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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Canadian Human Rights Commission has pointed to the inextricable link between
poverty and inequality in Canada, particularly for women, and has questioned whether the
Canadian human rights system is based on a definition of “human rights” which is too
restrictive, in that it excludes social and economic rights that are a fundamental component of
international human rights guarantees. Similarly, recent periodic reviews by United Nations
human rights treaty-monitoring bodies have led to unprecedented criticism of Canada for
neglecting issues of poverty and social and economic rights, particularly among women.

A crucial component of Canada’s international human rights obligations is to provide
effective domestic remedies for violations of social and economic rights, and to include social
and economic rights in the mandate of its national human rights institution. Moreover, the
Paris Principles, endorsed by the United Nations General Assembly in 1994, require that
national human rights institutions have a broad mandate, including the duty to review
compliance with the international human rights instruments to which the state is a party.  In
its concluding observations relating to Canada in both 1993 and 1998, the United Nations
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights recommended that Canadian human
rights legislation be amended to include social and economic rights. In November 1998,
Canada made a commitment to the UN Committee that this recommendation would be
addressed in the federal government’s review of the Canadian Human Rights Act (CHRA).

Recently, the Supreme Court of Canada affirmed that equality rights under the Canadian
Charter of Rights and Freedoms, like equality guarantees in federal and provincial human
rights legislation, require positive measures to address social disadvantage. Nevertheless,
when women living in poverty have attempted to challenge government policies denying them
access to adequate food, housing and social assistance, their claims have been rejected on the
grounds that social and economic rights are beyond the jurisdiction of human rights
commissions and the courts. As a result, low-income women have been left without remedies
to the most critical issues of discrimination and inequality which they face. If the guarantee of
equality in the CHRA is to have meaning for low-income women, it must enable them to
challenge discriminatory denials of their social and economic rights, and to hold governments
accountable for the failure to meet international human rights obligations to protect and
promote the social and economic rights of women and other disadvantaged groups.

The paper proposes that social and economic rights be included in the CHRA, and worded in
a manner consistent with international human rights treaties ratified by Canada. The paper
argues that including social and economic rights in the CHRA would not alter the Act’s
essential character or purpose but, rather, would build on what has already been recognized,
internationally and domestically, as implicit in the guarantee of dignity and equality.

The proposed amendments would recognize the right to adequate food, clothing, housing,
health care, social security, education, work which is freely chosen, child care, support
services and other fundamental requirements for security and dignity of the person. Denying
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any of these rights based on a prohibited ground of discrimination would be explicitly
prohibited, thus clarifying that discrimination complaints ought not to be rejected simply
because they engage social and economic rights.

The amended CHRA would also state explicitly that Parliament and the Government of
Canada have an obligation to take steps, to the maximum of available resources, with a view
to achieving progressively the full realization of the enumerated social and economic rights. A
specialized social rights tribunal would be established, to receive and to hear complaints with
respect to the “progressive realization” of these rights.  The tribunal would have broad
remedial powers, but its orders would not come into effect until the House of Commons had
sat for at least eight weeks, during which time the order could be overridden by a simple
majority vote of Parliament.

Under the proposed amendments to the CHRA, the mandate of the Canadian Human Rights
Commission would also be expanded, to include issues of compliance with social and
economic rights and with Canada’s international human rights treaty obligations. This would
bring the Commission into conformity with the Paris Principles, and in step with partner
institutions in other countries, such as South Africa, which have explicit mandates to address
social and economic rights issues. Most important, the proposed amendments to the CHRA
would allow some of the most pressing and fundamental human rights claims of women to
move from the margin to the centre of human rights discourse in Canada, recognizing and
affirming the role of women’s social and economic rights claims in enhancing democratic
accountability, participation and transparency.



INTRODUCTION

In 1997, on the eve of the 50th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,1

the Canadian Human Rights Commission acknowledged, for the first time, that poverty is a
fundamental human rights issue in Canada, inextricably linked with violations of the right to
equality guaranteed under the Canadian Human Rights Act (CHRA).2 As Chief
Commissioner Michelle Falardeau-Ramsay stated in her introduction to the Commission’s
1997 Annual Report:

Experience suggests that it is largely those who are most vulnerable in our
society by virtue of the various prohibited grounds of discrimination—for
example, women, Aboriginal people or people with disabilities—who are also
more likely to be poor. In the case of women, there is in fact a direct link to
pay equity, since many of the working poor are women employed in low-
wage, undervalued jobs. But even if that were not the case, it is difficult to
argue that poverty is not a human rights issue, given the devastating impact it
has on people's lives.... The international community has recognized for some
time that human rights are indivisible, and that economic and social rights
cannot be separated from political, legal or equality rights. It is now time to
recognize poverty as a human rights issue here at home as well.3

While the Commission rejected the suggestion that poverty issues are completely beyond its
legislated mandate, it called for a review of the narrow scope of human rights protections
under the CHRA, asking in particular, “whether the Canadian human rights system is based
on a definition of ‘human rights’ which is too restrictive.”4 The Commission pointed out that,
in comparison to international human rights instruments, Canadian human rights laws and the
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms5 are limited in scope, with only the Quebec
Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms6 referring directly to social and economic rights. In
the Commission’s assessment: “The impact of fiscal restraint on health, social and educational
services—particularly those affecting the most disadvantaged—is beginning to bring home to
many Canadians the inescapable link between social and economic security and human
rights.”7

The Canadian Human Rights Commission is not alone in identifying violations of social and
economic rights of women and other disadvantaged groups as one of the most critical
equality issues of our time, nor in recommending the inclusion of social and economic rights
within federal human rights legislation. This is also a dominant theme in recent reviews by
United Nations (UN) human rights treaty-monitoring bodies, including recent UN reports
relating to Canada.8 It is clear that women’s continuing inequality in the social and economic
sphere, including the gender and racial dimensions of poverty and homelessness, and the
particular barriers women face in access to child care and other support services necessary for
equal participation in Canadian society, have not been effectively addressed within the
existing Canadian human rights framework. The current review of the CHRA provides a
crucial opportunity to respond to the call for explicit recognition of social and
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economic rights under the CHRA in order to ensure that federal human rights law better
addresses the real underlying issues of women’s substantive inequality.

This paper examines the question of whether, and how, social and economic rights can be
effectively protected under the CHRA. Chapter 2 reviews the specific findings and
recommendations of UN treaty-monitoring bodies relating to Canada’s compliance with its
international human rights obligations. This is followed by an examination  of  this issue from
a domestic perspective, including the question of why Canada’s existing statutory and
constitutional human rights guarantees have been ineffective in promoting women’s
substantive social and economic equality. Finally, the paper considers how new social and
economic rights guarantees under the CHRA should be formulated. Appendix A sets out a
draft amendment to the CHRA, in order to provide a clear illustration of how the Act can be
amended to strengthen and expand social and economic rights protections for women,
without weakening existing equality guarantees.



1. THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT FOR REFORM OF THE CHRA

Canada’s Compliance with Its International Social and Economic Rights Obligations

Over the last year, Canada has undergone its five-year periodic review for compliance with
both the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR)9 and
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).10 This follows a 1997
review of Canada’s performance under the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).11 The three reviews demonstrate an emerging
consensus in the international human rights community that the deterioration of social
programs and the unequal enjoyment of social and economic rights in Canada represent a
profound assault on the equality rights of women and other disadvantaged groups.

In the past, the Human Rights Committee, which oversees the implementation of the ICCPR,
has tended to leave poverty issues to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights, which is responsible for monitoring performance under the ICESCR. However, in its
1999 evaluation of Canada’s compliance with the equality rights provisions of the ICCPR,12

the Human Rights Committee highlighted the disproportionate effect of poverty on women
and the discriminatory effect of social program cuts in Canada. In its concluding
observations, the Human Rights Committee stated:

The Committee is concerned that many women have been disproportionately
affected by poverty. In particular, the very high poverty rate among single
mothers leaves their children without the protection to which they are entitled
under the Covenant. While the delegation expressed a strong commitment to
address these inequalities in Canadian society, the Committee is concerned
that many of the programme cuts in recent years have exacerbated these
inequalities and harmed women and other disadvantaged groups. The
Committee recommends a thorough assessment of the impact of recent
changes in social programmes on women and that action be undertaken to
redress any discriminatory effects of these changes.13

The Human Rights Committee also criticized the lack of effective remedies for human rights
violations in Canada, recommending that “relevant human rights legislation be amended so as
to guarantee access to a competent tribunal and to an effective remedy in all cases of
discrimination.”14 It pointed to gaps between protections under the ICCPR and those
available under the Canadian Charter and other domestic human rights statutes,
recommending “that consideration be given to the establishment of a public body responsible
for overseeing implementation of the Covenant and for reporting on any deficiencies.”15

When, during oral questioning of the Canadian delegation, the Human Rights Committee
asked about the gaps between domestic and international human rights protections, and the
lack of domestic mechanisms for reviewing compliance with human rights treaty obligations,
the head of the Canadian delegation, the Honourable Hedy Fry, referred to the upcoming
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review of the CHRA. Minister Fry stated she would recommend, in the context of that
review, that the mandate of the Canadian Human Rights Commission be expanded to include
issues of compliance with international human rights treaties ratified by Canada.16

The discriminatory effects of social program cuts were also a matter of comment in the most
recent review of Canada’s compliance under CEDAW. In its concluding remarks in 1997, the
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women expressed concern about
the reduction in women’s access to health care due to privatization, the insufficient attention
paid by governments to the impact of regional and international economic and structural
changes on women and “the deepening poverty among women, particularly among single
mothers, aggravated by the withdrawal, modification or weakening of social assistance
programmes.”17 To address these concerns, the Committee suggested that “the Government
address urgently the factors responsible for increasing poverty among women and especially
women single parents and that it develop programmes and policies to combat such
poverty.”18

The concerns expressed by the Human Rights Committee and by the Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination Against Women were stated in even stronger terms by the
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in its review of Canada under the
ICESCR.19 In its concluding observations, released in December 1998, the Committee
pointed to the particular discriminatory impact on women of measures such as the federal
government’s repeal of the Canada Assistance Plan (CAP).20 The Committee noted, with
“grave concern,” that “the repeal of CAP and cuts in social assistance rates, social services
and programmes have had a particularly harsh impact on women, in particular single mothers,
who are the majority of the poor, the majority of adults receiving social assistance and the
majority among users of social programmes.”21 The Committee also drew attention to the link
between poverty and women’s ability to escape domestic violence.

The Committee is concerned that the significant reductions in provincial social
assistance programmes, the unavailability of affordable and appropriate
housing and widespread discrimination with respect to housing create
obstacles to women escaping domestic violence. Many women are forced, as a
result of those obstacles, to choose between returning to or staying in a
violent situation, on the one hand, or homelessness and inadequate food and
clothing for themselves and their children, on the other.22

Like its findings in 1993, the Committee’s 1998 concluding observations received extensive
media coverage and were hotly debated in Parliament.23 The Government argued that the
Committee’s negative evaluation of Canada’s lack of progress in dealing with poverty was
belied by Canada’s number one ranking under the UN Development Program’s Human
Development Index from 1993 to 1998. However, as the Committee’s assessment makes
clear, it is Canada’s overall affluence that makes the extent of poverty and homelessness in
Canada a violation of international human rights norms.24 And, while the Government’s
response may have been disingenuous, it is part of a general tendency in Canada to
characterize the Committee’s concluding observations as a social development review rather
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than an assessment of Canada’s compliance with its human rights treaty obligations. To fulfil
its obligations under the ICESCR, the Canadian government must do more than review its
social policy priorities. It must also change federal laws to ensure adequate legal protection
against the social and economic rights violations which poverty and homelessness represent,
particularly for women.

The Canadian Government’s Undertaking to Review Social and Economic Rights
Guarantees Under the CHRA

Too little attention has been paid to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights’
overriding concern, in both 1993 and 1998, about the absence of domestic remedies to
violations of social and economic rights. The Committee has repeatedly criticized the
tendency, by politicians and courts in Canada, to treat social and economic rights as mere
policy objectives of governments rather than as enforceable human rights. One of the
Committee’s key recommendations to address this concern, in 1993, was that social and
economic rights be expressly incorporated into federal and provincial human rights
legislation.25

In its list of issues submitted to Canada before its 1998 review, the Committee asked whether
the Government of Canada would be “acting on the recommendation of the Canadian Human
Rights Commission that the ambit of human rights protections in Canada be expanded to
include social and economic rights.”26 In answer, the Government stated: “[T]he Government
of Canada will consider this recommendation as part of its comprehensive review of the
Canadian Human Rights Act, which is scheduled to commence shortly” and that it was
“inappropriate to make any commitment to amend the legislation without such analysis as
well as without consulting with other organizations and interested citizens.”27 During oral
questioning, the Committee pressed the Canadian delegation to explain the continued failure
of the federal government to amend the CHRA, suggesting that the reference to the
upcoming review of the Act did not explain why no action had been taken over the five years
since the Committee’s last review. The Canadian delegation again assured the Committee that
the matter would be considered in the upcoming review of the CHRA.28

In its concluding remarks, the Committee noted, as a “positive measure,” the “Canadian
Human Rights Commission’s statement about the inadequate protection and enjoyment of
economic and social rights in Canada and its proposal for the inclusion of those rights in
legislation, as recommended by the Committee in 1993.”29 In its list of recommendations, the
Committee repeated its call for reform of Canadian human rights laws.

