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 ABOUT CERA 
 

CERA - The Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation, founded in 1986, is a 
province-wide, non-profit organization that promotes human rights in housing. CERA 
works to remove the barriers that keep disadvantaged individuals and families from 
accessing and retaining the housing they need. CERA has become a world leader in using 
both domestic and international human rights law to address issues of homelessness and 
poverty. We work collaboratively with non-governmental organizations in Canada and in 
other countries to promote and enforce economic and social rights. 
 
The general objectives of CERA are to: 
 

� Promote knowledge and enforcement of human rights among disadvantaged 
groups and individuals;  

� Provide educational materials and programs in human rights to groups whose 
human rights may have been violated, to landlords, to service providers and to the 
public at large;  

� To provide representation to disadvantaged groups and individuals who believe 
their human rights have been infringed;  

� To encourage and facilitate effective public education and enforcement of human 
rights by provincial, national and international commissions, agencies, 
organizations and institutions and by governments;  

� To engage in research into human rights affecting disadvantaged groups. 

 
To carry out these objectives, CERA has established several programs and engages in 
various activities: 
 

� WOMEN’S HOUSING RIGHTS PROGRAM 

� HUMAN RIGHTS CASEWORK 

� TEST CASE LITIGATION  

� EARLY INTERVENTION-EVICTION PREVENTION PROGRAM 

� PUBLIC EDUCATION AND OUTREACH 

� INTERNATIONAL WORK 
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MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIR 

I am pleased to provide to you, on behalf of CERA’s Board of Directors, the Annual Report for 
the 2003/2004 fiscal year. CERA continues to be a dynamic, resourceful organization dedicated 
to addressing a wide range of housing and shelter issues from within a human rights framework:  
housing is a human right and our programming puts this idea into action.  As you read this report, 
this work comes alive in the various programs we have undertaken. 

CERA has the good fortune to be blessed with an outstanding staff.  Working together, they have 
been building a lasting solution to re-establish and maintain our casework intake program, a 
frontline service to people facing housing crisis.  At the conclusion of this reporting period, the 
Law Foundation of Ontario accepted a proposal that will increase our ability to challenge 
housing-based discrimination.  We will be using these resources to strengthen our volunteer-
based intake program. 

CERA also continues to work at the national level.  We act as a resource to groups across the 
country seeking to address housing as a human rights issue, and we have worked hard to build the 
National Working Group on Women and Housing. 

Over the course of the past year, we have seen changes in our staff and programming.  Leilani 
Farha, our Executive Director enjoyed the arrival of her daughter and took a maternity leave.  
Sherri Tingley assumed the responsibilities of Executive Director until we lost her as a result of 
the loss of the Ottawa Early Intervention Eviction Prevention Program.  We also saw Ruth Goba 
move to private law practice.  CERA welcomed a familiar face with the return of John Fraser.  In 
the face of these changes and ever-present funding challenges, CERA’s staff and volunteers 
worked hard to fulfill the organization’s mandate of promoting human rights in housing and 
removing the barriers that keep disadvantage households from accessing and retaining the 
housing they need. Volunteers have always been critical to CERA’s work and I would like to 
thank everyone who donated their time and skills to the organization over the past year, including 
Lobat Sadrehashemi, Clara Matheson, Sabrina Karmali and Laurence Simard. 

The challenges and changes CERA faces are endemic given the current state of housing and 
shelter infrastructure in Canada.  On a day-to-day basis, we continue to face situations where 
people in housing and shelter crisis do not have the support they need in order to right a 
fundamental wrong.  Restructuring of government responsibility for housing and shelter issues 
has been underway in Canada for far too many years.  Federal government offloading to the 
provinces was followed, in Ontario, with provincial government offloading to municipalities.  We 
work in solidarity with other organizations and the people who face constant crises to solve their 
immediate problems while holding out hope that a lasting solution will be found to secure one 
more human right: a roof over everyone’s head. 

Finally, I would like to sincerely thank our funders for their support over the past year: the 
Atkinson Charitable Foundation, the Metcalf Charitable Foundation, ESCR-Net, CIDA, the City 
of Toronto, Rights and Democracy, the CAW Social Justice Fund, Status of Women Canada, the 
Canadian Human Rights Foundation, and the Regional Municipality of Ottawa. 

