANDARDS:  
CANADA S FAILURE TO RESPECT AND UPHOLD 
INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS  
 
Joint Submission to the United Nations Human Rights Council 
in relation to the May 2013 Universal Periodic Review of Canada 
October, 2012 
 
This Submission addresses two overarching human rights matters that are of pressing 
concern to a diverse range of Indigenous Peoples and organizations and civil society 
groups across Canada.  The first is the failure of Canada to adopt effective means of 
ensuring implementation of its international obligations.  This concern was presented at 

recent pattern of the Canadian government asserting that UN human rights experts and 
review proce
countries may face more serious human rights problems or because poverty and hunger 
may be more prevalent in less affluent countries. 
 
1. EMPTY WORDS:  THE IMPLEMENTATION GAP CONTINUES 
 
At the time of the first Universal Periodic Review (UPR) of Canada, 48 civil society 
groups and Indigenous Peoples and organizations supported the attached joint 
submission, expressing serious and longstanding concern about the Canadian 

ailure to institute a transparent, effective and accountable system for 

obligations.  The submission, a copy of which is attached as an Annex,1 highlighted that a 
growing number of important UN level human rights recommendations remain 
unimplemented and also pointed to numerous calls from UN treaty monitoring bodies for 
Canada to take action to address this very serious shortcoming. 
 
The stakeholders that endorsed the 2009 statement reflected a broad range of human 
rights concerns and represent many different sectors of Canadian society including 
Indigenous Peoples, women, children, people living in poverty, people living with 
disabilities, lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered people and refugees. All find that 

face in advancing stronger protection within Canada of the rights enshrined in UN human 
rights instruments, and, indeed, the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.  
Organizations that work in the areas of international development and international 
human rights also supported the statement because they believe that Canada can and must 
set a much stronger example to the international community and demonstrate best 
practices with respect to implementing international human rights obligations. 
 

                                                 
1 Annex, . 
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first UPR in February 2009, numerous states picked up these 
concerns and made recommendations to Canada to strengthen its approach to 
implementation.2  In its response, Canada committed to 
enhancing existing mechanisms and procedures related to implementation of international 

.3 
 
Indigenous Peoples and organizations and civil society groups were hopeful that 

the follow up of its first UPR, a review process that the Canadian 
government itself had championed when the Human Rights Council was created, would 
mark a turning point.  It was expected that Canada would make significant improvements 
in its approach to the implementation of recommendations made by UN treaty monitoring 

has occurred. 
 
Since the February 2009 UPR, two treaty monitoring bodies have conducted their 
periodic reviews of Canada.4  A third, the Committee on the Rights of the Child, was 
completing its review of  while this 
submission was being finalized.  Additionally, two Special Procedures Mandate Holders 
have carried out visits to Canada and issued reports.5   Throughout that time period 
Canada was also tasked with implementing the recommendations it accepted at its 2009 
UPR and in preparation for its 2013 UPR.  All offered important opportunities for a new 
approach to implementation based on effective and meaningful consultations with 
Indigenous Peoples and organizations and civil society, and that would also be 
transparent, well-coordinated between federal and provincial levels of government, and 
accountable to elected politicians across the country. 
 
Despite these opportunities, there have been no significant efforts to ensure genuine 
consultations with Indigenous Peoples and organizations and civil society groups, nor any 

to implementation. Civil society has made numerous recommendations to government, 
with little to no response from government. There has, for instance, been no political 
level meeting of federal, provincial and territorial ministers responsible for human rights 
since 1988.  As such the only intergovernmental process for discussing and coordinating 
human rights implementation remains the secretive Continuing Committee of Officials, 
which has no decision making authority and does not report publicly as to the topics it 
discusses let alone the results of those discussions.  
 