The Committee again urges federal, provincial and territorial governments to
expand protection in human rights legislation to include social and economic
rights and to protect poor people in all jurisdictions from discrimination
because of social or economic status. Moreover, enforcement mechanisms
provided in human rights legislation need to be reinforced to ensure that all
human rights claims not settled through mediation are promptly determined
before a competent human rights tribunal, with the provision of legal aid to
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vulnerable groups.30

The Obligation to Provide Effective Remedies for Social and Economic Rights
Violations

As the Canadian Human Rights Commission has pointed out, Canada’s statutory human
rights framework has changed little over the last 30 years.31 Grounds of discrimination have
been added and jurisprudence has evolved, but the underlying presupposition has remained
that enforceable “human rights” in the CHRA are limited to protection from discrimination on
a number of specific enumerated grounds. Internationally, the human rights movement has
been far from static, particularly in the area of social and economic rights. In 1977, when the
CHRA was first enacted, the ICESCR had only just come into effect for Canada. There was
no effective review mechanism under the ICESCR, and very little understanding of what
obligations flowed from it. Still, under the effect of the cold war, the human rights movement
tended to bifurcate economic, social and cultural rights from civil and political rights, with
virtually no attention to problems of enforcement of the former.

Though the ICESCR still has no optional protocol for a complaint procedure parallel to the
ICCPR, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has adopted novel
procedures for the incorporation of oral submissions from non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) into state party review. The result is that, in the context of the periodic reviews of
their compliance with the ICESCR, states are frequently required to respond to documented
allegations of non-compliance from NGOs. In contrast to what was previously an “expert
review” role, which did not allow for direct participation by those presenting evidence about
government non-compliance with the Covenant, the Committee increasingly assumes more of
an “adjudicative” role.32 The Committee now assesses the relative merits of arguments and
information presented by NGOs and governments, and issues what amount to “findings” with
respect to compliance with the Covenant.33 Thus, the international community has begun to
feel more comfortable with the idea of social and economic rights being claimed and
adjudicated in the same manner as other human rights.

In 1998, the Committee adopted two general comments that directly address the issue of
justiciability and the provision of legal remedies through domestic human rights legislation.34

In General Comment No. 9 on the domestic application of the ICESCR, the Committee
rejects the notion that social and economic rights are inherently unsuitable for judicial
enforcement. It adopts a rigorous standard that states are required to meet to justify the
denial of legal remedies in the social and economic rights area. The Committee asserts that
state parties to the ICESCR are required to provide for legal remedies in two ways: through
consistent interpretation of domestic law, particularly in the area of equality and non-
discrimination, and through the adoption of legislative measures to provide legal remedies for
violations of social and economic rights.35

The Committee points out that it is well established in international law that courts and
tribunals must interpret and apply domestic law in a manner consistent with a state’s
international human rights obligations, but  this principle of interpretation has had little effect
in many countries insofar as social and economic rights are concerned. As the Committee
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explains: “There remains extensive scope for the courts in most countries to place greater
reliance upon the Covenant.”36 This is particularly true of the interpretation and application of
non-discrimination and equality rights which, as Shelagh Day and Gwen Brodsky have
argued, form an effective bridge between civil rights and social and economic rights.37 As
General Comment No. 9 explains:

Thus, when a domestic decision maker is faced with a choice between an
interpretation of domestic law that would place the state in breach of the
Covenant and one that would enable the State to comply with the Covenant,
international law requires the choice of the latter. Guarantees of equality and
non-discrimination should be interpreted, to the greatest extent possible, in
ways which facilitate the full protection of economic, social and cultural
rights.38

The Committee is careful to leave room for variation from state to state as to how social and
economic rights should be protected within domestic legal systems, noting that “the precise
method by which Covenant rights are given effect in national law is a matter for each State
party to decide.”39 Nevertheless, the Committee lays out three basic principles of compliance,
based on the overriding duty to provide effective domestic remedies for social and economic
rights violations. First, the means chosen by the state must be adequate to give effect to the
rights in the ICESCR. In many cases, this includes judicial enforcement, particularly when it
comes to protecting the most vulnerable. As the Committee explains:

The adoption of a rigid classification of economic, social and cultural rights
which puts them, by definition, beyond the reach of the courts would thus be
arbitrary and incompatible with the principle that the two sets of human rights
are indivisible and interdependent. It would also drastically curtail the capacity
of the courts to protect the rights of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged
groups in society.40

To satisfy the non-discrimination provisions of the ICESCR, judicial enforcement is, the
Committee asserts, indispensable.41 Second, protection for social and economic rights should
be comparable to, and integrated with, the protection provided for civil and political rights.
Where the means used to give effect to the ICESCR “differ significantly” from those used in
relation to other human rights treaties, “there should be a compelling justification for this,
taking account of the fact that the formulations used in the Covenant are, to a considerable
extent, comparable to those used in treaties dealing with civil and political rights.”42 Third,
the Committee suggests that direct incorporation of ICESCR rights into domestic law,
though not absolutely required, is desirable in order to enable individuals to invoke Covenant
rights directly through court action.43

The Committee’s General Comment No. 10, on the role of national human rights institutions
in the protection of social and economic rights, flows directly from the principles laid out in
General Comment No. 9. It is clearly incompatible with the fundamental principle of the
interdependence and indivisibility of all human rights for domestic human rights institutions to
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focus solely on civil rights. The Committee notes that, while national human rights
institutions “have a potentially crucial role to play in promoting and ensuring the indivisibility
and interdependence of all human rights,” this role has too often been neglected. In the
Committee’s view, it “is therefore essential that full attention be given to economic, social
and cultural rights in all of the relevant activities of these institutions.”44 General Comment
No. 10 outlines a number of possible roles for human rights institutions with respect to social
and economic rights. These include:

• review legislation and administrative practice for compliance with social and economic
rights;

 

• promote public education and information programs;
 

• investigate complaints of violations; and
 

• hold inquiries into the realization of social and economic rights within the country as a
whole, or within particular vulnerable constituencies.45

The Committee’s general comments—along with the recommendations contained in its
concluding observations relating to Canada—put forward a coherent and compelling vision
of the role of domestic human rights laws, and the CHRA in particular, in providing
appropriate remedies against the social and economic rights violations experienced most
systemically by low-income women. As discussed in Chapter 2, the inclusion of social and
economic rights under the CHRA is not only necessary to bring Canada into compliance with
its treaty obligations under the ICESCR, it is also consistent with the conception of equality
which has evolved under federal and provincial human rights law over the last 20 years and,
more recently, under the Canadian Charter.



2. THE DOMESTIC CONTEXT FOR REFORM OF THE CHRA

Social and Economic Rights and the Right to Equality

Violations of social and economic rights in Canada are inherently connected to violations of
the right to equality. In a country as affluent as ours, the issue is not an inability to guarantee
the essential enjoyment of social and economic rights because of limited resources, but rather
a failure to address adequately social and economic inequality which denies the enjoyment of
these rights to certain groups. The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the
Human Rights Committee and the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against
Women have all underscored the disproportionate impact of social program cuts on women
and other disadvantaged groups, and have condemned the discriminatory nature of poverty in
Canada. Canada’s perplexity at the increasingly harsh criticism from international human
rights treaty-monitoring bodies stems, in part, from a lack of understanding that evolving
international jurisprudence increasingly emphasizes the links between social and economic
rights, and the right to equality. This is reflected in the emphasis the Committee on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights places on equality rights jurisprudence under the
Charter and Canadian human rights legislation, and in the fact that the Committee focusses its
analysis of compliance with the ICESCR on the situation of “vulnerable groups”—those
qualifying for protection under s. 15 of the Charter—assessing how they fare in relation to
access to housing, food, health care, education and work, in comparison to the rest of
Canadian society.46

It is important to understand that the proposal to include social and economic rights in the
CHRA is not intended to alter the Act’s essential character or purpose. Rather, its objective
is to fill out the current approach to the protection of equality and dignity, and to build on
what has already been recognized, internationally and domestically, as implicit in that
guarantee. For this reason, the Committee’s recommendation that the CHRA incorporate
social and economic rights goes hand in hand with its insistence that constitutional and
statutory guarantees of equality and non-discrimination be interpreted expansively to provide,
wherever possible, remedies to violations of social and economic rights.

Recognizing social and economic rights as fundamental components of equality rights is
consistent with the evolving equality rights analysis of the Supreme Court of Canada, as well
as with its emerging jurisprudence on the role of international law in interpreting the
Canadian Charter and human rights legislation. The Supreme Court has identified equality as
one of the fundamental values of our society, against which the objects of all legislation must
be measured. It has affirmed, with respect to section 15 of the Charter in particular, that it is
the “broadest of all guarantees” which “applies to and supports all other rights.”47 The idea of
equality which is at the core of a purposive approach to the Charter, and which is essential to
the Charter’s role in implementing international human rights obligations, is not formal but
rather substantive equality. As LaForest, J. explains in his decision for the Court in Eldridge
v. British Columbia (Attorney General)48: “the purpose of s. 15(1) of the Charter is not only
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to prevent discrimination by the attribution of stereotypical characteristics to individuals, but
also to ameliorate the position of groups within Canadian society who have suffered
disadvantage by exclusion from mainstream society.”49

Equality, as the Court has insisted since its very first decision on the scope of s. 15 in
Andrews v. Law Society of British Columbia,50 is not about same treatment. Rather, the
“accommodation of differences...is the essence of true equality.”51 The Court has held that
positive measures may be required to ensure equality, and the right to equality may be
breached by omission or failure to act to address the needs of disadvantaged or vulnerable
groups. As LaForest, J. declares in Eldridge:

...the respondents...maintain that s.15(1) does not oblige governments to
implement programs to alleviate disadvantages that exist independently of
state action...[and] that governments should be entitled to provide benefits to
the general population without ensuring that disadvantaged members of
society have the resources to take full advantage of those benefits. In my
view, this position bespeaks a thin and impoverished vision of s. 15(1). It is
belied, more importantly, by the thrust of this Court’s equality jurisprudence.52

In affirming the idea of substantive equality under s. 15, the Court has explicitly
acknowledged that it is incorporating an approach to equality that was first developed under
Canadian human rights legislation.53 In Eldridge, LaForest, J. points out that the idea that
equality rights may create positive obligations to address needs related to disadvantage is not
new, but is well established under human rights legislation. He notes that the concept of
adverse effect discrimination includes the recognition that there is a positive duty on
respondents to accommodate the needs of disadvantaged groups. As he puts it: “The
principle that discrimination can accrue from a failure to take positive steps to ensure that
disadvantaged groups benefit equally from services offered to the general public is widely
accepted in the human rights field.”54 Demands that the CHRA include specific provisions
relating to social and economic rights, in order to address the broader patterns of women’s
social and economic disadvantage, are thus an extension of the substantive approach to
equality developed under human rights legislation.55

The Interdependence of Domestic and International Human Rights Law

In addition to the positive developments in the Supreme Court’s approach to equality, the
Court has increasingly recognized the importance of international human rights, including
social and economic rights, in interpreting the Charter and human rights guarantees. Writing
for the majority in Slaight Communications v. Davidson,56 Chief Justice Dickson cited his
earlier assertion, in Reference Re Public Service Relations Act (Alta), that “the Charter
should generally be presumed to provide protection at least as great as that afforded by
similar provisions in international human rights documents which Canada ratified.”57 This
“interpretive presumption” was recently reaffirmed in Baker v. Canada,58 even though the
Charter was not directly at issue in the case. Referring to the Court’s decisions in Slaight
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Communications59 and R. v. Keegstra,60 L’Heureux-Dubé, J. asserts, for the majority in
Baker, that international law is “a critical influence on the interpretation of the scope of the
rights included in the Charter.”61 This statement is consistent with her earlier statement in R.
v. Ewanchuk, that “our Charter is the primary vehicle through which international human
rights achieve a domestic effect.”62

In addition to reaffirming the importance of international human rights in Charter
interpretation, the Court in Baker also affirmed, for the first time, that the interpretation and
application of administrative law in Canada, whether federal or provincial, must be consistent
with international human rights treaties ratified by Canada. This principle will have important
implications for the interpretation of human rights legislation, which is directly linked,
historically, and in some instances through explicit reference, to international human rights.63

In Slaight Communications, the “right to work” under the ICESCR was invoked by the
majority of the Court in aid of Charter interpretation. In Baker, the “best interests of the
child” provisions under the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) were used to
interpret the proper exercise of discretion under the federal Immigration Act. Although
neither of these provisions has a direct counterpart under the Charter, the Court was
nevertheless, prepared to consider them in applying the Charter and in interpreting domestic
legislation. A decade ago, in considering the ambit of the right to security of the person under
s. 7 of the Charter in the Irwin Toy case, the Supreme Court held that it would be
“precipitous” to rule out at an early stage of Charter interpretation “such rights, included in
various international covenants, as rights to social security, equal pay for equal work,
adequate food, clothing and shelter.”64 The Court has not since been called on to revisit this
issue directly. But with the emergence of the “interpretive presumption” put forward in
Slaight Communications, the admission that international social and economic rights could be
included under the Charter has increasingly been taken, at least at the international level, as a
statement that they should. Otherwise, the Court would be opting for an interpretation of the
Charter that would place Canada in breach of its obligations under the ICESCR and other
international human rights laws.

In the list of issues the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights submitted to
Canada before its 1998 review, the Committee asked the following question.

In 1993 the Government had informed the Committee that section 7 of the
Charter at least guaranteed that people are not to be deprived of basic
necessities and may be interpreted to include rights under the Covenant, such
as rights under article 11 [to an adequate standard of living, including
adequate food, clothing and housing].” Is that still the position of all
governments in Canada?65

The Government responded to the Committee’s question as follows.