Brian Edgecombe, Chair 
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WOMEN’S HOUSING RIGHTS PROGRAM 
 

Women’s insecure housing and homelessness is one of the most pressing issues for low-income 
women in Canada today.  The Women’s Housing Rights Program at CERA is designed to address 
low-income women’s housing inequality through a broad range of both domestic and 
international activities.   
 

DOMESTIC ACTIVITIES 
 

This year, CERA’s Women’s Housing Rights Program focused its energies domestically on the 
establishment of a National Working Group on Women and Housing in Canada (NWG).  We 
initiated this project to address the lack of a national voice focused specifically on housing issues 
as they affect low-income women.  Over the course of the year we consulted with women with 
expertise on women’s housing and poverty issues across the country to develop the membership 
of the NWG and its mandate.  The membership is currently comprised of one woman expert in 
the area of housing and/or poverty from every province and territory.  Members have engaged 
low income women’s housing issues personally, through grassroots work and through 
participation in legal and policy processes.  The NWG met for the first time for two days in 
February/March 2004 in Toronto to develop its platform and plan of action, the latter of which 
was structured around the pending federal election.  The meeting was lively and the members of 
the NWG expressed their deep commitment to ensuring that low-income women’s housing issues 
are included on the national, provincial and territorial political agendas.  The NWG has planned a 
range of political oriented activities to be carried out in the near future. 
 

INTERNATIONAL ACTIVITIES 
 

Legal Standard Setting 

 

Internationally, the Women’s Program worked primarily on initiatives related to the development 
of new international legal standards pertaining to women’s economic, social and cultural rights.   
 
i. Montréal Principles  

In June 2003, CERA, as co-coordinator of the Women’s Working Group of the International 
Network on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ESCR-Net), officially launched the Montréal 
Principles on the meaning and application of women’s economic, social and cultural rights at an 
international human rights conference in Thailand.  The Montréal Principles were developed at a 
meeting of leading women’s human rights experts organized and co-hosted by CERA in 
December 2002 in Montréal, Quebec.  Launching the Montréal Principles at an international 
event with participants from around the globe ensured broad exposure.  The Principles were met 
with great enthusiasm, particularly by women activists attending the conference.  Later in the 
year, CERA submitted the Principles to a leading international human rights law journal for 
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publication.  We received confirmation from Human Rights Quarterly that the Montréal 
Principles would be published in a forthcoming edition of the journal (September 2004).  The 
Montréal Principles is the first international legal document outlining the meaning and application 
of economic, social and cultural rights for women. 
 
Finally, CERA secured funds from CIDA to develop a Plain Language Guide to the Montréal 
Principles, to ensure the accessibility of the Principles so that individual women, women working 
at the grassroots level, and NGOs working to promote women’s human rights can effectively use 
them in their domestic work.   
 

ii. General Comment on Article 3 of the International Covenant on ESCR  

 
CERA has also played a central role in the development of a General Comment on Article 3 
(equality between women and men) of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR), which the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (“the Committee”) intends to adopt in the near future.  This General Comment is 
a significant legal development as it will be the first articulation of the meaning and application of 
the ICESCR for women adopted by a United Nations body.  As such, it will assist governments in 
determining how to meet their international economic, social and cultural rights obligations to 
women.  It will also serve as an excellent tool to assist women in claiming these rights at the 
domestic level.  To facilitate the Committee’s drafting process, CERA co-hosted a meeting of 
international women’s human rights experts in Toronto in July 2003.  The meeting was attended 
by the Chair of the Committee, Ms. Virginia Dandan, two members of the United Nations 
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, the former Supreme Court of 
Canada Justice, Claire L’Heureux Dubé, and by leading women’s human rights advocates 
Shelagh Day and Shanthi Dairiam, among others.  The outcome document from this meeting 
informed the subsequent draft of the General Comment released in November 2003.   
 
Over the course of the year CERA, in conjunction with a coalition of women’s human rights 
advocates from around the world, also provided the Committee with several further written 
critiques of new drafts of the General Comment developed by the Committee.  From the feedback 
we have received, our comments appear to have influenced the Committee in its deliberations on 
the General Comment.    