                                                 
2 Report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review, Canada, A/HRC/11/17, 3 March 2009, 
para. 86.  See, for example, recommendations 12, 13, 14, 15, 62, 63 and 64. 
3 Report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review, Canada, Addendum: Views on 
conclusions and/or recommendations, voluntary commitments and replies presented by the State under 
review, A/HRC/11/17/Add.1, 8 June 2009, para. 14. 
4 UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, February 2012; UN Committee against 
Torture, May 2012. 
5 Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, 2012; Independent Expert on Minorities, 2009. 
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There is no public tabling of action plans or reporting on the progress of implementing 
international human rights recommendations, including those stemming from the 2009 
UPR or any of the other international level reviews that have taken place in the past four 
years.   
 

its first UPR, the government did not 
engage in any consultations with Indigenous Peoples and organizations or civil society. 
After Canada submitted its first UPR report and prior to its oral review, Canada provided 
modest funding for a coordinating committee of NGOs and Indigenous representatives to 
organize and host engagement meetings in five cities across Canada.  These engagement 
sessions were attended by approximately 200 organizations, as well as by representatives 
of federal and provincial governments.  In response to concerns and recommendations 
regarding the inadequate engagement with civil society and Indigenous Peoples and 
organizations in advance of its first UPR, Canada accepted recommendation #63, to: 
 

Establish an effective and inclusive process to follow-up on the universal periodic 
review recommendations (Norway); that civil society be actively involved in the 
further universal periodic review process of Canada (The Netherlands), in a 
thorough and timely (Denmark), meaningful and participatory (Philippines) manner 
and, in the implementation of the review (United Kingdom). 

 
There has been no meaningful implementation of this commitment.  One meeting was 
held between representatives of the federal government and a small number of civil 
society groups and Indigenous Peoples and organizations in Ottawa in September, 2010 
dealing only with the issue of developing a procedure for consultation.  No funding was 
provided for travel for organizations outside of Ottawa to attend.   There was no follow-
up with participants of the meetings.  Further meetings were held in 2010 in three 
Canadian cities, with short notice, no funding for civil society or Indigenous participation 
and no follow-up reports or engagement.  Funding which was provided in advance of 

UPR for cross-country engagement has been refused for the upcoming 
UPR.  There are currently no plans for consultative meetings anywhere in the country to 
discuss preparations for the 2013 UPR.  Public input is limited to an email address to 
which submissions can be sent. 
 
Collectively, we believe that these entrenched problems with implementation by the 
government of Canada will only be resolved through law reform.  Equivocal 

Instead, 
people in Canada find it increasingly difficult, in fact nearly impossible, to ascertain what 
steps their governments are taking to live up to binding international obligations to 
protect their rights.   
 
RECOMMENDATIONS: 
 
The Canadian government should launch a process of law reform to establish a formal 
mechanism 
international human rights obligations.  An International Human Rights Implementation 



 

 4 

Act should be developed through a process of extensive consultation with provincial and 
territorial governments, Indigenous peoples and organizations and civil society groups. 
 
Canada should provide to the Human Rights Council within one year of its UPR a report 
on the precise plans for implementation of UPR recommendations, including procedures 
and resources to be made available to ensure meaningful participation of civil society and 
Indigenous peoples and organizations. 
 
2. DOUBLE STANDARDS:  
 UNIVERSALITY 
 
Central to the international human rights system is the essential principle of universality. 
States are committed to fulfill their obligations to promote universal respect for and the 
observance and protection of all human rights for all.   The international system does not 
declare that the rights of individuals and peoples matter more or less because of where 
they live, or that there should be more or less international level concern about human 
rights protection in certain countries over others.  From the adoption of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 to the advent of the Universal Periodic Review 60 
years later, in 2008, universality has been fundamental to international human rights 
protection.  An important dimension to the principle of universali
implementation of human rights should be measured against its capacity and history: 
whether it is progressing, regressing or stagnant, and in light of what should be 
reasonably expected of a country with such an abundance of resources and wealth. 
 
Indigenous Peoples and organizations and civil society groups from across Canada are 
deeply troubled by a growing number of public comments made by senior members of 
the Canadian government diminishing the importance of universality and suggesting that 

on 
the basis that other countries have  or that less affluent 
countries experience more hunger or poverty.  At the same time, the independence, 
integrity and expertise of independent international human rights experts, treaty-based 
human rights bodies, and senior UN human rights officials have been attacked by the 
government of Canada. 
 