The Supreme Court of Canada has stated that section 7 of the Charter may be
interpreted to include the rights protected under the Covenant (see decision of



58

Slaight Communications v. Davidson [1989] 1 S.C.R. 1038). The Supreme
Court has also held section 7 as guaranteeing that people are not to be
deprived of basic necessities (see decision of Irwin Toy v. A.-G. Québec,
[1989] 1 S.C.R. 927). The Government of Canada is bound by these
interpretations of section 7 of the Charter.66

Thus, as the Government has directly acknowledged,67 an approach to the Charter that gives
appropriate weight to the social and economic rights of women is an important component of
Canada’s international human rights undertakings. As L’Heureux-Dubé, J. points out in
Ewanchuk, two sections of the Charter will be especially important in giving domestic effect
to international human rights obligations. “In particular, s. 15 (the equality provision) and s. 7
(which guarantees the right to life, security and liberty of the person) embody the notion of
respect of human dignity and integrity.”68 These interdependent rights are recognized, as well,
as the core values of human rights legislation. As the preface to Ontario’s Human Rights
Code affirms, human rights legislation is based on the “recognition of the inherent dignity and
the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family” in accordance with the
Universal Declaration.69

There is a sizable gap, however, between the conceptual approach to the interdependence of
Charter rights, those under human rights legislation and international human rights advocated
by the Supreme Court, and the actual approach of lower courts and domestic human rights
bodies to poverty issues confronting women in Canada. As the chair of the Panel appointed
to review the CHRA, the Honourable Mr. Justice Gérard V. LaForest, has written:

Increasingly, through general conventions and treaties, the international
community is creating international institutions and norms governing
transnational activities and concerns. But these initiatives cannot be successful
unless these international norms are applied with sophistication and
understanding by the various national decision-makers before whom they are
invoked. Unless these norms are integrated into the various national
governmental processes, the rule of law cannot expand to adequately protect
individuals throughout the world.70

When women in Canada have advanced claims to the equal enjoyment of social and economic
rights, based on the Charter or on human rights legislation, international norms have not been
applied with “sophistication and understanding.” Rather, they have been entirely ignored.

The Failure to Recognize Women’s Social and Economic Rights

While the Supreme Court has established that equality analysis should be “effects based,”
have a strong remedial component, be oriented toward alleviating disadvantage and recognize
that discrimination may result from inaction, equality rights have failed low-income women
when they have tried to apply these rights to the most pressing issues of discrimination and
inequality they face—those related to poverty. Canadian courts have not been prepared to
recognize, either under the Charter or under human rights legislation, a legitimate judicial role
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in protecting the equal enjoyment of women’s social and economic rights. Instead, Canadian
lower courts have relied on what the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has
condemned as the “rigid classification of economic, social and cultural rights which puts
them, by definition, beyond the reach of the courts.”71 In its most recent concluding
observations, the Committee described the impact of this approach on the protection of
women’s social and economic rights in Canada.

The Committee has received information about a number of cases in which
claims were brought by people living in poverty (usually women with children)
against government policies which denied the claimants and their children
adequate food, clothing and housing. Provincial governments have urged upon
their courts in these cases an interpretation of the Charter which would deny
any protection of Covenant rights and consequently leave the complainants
without the basic necessities of life and without any legal remedy.72

The Committee went on to criticize the interpretive stance of Canadian lower courts
vis-à-vis the Charter.

The Committee is deeply concerned at the information that provincial courts
in Canada have routinely opted for an interpretation of the Charter which
excludes protection of the right to an adequate standard of living and other
Covenant rights. The Committee notes with concern that the courts have
taken this position despite the fact that the Supreme Court of Canada has
stated, as has the Government of Canada before this Committee, that the
Charter can be interpreted so as to protect these rights.73

It is impossible, in the context of this paper, to describe in detail all the cases to which the
Committee refers. One case, however, loomed large in the Committee’s review and merits
particular attention. In Masse v. Ontario,74 12 Ontario social assistance recipients, including
seven sole support mothers, asked the Ontario courts to strike down a 21 percent cut in
provincial social assistance rates—a reduction which, three years later, the Committee on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights found to have had “a significantly adverse impact on
vulnerable groups, causing increases in already high levels of homelessness and hunger.”75

The Ontario Court, General Division, did not disagree with this assessment of the impact of
the provincial welfare rate cuts. The Court heard uncontroverted evidence that the cuts
would force at least 67,000 single mothers and their children from their homes, and would
cause significant increases in hunger, particularly among single mothers.76 Corbett, J.
described the effects of the rate cut on the applicants who were single mothers, as follows.

O'Sullivan, Monnell, Panzuto, Atkins, Gibbons, Morin and Grimes are single
parents who fear losing their existing accommodation, and the deprivations
associated with lower income such as less money for food, clothing and
educational needs. Some fear losing custody of their children or being forced
to return to an abusive marriage as a result of the reductions.… This brief
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overview does not sufficiently capture the extent of the effects of the
reductions on these applicants and their children. The daily strain of surviving
and caring for children on low and inadequate income is unrelenting and
debilitating. All recipients of social assistance and their dependants will suffer
in some way from the reduction in assistance. Many will be forced to find
other accommodation or make other living arrangements. If cheaper
accommodation is not available, as may well be the case, particularly in
Metropolitan Toronto, many may become homeless.77

There is no doubt that the evidence accepted by the Court in Masse demonstrated a clear
violation of the ICESCR, the ICCPR, CEDAW and the CRC, both in respect of the denial of
the substantive right to an adequate standard of living under Article 11 of the ICESCR and
Article 27 of the CRC, and in terms of the discriminatory burden of the proposed cuts on
women and children, in violation of the non-discrimination guarantees in all four covenants.78

The applicants in Masse asked the Court to interpret their rights to security of the person and
to equality under the Charter in light of Canada’s international human rights obligations. They
referred the Court to the 1993 concluding observations of the Committee on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights, pointing to the recommendation that Canadian courts adopt an
expansive interpretation of the rights in the Charter “so as to provide appropriate remedies to
violations of social and economic rights;”79 that greater attention be paid by governments to
problems of poverty and homelessness, particularly among single mothers; and that social
assistance rates be increased to a level which would guarantee the rights in article 11 of the
ICESCR to adequate food, clothing and housing.80 In its decision rejecting the applicants’
Charter claims, the Court simply ignored international human rights law, including Canada’s
specific obligations under the ICESCR, and relied on the principle that social and economic
rights are unenforceable by the courts. O’Brien, J. asserted that “much economic and social
policy is simply beyond the institutional competence of the courts.”81 Similarly, O’Driscol, J.,
in a separate concurring judgment, rejected the applicants’ claims on the basis that the court
has no jurisdiction “to second guess policy/political decisions,” 82 quoting from the United
States Supreme Court in Dandridge v. Williams that “the intractable economic, social and
even philosophical problems presented by public welfare assistance programs are not the
business of this Court.”83

Low-income women elsewhere in Canada who have attempted to rely on the Charter’s
guarantee of equality and security of the person, or guarantees under human rights
legislation, have encountered judicial responses similar to those in Masse. Issues related to
social and economic rights, even where they intersect clearly with issues of equality or
security of the person, have been found by the courts to be outside the ambit of the Charter
or human rights protections.84 For example, in Nova Scotia, Faye Conrad challenged the
denial of interim assistance to cover basic necessities of food and housing for herself and her
child, while an allegation that she had been living with a man was investigated. The Nova
Scotia Court of Appeal held that the Charter cannot provide protection of economic
interests.85 In New Brunswick, when Jeannine Godin challenged the denial of legal aid in child
protection proceedings, the New Brunswick Court of Appeal ruled that “the provision of
domestic legal aid is a legislative function and not one for determination by the courts.”86
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In Ontario, Elizabeth Wiebe relied on her rights under provincial human rights legislation to
challenge the refusal by local welfare authorities to provide any emergency assistance for
motel accommodation when her family was forced to live in a garage. She and her husband
subsequently had to relinquish voluntarily four of their children to temporary foster care. In
her claim,87 Ms. Wiebe asserted that municipal and provincial governments had a duty to take
positive measures to address the needs of large families relying on social assistance. She
asked that, in exercising its discretionary power to dismiss complaints or refer them to a
board of inquiry, the Ontario Human Rights Commission consider Canada’s recognition of
the right to housing in international law. The Commission dismissed Ms. Wiebe’s complaint,
seven years after it was filed, after being advised by the investigating officer that the issues
involved did not appear to fall within the jurisdiction of the Commission.88

Also in Ontario, Debbie Clark, a single mother of a disabled child, was unable to pay a $312
utility deposit, which municipal welfare authorities would not cover. Without the deposit, her
hydro service would be disconnected. She challenged the deposit requirement under ss 7 and
15 of the Charter, relying, in part, on her right to adequate housing under the ICESCR. In
dismissing her s. 7 arguments, the Ontario Court General Division held that “This type of
claim requires the kind of value and policy judgments and degree of social obligation which
should properly be addressed by legislatures and responsible organs of government in a
democratic society, not by courts.…”89 With regard to her s. 15 claim, the Court concluded:
“No incursion on fundamental social values has been shown by virtue of what is simply a
policy by a utility to protect against the risk of non-payment by certain customers.”90

In Quebec, Louise Gosselin challenged the reduction of her welfare entitlement to one third
of the amount that had been established as required to meet basic requirements.91 In her
claim, Ms. Gosselin asserted that she could not possibly afford housing and other necessities
on the $170/month provided to recipients under 30 years of age under the Quebec social
assistance regime and that, as a consequence, she was hungry and homeless for a time and
agreed to live in an intimate relationship with a man she did not wish to live with, in exchange
for having a place to live and food to eat. In dismissing her claim under the Canadian Charter
and the Quebec Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms, the Quebec Superior Court held
that:

The Charter is not an obstacle to parliamentary sovereignty…if positive
obligations were to be inferred, they would be those of the courts which, with
or without approval, would ultimately determine the choices of the political
order….  But this role has not been given to the judiciary under the Charter.
The courts cannot substitute their judgment in social and economic matters for
that of legislative bodies for the purpose of judging such matters.
[translation].92

A majority of the Quebec Court of Appeal recently upheld the view that social and economic
rights are not included under the Canadian Charter, and the courts are not empowered by the
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Quebec Charter to review the adequacy of provincial social security measures. In Baudouin,
J.’s view: “The question resides with the legislative body and is strictly political, not judicial”
[translation].93

Judicial Deference and Social and Economic Rights

In assessing the appropriate role for tribunals and courts in the social and economic realm, it
is important to acknowledge that women living in poverty go to the courts and to human
rights commissions and tribunals with social and economic rights claims for the same reasons
women have gone there in the past with other types of human rights cases. It is not out of any
naïveté about how judges are likely to react to their claims, nor of any resolve to abandon
democratic processes. It is because low-income women see these issues as human rights
issues, and only courts and tribunals have the power to address them as such. In the case of
social and economic rights claims, however, the class and gender bias of the courts which has
always been encountered by women pursuing human rights claims will be invoked by some,
not as a reason to fight even harder for recognition of these rights, but as a reason for
continuing to deny them. The suggestion that social and economic rights should be included
in the CHRA is likely to provoke the same objections as are raised in relation to the Canadian
Charter: that it would give inappropriate power to human rights tribunals and, ultimately, to
an unelected judiciary. Like the judges in the cases described above, some will argue that
giving courts or tribunals the power to meddle in social and economic policy is a profound
assault on democracy and parliamentary sovereignty.94 These concerns have historically
prevented the development of a united front, even among traditional allies for social justice,
in favour of protecting social and economic rights in Canadian law.95

The limited experience of judges in relation to the poverty issues of low-income women
poses a significant obstacle to the advancement of social and economic rights claims in
Canada. Concerns about preserving the democratic sovereignty of Parliament are also
legitimate ones. Including social and economic rights in human rights legislation does not,
however, give courts and tribunals unrestricted authority to determine social policy. Neither
does it send a message to tribunals and courts that they should abandon their concerns about
judicial deference.96 Rather, the inclusion of social and economic rights in human rights
legislation will provide much needed guidance to courts and tribunals about when it is
appropriate for them to intervene in matters of social and economic policy. Existing equality
jurisprudence makes it clear that the courts have the authority and responsibility, both under
human rights legislation and the Charter, to intervene on behalf of disadvantaged groups to
ensure that governments take necessary positive measures to ensure equality.97 The question
is not whether courts and human rights tribunals should have a role in these areas, but rather,
in what circumstances should they intervene and to what purpose?

An Ekos Research focus group study, commissioned by the federal government to determine
public attitudes toward child poverty reported the following.

Somewhat surprisingly, moral explanatory accounts of poverty were more
common and powerful perceived causes of poverty: lack of responsibility,
effort or family skills were universally cited explanations.… Most secure
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participants see children as deserving and their parents as less so (possibly
unwitting agents of their children’s misfortune).... Welfare recipients are seen
in unremittingly negative terms by the economically secure. Vivid stereotypes
(bingo, booze, etc.) reveal a range of images of SARs [social assistance
recipients] from indolent and feeble to instrumental abusers of the system.
Few seem to reconcile these hostile images of SARs as authors of their own
misfortune with a parallel consensus that endemic structural unemployment
will be a fixed feature of the new economy.98

Providing a role for human rights tribunals and courts in adjudicating and enforcing social and
economic rights under human rights legislation is necessary to address many of the
discriminatory consequences that flow from these attitudes. It is necessary to institutionalize
domestic structures for adjudicating and enforcing these rights for the same reasons that it is
necessary to adjudicate and enforce the rights currently protected in federal and provincial
human rights legislation. The stereotypes and hostility toward poor women, (the vast majority
of the undeserving “parents” described in the Ekos Research memorandum) and their lack of
an effective political voice, invariably inform legislative drafting and decision making and,
more fundamentally, decisions about the allocation of government resources.