 

 

Committee Chair, Virginia Dandan, Minister Responsible for the Status of Women, Jean 
Augustine, and the Honourable Claire L’Heureux Dubé during the July 2003 meeting. 
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Conferences 

 
As part of its international work, CERA attended the Inaugural Conference of the International 
Network on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ESCR-Net), which CERA helped establish.  
The conference was held in June 2003 in Chiang Mai, Thailand and brought together over 200 
individuals and organizations working in the area of economic and social rights.  CERA 
participated in workshops on women’s economic, social and cultural rights and on violence 
against women and the right to housing.  We also participated in meetings on the Optional 
Protocol to the ICESCR which would provide a complaints mechanism for economic and social 
rights claims, an issue at the forefront of international work in the area of economic and social 
rights. 
 
Research 
 
The Executive Director, on behalf of CERA, undertook a consultancy with UN-HABITAT (the 
United Nations Centre for Human Settlements) and the United Nations Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights to research and to write a book on the status of the right to 
adequate housing for Aboriginal peoples around the world.  To our knowledge this is the first 
book of its kind.  The research was broad in scope and included case studies on: Australia, 
Canada, Ecuador, Kenya, Mexico, Philippines, Norway, Sweden and Russia.  It is anticipated that 
the research and writing will be completed by summer/fall 2004 and that the book will be 
published by the United Nations in early 2005. 
 

 

Human Rights Casework 
 

In an environment of one-time ‘project-based’ funding, it has been an ongoing challenge for 
CERA to sustain our core service of one-on-one assistance for individuals experiencing 
discrimination in their search for housing. While there are literally dozens of “Fair Housing” 
organizations across the United States, CERA is the only organization in Canada devoted to 

challenging housing-based 
discrimination. The community 
recognizes this unique and 
important work, and CERA’s 
expertise in the area, as we 
regularly receive referrals from 
settlement organizations, 
community legal clinics, tenant 
organizations, municipal 
councillors, Members of 
Provincial Parliament, and even 
the Ontario Human Rights 
Commission.   Ironically, of all of 
our services, it is our core human 
rights in housing casework which 
is consistently the most difficult 
to fund.  
 

For much of 2003/2004, CERA 
received no funding for individual 

Executive Director, Leilani Farha, with her daughter Cleo. 
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casework and, as a result, we were unfortunately forced to scale back our services significantly. 
Still, staff and volunteers assisted over 150 households facing discrimination in housing. As in 
previous years, the vast majority of people calling for assistance were women (80%), and almost 
50% were in single parent households. For close to three quarters of callers, social assistance was 
their main source of income. Callers experienced a wide range of discrimination, including 
minimum income requirements, discriminatory occupancy rules and ‘adult only’ policies, failure 
to accommodate a disability, and discriminatory credit and reference requirements of newcomers 
to Canada. Many individuals were turned away from affordable and appropriate housing because 
they were receiving social assistance benefits. 
 
In early 2004, CERA’s human rights in housing program received fantastic news. The Law 
Foundation of Ontario agreed to fund CERA to develop a volunteer-based human rights 
assistance and education program. This will be an exciting opportunity for CERA to re-establish 
and re-envision our individual human rights in housing services – and work toward sustainability. 
The Community Action on Housing Rights Program will officially begin in the Spring of 2004.  

 

SIGNIFICANT HUMAN RIGHTS CASES AND INITIATIVES  
 

During 2003/2004, CERA continued to be the forefront of initiatives to promote the equality 
rights of disadvantaged Ontarians. Highlights include: 
 
Maria Cunanan v. Boolean Developments Ltd. et al 

 
Maria Cunanan is a single parent with three teenage children. In 1998 she applied for a three 
bedroom apartment in North York. Ms. Cunanan suspected that she was going to be discriminated 
against when, after applying for the apartment, the building superintendent told her that she 
would probably not get the apartment because of her children. Ultimately, Ms. Cunanan’s 
application was denied and, with the assistance of CERA, she filed a formal human rights 
complaint against the landlord, Boolean Developments Ltd. In August 2003, the Human Rights 
Tribunal of Ontario found that the landlord had general occupancy guidelines for matching 
apartments with families, and that Ms. Cunanan and her three teenaged sons were not an “ideal” 
family under this formula. The Tribunal ruled that, by refusing to rent to her, the landlord 
discriminated against Ms Cunanan on the basis of family status. 
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Joanne Di Marco v. Ron Fabcic 

