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1.  Good afternoon.  I  am  the  Executive  Director  of the  Centre  for  Equality  
Rights  in  Accommodation.  I  work  in the  area of  housing  rights –  
implementing  international law  –  specifically  the  right  to  adequate  housing  
– domestically.   

2.  I  commend the  Sub-Committee  for  having  agreed to study  ways in which 
the  recommendations  of  the  UPR  can be  implemented.  This is very  much in  
keeping  with the  concerns  of civil society  across Canada.  In the  lead-up to 
the  UPR  of Canada,  I  had the  good  fortune  along  with others like  Alex,  to  
travel across the  country  to 5  different  cities to talk  with Indigenous  groups  
and members of civil society  about  the  UPR.  We  met  with more  than 125  
organizations  across the  country,  organizations  concerned with a range  of  
issues: treatment of detainees, homelessness,  women’s  rights,  employment  
issues.  We  were  struck  by  one  thing:  regardless of where  we  were,  civil  
society  was  unanimous in its  concern that  international human rights  
obligations  are  not  being  implemented in this country,  regardless  of the  
area – civil/political, economic  or  social.    

3.  So,  lets  talk  about  Tanya. Who  is Tanya?   Tanya one  of our  many  clients.  
She  is currently  working  in a low  income  job.   She  has three  school-aged  
boys.   After  her  divorce,  she  found  it  difficult  to find a place  to live  on her  
income,  given the  size  of her  family  and because  of discrimination.   She  has 
her  name on a list  for  social housing but  has been told that  it  will likely be  7  
– 10  years before  she  gets  a  subsidized place.  The  only place  she  could  find  
to rent  is a run-down house  that  needs major  repairs.  The  landlord refuses  
to make  those  repairs,  and she  can’t  afford the  application  fee  required to  
take  legal action against  him.  Tanya lives  in inadequate  housing  and she  
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knows  she  is  one  crisis,  one  emergency  from  falling  into  arrears and  being  
homelessness.   

4.  When Tanya called my  office she  asks  me:  What  are my  rights here? Don’t  I  
have the right to live in a decent place?  I  told her that Canada has signed 
and ratified treaties  and  conventions  that  include the  right to adequate  
housing  including  the  Covenant  on  Economic,  Social and  Cultural Rights,  
and the Convention on the Rights  of the Child,  the Convention on the  
Elimination of Discrimination.    I  told her  that that  the international 
community  has expressed grave  concern about the situation  of 
homelessness,  inadequate  housing  and  poverty  in the country.   That  in  
1993,  1998, 1999,  2005,  2006,  2008 and  2009 the United Nations  has been 
telling  the  Government of Canada  that homelessness  and inadequate  
housing  must  be addressed by  implementing  the right to adequate  housing  
at home.   I  tell her that  a United Nations Special Rapporteur  was so 
concerned about the housing  and homelessness  issues  in this country  he  
came  here  to investigate  and  that  he  reiterated many  of the same  
recommendations  of the  UN  treaty  monitoring  bodies. I  told her  that  just  
last  year  an international  
 

5.  Tanya is  glad to  hear  all of this and asks the  inevitable next question:  So 
how  do I  get the right  to adequate  housing? Where  do I  go?  
 

6.  We  all know the  answer to her  question.  She has nowhere to go:   
 
- The Landlord-Tenant  Board – no money  to pay  for  the application and 

once  there,  outside  of their  mandate   
- Provincial human rights  – similar situation,  no  codified right to adequate  

housing  – outside of their jurisdiction 
- She can try  Charter  of Rights and Freedom  challenge – she  will meet  

with lawyers representing  the  government who  will argue  non-
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justiciable (a position,  I  might add that  is  entirely  out of step with the  
international community),  and without  the Court Challenges  Program,  
she will have  no  resources  to launch the  case. 
 

7.  Where  is Tanya likely  to end up?  In your constituency  office.   MPs as  the  
last  resort international  human rights  implementation mechanism.  And 
where  will you send her? Likely  back  to me!  

8.  So we  have two  options  with Tanya.  We  can tell her that international 
human rights  are  lofty  ideals,  aspirations  or  goals with no  real world 
significance  or  we can roll up our sleeves and do the  work to  figure  out how  
meaningful  options  for implementing these  rights.   I  think  this Sub-
Committee  has wisely  chosen the latter.   

9.  What  I  would  like  to suggest  is  that  the work that  needs to be done  isn’t  
too  hard,  but is  in fact, simple.   

10. The first  step, I  think, is  for MPs to be  reminded that  human rights  are  not  
just lofty  ideals and  principles. But  that human rights  are  a practice,  it’s  a 
way  of governance. It’s  a way  for you to do your  job.   What  does human 
rights  practice or governance  mean? What  does  it  look like? There are  
three core  principles  that  can guide your thinking,  policy  making:  
 

One.  Human Rights practice  is  always about the most  vulnerable  and 
disadavantaged.  Rights  are  most important  to these  groups  because  
they  are  most  likely  to  suffer  rights violations. 
 
Two. Human rights  practice  involves  the  setting  of timelines, goals,  
benchmarks  to change or better  a situation.  This  is  particularly  true in 
economic and social realms,  where progress can be  charted, measured. 
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Three.  Human rights  practice  ensures  accountability.  That  someone  or  
someones  are  accountable for reviewing  human rights  compliance and 
enforcement. 

11.   Putting  these  principles into practice,  what  can you do,  specifically? I  think  
we  only  need to look  at  the recommendations  that  came out of the  UPR  
process,  the treaty  monitoring  bodies  and  that have  been repeatedly  
recommended by  civil society:  
 
- Meeting  of fed/prov/terr ministers  responsible  for  human rights,  

convene  to review UPR  recommendations and adopt  a shared 
implementation  plan;    
 

- The mandate  of the federal  and provincial/territorial human rights  
institutions should  be  extended to explicitly  include economic,  social 
and cultural rights;   

 
- A new intergovernmental process for implementing  international 

human rights  obligations and  responding  to concerns  and 
recommendations  established  on an urgent  basis  to deal with UPR  
recommendations;   

 
- Integrate  international law and review/enforcement  mechanisms into  

every  piece  of legislation,  especially  those are  being  newly  developed.  
Let  me end here with  an example  of model  legislation that is  before  
Parliament now.   Bill C-304 on affordable,  adequate,  accessible housing.  
The Bill which calls for  a national housing strategy  and  is,  itself, is  a 
response to treaty  monitoring  body  recommendations  and the  UPR. It  
incorporates the following  elements:   
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Of course,  none of these recommendations will solve  Tanya’s concerns  
immediately. But,  they  will signal to Tanya that  she  lives  in country  where  
all human rights  are  taken seriously,  that  someone  is accountable and 
that  if she believes  her rights  have  been violated she  has a place to go,  to 
tell her story,  be  heard AND have access to a remedy  if appropriate. 
 
Thank   you.    

o  Calls for  prov/terr/fed ministers  to  meet and  to hammer out a 
national strategy  with civil society,  indigenous  representatives,  
and municipal governments;   
 

o  It  recognizes  the most disadvantaged groups  and  that their  needs  
must  be prioritized;   

o  It  calls for  the setting  of timelines  and targets for  ending  
homelessness;   

o  It  calls for  the development  of a process for  the independent  
review,  addressing  and  reporting  of complaints  about  possible  
violations of the right  to adequate  housing; and a process for  
review and  follow-up on any  concerns  or recommendations 
from United Nations  human rights  bodies  with respect  to the  
right to adequate  housing.  
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