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The 2010-2012 Biennial Work Plan of the Inter-American Commission on Women

This report provides an overview of Canadian initiatives undertaken to promote the status of women since the 2010 Assembly of Delegates of the OAS-CIM

I.
GENERAL ASPECTS

Canada remains committed to advancing the equality of women and girls through the improvement of their economic and social conditions and their participation in democratic life. Women and girls account for almost 51% of the population in Canada (17 million compared to 16.7 million men and boys). General trends show sustained improvements in aspects of women’s lives such as education and labour force participation. However, challenges remain in key areas. For example, women and girls are more likely than men to experience violence and abuse in intimate and family relationships. Some groups of women and girls face particular challenges – for example, Aboriginal women and immigrant women have disproportionate rates of low income. 

Across government, gender based analysis is used as a tool to advance gender equality. Canada also has a strong legal foundation for gender equality in its Charter of Rights and Freedoms. The federal, provincial and territorial governments have also adopted human rights legislation prohibiting various forms of discrimination, including gender-based discrimination.  Canada continues to be strongly influenced by the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women.   Canada also remains committed to the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and continues to work actively within the United Nations system, including at the UN General Assembly, the UN Human Rights Council, and the UN Commission on the Status of Women.  

II.
IMPLEMENTATION OF THE CIM BIENNIAL WORKPLAN (2010-2012)

a) Gender-based violence

Canada supports a multi-disciplinary and multi-sectoral approach to addressing violence against women and children, in keeping with the complex nature of the issue. This approach includes a combination of both legislative and non-legislative responses designed to monitor and reduce the prevalence of violence; measures to assist those affected by it and to hold the perpetrators accountable, for example through increased access to health, social and other services for victims; as well as initiatives to prevent violence, for example through educational outreach and the engagement of men and boys.

Recent criminal law reform initiatives (Bill C-10 which received Royal Assent in March 2012) have improved the response to violence against women and children, including amendments to better protect children and youth from sexual predators; end house arrest for serious crimes; eliminate pardons for serious crimes; increase offender accountability and support victims of crime; and protect vulnerable foreign nationals against abuse and exploitation. 

The Government of Canada launched its National Action Plan to Combat Human Trafficking in June 2012. This Plan acknowledges that women and children are most often the victims, with Aboriginal and immigrant women being particularly at-risk. It includes the following measures: establishing Canada’s first integrated law enforcement team dedicated to combating human trafficking; increasing front-line training to identify and respond to human trafficking and enhance prevention in vulnerable communities; providing more support for victims of this crime, both to Canadians and newcomers; and strengthening coordination with domestic and international partners.

Canada acknowledges that the high rates of violence against Aboriginal women and girls and the particular issue of missing and murdered Aboriginal women are persistent challenges to which effective solutions must be found.  The Government of Canada is taking a range of actions to address these issues. In 2010, the Government announced a strategy to improve community safety and ensure that the justice system and law enforcement agencies can better respond to the specific issue of missing and murdered Aboriginal women. The Government of Canada has also introduced the Family Homes on Reserves and Matrimonial Interests or Rights Act, Bill S-2, which would help address incidents of family violence against First Nations women and their children living on reserves by providing for emergency protection orders that grant temporary exclusive occupation of the family home. The Government of Canada has also introduced the Family Homes on Reserves and Matrimonial Interests or Rights Act, Bill S-2, which would help address incidents of family violence against First Nations women and their children living on reserves by providing for emergency protection orders that grant temporary exclusive occupation of the family home. The Bill is currently awaiting debate at second reading in the House of Commons.
Convention of Belém do Pará
Although active in its development, Canada is not a party to the Convention of Belém do Pará.  Canada continues to address violence against women and girls both domestically and internationally and has ratified a number of relevant international treaties, including the CEDAW and its Optional Protocol. 


a)  Gender and HIV 

Canada's domestic and international response to HIV/AIDS is comprehensive, evidence-based, and built on a foundation of the respect for human rights, gender equality, anti-stigma and anti-discrimination. Canada also recognizes the particular factors and conditions which place women and girls at risk of HIV/AIDS. While the annual number of positive HIV tests among women has fluctuated slightly over the last decade, it is not declining overall.  The proportion of pregnant women diagnosed with HIV who received antiretroviral treatment to prevent the transmission of HIV to their babies increased from 60% (1997) to 93.2% (2010) and the proportion of infants perinatally exposed to HIV and confirmed infected decreased from 9.3% (2000) to 1.7% (2010). Prophylaxis for pregnant women living with HIV has increased over time, contributing to far fewer infants acquiring HIV infection; vertical transmission from mother to child has been drastically reduced.

The Federal Initiative to Address HIV/AIDS in Canada includes a number of activities and programs targeting HIV prevention, diagnosis, treatment, care and support for women, including the development of national guidelines for HIV screening and testing;  funding for HIV/AIDS research projects that focus on women-centred HIV prevention; care and support and a social determinants-based strategy to respond to the increase of HIV among women in prison; and voluntary HIV testing in all provinces and territories as part of a comprehensive approach to prenatal care. 