 
In this case, the landlord, Ron Fabcic, accepted Ms. Di Marco as a tenant in an apartment on the 
main floor of his house and agreed to build a ramp for her. Ms. Di Marco had multiple medical 
conditions and required a ramp to access the house. Upon being told she could rent the apartment, 
Ms. Di Marco made plans to move, giving notice to her landlord and getting help from a moving 
company to pack her belongings. However, closer to the moving date, Mr. Fabcic told Ms. Di 
Marco that he could not complete the ramp because it was costing too much. As a result, she 
could not move in. CERA helped Ms. Di Marco file a formal human rights complaint with the 
Ontario Human Rights Commission and in 2003, the Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario held that 
she had been discriminated against based on her disability.  
 
Albena St. Hill v. VRM Investments Ltd. 

 
In another victory for families with children, the Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario held in early 
2004 that a landlord who asks the age of a prospective co-occupant on an application is, on the 
face of it, committing an act of discrimination.  
 
The decision arose out of a human rights complaint brought forward by Albena St. Hill, a single 
mother with one child. Having been repeatedly unsuccessful in her search for accommodation 
over a period of six months, she was convinced that landlords were refusing her on the basis of 
having a child. As a result, when completing her next rental application, she did not answer a 
question requesting the age of co-occupants. Based on the information she provided, the landlord 
approved her application. However, when he later discovered that she had a child, he refused to 
rent to her. Ms. Hill filed a formal human rights complaint with the Ontario Human Rights 
Commission with CERA acting as her representative. 
 
The Tribunal awarded Ms. St. Hill damages for being discriminated against on the basis of family 
status, and went further to hold that a question on a rental application which asks the age of a 
prospective co-occupant indicates an intent to discriminate. As a result, landlords who include 
this question on their applications are assumed to be discriminating unless they can prove 
otherwise. This decision has important implications for the legality of other questions on rental 
applications which may also indicate an intent to discriminate, such as the applicant’s relationship 
to the co-occupant. 
 
Challenging the Claw-back of the National Child Benefit Supplement 

 
The primary anti-poverty initiative undertaken by the federal government in recent years is the 
National Child Benefit Supplement. Introduced in 1997, the Supplement can provide over $100 
per month per child extra to low income families across the country. However, by agreement with 
the provinces, the Supplement can be clawed-back from families receiving social assistance. In 
other words, a benefit that is designed to address poverty is taken away from the poorest of the 
poor. Most provinces, including Ontario, deduct the National Child Benefit Supplement from the 
benefits received by families on social assistance. 
 
CERA is currently working with a number of community partners to launch a challenge to the 
claw-back under the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. We hope to officially launch the 
challenge in the coming year. 
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Iness v. Caroline Co-operative 

 
CERA Staff continued to work on the Eleanor Iness case.  Eleanor filed a complaint with the 
Ontario Human Rights Commission, alleging that a housing co-operative, operating under an 
agreement with the federal Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC), had 
discriminated against her because she was in receipt of social assistance.  The co-op had been 
charging residents in subsidized apartments 25% of their income as rent, but changed its policy so 
that recipients of social assistance had to pay the co-op the entire amount of their social assistance 
shelter allowance (amounting to more than 25% of their entitlement).  After a Human Rights 
Tribunal was appointed, CERA sought to have CMHC (a Crown Corporation) added as a party to 
the proceedings.  The Human Rights Tribunal decided in favour of Eleanor and joined CMHC as 
a Respondent.  CMHC appealed to Divisional Court which reversed the Tribunal decision.  
CERA hired outside counsel – veteran human rights and equality rights lawyer, Raj Anand of 
Weir & Foulds – and appealed to the Court of Appeal. The decision came down in March 2004, 
upholding the Divisional Court decision.  Eleanor sought leave to appeal to the Supreme Court of 
Canada, but leave was denied.  This case will return to the Human Rights Tribunal to be heard, 
without CMHC as a party to the proceedings.   
 