During the past nine months this has included: 
  

 Characterizing concern expressed by the Special Rapporteur on the rights of 
Indigenous Peoples, James Anaya, about a grave housing crisis faced by 
Indigenous People in the Attawapiskat  
 

 Government ministers unleashing a barrage of personal insults and criticism in 
Parliament and in media comments during and following the May 2012 mission to 
Canada by the Special Rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier De Schutter.  
Among numerous insults and dismissive comments, the Special Rapporteur was 
told that he had wasted money that could be spent on food aid by choosing to 
have a mission to Canada, and that he should not get involved in 
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.  The Parliamentary Secretary to 
the 
tax dollars that this fellow came over here to waste the dollars they have 

.    
 

 Chastising the Committee against Torture for carrying out its regular, treaty-
mand
Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment in May 2012, 
instead of focusing on concerns about torture in other countries.  A government 

n times when there are serious concerns regarding 
human rights violations across the world, it is disappointing that the UN would 
spend its time decrying Canada . 
 

 Sharply criticizing the High Commissioner for Human Rights for mentioning 
concerns about emergency legislation passed in the province of Quebec in a 
passage in her June 2012 speech to the UN Human Rights Council referencing 
various countries where freedom of association and assembly had been restricted.  

 stated pub  what's going on in 
Syria, with what's going on in Iran and Belarus, the UN would be better to spend 

. 
 

 
th the Convention on the basis that one of the 

independent expert Committee members is from Syria and was only critiquing 
Canada so as to deflect attention away from human rights abuses in Syria.  
 

These public comments, some of which descended to the level of personal insults, appear 
to have become a sustained attack on UN level human rights experts and bodies when 

human rights record.  Implicit in these attacks is a notion that there should be little or no 

better than other countries or because poverty and hunger are less severe in an affluent 
country like Canada.  That position has no basis in international law, it renders empty the 
very concept of universality in international human rights protection, and devalues the 
human rights of the countless people in Canada whose rights are not adequately protected 
and who look to the international system for protection.  Furthermore, it sets a 
debilitating example to the other states which may use similar insults or double standards 
to argue that they too should not be subject to international scrutiny. 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 
The Government of Canada should publicly and unequivocally confirm that it fully 

experts, bodies and other processes, as part of universal human rights protection, and that 
the government welcomes such ongoing reviews, and will engage constructively with 
recommendations resulting from such reviews. 
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 Aboriginal Council of Winnipeg 
 Action Canada for Population and 

Development 
 Amnesty International Canada (English 

Branch) 
 Amnistie Internationale Canada 

francophone 
 Asian Canadian Labour Alliance 
 Assembly of First Nations 
 Barbra Schlifer Commemorative Clinic 
 Campaign 2000 
 Canada Without Poverty 
 Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry 

Societies 
 Canadian Association of Refugee 

Lawyers 
 Canadian Association of University 

Teachers 
 Canadian Auto Workers 
 Canadian Auto Workers Local 88 

Human Rights Committee 
 Canadian Coalition for the Rights of 

Children 
 Canadian Council for International 

Cooperation 
 Canadian Council for Refugees 
 Canadian Feminist Alliance for 

International Action 
 Canadian Friends Service Committee 

(Quakers) 
 Canadian Labour Congress 
 Canadian Union of Public Employees 
 Centrale des Syndicats du Québec 
 Centre for Equality Rights in 

Accommodation 
 Coalition of Black Trade Unionists 
 Communications, Energy and 

Paperworkers Union of Canada 
 Confédération des Syndicats Nationaux 
 Council of Canadians 
  
 First Call: BC Child and Youth 

Advocacy Coalition 
 First Nations Summit 
 

Réaménagement Urbain 

 Grand Council of the Crees (Eeyou 
Istchee) 

 Halifax Initiative 
 Inter Pares 
 International Association of Machinists 

and Aerospace Workers 
 International Civil Liberties Monitoring 

Group 
 International Human Rights Program, 

University of Toronto Faculty of Law 
 Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation 

Committee, Sisters of Providence of St. 
Vincent de Paul 

 Kairos: Canadian Ecumenical Justice 
Initiatives 

 Latin American Trade Unionists 
Coalition 

 Law Union of Ontario 
  
 Maritimes-Guatemala Breaking the 

Silence Solidarity Network 
 McLeod Group 
 Mining Watch 
 National Union of Public and General 