The Masse case exemplifies what is at stake in the debate whether to extend domestic human
rights protections to include social and economic rights. Low-income women in Ontario have
not abandoned the democratic process. They have done everything they can through political
and other means to address the increasingly hostile political climate they face in Ontario and
elsewhere in Canada. The applicants in Masse went to court to argue that the decision to cut
their welfare rates was not the result of any reasonable legislative consideration of competing
resources, but was the result of governments catering to the public prejudices described in the
Ekos Research memorandum. Evidence was clear that the cuts would cause massive
increases in homelessness, in some instances, as noted by the Human Rights Committee,
leading to death. Had the applicants in Masse been successful in their claim, much of the
subsequent hardship and destruction of families could have been prevented, and the public
would have been spared the long-term costs of poverty caused by the cuts.

The debate about the “justiciability” of social and economic rights is not simply an academic
one. It is an issue with real consequences for low-income women, just as the absence of legal
remedies to discrimination against pregnant women, domestic violence or harassment, and
multiple discrimination had, and continues to have, very real consequences for women.
Concerns about the composition, attitudes and institutional competence of the judiciary are
well founded. However, they no more justify denying women recourse against violations of
their fundamental social and economic rights, than they would justify denying women judicial
remedies for other forms of discrimination and violence that they face. Similarly, concerns
about legislative sovereignty are no more or less legitimate in the area of social and economic
rights than in other areas in which women’s human rights are violated. As the Supreme Court
framed the question in Vriend,99 how can a human rights regime which deprives low-income
women of the human rights protections they are most in need of be consonant with Charter
equality rights principles?
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In Andrews, the Supreme Court drew on the reasoning of John Hart Ely to describe why, in a
democratic system, it is the role of the courts to enforce equality rights. As Ely explained:
“The whole point of the approach is to identify those groups in society to whose needs and
wishes elected officials have no apparent interest in attending. If the approach makes sense, it
would not make sense to assign its enforcement to anyone but the courts.”100 Canadian courts
continue to struggle with the question of how to decide which of the neglected “needs and
interests” warrant judicial intervention, rather than deference. To date, the needs and interests
of women in poverty have been ignored by human rights commissions, tribunals and courts.
In our view, inclusion of social and economic rights in the CHRA will provide important
guidance on how to balance judicial deference with the need to attend to the most pressing
issues of inequality in the social and economic domain. Formal recognition of social and
economic rights under the CHRA will, in short, ensure that the federal human rights regime
can begin to respond to the real underlying issues of women’s substantive inequality.



3. SOCIAL RIGHTS AND EQUALITY RIGHTS: TOWARD AN INTEGRATED
APPROACH IN THE CHRA

The Movement Toward Domestic Protection of Social and Economic Rights

The historic neglect of social and economic rights in many countries, particularly of
enforcement and legal remedies, has been based on the assumption that courts and tribunals
lack the competence and the institutional legitimacy to review and provide remedies for
governments’ failures in the area of social and economic policy. In recent years, however,
there has been a growing consensus within the human rights community that social and
economic rights violations should be subject to improved complaints and adjudication
procedures.101 While some aspects of social and economic rights may not lend themselves to
the same types of judicial remedies as civil rights violations, it is now widely recognized that
there is an important role for courts, tribunals and human rights commissions in this area. The
clear trend, internationally, is toward improved enforcement and petition procedures for
social and economic rights.102

The 40-member Council of Europe, for example, in which Canada holds “observer” status,
has recently adopted the revised European Social Charter, which came into force on July 1,
1999.103 The revised Charter includes rights such as the right to decent housing, “protection
against poverty and social exclusion” and “the right of mothers to social protection.”104 These
rights are now subject to a complaints procedure through which non-governmental
organizations may file complaints against governments and have them considered by a
committee of independent experts.105

Canada has developed a particularly active partnership with South Africa in the area of
human rights since the establishment of parliamentary democracy there. South Africa has a
broad range of social and economic rights in its final constitution including the right “to have
access to” “adequate housing,” “health care services, including reproductive health care,”
“sufficient food and water” and “social security, including, if they are unable to support
themselves and their dependents, appropriate social assistance.”106 Some components of these
rights are subject to limitations related to available resources, but all aspects are subject to
judicial review.107 In the language of the final constitution, the state must take “reasonable
legislative and other measures, within its available resources, to achieve the progressive
realisation of each of these rights.”108 In some circumstances, it may also be possible to
pursue social and economic rights claims against private actors.109

The South African Human Rights Commission has a broad mandate to promote and enforce
all human rights, and to ensure compliance with international human rights treaties ratified by
South Africa.110 The Commission has been given a special constitutional responsibility with
respect to social and economic rights. Each year, it must “require relevant organs of state to
provide the Commission with information on the measures that they have taken towards the
realization of the rights in the Bill of Rights concerning housing, health care, food, water,
social security, education and the environment.”111
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In light of initiatives in South Africa and elsewhere, it is evident that Canada risks falling
seriously behind in the domestic protection afforded to internationally recognized human
rights. With the exception of the United States, which has remained staunchly opposed to
social and economic rights, the trend among Canada’s international partners has been to
develop improved social and economic rights guarantees.112 It is now relatively rare for a
country to have no domestic recognition of social and economic rights, either through the
application of international treaties in domestic law or through constitutional or human rights
provisions which refer to social and economic rights.113 It would be a tragically missed
opportunity if the current review of the CHRA, which is intended to carry the federal human
rights regime forward into the 21st century, failed to deal with the absence of social and
economic rights protections in Canada.

Why the CHRA Is the Appropriate Place to Begin in Canada

Adding social and economic rights to the CHRA would not provide a remedy for all the
social and economic rights violations faced by women in Canada. As noted earlier, the
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has recommended the inclusion of social
and economic rights in both provincial and federal human rights legislation. Indeed, many of
the most important social rights claims of women fall within areas of provincial jurisdiction.
And, inclusion of social and economic rights in human rights legislation is itself only part of
the solution. In addition to incorporating social and economic rights in human rights statutes,
the Committee has recommended a more expansive interpretation of Charter rights; a shared
cost program for social assistance which restores a legally enforceable right to adequate
financial assistance; and the protection of social and economic rights through the social union
framework.114 Thus, the incorporation of social and economic rights in the CHRA would
represent only a partial fulfillment of Canada’s overall obligation, under the ICESCR, to
integrate social and economic rights into the domestic legal framework.

For a number of reasons, the CHRA is an ideal place to start the process of developing an
approach to human rights in Canada that is more consistent with our international obligations
and more responsive to the needs and human rights claims of Canada’s most disadvantaged
constituencies, particularly low-income women. First, including social and economic rights
within the CHRA affirms their inherent connection with equality rights. Such a reform will
encourage an interdependent approach to equality and social and economic rights in other
areas, such as under the Charter and provincial human rights legislation. Formal recognition
of the interdependence of equality and social and economic rights will focus social and
economic rights challenges on the most critical issues of disadvantage for women, and on
their inherent connection with women’s equality. While the protection of social and economic
rights through federal–provincial/territorial agreements is also important, such agreements are
less likely to situate social and economic rights squarely within an equality rights framework.

As noted above, the Supreme Court of Canada has taken significant guidance from human
rights tribunals on the proper approach to equality. One of the difficulties in advancing social
rights claims under the Charter has been the lack of human rights jurisprudence to guide the
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courts on applying equality rights in a manner consistent with social and economic rights.
Including social and economic rights in the CHRA will promote the development of an
equality jurisprudence that can be carried over to Charter claims within the social and
economic sphere.

Second, including social and economic rights in the CHRA will encourage provincial human
rights commissions and tribunals to address more effectively the social and economic rights
claims of women and other disadvantaged groups under existing provincial human rights
legislation. A dominant theme at the most recent meeting of the Canadian Association of
Statutory Human Rights Agencies was that all human rights commissions in Canada should
be devoting more attention to issues of poverty and social and economic rights.115 The
Quebec Commission has an express mandate to address social and economic rights under the
Quebec Charter.116 Other commissions have the ability to address poverty issues, at least
insofar as they intersect with anti-discrimination guarantees and, under some provincial
codes, with protection against discrimination based on receipt of public assistance, source of
income or social condition.117 Considerable work can therefore be done by all human rights
commissions to develop policies on the positive measures required to ensure equality for
social assistance recipients, single mothers and low-income women. Providing a clear
mandate under the CHRA with respect to social and economic rights would promote such a
collective effort.

Third, including social and economic rights in the CHRA as rights, subject to the complaints
and adjudication procedure under the Act, will ensure they are not, in the words of the
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, “downgraded to principles and
objectives.”118 The latter approach is more likely to prevail if social and economic rights are
recognized only under federal–provincial/territorial agreements. As the repeal of CAP has
shown, there is already a tendency in Canada to replace enforceable social program
entitlements with unenforceable “shared principles and objectives.”119 This trend,120 which has
a particularly harmful impact on women,121 would be reversed by incorporating social and
economic rights into the CHRA.

Fourth, a procedure for claiming social and economic rights must respond to the needs of the
most disadvantaged members of society. Human rights tribunals are more accessible, less
expensive and less tied to legal procedures than are the courts. Advocates before human
rights tribunals do not need to be lawyers, and tribunal members can be chosen for their
expertise in human rights, without the requirement that they have formal legal training or
accreditation. Women of colour, women with disabilities and other members of equality-
seeking groups are better represented on human rights tribunals than on courts. Human rights
tribunals will, therefore, provide a more accessible and responsive forum for the
consideration of social and economic rights claims, and the development of a social and
economic rights jurisprudence, particularly in the early stages of their evolution.

Fifth, the Canadian Human Rights Commission is Canada’s “national human rights
institution,” with corresponding responsibilities and obligations.122 The fact that the
Commission’s mandate has historically been restricted to non-discrimination rights is no
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defence for a failure to establish a national human rights institution in conformity with
international norms. In 1991, a series of principles establishing minimum standards for
national human rights institutions was adopted by a UN-sponsored meeting of representatives
of national human rights institutions in Paris. The Paris Principles were subsequently
endorsed by the United Nations Human Rights Commission and the General Assembly,
including Canada.123 The Paris Principles provide that a national human rights institution shall
have “as broad a mandate as possible” with particular responsibility “to promote and ensure
the harmonization of national legislation regulations and practices with the international
human rights instruments to which the State is a party, and their effective implementation.”124

Including social and economic rights in the CHRA, and expanding the mandate of the
Canadian Human Rights Commission, is, therefore, necessary if the Canadian Human Rights
Commission is to conform with the Paris Principles, as well as with the requirements of the
ICESCR, as outlined in General Comment No. 10 with respect to national human rights
institutions.125

Sixth, expanding the ambit of the CHRA and the role of the Canadian Human Rights
Commission and Tribunal would ensure a better integration of domestic and international
human rights review procedures, and a more coherent domestic response to the concerns of
international human rights treaty-monitoring bodies. The Committee on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women,
and the Human Rights Committee have identified a number of critical issues of discrimination
against social assistance recipients and low-income women in Canada.126 These include:

• restricted access to civil legal aid;127

• the claw back of the National Child Benefit from social assistance recipients;128

 

• minimum income criteria, which disqualify low-income women and social assistance
recipients from rental housing and mortgages;129

 

• workfare and the denial of the protections of labour relations law to workfare
participants;130

• direct payment of social assistance to landlords;131 and
 

• the damaging effect of welfare rate cuts,132 including on access to housing.133

While only some of these issues fall squarely within federal jurisdiction, most engage the
federal government at least as a joint actor. The Canadian Human Rights Commission could,
with the appropriate mandate, encourage joint responses by federal, provincial and territorial
human rights commissions to the concerns of international treaty-monitoring bodies. Some of
the issues identified by the UN committees have been the subject of domestic human rights
complaints and tribunal rulings. However, there has been no coherent response by Canadian
human rights commissions regarding review and petition procedures at the international level.
Human rights tribunals in Canada have generally ignored the fact that many of the issues
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raised in the poverty-related claims brought before them have also been the subject of
concern at the international level.134

Seventh, adding social and economic rights to the CHRA will couple legal remedies for rights
violations with institutional mechanisms for supporting and promoting these rights. Through
its monitoring, investigation and education functions under the CHRA, the Canadian Human
Rights Commission can provide a degree of institutional support that does not exist in the
case of social and economic rights under federal–provincial/territorial agreements or in
relation to the Charter. This institutional support will be particularly important at the early
stages of integrating social and economic rights into Canadian law. As noted above, social
and economic rights violations are inherently connected to discriminatory attitudes toward
poor people, and toward poor women in particular. Promoting compliance with social and
economic rights guarantees thus requires promotion of public attitudes which respect to the
dignity and equality of people living in poverty, and public education campaigns to combat
stereotypes and prejudice against low-income women. These are the traditional roles of
human rights commissions. It is a significant advantage that the Canadian Human Rights
Commission has recognized the importance of furthering protection for social and economic
rights. The current chief commissioner has shown a strong interest in this area135 and would
be committed to initiating the necessary institutional transformations required to make the
Commission effective.