Challenging Inadequate Social Assistance Shelter Allowances 

 
During the past year, CERA continued to work with the Advocacy Centre for Tenants Ontario 
(ACTO) on a legal challenge to the inadequacy of the shelter allowance component of social 
assistance entitlements, using Ontario’s Human Rights Code.  This case was launched in February 
2003, with a press conference and the filing of 15 human rights complaints.  CERA and ACTO 
argued that the effect of the government’s policy of setting shelter allowance rates far below 
average rents is discriminatory.  82 per cent of people on social assistance rent in the private 
market, so when the government sets shelter allowance rates far below average rents, people in 
receipt of social assistance are prevented from finding and keeping housing in that market.  This 
is particularly true for single mothers.  In early 2004, CERA and ACTO were informed by the 
Ontario Human Rights Commission that it was dismissing the complaints without an 
investigation or a hearing.  CERA and ACTO will formally request a reconsideration of this 
decision. 
 

 

EARLY INTERVENTION EVICTION PREVENTION 
 

2003/2004 was a year of transition 
for the Early Intervention Eviction 
Prevention program. Starting in 
1999, the Ontario Rental Housing 
Tribunal (ORHT) sent CERA 
weekly lists with contact 
information for all tenants across 
Ontario whose landlords had applied 
to evict them. CERA, through its 
Toronto, Ottawa and Windsor 
offices, and with the assistance of 
partner agencies across the City and 
the province, used this data to 

Ottawa and Toronto Early Intervention Eviction Prevention 
Managers, Sherrie Tingley and Theresa Thornton. 
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distribute eviction prevention information to these tenants – information that would ensure they 
understood their rights and obligations under the Tenant Protection Act, and the community 
resources available to assist them.   
 
In late February 2003, citing privacy concerns, Ontario’s Information and Privacy Commissioner 
ordered that the ORHT stop providing CERA with the tenant information, and in March we 
stopped receiving the weekly lists. Without this information, CERA and its partners could no 
longer reach tenants threatened with eviction as we had in the past. In the previous year, we had 
been able to provide assistance to close to 30,000 tenants at risk of losing their homes. Now we 
would only be able to reach a fraction of this number. In late 2003, CERA was forced to close its 
Ottawa Eviction Prevention office. 
 
With the pro-bono assistance of lawyer Alison Dewar, CERA has appealed the Commissioner’s 
decision. We hope that the appeal will clarify the overwhelming public interest in allowing 
CERA to access this information and assist the tens of thousands of tenants who are threatened 
with eviction every year. 
 
In the meantime, the focus of the Early Intervention Eviction Prevention Program has shifted 
toward broader public education and community coalition work related to the eviction process 
and eviction prevention. We have continued to conduct eviction prevention workshops and 
information sessions, develop public education materials, and work with community networks 
such as Housing Action Now, Housing Ontario Means Everyone, the City of Toronto Advisory 
Committee on Homeless and Socially Isolated Persons, and the Housing and Homelessness 
Network of Ontario.  
 
Recently, we also started developing an initiative to conduct outreach to tenants threatened with 
eviction through their landlords. Approximately 85% of eviction applications are for unpaid rent 
– and usually that unpaid rent amounts to less than $1,000. There are a number of resources 
across Toronto available to assist tenants when they cannot pay their rent, but most tenants are 
not aware of them. Similarly, most landlords don’t know where to refer tenants for assistance 
when they are having a financial crisis.  In the coming months, CERA plans to conduct outreach 
to corporate landlords across the City of Toronto to determine whether they are interested in 
collaborating to connect tenants struggling to pay the rent to the community resources that can 
help them. 
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PUBLIC EDUCATION ON HUMAN RIGHTS AND 

EVICTION PREVENTION 
 
CERA believes that public education is a critical tool for promoting human rights in housing and 
challenging discrimination. Tenants need to know their rights and how they can be enforced. 
Equally important, landlords have to be educated on their obligations under the Human Rights 

Code and on the impact of discriminatory tenant selection practices. In 2003/2004, CERA staff 
conducted workshops on human rights in housing and eviction prevention for a range of 
audiences, including tenants, housing workers, housing co-operatives and private landlords.  In 
addition, we developed a detailed guide for housing workers, Human Rights, Housing and 

Homelessness Prevention, a booklet on landlords’ duty to accommodate persons with disabilities, 
and a pamphlet on eviction prevention strategies. We continued to widely distribute our 
pamphlet, “Discrimination – It’s Against the Law”.  