Employees 
  
 Native Youth Sexual Health Network 
 New Brunswick Common Front for 

Social Justice 
 Oxfam Canada 
 Pivot Legal Society 
 Public Interest Alberta 
 Public Service Alliance of Canada 
 Refugee Forum 
 Social Issues Networking Group 
 Social Rights Advocacy Centre 
 Society for Children and Youth BC 
 Table de Concertation des Organismes 

au Service des Personnes Refugiées et 
Immigrantes 

 Treaty Four First Nations 
 United Church of Canada 
 Wellesley Institute 
 Yukon Status of Women Council 
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ANNEX 
 
PROMISE AND REALITY:  
CANADA S INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS  
IMPLEMENTATION GAP 
 
Joint NGO Submission to the United Nations Human Rights Council 
in relation to the February 2009 Universal Periodic Review of Canada 
September 8, 2008 
 
Our organizations are deeply concerned about the mounting gap between the 
commitments Canada has made on the world stage to protect human rights and the failure 
to live up to those promises at home.  We are particularly concerned that there is no 
transparent, effective and accountable means of ensuring that those commitments are 
implemented. 
 
Over several decades many important UN recommendations have been directed at 
Canada.  The recommendations have been made by treaty monitoring bodies in the 

forward by individuals.  Recommendations have also been made by the special 
procedures of the UN Human Rights Council (previously Commission on Human Rights) 
following visits to Canada.  The recommendations touch on a wide variety of critical 
human rights concerns and range from outlining specific action to be taken on behalf of 
one aggrieved individual to suggestions for law reform to better protect the rights of 
entire marginalized communities.   
 
Many of our organizations separately highlight a number of these vitally important UN 
recommendations in our individual submissions to this review.  While they touch on a 
range of disparate issues they all have two unfortunate points in common.  First, few, if 
any have been implemented.  Second, there has been virtually no public reporting or 
public explanation of the refusal or failure to implement.  Sadly, these two observations 
apply to the overwhelming majority of recommendations directed at Canada by UN level 
human rights bodies: no implementation and no explanation. 
 
Our organizations have repeatedly sought to engage governments at federal, provincial 
and territorial levels about this serious concern.  We have made little or no progress.  
Repeatedly we come up against two major barriers.   
 
First, excessive government secrecy means that there is virtually no public information 
about these issues. When Canada has been asked by UN treaty monitoring bodies about 
how it deals with follow-up to recommendations and concerns, it has pointed to a 
relatively obscure Federal, Provincial and Territorial Continuing Committee of Officials 
on Human Rights. That Committee, however, is virtually unknown by most Canadians, 
conducts all of its work in camera and never reports publicly.    
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An appropriate inter-governmental institution with the authority and accountability to 
implement recommendations and respond to concerns has never existed in Canada.  
Federal and provincial level human rights commissions are not able to play this role as 
they have limited mandates, grounded in specific aspects of non-discrimination, which do 
not extend to many of the rights enshrined in international instruments.  There has been 
no inter-ministerial meeting dealing with human rights in Canada since 1988.   
 
Second, governments frequently blame federalism.  Federal and provincial/territorial 
governments consistently blame each other for the shortcomings.  The constitutional 
division of powers between the federal and provincial/territorial governments in Canada 
cannot be an excuse for a failure to implement rights. Article 27 of the Vienna 
Convention on the Law of Treaties states the principle that a state may not invoke 
provisions of its internal law as justification for a failure to perform a treaty.  
 
Numerous UN level bodies have raised these concerns. 

 The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, noting that most of its 
previous recommendations have no
establish transparent and effective mechanisms, involving all levels of 
government as well as civil society, including indigenous peoples, with the 

6 
 

which oversight of implementation of the Covenant is ensured, with a view, in 
particular, to reporting publicly on any deficiencies.  Such procedures should 
operate in a transparent and accountable manner and guarantee full participation 

7 
 The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women has urged 

ive ways to strengthen the currently existing 
consultative federal-provincial-territorial Continuing Committee of Officials for 
human rights as well as other mechanisms of partnership in order to ensure that 
coherent and consistent measures in line with th 8 

 The Committee on the Rights of the Child has encouraged Canada to 
effective coordination and monitoring, in particular between the federal, 
provincial and territorial authorities, in the implementation of policies for the 
promotion and protection of the child, as it previously recommended, with a view 
to decreasing and eliminating any possibility of disparity or discrimination in the 