Finally, while it is true that many social and economic rights issues fall within provincial
jurisdiction, the CHRA is the appropriate place to begin to break down the jurisdictional
divides that have become an increasingly serious obstacle to ensuring compliance with social
and economic rights in Canada. The CHRA is the legislative statement of what are deemed to
be the most fundamental human rights in Canada. The fact that housing, health services and
income assistance fall primarily within provincial jurisdiction does not absolve the federal
government of responsibility for violations of social and economic rights in these areas. There
is no reason for our national human rights legislation to exclude rights to housing, health care
and an adequate standard of living. Complaints and legal remedies to social and economic
rights violations under the CHRA will, of course, be limited to areas in which the federal
government is constitutionally permitted to act. Section 36 of the Constitution Act, 1982,
makes it clear that federal and provincial governments both have a responsibility to ensure the
equal enjoyment of social and economic rights in Canada, and the courts have held that the
federal government is within its jurisdiction when it establishes enforceable standards in cost-
shared social programs within provincial jurisdiction.136 Increasingly, social and economic
policy is developed jointly by federal, provincial and territorial governments through such
bodies as the Federal/Provincial/Territorial Council. Any coherent approach to promoting and
protecting social and economic rights in Canada will need to hold the federal government
accountable to human rights standards in joint federal–provincial/territorial undertakings.
Including social and economic rights under the CHRA will ensure that this federal
responsibility is no longer ignored.

Including Social and Economic Rights in the CHRA

The foregoing discussion outlines the reasons why the CHRA is the appropriate place to
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begin to provide effective protection for social and economic rights in Canada. In this part of
the paper we put forward a concrete proposal for doing so. First, we identify the substantive
social and economic rights which must be included in the CHRA. Then, we explain how new
social and economic rights guarantees would relate to existing anti-discrimination provisions
under the CHRA. We discuss the issue of defences to social and economic rights claims
based on cost and other factors, and outline the specific obligations of Parliament and the
federal government with respect to the implementation of social and economic rights. We go
on to discuss the impact of the inclusion of social and economic rights under the CHRA on
the interpretation of other federal laws and the Charter. We end by describing recommended
modifications to the functions and responsibilities of the Canadian Human Rights
Commission, and recommended changes to the role of the Canadian Human Rights Tribunal.
At the outset of each section, model amendments to the CHRA are set out to provide a clear
illustration of the proposed changes. The model social and economic rights amendment is
reproduced in full in Appendix A.

What Social and Economic Rights Should Be Included in the CHRA?
Rights Guaranteed
1. (1) Everyone has a right to adequate food, clothing, housing, health care,
social security, education, work which is freely chosen, child care, support
services and other fundamental requirements for security and dignity of the
person.

   (2) These rights shall be interpreted and applied in a manner consistent
with Canada’s human rights treaty obligations and the fundamental value of
promoting equality and alleviating social and economic disadvantage.

Any statement of social and economic rights under the CHRA should reflect and reiterate the
fundamental social and economic rights recognized under international human rights
agreements and treaties ratified by Canada. Express incorporation of these rights in the
CHRA will:

• ensure better integration of domestic and international human rights commitments;
 

• achieve a significant measure of compliance with Canada’s obligation to provide effective
remedies for social and economic rights violations; and

 

• enable the Canadian Human Rights Commission, the Human Rights Tribunal and the
courts to draw on international sources for guidance on the content and meaning of these
rights.

In particular, the CHRA should expressly reaffirm the social and economic rights guarantees
contained in the Universal Declaration,137 adopted by the members of the UN General
Assembly, including Canada, in 1948;138 the ICESCR,139 ratified by Canada, after lengthy
discussions with the provinces, in 1976;140 CEDAW,141 ratified by Canada in 1982;142 and the
CRC,143 ratified by Canada in 1992.144 At a minimum, the CHRA should, therefore, guarantee
a right to adequate food, clothing and housing, as well as a right to health care, education,
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social security and employment which is freely chosen. For women, it is also imperative that a
right to child care and to social support services be expressly recognized, in view of the
barriers which the lack of these services create for women’s access to education, employment
and economic equality.
The proposed wording of the statement of social and economic rights under the CHRA is
similar to the language of the ICESCR. Thus, useful guidance on the legal scope and content
of these rights can be found in the general comments adopted by the Committee on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. The general comments describe the content of specific
rights, such as the right to adequate housing145 and the right to food;146 the obligations with
respect to particular groups, such as persons with disabilities147 and older persons;148 and the
general nature of state party obligations, particularly with respect to the provision of legal
remedies and the mandate of the national human rights institution.149

It is clear from the Committee’s jurisprudence that the government’s legislative and
regulatory role is of paramount importance in giving effect to social and economic rights.
Guaranteeing “the right to adequate housing,” for example, does not require the state to
provide universal housing.150 In the Canadian context, the Committee’s review of compliance
with the right to housing has focussed not simply on the federal government’s role in funding
social housing programs, but also on the duty to ensure disadvantaged groups have access to
housing in the private sphere: to prohibit discrimination in the rental market, to ensure
adequate incomes and shelter allowances, to protect security of tenure, to better regulate
rental housing conversions, and to provide support services for persons with disabilities.151 To
correct any notion that the state is obliged to be the primary provider with respect to social
and economic rights, the South African Constitution adds the phrase “access to” before a
number of substantive rights, such as the right to housing and the right to food. Given the
historic approach of Canadian courts in this area, however, there is a risk the term “access”
could be used to place undue limits on the substantive content of social and economic rights,
and to restrict their justiciable aspect to their “negative” components.152 The unqualified
wording of the ICESCR is therefore preferred.

Prohibiting Discrimination in Relation to Social and Economic Rights
Discriminatory Practice
2. It is a discriminatory practice to deny a right under s. 1 based on a
prohibited ground of discrimination, or on a combination of prohibited
grounds, including based on social condition.

3. A discriminatory practice under s. 2 may be the subject of a complaint
and of an order under Part III of this Act, whether or not it may also be the
subject of a complaint and of an order under this Part.

The mutually reinforcing relationship between social and economic rights and existing
equality provisions under the CHRA should be clearly drawn. In keeping with the approach
under the ICESCR and the CEDAW153 (which explicitly recognize the fundamental
interrelationship between social and economic rights and the equality rights of women and
other disadvantaged groups), the CHRA should state expressly that social and economic
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rights are guaranteed without discrimination, including without discrimination based on sex
and on social condition, among other grounds.154

It is arguable that a discriminatory denial of a social and economic right, or any other adverse
differential treatment in relation to such a right, is already prohibited under the anti-
discrimination provisions of the CHRA, where the respondent falls within the jurisdiction of
the Act. Section 5 of the CHRA states that:

5. It is a discriminatory practice in the provision of goods, services, facilities
or accommodation customarily available to the general public

(a) to deny, or to deny access to, any such good, service, facility or
accommodation to any individual, or

(b) to differentiate adversely in relation to any individual, on a prohibited
ground of discrimination.

Section 6 of the CHRA establishes a similar prohibition in relation to “the provision
of...residential accommodation,” and s. 7, in relation to employment. The phrase
“services...available to the general public” has been interpreted by human rights tribunals155

and courts156 as including government programs and services. Section 5 of the CHRA,
therefore, already prohibits the federal government from discriminating on the basis of sex or
other enumerated grounds in the provision of federal social programs and services,157 and in
the application of federal legislation generally.158 Section 6 of the CHRA prohibits
discrimination by the federal government in the provision of housing,159 and s. 7 prohibits
discriminatory federal government employment practices.160 Federally regulated industries and
other public and private entities falling within the jurisdiction of the Canadian Human Rights
Commission are also prohibited from engaging in discriminatory practices in the provision of
goods, services, facilities, accommodation and employment.161 So, for example, a
discriminatory housing-related policy adopted by Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation
would be subject to review under s. 5, as would discrimination in the provision of health
services within federal penitentiaries or other federal institutions. Similarly, a discriminatory
practice under s. 7 of the CHRA would include discrimination by federally regulated
industries in the provision of child care or housing benefits to their employees.

To ensure that existing equality guarantees under the CHRA effectively apply in the area of
social and economic rights, the CHRA should state expressly that a denial of a social and
economic right on a prohibited ground of discrimination constitutes a discriminatory practice
within the meaning of the Act. Victims of a discriminatory denial of a social and economic
right or of adverse treatment in relation to such a right, should have a clearly articulated right
to pursue a complaint through the procedures set out under Part III of the CHRA, where
such a complaint falls within the jurisdiction of the Act. Defining a discriminatory practice
within the CHRA as including a discriminatory denial of a social or economic right would
avoid the situation described in the previous section of the paper, of a discrimination
complaint being dismissed because it raised a poverty-related issue linked with the denial of a
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social and economic right.162

Like the existing prohibitions under Part I of the Act, the prohibition against discrimination in
relation to social and economic rights must apply to practices that are both directly and
systemically discriminatory. Adverse effect analysis in relation to social and economic rights
will allow tribunals to assess whether policies or practices, including acts of “omission,”
result in the denial of a social and economic right to a group identified by a prohibited ground
of discrimination. As LaForest, J. noted in Eldridge, with respect to the failure to provide
publicly funded interpretation services: “the adverse effects suffered by deaf persons stem not
from the imposition of a burden not faced by the mainstream population, but rather from a
failure to ensure that deaf persons benefit equally from a service offered to everyone.”163

Such an analysis, applied to the enjoyment of social and economic rights generally,
incorporates the approach to violations of social and economic rights, developed at the
international level, which places a particular priority on obligations toward the most
disadvantaged. Thus, a failure to address adequately the needs of vulnerable groups could be
challenged as a form of adverse effect discrimination in relation to the enjoyment of social
and economic rights.

In addition, for a prohibition against discrimination in relation to social and economic rights
to be effective, it is imperative that “social condition” be added to the CHRA as a prohibited
ground of discrimination. While a full review of this issue is beyond the scope of this paper,164

it is clear that the omission of social condition from the proscribed grounds of discrimination
under the CHRA leaves the legislation relatively powerless to address the kinds of
discriminatory attitudes described in the Ekos Research memorandum,165 and the exclusionary
results of policies and practices that fail to address inequalities resulting from poverty. The
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has made it clear it regards protection
from discrimination based on receipt of public assistance or low income as falling within the
rubric of discrimination on the basis of “social origin, property, birth or other status” which
Canada is obliged to prohibit in domestic legislation. The Committee has recommended the
inclusion of “social or economic status” as a prohibited ground of discrimination in the
CHRA.166

For similar reasons, it is important that the Indian Act exemption under s. 67 of the CHRA
not apply in the area of social and economic rights.167 In its concluding observations in 1998,
the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights made particular note of the situation
of Aboriginal peoples in relation to the equal enjoyment of ICESCR rights. The Committee
stated:

The Committee is greatly concerned at the gross disparity between Aboriginal
people and the majority of Canadians with respect to the enjoyment of
Covenant rights. There has been little or no progress in the alleviation of
social and economic deprivation among Aboriginal people. In particular, the
Committee is deeply concerned at the shortage of adequate housing, the
endemic mass unemployment and the high rate of suicide, especially among
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youth in the Aboriginal communities. Another concern is the failure to provide
safe and adequate drinking water to Aboriginal communities on reserves. The
delegation of the State Party conceded that almost a quarter of Aboriginal
household dwellings require major repairs for lack of basic amenities.168

In its 1999 concluding observations, the Human Rights Committee was equally critical of
Canada’s performance under the ICCPR, noting that “as the State party acknowledged,” the
situation of Aboriginal peoples remains “the most pressing human rights issue facing
Canadians.169  While the general issue of the applicability of the CHRA to the Indian Act is
beyond the scope of this paper, it is clear that Aboriginal women are among the most socially
and economically disadvantaged groups in Canadian society.170 Aboriginal women and their
families, whether living on or off reserve, experience severe and systemic deprivations of the
most basic social and economic rights including, as the Committee on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights observed, the right to safe drinking water and to adequate housing. Social
and economic rights guarantees under the CHRA must prohibit discrimination against
Aboriginal people to the same extent as against other disadvantaged groups in Canadian
society, irrespective of whether that discrimination results from the application of the federal
Indian Act, or from other laws or policies.

The proposed prohibition against discriminatory denials or adverse treatment in relation to
social and economic rights will also allow certain types of complaints against private
respondents. The amendment would not, in fact, create an entirely new ground for
complaints, since discriminatory practices are already prohibited under the CHRA. It would,
however, change the focus of some inquiries to highlight social and economic rights as they
intersect with discrimination issues, and it would require an assessment of the nature of the
obligations imposed on respondents in light of the importance of social and economic rights.
For example, the bank policy which disqualifies mortgage applicants paying more than 30
percent of their income toward essential housing costs, could be challenged under the current
provisions of the CHRA for its discriminatory impact on women, particularly single mothers
who have lower incomes and must pay more for housing.171 However, under the CHRA as it
is presently framed, there is nothing to encourage the Tribunal to give particular weight to the
fact that the banks’ mortgage lending policy might result in the denial of access to adequate
housing for rural women with children, who cannot easily obtain rental housing. In principle,
the CHRA applies to a denial of credit necessary to obtain housing in the same way as it
applies to a denial of a loan for a sports car.172 Without limiting, in any way, the general
application of the anti-discrimination guarantees under the CHRA, the inclusion of a right to
housing and an express prohibition against discrimination in relation to this right would
encourage a tribunal inquiry into the banks’ mortgage lending practices to consider broader
issues relating to women’s access to adequate housing. Similarly, the banks’ obligations
under the CHRA would also be assessed in relation to the importance of this right.

Justifying Discrimination in Relation to Social and Economic Rights
Exception
4. (1) A discriminatory practice under s. 2 includes any policy or practice which
results in the denial of a right under s. 1 to any disadvantaged individual or group,
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unless such a denial is reasonable and bona fide considering health, safety and
cost.

