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I

n February 2009 the Government of Canada was, once again, urged by the United Nations
to address the growing gap between its international human rights obligations and the
reality facing vulnerable groups in Canada. This time the concerns and recommendations came
from a wide range of states participating in the UN Human Rights Council’s Universal Periodic
Review (UPR) of Canada.
The UPR is a new peer review process, championed by Canada at the UN Human Rights Council,
through which States review the human rights records of other States. Canada has the
opportunity to engage meaningfully in the process that it helped to create by responding
constructively to the important concerns and recommendations that were expressed. But this will
mean treating our international human rights obligations here at home much more seriously than
has been done in recent years (continued on page 2).
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This issue of Poverty and Parliament has been made possible thanks
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T

wo central concerns have come to dominate
reviews of Canada’s human rights record
before international bodies. The first is that
Canada has no effective mechanism in place for
responding constructively to concerns and
recommendations from UN human rights bodies
and procedures. A second concern, linked to the
first, is that in light of Canada’s affluence, the
persistence of extensive poverty, homelessness
and hunger constitute human rights violations
that are in need of human rights responses.
During the UPR, many states recommended that
Canada implement a national poverty
eradication strategy that incorporates a human
rights framework. Similar recommendations
were also made recently by the United Nations
Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate
Housing, in the Report he recently submitted to
the UN Human Rights Council of his Visit to
Canada. The Special Rapporteur recommended a
national housing strategy and at all levels of
government improved legislative protections of
the right to adequate housing.
In recent years, Canada has become isolated at the
United Nations for its lack of support for
strengthening the implementation of social and
economic rights such as the right to housing, to
water or to food. Civil society and Indigenous
organizations across the country are united in
their concern about Canada’s lack of
implementation of international human rights

obligations, particularly in relation to poverty,
hunger and homelessness. This was clearly
expressed in the lead-up to the UPR when the
Department of Canadian Heritage, with the
assistance of civil society organizations, hosted
regional meetings with over 125 civil society and
Indigenous organizations [including Canada
Without Poverty] in Ottawa, Toronto, Winnipeg,
Vancouver and Halifax.
Never before have so
many organizations
across the country
mobilized to express
their concerns
regarding Canada’s
human rights record in
civil, cultural,
economic, political and social realms.
At the next session of the UN Human Rights
Council in Geneva, in June 2009, Canada will
inform the Council which recommendations it
accepts and which it rejects. Acceptance of
recommendations is expected to be accompanied
by a clear implementation plan; outcomes will be
reviewed at the next periodic review in four
years. The next few weeks therefore offer a
unique opportunity for parliamentarians and
civil society to re-engage with Canada’s
international human rights commitments – and
to insist on effective implementation at the
domestic level.
Continued on page 3

POVERTY
A human condition characterized by sustained or chronic deprivation of the resources, capabilities, choices, security
and power necessary for the enjoyment of an adequate standard of living and other civil, cultural, economic,
political and social rights. UN Committee on Social, Economic and Cultural Rights

P2

Continued from page 2

What Can Parliamentarians Do?
If international human rights are to be more fully implemented in Canada, they will need to be more
actively engaged by parliaments and legislatures, as well as by civil society, human rights institutions
and the courts. Parliamentarians have a critical role to play in the follow-up to the UPR. Practical
suggestions of what can be done came out of the cross-country civil society meetings and are consistent
with the specific recommendations made in the UPR. These include:
1) A meeting of federal, provincial and territorial ministers responsible for human rights (which would
be the first in over 30 years), convened to review the UPR recommendations and adopt a shared
implementation plan;
2) Parliamentary and legislative committees (e.g,, House of Commons Sub-Committee on Human
Rights and Development) actively and publicly reviewing the UPR recommendations;
3) Consultations with provinces and territories to achieve provincial/territorial engagement and
commitments;
4) A new inter-governmental process for implementing international human rights obligations and for
responding to UPR concerns and recommendations; and
5) A comprehensive review of application and enforcement of international human rights obligations
before national, provincial and territorial courts, administrative tribunals and human rights
commissions, and corrective action to ensure that there are meaningful and accessible remedies
available when human rights are violated.
Civil society organizations look forward to working with parliamentarians in the coming weeks to
implement these recommendations. We also look forward to re-engaging with human rights commitments
that, at this time of increased social and economic vulnerability for many Canadians, are even more critical.

SECURITY OF THE PERSON
Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of the person
and the right not to be deprived thereof
except in accordance with the principles of fundamental justice.
From Article 7 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms
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About one in five persons – or is it one in 10 or one in 20? – live in poverty in Canada. As
recommended in 2007 by the National Council of Welfare (an advisory body to the
Minister of Human Resources and Skills Development), Canada needs “a set of agreed
indicators that will be used to plan, monitor change and assess progress” towards
combating poverty and social exclusion.
Poverty Measure (Source)
60% of median income (OECD) 2
50% of median income (OECD) 2
Market Basket Measure (HRSDC) 3
Low Income Cut-off After Tax (Statistics Canada) 4
40% of median income (OECD) 2
Basic Needs Measure (Chris Sarlo) 5
1)
2)
3)

4)

5)

Poverty Rate 1
19%
13%
12%
11%
7%
5%

Number in Poverty 1
6.2 million
4.2 million
3.9 million
3.6 million
2.3 million
1.5 million

Data has been rounded to the nearest percentage point or one tenth of a million, and pertains to 2005, 2006 or the “mid-2000s.”.
The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development tracks the poverty rates of its member states based on 40%, 50%
and 60% of median income (50% of median income is typically used for international comparison). Data is for the mid-2000s.
Human Resources and Skills Development Canada has published poverty rate data for Canada for the years 2000 to 2006,
using the Market Basket Measure of low income, which “attempts to identify a standard of living lying between the poles of
subsistence and social inclusion.” Data is for 2006.
In addition to tracking 50% of median income as a “Low Income Measure,” Statistics Canada tracks low income using the Low
Income Cut-off (LICO). The LICO before and after tax figures are income thresholds “below which a family is likely to spend
significantly more of its income on food, shelter and clothing than the average family.” Data is for 2006.
In December 2008, the Government of Canada used LICO After Tax figures in reporting to the UN Human Rights Council on
low income and poverty in Canada, as part of the first Universal Periodic Review of Canada’s human rights performance.
Chris Sarlo and the Fraser Institute have published four different estimates of “income poverty” using the Basic Needs
Measure. The lowest of these estimates in 2005 was a 5% poverty rate (rounded off) in 2005.

Poverty Rates (50% of Median Income) in Some OECD Countries in Mid-2000s
Denmark 2% l Finland 4% l Norway 4% l Sweden 4%
OECD average 8% l U.K. 9% l Australia 10% l Canada 13% l U.S. 18%
Founded in 1971, Canada Without Poverty (officially the National Anti-Poverty Organization) is an
incorporated, not-for-profit and non-partisan organization dedicated to the eradication of poverty in
Canada. Based in Ottawa and governed by people who have experienced poverty, Canada Without Poverty
works to address the structural causes of and to promote lasting solutions to this challenge. Canada Without
Poverty holds that poverty is a human rights violation, and that “security of the person” under the Canadian
Charter of Rights and Freedoms should be interpreted to include social security.
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