In addition, Canada has made maternal, newborn and child health a priority of its development assistance, including through launching the G8 Muskoka Initiative on Maternal, Newborn, and Child Health in 2010. Canada is committed to working with partners to deliver integrated and comprehensive national and community-level health services to women and children.  Its approach focuses on three paths: strengthening health systems, preventing and treating leading diseases and illnesses, and improving nutrition.  
b) Gender and Migration

Canada recognizes the need to integrate gender considerations in the development of migration policies and implementation of programs. In August 2011, Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC) implemented a new departmental gender-based analysis (GBA) policy that applies across all of CIC’s business lines, from policy development to program implementation. 

By applying GBA, CIC is able to develop monitoring mechanisms and potential mitigation strategies for differential impacts that may result from program and policy provisions. For example, changes to the Federal Skilled Workers Program, which sought to modernize the selection of federal skilled workers, examined how the impacts of proposed regulatory amendments might differ by gender. The overall objectives of the changes were to place greater importance on factors that are associated with successful economic outcomes, such as official language abilities, Canadian work experience and contributions to the Canadian labour market. 

The Government of Canada has taken action to protect live-in caregivers, the majority of whom are women, from abuse and exploitation with regulatory improvements. In addition, Canada has started issuing open work permits to live-in caregivers as soon as they have completed their conditions of employment and submitted an application for permanent residence, meaning they are able to get open work permits about 18 months sooner. Having earlier access to an open work permit allows the caregiver to move out of their employer’s home and seek jobs in other fields. 

Canada also uses its resettlement program to respond to the protection needs of women and girls and victims of persecution due to sexual orientation. Canada is also responding to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees’ request to resettle a group of women who are victims of sexual violence in Haiti. 

c) Gender and Natural Disasters

Canada continues to work with key international and regional partners in the Americas to ensure that gender issues are addressed in disaster management strategies and programs. In March 2012, for example, Canada provided $2.3 million to support the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) response to the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, including with respect to sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV). As part of its response, UNHCR worked with a local Haitian women’s organization to manage a shelter for victims of SGBV and their families. The shelter provides physical protection and training opportunities for the women as well as relocation assistance. 
III.
IMPLEMENTATION OF THE INTRA-AMERICAN PROGRAM AND STRATEGIC PLAN OF ACTION OF THE CIM
The Eradication of Poverty 

The Government of Canada’s approach to reducing poverty emphasizes the development of skills and opportunities to support attachment to the labour market through targeted employment and income supports for those facing particular barriers and during periods of unemployment. Canada also recognizes that some groups are particularly vulnerable to experiencing low income, including women.
The Government of Canada has made significant investments in supporting the income security and well-being of all families. This includes significant funding (e.g., $15.2 billion in 2011-12) to provinces and territories to enhance the quality of their early childhood development, early learning and child care programs and services, as well as direct supports to families in cash benefits and tax credits, for example, the Universal Child Care Benefit (UCCB), the Child Tax Credit, the Working Income Tax Benefit, the Canada Child Tax Benefit (CCTB) and the National Child Benefit Supplement (NCB).  Moreover, the federal government transferred over $1.2 billion to provinces and territories in support of children through the Canada Social Transfer.  This is the largest investment in early childhood development and child care in the history of Canada.  

The CCTB provides income support to Canadian families with children to help them with the cost of raising their children. The CCTB includes a base benefit that is paid to over 80 percent of Canadian families with children and the NCB Supplement for low-income families.  The Government introduced the UCCB to help families cover the costs of whatever form of child care they choose.  Budget 2010 improved the taxation of the UCCB to ensure that single-parent families receive tax treatment comparable to two-parent families, and  that parents with joint custody could split child benefits equally throughout the year.  The UCCB has lifted an estimated 24,000 families with about 55,000 children out of low income.  
Education 

In the past few decades, Canadian women have taken remarkable strides in educational attainment.  For example, the proportion of women aged 25-64 with completed post-secondary education has increased from 51% in 1999 to 62% in 2009.  

The Government of Canada recognizes that getting a good education is one of the cornerstones of success for all Canadians.  Canada’s public education system falls under the jurisdiction of the provinces and territories (P/Ts).  

The Government of Canada recognizes the vital role of post-secondary education (PSE) and provides funding to P/Ts to support programming in the form of a block transfer, the Canada Social Transfer (CST).  The Government of Canada has increased annual funding for PSE through the CST; Economic Action Plan 2012 reaffirmed that the CST will continue to grow at three per cent annually in 2014-2015 and subsequent years. 

The Government of Canada also provides interest-free loans (Canada Student Loans Program) to post-secondary students; grants for students in low-income families (Canada Learning Bond); grants targeted to students with dependents, a loan-forgiveness benefit; as well as grants directed to offset the extra costs incurred by students with permanent disabilities (Canada Disability Savings Grants, Canada Disability Savings Bonds). For example, in 2009-10, Canada Student Loans and Grants assisted over 400,000 Canadian students. Women are major recipients of Canada student financial assistance and constitute 60% of Canada student loan borrowers and 77% of recipients of grants for students with dependents. Provinces and territories also deliver financial assistance to students in their jurisdictions.