     (2) For a discriminatory practice under s. 2, by the Crown or an agency of the
Crown, to be reasonable considering cost, its objective must be sufficiently
important to warrant overriding a s. 1 right; it must be rationally connected to its
objective; it must impair the right as little as possible; and its effects must be
proportionate to its objective, considering the principles under s.1.

The permissible defences to a complaint that a social or economic right has been denied on a
prohibited ground of discrimination should be stated explicitly under the CHRA. Section
15(1) of the Act now provides that a practice will not be found discriminatory if there is a
reasonable and bona fide justification for it. For a practice to be deemed to have a reasonable
and bona fide justification under s. 15(2), “it must be established that accommodation of the
needs of an individual or a class of individuals affected would impose undue hardship on the
person who would have to accommodate those needs, considering health, safety and cost.”

In the case of private respondents, the “reasonable and bona fide” standard applied to
discriminatory practices in other areas would also apply to discrimination in relation to social
and economic rights. In the example mentioned above, of a challenge to lending restrictions
that disproportionately deny mortgages to women, the banks may be required to alter their
credit restrictions or to develop housing loan programs for low-income women, where such
measures would not impose an “undue hardship.” The standard for undue hardship with
respect to private respondents is an evolving one. It is significant, however, that in its
decision in Central Okanagan School District No. 23 v. Renauld, the Supreme Court of
Canada explicitly rejected the de minimus economic test applied by the United States
Supreme Court in Trans World Airlines Inc. v. Hardison.173 The Court stated that “the use of
the term “undue” infers that some hardship is acceptable; it is only “undue” hardship that
satisfies this test.”174 Boards of inquiry have taken this to mean that, in order to remedy
discrimination, substantial expenses may be imposed on private respondents, relative to the
resources available to them.175

In the case of government respondents, however, the issue of cost as a defence to
discrimination is more complex, not only because government resources are virtually
unlimited, but because governments are generally balancing competing demands in making
any social or economic policy choice. Neither the Canadian Human Rights Tribunal nor the
courts have squarely addressed the cost justification under s. 15(2) of the CHRA with respect
to governments’ obligations under the Act. As an employer, the government will likely be
held to the same standards as the private sector.176 It is more difficult to assess the notion of
“undue hardship” with respect to broader obligations of governments to address disadvantage
through social programs and other measures.

In approaching the issue of cost as a justification for social or economic rights violations
under the CHRA, it is helpful to consider the way in which the Supreme Court of Canada has
dealt with the issue of cost as a defence under the Canadian Charter. The Court has
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consistently held that financial considerations alone cannot justify a rights violation under
s. 1.177 The Court has required, instead, that governments comply with the requirements set
out in the Oakes178 case. First, the governmental objective is sufficiently important to warrant
overriding an individual right and, second, the means chosen to pursue that objective are
rational, the individual right is impaired as little as possible and the benefit resulting from the
rights violation outweighs the harm. The Court has been clear that an

objective which is itself discriminatory cannot be considered pressing or substantial within the
meaning of s. 1, and, hence, cannot justify a violation of a Charter right.179

In the Eldridge case, where the Court first adopted a clear position that positive measures
may be required under s. 15 of the Charter, LaForest, J. asserted that any defence analogous
to an “undue hardship” standard of reasonableness under human rights legislation should be
put forward under s. 1, and should not be used to restrict the ambit of s. 15.

The obligation to make reasonable accommodation for those adversely
affected by a facially neutral policy or rule extends only to the point of “undue
hardship”; see Simpsons-Sears, supra, and Central Alberta Dairy Pool, supra.
In my view, in s. 15(1) cases this principle is best addressed as a component of
the s. 1 analysis. Reasonable accommodation, in this context, is generally
equivalent to the concept of “reasonable limits”. It should not be employed to
restrict the ambit of s. 15(1).180

Rather than leaving the reference to cost under s. 15 of the CHRA undefined in relation to
discrimination by government in areas of social and economic rights, the proposed
amendments incorporate the existing standard of review under s. 1 of the Charter. Such a
formulation of the cost defence under the CHRA will help to foster an approach to social and
economic rights under human rights legislation which reflects and can, in turn, inform rights
claims under the Charter. This approach will also counter the existing trend in the lower court
jurisprudence, which has essentially held that where cost or the allocation of resources is an
issue, the courts have no role in enforcing equality rights in government programs. Instead,
the proposed amendment imposes a rigorous requirement on the federal government to
justify, in a principled way, any discriminatory denial of social and economic rights based on
cost.

Government Obligations in Relation to Social and Economic Rights
Obligation of Parliament and the Government of Canada
5. (1) Parliament and the Government of Canada have an obligation to take
steps, to the maximum of available resources, with a view to achieving
progressively the full realization of the rights under s. 1 by all appropriate
means, including taxation and fiscal policies, equalization payments,
funding of shared cost programs, negotiation of federal–provincial/territorial
and international agreements, and other legislative and regulatory
measures, in accordance with Canada’s international human rights treaty
obligations and s. 36 of the Constitution Act, 1982.
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   (2) This obligation shall be carried out in a manner which recognizes the
distinct needs and particular disadvantages facing low-income women and
ensures women’s security and promotes their social and economic equality.

As discussed in Chapter 1, it is clearly established under the human rights treaties ratified by
Canada that the federal government has particular obligations in relation to the
implementation of social and economic rights. These include the obligation to take necessary
measures to ensure that such rights are enjoyed equally by the most vulnerable and
disadvantaged members of Canadian society. This obligation is articulated most clearly under
Article 2(1) of the ICESCR, which sets out the government’s responsibilities in the following
terms.

Each State Party to the present Covenant undertakes to take steps...to the
maximum of its available resources, with a view to achieving progressively the
full realization of the rights recognized in the present Covenant by all
appropriate means, including particularly the adoption of legislative measures.

In terms similar to the ICESCR, Article 4 of the CRC provides that state parties “shall
undertake all appropriate legislative, administrative and other measures for the
implementation of the rights recognized in the present Convention” and that “[w]ith regard to
economic, social and cultural rights, State Parties shall undertake such measures to the
maximum extent of their available resources.…” Article 2 of the CEDAW commits state
parties to taking “all appropriate measures, including legislation, to modify or abolish existing
laws, regulations, customs and practices which constitute discrimination against women.”
Article 3 of the CEDAW provides that state parties “shall take in all fields, in particular in the
political, social, economic and cultural fields, all appropriate measures, including legislation,
to ensure the full development and advancement of women, for the purpose of guaranteeing
them the exercise and enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms on a basis of
equality with men.”

The particular obligations of the federal government in relation to social and economic rights
are reinforced by the language of s. 36 of the Constitution Act, 1982.181 It entrenches an
express commitment by Parliament and the Government of Canada to “promoting equal
opportunities for the well-being of Canadians,” “furthering economic development to reduce
disparity in opportunities” and “providing essential public services of reasonable quality to all
Canadians.” Social and economic rights guarantees under the CHRA should reflect the
governmental obligations under the ICESCR and other human rights treaties ratified by
Canada, as well as the federal government’s constitutional commitments under s. 36.

The concept of “progressive realization” and the standard of “the maximum of available
resources” provide important guidance as to the nature of the government’s responsibility to
take positive measures to “fulfil” social and economic rights. Progressive realization
recognizes that some components of social and economic rights are realized over time. It
does not, however, offer governments a blanket defence of “incrementalism.” As stated in the
Maastricht Guidelines on Violations of Social and Economic Rights, “the fact that the full
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realization of most economic, social and cultural rights can only be achieved progressively,
which in fact also applies to most civil and political rights, does not alter the nature of the
legal obligation of states which requires that certain steps be taken immediately and others as
soon as possible.”182 Or, as the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights explains
in its General Comment No. 3 on the nature of state parties’ obligations under the ICESCR,
governments must demonstrate that they have taken steps that are “deliberate, concrete and
targeted as clearly as possible towards meeting the obligations” and they have an obligation
“to move as expeditiously and effectively as possible towards that goal.”183 Where the
realization of certain components of a social or economic right is left for a future date,
governments may be required to show that they have developed strategic plans to work
toward meeting their obligations in full. Thus, the right to food requires that a “national
strategy” be adopted to ensure food and nutrition security for all, and the right to housing
requires a “national housing strategy.”184 Under the terms of the ICESCR, these are clearly
obligations of the federal government, notwithstanding that housing and food security are
largely matters of provincial jurisdiction.

The “maximum of available resources” standard includes, but is not limited to, budgetary
resources. This standard can include other types of resources as well, such as human,
technological and natural resources.185 A review of whether the government has satisfied this
standard will necessarily consider competing demands on budgetary resources, and the extent
to which allocating resources in one area will impact the enjoyment of rights in others. For
example, in the first case to deal with the “maximum available resources” standard under the
new South African Constitution, the Constitutional Court of South Africa observed that:

In some instances, the Constitution states in so many words that the state
must take reasonable legislative and other measures, within its available
resources “to achieve the progressive realization of each of these rights.” In its
language, the Constitution accepts that it cannot solve all of our society’s
woes overnight, but must go on trying to resolve these problems. One of the
limiting factors to the attainment of the Constitution’s guarantees is that of
limited or scarce resources.186

Thus, the Court was required to consider, not only the needs of the individual applicant, but
also “those who need access to housing, food and water, employment opportunities, and
social security.”187

The inclusion in the CHRA of a “maximum of available resources” standard for the
realization of social and economic rights does not prevent the federal government from
invoking competing demands for public spending as a justification for its failure to meet its
social and economic rights obligations in a particular area. It does, however, give necessary
direction to tribunals and courts that the existence of budgetary considerations and the
necessity of balancing competing claims on resources do not justify absolute deference to
Parliament. Rather, decisions involving competing resources must be subject to some degree
of scrutiny. As a general rule, the focus of tribunal or court scrutiny will be on the most
vulnerable groups in society, and on those deprived of the “minimum essential elements” of
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the right. In such cases, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has
indicated that a government will have a more onerous burden in meeting the “maximum of
available resources” standard. A government will be required to demonstrate “that every
effort has been made to use all resources that are at its disposition in an effort to satisfy, as a
matter of priority, those minimum obligations.”188

The Committee has also indicated that a more rigorous standard of review will be applied to
what it characterizes as a “deliberately retrogressive measure” with respect to the realization
of social and economic rights. While legislative and policy approaches to realizing social and
economic rights will be continuously reviewed and revised, it will be very difficult for
governments to show that they are in compliance with the ICESCR if they deliberately move
backward. Removing important legislative protections for disadvantaged groups, for
example, without putting new ones in their place, would constitute a deliberately
retrogressive measure. Such action “would require the most careful consideration and would
need to be fully justified by reference to the totality of the rights provided for in the Covenant
and in the context of the full use of the maximum of available resources.”189

The proposed amendments to the CHRA identify a number of “appropriate means” through
which the federal government must pursue the progressive realization of social and economic
rights. These include taxation and fiscal policies, equalization payments, funding of shared
cost programs, negotiation of federal–provincial/territorial and international agreements, and
other legislative and regulatory measures. This expansive approach to the nature of the
federal government’s social and economic rights obligations is necessary to deal with what
the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights identified as a primary obstacle to
the implementation of the Covenant in Canada: a “complex federal system” and a reliance on
“political processes” with provinces to negotiate implementation in areas of provincial
jurisdiction.190 Notwithstanding the growth of federal–provincial/territorial agreements,
negotiations and consultations in areas of social and economic policy, it is the federal
government which is ultimately responsible for ensuring compliance with the ICESCR and
other international human rights treaties ratified by Canada. Article 28 of the ICESCR
provides that its provisions “shall extend to all parts of federal States without any limitations
or exceptions.” The constitutional division of powers between the federal and provincial
governments cannot justify a failure to ensure compliance.191 Thus, the obligations of
Parliament and the Government of Canada with respect to the progressive realization of
social and economic rights must include all the legislative, regulatory and policy instruments
available to the federal government for the promotion, protection and fulfilment of social and
economic rights.

The federal government’s responsibility to comply with the progressive realization of the
right to adequate housing, for example, should extend well beyond its direct responsibility for
housing provided by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police or the Department of National
Defence. It should also include accountability for many of the issues of non-compliance
identified by the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. These include:
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• changes in levels and conditions of federal funding of provincial social housing programs;
 

• the failure to address substandard housing conditions for Aboriginal peoples living on and
off reserves;

 

• the failure to adopt a national strategy to deal with homelessness;
 

• the failure to establish a national poverty line;
• the failure to attach conditions to federal funding of provincial social assistance programs;
 

• the failure to ensure access to adequate housing; and
 

• the failure to allocate sufficient resources to address poverty among women, among other
housing-related issues.192

Interdependence of Rights
6. Federal laws, regulations, policies and practices shall be interpreted and
applied in a manner consistent with the rights under s. 1 and the obligation
under s. 5, and with the fundamental value of promoting equality and
alleviating social and economic disadvantage.

7. Nothing in this Part limits or diminishes the rights or obligations contained
elsewhere in this Act or in the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.

Apart from direct incorporation of social and economic rights guarantees into the CHRA,
considerable protection of social and economic rights can be achieved through interpretation
and application of federal laws and regulations, and through the appropriate exercise of
administrative discretion. By the same token, serious violations of social and economic rights
can occur through delegated decision making and through the application of legislation and
regulations in a manner inconsistent with social and economic rights guarantees. As the cases
discussed in Chapter 2 illustrate, many of the decisions which bear most heavily on the lives
of women living in poverty are the result of the exercise of discretion by governmental and
quasi-governmental officials, such as social program administrators. Ensuring that such
decision making respects social and economic rights principles would be an important step
toward remedying many of the injustices low-income women are currently forced to
challenge through the courts.

