FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

UNITED NATIONS RAPPORTEUR DECRIES 

“ASSAULT ON THE POOR” IN CANADA

October 19, 2005--Washington, DC. In a public address at George Washington University on Monday, Miloon Kothari, United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing, expressed grave concern about what he called “a systematic neglect of women’s right to housing” in Canada and the United States.

“There seems to be an assault on the poor,” he said.

In his address, Mr. Kothari presented his preliminary findings from the UN Consultation on Women and the Right to Adequate Housing in North America, held here from October 15-17. Witnesses from across Canada and the U.S. attended the consultation to present heart-wrenching testimony of their struggles to find and maintain safe, decent housing for themselves and their children. The testimonies showed that all too often, such struggles are worsened—not helped—by government policies and actions, Mr. Kothari said.

“When people think of housing and human rights, they might picture villages without water or urban shanty-towns in developing countries,” said Leilani Farha of the National Working Group on Women and Housing in Canada. “But Canada commits its share of human rights abuses in the area of housing. This Consultation exposed the homelessness, discrimination, domestic violence, and deplorable housing conditions women face in two of the world’s wealthiest countries.” 

Witnesses at the Consultation described being forced from their homes in the dead of winter by abusive spouses, losing their children to foster care simply because they couldn’t find a home they could afford, paying most of their monthly income for homes that are overcrowded and unsafe, enduring physical and sexual assault on the streets and in homeless shelters, and encountering systematic discrimination from landlords who refused to rent to them because of their race, income, and sex. 

And some of these conditions exist in our own back yard. When Paulette Halupa returned to PEI with her seven children, she found herself living in two motel rooms with a hot plate. At one point, Family and Children’s Services threatened to take her children away unless she found suitable housing. “I just couldn’t find another place,” she says. “Nobody would rent to a family with seven children.”

When Lucie Chagnon of Montreal was laid off, she had to leave her small apartment and live in a series of rooming houses where men abused her. “They took advantage of my vulnerability,” she says.

Erica Contois of Winnipeg grew up in a First Nations community in a house without hot running water. “I thought I had it rough then,” she says.  That was until she moved with her husband and children into a Winnipeg housing project rife with drugs, gangs and violence. Fleeing for their lives, they found no home they could afford, although they both work full-time. Now they are among the ranks of Canada’s hidden homeless, sharing a home with Contois’ family, thirteen people in a three-bedroom house.

Beryl Kootenay of Calgary has endured discrimination and much hardship in her years of using a wheelchair. One period that stands out is when she lived for four years in a house where the bathroom was on the second floor. “My kids had to help me, and if they weren’t there I had to go to a local 7-Eleven and use their accessible washroom,” she remembers.

Debbie Frost of Saskatoon struggles to get by as a single mother of two disabled children. “Our home is affordable, but it’s unsafe,” she says. “There have been times when my kids’ lives have been in danger because of repairs that weren’t done.”

Asia Czapska of Vancouver works with Justice for Girls, an organization serving poor and homeless girls. “Girls become homeless for many different reasons,” she explains. “Some are fleeing sexual abuse at home. Some are leaving foster placements where they are experiencing racism and violence. Some have been kicked out by their parents because they are lesbian or bisexual.” No matter how they end up there, Czapska says, the streets are especially dangerous for young girls, who are at risk of sexual violence and exploitation.

Several Aboriginal women from Canada attested to the extreme hardships they have faced due to the lack of safe, adequate housing. Beverley Jacobs of the Native Women’s Association of Canada noted that in Canada, 500 Aboriginal women have gone missing and been murdered, usually in the context of poverty and homelessness.
Leonie Rivers of North Vancouver, Gitxsan by birth, acquired rights by marriage to a member of the Squamish Nation but has been denied housing and land rights. “Aboriginal children, like my son, will suffer because they are not considered for future housing allocations, education or health benefits,” she explains. “These are basic needs, the right to have a roof over their heads and create a sustainable future for themselves.”

This was one of seven regional consultations that Mr. Kothari is conducting worldwide to gather information for his final report to the U.N. High Commission on Human Rights on women, land, and housing.
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