
 
 

 

No Action, No Progress: FAFIA’s Response to Canada’s 
Report Back to the United Nations Committee on the 
Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 

 
 

Three decades have passed since Canada ratified the United Nations Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).  One year ago, the 
United Nations found that the Government of Canada had failed to comply with its human 
rights commitments under CEDAW and identified two areas in which human rights 
violations were so pressing that they required immediate action: 

 persistent failure to provide adequate social assistance to women and girls 
living in poverty;  

 endemic violence against Aboriginal women and girls.  
 

The Committee asked the Government of Canada to report back on the actions it has taken 
in these two areas by November 2009.  

Canada has now reported back to the Committee, but Canada’s report reveals no 
substantive action on the Government’s part. 

 

Poverty 
 

Women and girls living in poverty currently rely on welfare incomes so low that the 
National Council of Welfare called them “cruel” in its 2006 report. The United Nations has 
asked the Government of Canada to establish minimum standards for social assistance, 
applicable at the federal, provincial and territorial levels.  

The Government of Canada has set no standards. Instead it transfers funds to the provinces 
and territories and permits them to set social assistance rates so low that they do not fulfill 
Canada’s human rights obligations. In this way, the federal government shirks its 
responsibilities to poor Canadians, ignoring its obligation under international human rights 
law to ensure that everyone enjoys equality and an adequate standard of living.  It also 
ignores its obligation under section 36 of the Constitution to work with the legislatures and 
governments of the provinces to provide “essential public services of reasonable quality to 
all Canadians.”  
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Provinces and territories have not demonstrated a willingness to address this human rights 
violation themselves. Social assistance rates have remained unchanged in seven provinces 
and territories in the past year, have risen by only 1 - 3% in four provinces and territories. 
For only a few family types in a few jurisdictions do social assistance rates reach the 
Statistics Canada Low-Income Cut-Offs. Most social assistance incomes in Canada remain 
well below the poverty line. There is no federal mechanism to ensure that women and girls 
living in poverty receive support adequate to meet their basic needs. The United Nations 
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women recognized that poverty is 
an equality issue because it has gendered consequences.  

 Women lose autonomy in their relations with men. Low welfare rates coerce women 
into “survival sex” or prostitution;  

 Women living on inadequate welfare benefits live in unsafe housing, such as squats and 
shelters, and are more vulnerable to rape and sexual harassment;  

 Women receiving welfare are more likely to have their children apprehended, not 
because the children are mistreated, but because they cannot provide adequate housing 
and food;  

 Women cannot leave abusive relationships because welfare rates are not sufficient to 
support them and their children. If they do leave, they often return for economic 
reasons, even when they are endangered.  

 
Violence Against Aboriginal Women and Girls 

Nowhere is the link between poverty, lack of adequate housing, and violence more evident 
than in the human rights abuses suffered by Aboriginal women and girls. According to 
Statistics Canada, the poverty rate of Aboriginal women, including Indian, Inuit and Metis 
women, is more than double that for non-Aboriginal women. Aboriginal women in Canada 
report rates of violence, including domestic violence and sexual assault, that are nearly four 
times higher than non-Aboriginal women.  Aboriginal women are five times more likely 
than non-Aboriginal women to die from violence.  

Poverty and economic dependence, combined with racism and indifference from legal 
authorities, make Aboriginal women and girls easy prey for violent men, and endemic 
violence is difficult for them to escape. The Native Women’s Association of Canada has now 
documented 520 cases of missing and murdered women; more than half of those women 
and girls have been murdered or gone missing since 2000. The Native Women’s 
Association of Canada, and other non-governmental organizations, believe that the actual 
number of missing and murdered Aboriginal women and girls is much higher.  Many of 
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these disappearances and murders did not receive timely and thorough investigation from 
Canadian police forces. 

The CEDAW Committee recommended in 2008 that Canada investigate the reasons for the 
failure of law enforcement authorities to adequately investigate violence against Aboriginal 
women and girls and “take the necessary steps to remedy the deficiencies in the system.” 
The Committee also urged Canada to “develop a specific and integrated plan for addressing 
the particular conditions affecting aboriginal women, both on and off reserves, …including 
poverty, poor health, inadequate housing, low school-completion rates, low employment 
rates, [and] low income.”  

The Native Women’s Association of Canada, Amnesty International, the Canadian Feminist 
Alliance, and many other organizations, have called for a comprehensive national response 
to the severe and continuing violations of the human rights of Aboriginal women and girls.  

The Government of Canada has not acted.  

 
On the occasion of the Government of Canada’s submission of its follow-up report to the 

CEDAW Committee, we call on the Government of Canada to immediately : 
 
Á Establish a federal and pan-Canadian strategy now for eliminating poverty, 

and women’s poverty in particular, grounded in the rights to equality and to an 
adequate standard of living, and one that ensures that incomes for women and men 
who require social support reach a level that is adequate to meet their needs;    

 Establish a transparent monitoring mechanism to ensure the accountability of 
provincial and territorial governments for the use of transferred funds so as to 
ensure that funding decisions meet the needs of the most vulnerable groups and do 
not result in discrimination against women;  

 Carry out an impact assessment of social programs to determine whether they 
are adequate to realize the human rights of women, including the most vulnerable 
groups of women;  

 Establish a co-ordinated national action plan to address violence against 
Aboriginal women and girls, that includes: 
 a thorough investigations of the cases of Aboriginal women and girls who have 

gone missing or been murdered in recent decades;  
 an inquiry and investigation into the systemic failures of law enforcement 

agencies that will lead to changes to police protocols, lines of authority, systems 
of co-ordination, training, and statistics-keeping to ensure that Aboriginal 
women and girls will be protected equally by law enforcement authorities and 
that violence against them will be investigated and prosecuted promptly and 
effectively; 

 a specific and integrated plan for addressing the social and economic conditions 
of Aboriginal women and girls, both on and off reserves, including: poverty, poor 
health, inadequate housing, low school-completion rates, high rates of child 
apprehension, low employment rates, and low incomes.  



 
 

 #ÁÎÁÄÁȭÓ 2ÅÐÏÒÔ "ÁÃË ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 5. #%$!7 #ÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÅ 4 

 

We call on the Government of Canada to act immediately to respect, protect, and 
fulfill the human rights of women.  
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