The Government of Canada also supports a variety of non-profit organizations involved in addressing the needs of children, including their education and learning.  In 2010, for example, it announced a significant investment of $20 million to support Pathways to Education Canada, a charitable organization dedicated to alleviating poverty by reducing the high school drop-out rate among at-risk youth. 
Health

The Canadian government recognizes that investing in maternal health leads to greatly improved long-term health outcomes.  Under the Canada Prenatal Nutrition Program, Canada provides $26.5 million in annual community-based funding to programs that promote the health of vulnerable pregnant women and their infants. Canada provides $34 million annually to support Maternal and Child Health for First Nations and Inuit, and $16 million annually to fight Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder. 

Health Canada supports research through the Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR), which includes the Institute of Gender and Health (IGH). Recognizing that sex and gender considerations are relevant to almost all aspects of health research, CIHR now requires all researchers applying for competitive funds to describe how their research addresses sex and gender considerations, and provides training opportunities and materials to support researchers to incorporate sex and gender consideration in their research. 

In 2011/12, alone, $53.8 million was spent on gender-related research through CIHR.  For example, IGH has offered strategic funding for research in the areas of violence and health, maternal health and sexual and reproductive health. The knowledge and improvements gained through these investments will ensure that Canada’s research, policies and programs will lead to better outcomes that will benefit women and all Canadians.

National institutions responsible for the advancement of women

Status of Women Canada (SWC) is a federal government organization that promotes the full participation of women in the economic, social and democratic life of Canada, putting particular emphasis on increasing women's economic security and prosperity, eliminating violence against women and girls and promoting women’s leadership and democratic participation. Recognizing the importance of gender equality, all of the provinces and territories have appointed Ministers Responsible for the Status of Women, and have dedicated offices or units.  

While SWC is the coordinating agency for the advancement of gender equality for the Government of Canada, each federal organization within Canada’s national machinery is responsible for implementing the government’s commitment to have gender based analysis incorporated within its substantive work and mandate.  Several federal organizations also have offices or units dedicated to working on equality for women. 

SWC works with federal organizations to ensure that gender dimensions are taken into account in the development of policies and programs by conducting gender-based analysis. Since 2009, central agencies (i.e., the Privy Council Office, the Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, and the Department of Finance) within the Government of Canada and SWC have been carrying out an Action Plan to improve the practice of Gender-Based Analysis (GBA) across government. This had included the development and implementation of GBA frameworks in over 20 departments and agencies. Most recently, access to GBA training has been significantly enhanced by the launch of an online GBA training course, available on the SWC website at http://www.swc-cfc.gc.ca/pol/gba-acs/course-cours/eng/mod00/mod00_01_01.php.

Through the Women's Program SWC also plays a vital role in supporting the work of women's and other Canadian organizations. Since 2007, SWC has provided over $54 million in funding for projects to end violence against women and girls, over $41.5 million for projects focusing on improving women’s economic security and prosperity; and over $16.5 million for projects that promote leadership and women’s democratic participation.

Women in areas of conflict

Canada has demonstrated longstanding support for the human rights and well-being of women and girls in conflict and transition situations, including prevention and response to conflict-related sexual violence. Canadian programming in fragile and conflict affected states includes projects that support women’s peace and security. Canada supports efforts of Canadian and international civil society organizations to address key issues on the women, peace and security agenda in the Americas. For example, in Colombia, Canada supports legal assistance, access to transitional justice and psychosocial support for women victims of conflict-related sexual violence and trains Government officials to prosecute crimes of this nature while taking into account the needs of the victims.  Canada has supported the ongoing development of National Action Plans to implement UN Security Resolution 1325 in Argentina, Brazil, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala and Uruguay.

In October 2010, Canada announced an Action Plan on women, peace and security. The Action Plan emphasizes participation by women in peace processes, the protection of human rights of women and girls, and seeks to ensure their equal access to humanitarian and development assistance. It provides guidance to departments and agencies on how to implement the UN Security Council Resolutions on Women, Peace and Security, and calls for a public annual report on implementation progress.  


IV.
FUTURE ACTIONS TO ADVANCE THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE CIM STRATEGIC PLAN OF ACTION


(i)
At the national level 

Advancing gender equality, by identifying barriers and challenges faced by women and girls as well as opportunities to promote their full participation in Canadian society, is a shared responsibility across all federal organizations. As part of this responsibility, Status of Women Canada will continue to act as the coordinating agency and exercise leadership with partners to improve the practice of gender-based analysis across government, including as outlined in the Action Plan. 


(ii)
At the regional/hemispheric level
Canada will continue to be involved in the work of the Inter-American Commission on Women (CIM). Canada supports annual OAS General Assembly resolutions that promote gender equality in the hemisphere, including one that pertains to the strengthening of the CIM. Support for gender equality remains central to Canada’s Official Development Assistance to the region. Across the region, Canada has provided support to projects and programming aimed at increasing respect for women’s and girls’ rights and their role in decision-making processes, as well as enhancing the capacity of government and civil society to advance progress in these areas. 
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