CERA staff Miriam Lopez Villegas, Ruth Goba, and John Fraser. 
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CERA’S FINANCIAL STATEMENTS FOR THE YEAR 

ENDED MARCH 31, 2004 
 

Revenue 
 

2004 2003 

Government Funding   
Status of Women Canada $148,880 $7,777 
Department of Justice -- (469) 
City of Toronto $90,188 $181,518 
City of Ottawa -- $89,036 

Charitable Foundations   
Canadian Human Rights Foundation $16,248 -- 
Metcalf Charitable Foundation $25,000 $20,833 
Atkinson Charitable Foundation $20,000 $122,135 

Other Grants $35,698 $165,752 
Donations $6,334 $5,629 
Other Income $8,074 $6,602 
   
Total Revenues $350,422 $598,813 

 
Expenses   
   
Salaries, Benefits and Contracts $199,505 $333,586 
Rent $42,516 $59,961 
Insurance $6,424 $5,577 
Office Expenses $18,409 $49,359 
Maintenance and Repairs -- $2,400 
Audit Fee $3,960 $2,560 
Staff Travel $594 $5,632 
Amortization $4,354 $5,888 
Volunteer Expenses $88 $2,045 
Dues and Fees $1,541 $4,702 
Bank Charges and Interest $66 $115 
Ottawa Project Expenses $2,955 $10,060 
Bad Debts -- $3,236 
Eviction Prevention Outreach $624 $16,895 
Direct Project Costs $63,434 $127,967 
Equipment Rental $3,156 $1,534 
   
Total Expenses $347,626 $631,517 
   
Surplus (Deficit) $2,796 ($32,704) 
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CERA’S BOARD OF DIRECTORS 
 

Brian Edgecomb 
Chair  

 
Lobat Sadrehashemi 

Secretary 

 
Asha Kaushal 

 
Novlette Franklin 

Gabrielle Pop-Lazic 
Co-Chair 

 
Michelle Mulgrave 

Treasurer 

 
Ezrom Mokgakala 

 
Niamh Harraher 

 

 

CERA’S STAFF 

 
Leilani Farha 

Executive Director/Women’s Program 

Manager 

 
Theresa Thornton 

Eviction Prevention Manager, Toronto 

 
John Fraser 

Program Coordinator 

 

 

Catherine Henderson 
Bookkeeper 

Ruth Goba 
Staff Lawyer/Women’s Program Officer 

 
 

Cristina Todeila 
Administrator 

 
Sherrie Tingley 

Eviction Prevention Manager, Ottawa/ 

Financial Officer 

 

Miriam Lopez Villegas 
Researcher/Women’s Program Officer 

  

We would also like to extend a sincere thank you to all of our dedicated volunteers.

THANK YOU TO OUR FUNDERS 
 

Atkinson Charitable Foundation 
City of Toronto 

Metcalf Charitable Foundation 
CIDA 

ESCR-Net 
Rights and Democracy 

Regional Municipality of Ottawa 
CAW Social Justice Fund 
Status of Women Canada 

Canadian Human Rights Foundation 



 

 

 

   

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Toronto Office 
340 College Street 
Suite 101A, Box 23 

Toronto, Ontario 
M5T 3A9 

Telephone: 416-944-0087 
Facsimile: 416-944-1803 

 

Windsor Office 
420 Devonshire Road 

Windsor, Ontario 
N8Y 4T6 

 
Telephone: 519-252-9301 
Facsimile: 416-352-5507 

 

Email: cera@equalityrights.org 

Web Site: www.equalityrights.org/cera 

Toll Free Line: (Outside of Toronto): 1-800-263-1139 