9 
 

                                                 
6 Concluding Observations of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, E/C.12/CAN/CO/4, 
E/C.12/CAN/CO/5, 22 May 2006, para. 35. 
7 Concluding Observations of the Human Rights Committee, CCPR/C/CAN/CO/5, 20 April 2006, para. 6. 
8 Report of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, A/58/38, Twenty-eighth 
session (13-31 January 2003), para.  350. 
9 Concluding observations: Canada, CRC/C/15/Add.215, 27 October 2003, para. 11. 
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The Standing Committee on Human Rights of the Senate of Canada has similarly 

 with the provinces, territories, 
Parliamentarians and interested stakeholders - 
negotiating, incorporating and implementing its international h 10 
 
The Solution 
 
In our view, there are three fundamental changes that must be made 
approach to implementation of its international human rights obligations will improve. 
 

1. Government secrecy around these issues must give way to openness and 
transparency.   

 
2. A coordinated and accountable process for monitoring implementation of 

involving both levels of 
government, as well as Indigenous peoples and civil society, needs to be 
developed.  As part of any such process there should be a high level focal point 

, at a minimum, 
meets the following criteria: 

a) regular public reporting and transparency; 
b) on-going engagement with civil society organizations, citizens and 

the media; 
c) following engagement with affected stakeholder populations, 

public response to concluding observations from UN treaty body 
reviews and other UN-level recommendations within a year of 
receipt; and 

d) a mandate to investigate and resolve complaints, including those 
related to co-ordination with provinces on matters that cross 
federal/provincial jurisdiction.    

 
3. A more concerted effort must be made to ensure that effective remedies are 

available in Canadian law and within Canadian human rights institutions for all of 
the rights contained in ratified international human rights treaties, so that 
governments can be held accountable by Canadian courts and human rights 
institutions for failures to comply with international human rights.  
 

We are hopeful that in the context of the constructive dialogue engendered by the new 
procedures under the Universal Periodic Review, these three changes may be put forward 
by Canada as firm commitments. 

                                                 
10 Standing Senate Committee on Human Rights, 

bligations with Respect to the Rights of Children, November 2005, pg. 82. 
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Endorsed by: 
 
 Action des Chrétiens pour l'Abolition de 

la Torture  Canada 
 Association québécoise des 

organismes de coopération 
internationale 

 Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry 
Societies 

 Canadian Centre for International 
Justice 

 Canadian Council for International 
Cooperation 

 Canadian Council for Refugees 
 Canadian Federation of University 

Women 
 Canadian Journalists for Free 

Expression 
 Canadian Lawyers Association for 

International Human Rights 
 Canadian Paraplegic Association 

 Civil Liberties Association  National 
Capital Region 

 Communication, Energy and 
 

 DisAbled Women's Network Canada 
 Entraide missionnaire 
 Group of 78 
 Human Rights Watch 
 Kashmiri-Canadian Council 
 Maritimes-Guatemala Breaking the 

Silence Network 
 Oxfam Canada 
 Parkdale Community Legal Services 
 Safe Drinking Water Foundation 
 Social Justice Committee of Montreal 
 Social Rights Advocacy Centre 
 World Federalist Movement - Canada 

 
The following organizations, which are making their own separate submissions to 
this Review, associate themselves with the concerns and recommendations outlined 
in this submission: 
 
 Action Canada for Population and 

Development 
 Amnistie internationale Canada 

francophone 
 Amnesty International Canada (English 

branch) 
 Canadian Centre for Victims of Torture 
 Canadian Coalition for the Rights of 

Children 
 Canadian Feminist Alliance for 

International Action 
 Canadian Friends Service Committee 

(Quakers) 
 Canadian HIV/AIDS Legal Network 
 Centre for Equality Rights in 

Accommodation 
 Citizens for Public Justice 
 Council of Canadians with Disabilities 
 First Nations Summit 

 Independent Living Canada 
 International Civil Liberties Monitoring 

Group 
 International Organization of Indigenous 

Resource Development 
 La Ligue des droits et libertés 
 Mouvement d'éducation populaire et 

d'action communautaire du Québec 
 National Union of Public and General 

Employees 
  
 PEN Canada 
 Quebec Native Women Inc / Femmes 

Autochtones du Québec 
 Right On Canada 
 The Wellesley Institute 
  

 