In its decision in Baker, the Supreme Court ruled that federal laws should be applied
consistently with the international human rights treaties Canada has ratified.193 However, an
express statement of this interpretive principle should be included under the CHRA. In
addition to increasing administrative and judicial awareness of the need to interpret domestic
legislation in accordance with international human rights guarantees, including such an
interpretive clause under the CHRA will mitigate the concern of the minority of the Court in
Baker that according this degree of authority to unincorporated treaties would circumvent
parliamentary sovereignty.194
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The second part of the proposed interdependence provision is required to ensure that
inclusion of social and economic rights in the CHRA will not indirectly reduce the scope of
Charter rights or the effectiveness of existing equality guarantees in the CHRA. Including
social and economic rights in the CHRA as a separate category with a distinct enforcement
mechanism, could, in the absence of a direction otherwise, be taken by tribunals and courts to
mean that any rights claims with a social or economic component could only be considered
under the new social and economic rights provisions of the CHRA. This might discourage
courts and tribunals from dealing with issues of discrimination in social benefit programs, or
from addressing other poverty-related issues under the Charter or under existing human
rights guarantees. The Eldridge case, for example, was both an equality claim with respect to
a public service and a claim to the equal enjoyment of the right to health care.195 Given the
fundamental interdependence of equality and social and economic rights, protection of social
and economic rights should not be limited to a single forum or remedial avenue. The
proposed interpretive clause would dissuade tribunals and courts from using the new social
and economic rights provisions under the CHRA as a basis for weakening any existing rights
under the Charter or human rights legislation, and would encourage a greater appreciation of
the interdependence and indivisibility of all human rights as well as a new responsiveness in
all areas of law to the substantive equality issues linked with poverty.

The Role of the Human Rights Commission
Social Rights Sub-committee
8. A social rights sub-committee of the Human Rights Commission,
consisting of at least three full-time members with demonstrated experience
in the area of social and economic rights, shall be responsible for
evaluating and promoting compliance with this Part.

9. In particular, the social rights sub-committee shall:

(a) establish and revise standards according to which compliance with the
rights under s. 1 can be measured;

 
(b) submit recommendations to appropriate government and private sector bodies on

measures necessary to promote, respect, protect and fulfil the rights under s. 1;
 

(c)  evaluate government compliance under s. 5, including through review of federal laws,
regulations, policies and practices;

 
(d) promote the production, exchange and dissemination of information and statistics on

the social and economic circumstances of individuals with respect to the rights under
 s. 1, especially of those who are members of disadvantaged groups;

 
(e) encourage and facilitate government and private sector consultation with non-

governmental organizations representative of disadvantaged groups with respect to
the rights under s.1;

 
(f) collaborate with similar bodies or authorities at the provincial and international level;
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(g) respond to any request for information or invitation to intervene from the social
rights panel;

 
(h) have the right to intervene in any proceedings before the social rights panel;

 
(i) report annually on the progress which has been made in achieving the

objectives under this Part; and
 

(j) carry out any other task that is necessary or appropriate for the purpose.

10. With respect to Canada’s international reporting obligations relating to
the rights under s. 1, the Sub-committee shall, in addition:

(a) encourage relevant government bodies to consult with non-governmental
organizations representative of disadvantaged groups in the preparation of
Canada’s reports;

(a)   disseminate the findings and recommendations of international treaty-
monitoring

                  bodies relating to Canada’s reports;

(b)   organize periodic meetings of relevant government bodies and non-
                  governmental organizations to discuss the measures taken by Canada in
                  response to such findings and recommendations; and

(c)   submit independent opinions on issues of compliance with social and
economic

                  rights in international treaties ratified by Canada, on its own initiative or on
                  request, where appropriate.

11. The social rights sub-committee shall respond to any request for
information or invitation to intervene from the social rights panel, and the sub-
committee shall have the right to intervene in any proceedings before the
panel.

The current mandate of the Canadian Human Rights Commission under s. 27 of the CHRA
includes most of the activities necessary for the effective promotion of social and economic
rights at the federal level. Transforming the role of the Commission with respect to poverty
and social and economic rights is, therefore, primarily a matter of expanding the ambit of the
rights protected under the CHRA, rather than redefining the powers, duties and functions of
the Commission. In addition to its duties under Part III of the Act with respect to complaints,
the Commission currently has the mandate to engage in public education and research on
issues of compliance with the CHRA, establish close liaison with provincial human rights
commissions to foster common policies and deal with areas of overlapping jurisdiction,
consider and comment on recommendations concerning human rights from any source,196

conduct studies and issue recommendations.

Two changes must be made to the present mandate of the Commission, however, in order to
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enable it to meet the requirements of the Paris Principles and to carry out the duties of a
national institution under the ICESCR. Both the Paris Principles and General Comment No.
10 require the Commission to have an explicit mandate to review legislation.197 As it is
presently formulated, the CHRA permits the review of “regulations, rules, orders, by-laws
and other instruments made pursuant to an Act of Parliament” but does not expressly provide
for review of legislation or draft legislation. In addition to the power to review domestic
legislation, both the Paris Principles and General Comment No. 10 require that the
Commission have the mandate to consider domestic compliance with international human
rights treaties which Canada has ratified.198 While the Commission’s current mandate under s.
27 of the CHRA could be read as including this power, the Commission’s role in

reviewing Canada’s compliance with human rights treaties should be explicitly included
among the Commission’s duties and functions.

The Paris Principles also suggest that national human rights institutions may play a role in the
reporting process before UN treaty-monitoring bodies, although the precise nature of that
role is not clearly set out.199 The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights does
not include this as one of the required activities of a national human rights body under
General Comment No. 10. In view of the increasingly “adjudicative” approach of the
Committee to state party review under the ICESCR, it would be inappropriate for the Human
Rights Commission to represent, or to speak on behalf of, the Canadian government.
Submitting an independent opinion on matters of compliance would be more appropriate.
However, it is essential that the Commission remain independent of government in the treaty-
monitoring review process. In its 1998 review of Canada’s performance under the ICESCR,
the Committee requested the independent opinions of federal and provincial human rights
commissions on a number of matters within their area of expertise, including whether
workfare programs discriminate against welfare recipients, the effect of changes to the
Ontario Human Rights Code which permit income discrimination and whether social
condition should be added as a prohibited ground of discrimination under Canadian human
rights statutes.200

Rather than simply adding to the already heavy responsibilities of the Human Rights
Commission, the proposed amendments would create a special social rights sub-committee,
with responsibility for promoting compliance with social and economic rights.201 The creation
of a specialized sub-committee enables the Commission to draw on specific expertise in the
social and economic rights area, and ensures that a specialized unit within the Commission
can focus on social and economic rights exclusively. Under the proposed amendments, the
social rights sub-committee would not play a role in relation to the filing of complaints.
Rather, complaints not falling within the anti-discrimination provisions of Part III of the
CHRA would be submitted directly to the social rights panel, as described below. The sub-
committee would have the right to intervene in any case that is heard before the social rights
panel, but it would not have the power to screen complaints, or to decide which complaints
should go forward to the Tribunal. In the area of social and economic rights in particular, the
entity responsible for promoting compliance with social and economic rights obligations must
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be free from any requirement to remain neutral with respect to the outcome of complaints.
The duties and functions of the proposed social rights sub-committee include effective liaison
with non-governmental organizations which may also be parties under the complaints
procedure. It is important that the sub-committee be liberated from the constraints that go
with any role in the evaluation or processing of complaints, in order to be an effective social
and economic rights advocate within the Commission, within government and at a broader
public level.

The Role of the Canadian Human Rights Tribunal
Social Rights Panel
12. A social rights panel of the Human Rights Tribunal, consisting of at least three
full-time members with demonstrated experience in the area of social and
economic

rights, shall be responsible for inquiring into complaints that the government has
infringed a right under s. 1 or failed to meet its obligation under s. 5.

13. (1) Any individual or group whose members are directly affected may submit a
written complaint to the panel that the government has infringed a right under s. 1
or failed to meet its obligation under s. 5.

       (2) On receipt of a complaint, the panel shall decide if it will hold a hearing into
the complaint, and if so, it shall conduct the hearing in accordance with the
procedures under Part III of the Act.

14. (1) Following the hearing into a complaint under s. 13, the panel shall issue a
decision whether or not the complaint is justified.

      (2) Where the Panel decides that a complaint is justified, it shall:
(a) hear submissions from the complainant and the government regarding

the measures required to achieve compliance with s. 1 or s. 5, and
regarding the time required to carry out such measures; and

(b)  make an order that the required measures be taken within a specified
 period of time, including an order requiring the amendment of any
 federal law, regulation, policy or practice.

15. (1) In lieu of making an order under s. 14, the panel may, where appropriate,
order that the government report back by a specified date on measures taken or
proposed to be taken which will achieve compliance with s. 1 or s. 5.

(2) On receipt of a report, the panel may make a further order under
sub-section (1) or it may make an order under s. 14.

16. An order under s. 14 shall not come into effect until the House of Commons
has sat for at least eight weeks, during which time the order may be overridden by
a simple majority vote of Parliament. The government may indicate its acceptance
of the terms of the order prior to the expiry of the time period specified in the order.



85

17. On coming into effect, an order under s. 14 may, for the purpose of
enforcement, be made an order of the Federal Court by following the usual
practice and procedure.

As noted above, the inclusion of social and economic rights in the CHRA, and the prohibition
against discriminatory practices resulting in the denial of social and economic rights, will
bring many of women’s social and economic rights claims within the ambit of the existing
equality guarantees of the CHRA. These claims are subject to the regular complaints
procedure under Part III of the Act, and, if referred to a tribunal by the Human Rights
Commission, will be heard in the same manner as other discrimination complaints.202

There is no necessity for the Tribunal’s functions or powers to be revised in order to deal
with these anti-discrimination complaints. As suggested above, it is rather a matter of
expanding the scope of the rights in the Act.
The proposed amendments in relation to the Tribunal would provide an additional complaints
and adjudication procedure, before a specialized social rights panel of the Tribunal, in relation
to any alleged failure on the part of Parliament or the Government of Canada to meet its
obligations to “take steps, to the maximum of available resources, with a view to achieving
progressively the full realization of the rights.” Complaints of this nature would not be filed
with the Human Rights Commission, but would be submitted directly to the social rights
panel. On receipt of a complaint, the panel would have the power to decide if a hearing
should be held. Thus, whatever the outcome of the current CHRA review with respect to
direct access to the Tribunal for discrimination complaints under Part III of the CHRA,
complaints under the new social and economic rights provisions relating to the obligations of
the federal government would be processed under a separate procedure. While all such
complaints would be received, in written form, by the social rights panel, they would not
necessarily be granted a full hearing or be adjudicated. This alternative to the selection of
complaints for adjudication, in relation to the failure of the federal government to meet its
specific social and economic rights obligations, is based on the idea that the adjudication
procedures in this area would function as an important complement to the parliamentary
process, rather than providing an individualized legal remedy in the more traditional sense.203

It must be emphasized that the creation of a special procedure for social and economic rights
claims involving the obligations of government is not meant to suggest social and economic
rights claims are inherently different from other types of rights claims and, therefore, ought to
be subject to a different model of adjudication. Many social and economic rights claims will
continue to be advanced by way of the equality provisions of the CHRA, under the Charter,
and through the interpretation and application of other legislation consistent with
international social and economic rights principles. Establishing a social rights panel creates a
supplementary adjudication procedure, designed to hear certain types of social rights claims
related to progressive realization and to facilitate public review of whether the federal
government has complied with its obligations, under s. 5 of the proposed amendments, to
promote and fulfill social and economic rights “by all appropriate means” and “to the
maximum of its available resources.”
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The cases heard by the social rights panel will generally relate to issues of national
importance, and involve systemic issues affecting the rights of many individuals and groups.
The proposed complaints procedure is designed to ensure that those who suffer harm as a
result of the government’s failure to act in accordance with its social and economic rights
obligations, including the obligation of “progressive realization,” are able to bring issues to
the attention of the public and the government, and have these issues considered as matters of
high priority. Complaints can be brought before the social rights panel by individuals directly
affected by the government’s failure to meet its obligations, or by organizations representing
those affected.

Thus, an allegation that the federal government has failed to take action, required under s. 5
of the proposed amendments, to address homelessness could be brought either by individuals
who are homeless or by an appropriate non-governmental organization. The focus of the
panel’s inquiry would not generally be on providing individualized remedies or compensation
for the complainants who bring the issue forward. Rather, the review process would examine
the more general question of whether the government is meeting its broad obligation to
realize the right to housing. Where urgent remedial issues were at stake, those affected would
need to rely on other means of vindicating their rights. For example, if the right to housing
were being infringed by an eviction, action would have to be taken under residential tenancies
laws or the Charter, relying on the right to housing under the CHRA as an interpretive guide
in dealing with the eviction complaint.

Under the proposed amendments, the social rights panel has the ability to place critical issues
of social and economic rights on the parliamentary agenda. The panel may either order the
government to report back on measures that will be taken to comply with the CHRA, or
make a remedial order which does not take effect until the House of Commons has sat for
eight weeks, during which time Parliament may override the panel’s order. To preserve the
effectiveness of this remedy, it is important that the panel be empowered to be selective in
choosing the issues it addresses, both in light of its own limited resources, and in view of its
ability to place issues directly before Parliament, through its remedial orders. It is not
envisioned that the social rights panel would rule on a large number of complaints in a year.
Rather, it would select cases of national and jurisprudential importance in a manner
somewhat analogous to the consideration of leave to appeal applications by the Supreme
Court of Canada.

Hearings before the social rights panel, will play an important function in allowing
disadvantaged groups and individuals to tell their stories while, at the same time, provoking
thorough public review of critical issues related to access by disadvantaged groups to
housing, health care, education, child care, employment and support services. It is to be
hoped the government will recognize the complaints process before the social rights panel as
a valid and important forum for social policy review, as an aid to strategic prioritization of
social and economic issues within a domestic and international human rights framework, and
as an opportunity to promote greater transparency of social and economic policy making.
The social rights panel hearing process will also promote greater public awareness and
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support for social and economic rights and so may, indirectly, assist the federal government
in securing agreement from provinces for joint action to address violations.

By giving Parliament the authority to override any order of the social rights panel, the
amended CHRA would place an onus on the panel to earn and to maintain the respect of the
public and of Parliament. For low-income women and other victims of social and economic
rights violations, the availability of the panel’s complaint process is ultimately a mechanism
for ensuring a “dialogue” with Parliament, and for providing a more effective avenue for
democratic participation in the social and economic policy-making process.204 The social
rights panel complaint process will enable complainants to present evidence in a public forum,
on issues which might otherwise receive little public attention.205 Whether or not
complainants achieve the remedy they seek from Parliament will depend, to some extent, on
the success of the established “dialogue.” If the panel, its decision-making process and its
decisions have the respect of the public, it will be difficult for Parliament to exercise its
override power and to ignore the rights violations the panel has identified. And, while the
parliamentary override may appear to weaken the panel’s remedial powers, this limit will
ensure that the panel is granted unrestricted authority to consider issues that have previously
been the subject of excessive judicial deference. As the Supreme Court’s decision in Vriend
demonstrates, courts and tribunals are more comfortable in finding rights violations in the
area of positive obligations when they are able to rely on the “ultimate parliamentary
safeguard” of a legislative veto.206



4.  CONCLUSION

Including social and economic rights in the CHRA is not simply a question of achieving
compliance with international human rights law or greater consistency with the approach to
Charter interpretation advocated by the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
and increasingly accepted by the Supreme Court of Canada. Nor is it a matter of bringing our
national human rights institution into closer conformity with the ICESCR and the Paris
Principles. Rather, it is about creating a federal human rights regime that recognizes and
validates the substantive claims to dignity and equality advanced by the most disadvantaged
women in Canadian society—women living in poverty, women of colour, young mothers,
elderly women, women with disabilities and other women facing multiple obstacles to
substantive equality.

When Lynn Bluecloud, an Aboriginal woman who was five months pregnant—one of
approximately 6,000 homeless people in Ottawa—died of hypothermia near the Rideau
Canal, almost in the shadow of Parliament Hill,207 many Canadians understood that
fundamental human rights issues were being ignored in our country. UN human rights treaty-
monitoring bodies have pointed to the connection between dramatic increases in
homelessness among women and recent decisions at the federal level, such as the repeal of
CAP and the cancellation of federal funding for social housing.208 A few days after Ms.
Bluecloud’s death, the United Nations Human Rights Committee expressed concern that
homelessness in Canada “has led to serious health problems and even to death,” and
recommended that the government take “positive measures required by article 6 [the right to
life] to address this serious problem.”209 The consternation and dismay expressed by members
of various UN committees that Canada, considered so exemplary in the field of human rights,
is allowing this to happen, is shared by many Canadians. It is wrong to assume that social and
economic rights violations, represented in the extreme by the death of Lynn Bluecloud and
numerous other homeless people in Canada, are the “will of the majority.” These rights
violations go unaddressed because the institutional and legislative framework to call
governments to account for them is lacking, not because Canadians do not perceive them as
human rights issues in need of remedies.

Social and economic rights have particular resonance for women because they articulate
women’s lived experience of human rights violations. This is clearly illustrated in the recent
Ontario human rights case of Kearney et al. v. Bramalea Limited et al.210 After 60 days of
hearings, involving complex statistical evidence of “adverse effect” on multiple grounds of
discrimination, and almost $1 million spent by a coalition of landlords to defend their right to
deny housing to low-income applicants, the Tribunal ruled that discrimination because of
poverty is discrimination because of sex, race, family status and other intersecting grounds.
This was the first time in Canada that a tribunal or court has formally recognized that
discrimination because of poverty is sex discrimination. Catarina Luis, one of the
complainants in the case, a black single mother of three, had been a refugee claimant from
Angola when she and her daughter were refused housing because of her low income. She
lived in shelters with her children on several occasions and, particularly after the 21 percent



89

cut in Ontario social assistance rates and relied extensively on food banks to feed her family.
Ms. Luis summed up the significance of her victory before a throng of reporters in Toronto,
three days before Christmas, saying: “I believe, especially in Canada, that it’s a very cold
country and people can’t afford to live in the streets. Today it’s so cold. How can I live in the
street in this cold?”211

Canadian human rights jurisprudence has for too long been deprived of the practical and
theoretical understanding of interdependence which comes with the adjudication of the rights
claims of women living in poverty. If social and economic rights are included in the CHRA, it
will be these claims which will be transformative of human rights discourse in Canada.212 As
Martin Scheinin, the Finnish member of the Human Rights Committee has observed about the
impact of petition procedures before international treaty-monitoring bodies, the ability of
women to bring their issues to adjudication is fundamental to developing an understanding of
the interdependence of social and economic rights with civil and political rights.213 Professor
Scheinin points out that the Airey case,214 a pivotal decision under the European Convention
on Human Rights with respect to the right to counsel in civil cases, (invoked recently before
the Supreme Court of Canada by Jeanine Godin, who was denied the same right in Canada)215

was the result of a struggle by an Irish woman, living in a country which does not provide for
divorce, seeking a legal separation because of violence and threats from her husband.
Similarly, in the cases of Zwann-de Vries and Broeks,216 in which two Dutch women
challenged the denial of unemployment insurance on the basis of a presumption that married
women would be maintained by their husbands, the Human Rights Committee, “after long
discussions, expanded the protection of the non-discrimination provision in article 26 of the
ICCPR to cover discrimination in the enjoyment of economic and social rights.”217

The consultation paper prepared by the CHRA Review Panel to identify possible issues for
review does not refer to the inclusion of social and economic rights, but asks whether
reference should be made to Canada’s international human rights obligations. 218 This issue is
clearly central to the Review Panel’s terms of reference, to examine “the purpose and
grounds, including social condition, to ensure that the Act accords with modern human rights
and equality principles” and to determine “the adequacy of the scope and jurisdiction of the
Act.” 219 Moreover, the Canadian government has made an explicit undertaking before the
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights220 to include this issue in the current
CHRA review, and to consult “with other organizations and interested citizens.”221 The
proposals put forward here to add social and economic rights to the CHRA would, if
adopted, create a legislative and institutional framework which would allow some of the most
pressing and fundamental human rights claims of women to move from the margin to the
centre of human rights discourse. The amendments we propose, while respectful of concerns
about parliamentary sovereignty, recognize and affirm the role of women’s social and
economic rights claims in enhancing democratic accountability, participation and
transparency. Our proposed amendments represent only a preliminary attempt to address this
issue. We hope the Human Rights Review Panel will support and encourage further efforts
and discussions, in order to ensure that the current CHRA review process results in a federal
human rights regime which better meets the goal of promoting the dignity and substantive
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equality of all women.



APPENDIX A: MODEL SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC RIGHTS AMENDMENT

Part III.1 Social And Economic Rights

Rights Guaranteed
1. (1) Everyone has a right to adequate food, clothing, housing, health care, social security,
education, work which is freely chosen, child care, support services and other fundamental
requirements for security and dignity of the person.

     (2) These rights shall be interpreted and applied in a manner consistent with Canada’s
human rights treaty obligations and the fundamental value of promoting equality and
alleviating social and economic disadvantage.

Discriminatory Practice
2. It is a discriminatory practice to deny a right under s. 1 based on a prohibited ground of
discrimination, or on a combination of prohibited grounds, including based on social
condition.

3. A discriminatory practice under s. 2 may be the subject of a complaint and of an order
under Part III of this Act, whether or not it may also be the subject of a complaint and of an
order under this Part.

Exception
4. (1) A discriminatory practice under s. 2 includes any policy or practice which results in the
denial of a right under s. 1 to any disadvantaged individual or group, unless such a denial is
reasonable and bona fide considering health, safety and cost.

     (2) For a discriminatory practice under s. 2, by the Crown or an agency of the Crown, to
be reasonable considering cost, its objective must be sufficiently important to warrant
overriding a s. 1 right; it must be rationally connected to its objective; it must impair the right
as little as possible; and its effects must be proportionate to its objective, considering the
principles under s. 1.

Obligation of Parliament and the Government of Canada
5. (1) Parliament and the Government of Canada have an obligation to take steps, to the
maximum of available resources, with a view to achieving progressively the full realization of
the rights under s. 1 by all appropriate means, including taxation and fiscal policies,
equalization payments, funding of shared cost programs, negotiation of federal–
provincial/territorial and international agreements, and other legislative and regulatory
measures, in accordance with Canada’s international human rights treaty obligations and s. 36
of the Constitution Act, 1982.

   (2) This obligation shall be carried out in a manner which recognizes the distinct needs and
particular disadvantages facing low-income women, and  ensures women’s security and
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promotes their social and economic equality.
Interdependence of Rights
6. Federal laws, regulations, policies and practices shall be interpreted and applied in a
manner consistent with the rights under s. 1 and the obligation under s. 5, and with the
fundamental value of promoting equality and alleviating social and economic disadvantage.

7. Nothing in this Part limits or diminishes the rights or obligations contained elsewhere in
this Act or in the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.

Social Rights Sub-committee
8. A social rights sub-committee of the Human Rights Commission, consisting of at least
three full-time members with demonstrated experience in the area of social and economic
rights, shall be responsible for evaluating and promoting compliance with this Part.

9. In particular, the social rights sub-committee shall:

)a establish and revise standards according to which compliance with the rights under
 s. 1 can be measured;

 
(a) submit recommendations to appropriate government and private sector bodies on

measures necessary to promote, respect and fulfil the rights under s. 1;
 

(b) evaluate government compliance under s. 5, including through review of federal laws,
regulations, policies and practices;

 
(c) promote the production, exchange and dissemination of information and statistics on

the social and economic circumstances of individuals with respect to the rights under
s. 1, especially of those who are members of disadvantaged groups;

 
(d) encourage and facilitate government and private sector consultation with non-

governmental organizations representative of disadvantaged groups with respect to
the rights under s. 1;

 
(e) collaborate with similar bodies or authorities at the provincial and international level;

 
(f) respond to any request for information or invitation to intervene before the social

rights panel;
 

(g) have the right to intervene in any proceeding before the social rights panel;
 

(h) report annually on the progress which has been made in achieving the objectives under
this Part; and

 
(i) carry out any other task that is necessary or appropriate for the purpose.
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10. With respect to Canada’s international reporting obligations relating to the rights under s.
1, the sub-committee shall, in addition:

(a)    encourage relevant government bodies to consult with non-governmental
organizations representative of disadvantaged groups in the preparation of Canada’s
reports;

(b)    disseminate the findings and recommendations of international treaty-monitoring
bodies relating to Canada’s reports;

(c)    organize periodic meetings of relevant government bodies and non-governmental
organizations to discuss the measures taken by Canada in response to such findings
and recommendations; and

(d)  submit independent opinions on issues of compliance with social and
economic

rights in international treaties ratified by Canada, on its own initiative or on request,
where appropriate.

11. The social rights sub-committee shall respond to any request for information or invitation
to intervene from the social rights panel, and the sub-committee shall have the right to
intervene in any proceedings before the panel.

Social Rights Panel
12. A social rights panel of the Human Rights Tribunal, consisting of at least three full-time
members with demonstrated experience in the area of social and economic rights, shall be
responsible for inquiring into complaints that the government has infringed a right under s. 1
or failed to meet its obligation under s. 5.

13. (1) Any individual or group whose members are directly affected may submit a written
complaint to the panel that the government has infringed a right under s. 1 or failed to meet
its obligation under s. 5.

(2) On receipt of a complaint, the panel shall decide whether to hold a hearing into the
complaint, and if so, it shall conduct the hearing in accordance with the procedures under
Part III of the Act.

14. (1) Following the hearing into a complaint under s. 13, the panel shall issue a decision
whether or not the complaint is justified.

 (2) Where the panel decides that a complaint is justified, it shall:
(a)    hear submissions from the complainant and the government regarding the

measures required to achieve compliance with s. 1 or s. 5, and regarding the
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time required to carry out such measures; and
(a)

(b)     make an order that the required measures be taken within a specified period of
 time, including an order requiring the amendment of any federal law, regulation,
 policy or practice.

15. (1) In lieu of making an order under s. 14, the panel may, where appropriate, order the
government to report back by a specified date on measures taken or proposed to be taken
which will achieve compliance with s. 1 or s. 5.

(2) On receipt of a report, the panel may make a further order under sub-section (1) or it
may make an order under s. 14.

16. An order under s. 14 shall not come into effect until the House of Commons has sat for at
least eight weeks, during which time the order may be overridden by a simple majority vote
of Parliament. The government may indicate its acceptance of the terms of the order prior to
the expiry of the time period specified in the order.

17. On coming into effect, an order under s. 14 may, for the purpose of enforcement, be
made an order of the Federal Court by following the usual practice and procedure.
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