
Taking Them at Their Word 
Canadian Government's Accountability for Women's Equality 
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In the last fifteen years, Can& bar adopted 
three international agreements and made sokmn 
public commitments to implement profound and 
thorough changes in order to bring about equality, 
development, andpeace for women. 

Many Canadian women assume that the United Nations 
has nothing to do with them, and that international issues 
and international agreements are about other countries, 
not very interesting and certainly irrelevant to the prob- 
lems that we face everyday in Canada. Nothing could be 
hrther from the truth. Canada has made a series of 
commitments at the UN that all levels of government will 
undertake sweeping changes, to bring about empower- 
ment and equality for Canadian women. In reality, the 
changes have been less than sweeping at any level of 
government. Most provincial governments have done a 
poor job of carrying out their part of the bargain. Nowa- 
days, some are trying to weasel out altogether. How can 
they get away with this? Ifwe do not even know what they 
have promised to do, let alone make a fuss when they try 
to renege, who else is going to stop them? 

Did you know that in September 1995, Canada adopted 
a UN agreement-the Beijing Platform for Action (PFA)- 
that included the promise to use economic policies and 
development strategies in Canada that address the needs 
of women in poverty? Change laws and policies to ensure 
women have equal rights and access to economic re- 
sources? Give women access to savings and credit mecha- 
nisms and institutions? Develop gender-based method- 
ologies and do research to address the feminization of 
poverty? 

Did you know that in July 1985, Canada adopted a 
similar agreement-the Nairobi Forward-Looking Strat- 
egies (FLS)-that promised, among other things, to bring 
about in Canada the full participation of poor women in 
decision-making processes? Ensure that economic and 
financial policies do not adversely affect poor women? 
Eradicate poverty by promoting equitable distribution of 
national income, enabling women's access to equal eco- 

ing from their position as Indigenous people? 
Did you know that in 198 1, Canada ratified a binding 

international treaty-the Convention on the Elimination 
ofAll Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)- 
which requires the total elimination in Canada ofall forms 
of discrimination against women, public and private, 
direct and systemic, by institutions or individuals? 

These are but a few examples of the hundreds of steps 
Canada has promised, in writing, to take to change the 
existing social and economic order for the majority of 
Canadians: women. In the last fifteen years, Canada has 
adopted three international agreements and made solemn 
public commitments to implement profound and thor- 
ough changes in most areas of Canadian life, in order to 
bring about equality, development, and peace for women. 
Indeed, Canada has been a leader in the development and 
promotion of these agreements ,at the United Nations, 
and deserves much credit for this leadership role. 

Despite the fact that these commitments are in many 
respects identical to the agenda that women have been 
striving to achieve, few women's groups in Canada have 
informed themselves of the existence, contents, and po- 
tential of these agreements, or made use of them in their 
planning and activities. Not coincidentally, these com- 
mitments have not been at the centre of planning and 
activities of our federal, provincial, and territorial govern- 
ments. But these agreements should be at the centre of 
planning; that was one of the commitments. 

If we want this situation to change, we'd better get 
moving. The first step is to inform ourselves about who 
has promised what. The second step is to monitor what 
they have done and compare it to what they promised to 
do. The third step is to make sure this information 
becomes general knowledge, in the same way that most 
Canadians know about the existence and provisions of the 
Charter of Rights and Freedoms. No good making a fuss 
in the media if nobody knows what we're talking about. 
But when the terms of a deal are well known, there's 
nothing like the spotlight of publicity and constant scru- 
tiny and comment, to assure probity. Finally, we have to 
make it less costly for our governments to keep their word 
than to break it. 

Getting specific: the agreements 

The first agreement Canada signed was a binding 
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international treaty called the Convention on the Elimi- 
nation of All forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW), adopted at the UN in 1979, ratified by Canada in 
1981, which took effect here in 1982. CEDAW requires 
signatories to take the necessary steps to eliminate all 
forms of discrimination against women, not only in law, 
but in policy, regulation, tradition, practice, custom; not 
only in public spheres of life, but in private life. CEDAW 

defines discrimination as any differential treatment that 
hinders women's exercise and enjoyment of their human 

Canadian government oflcials have claimed 
repeatedly in written reports and oralpresentations, 
at the UN and in Canah, that domestic law is the 
means by which international treaties such m CEDAW 

are represented and implemented in Canada. 

rights and fundamental freedoms in all spheres of life. 
CEDAW'S implementation is monitored by the UN Com- 
mittee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against 
Women (also called CEDAW), which assesses mandatory 
reports from signatories. 

CEDAW is a brief, easy to understand document consist- 
ing of 30 paragraphs or articles, 12 of which discuss 
particular areas such as nationality, employment, health, 
law, marriage and family life, and economic and social - 
benefits. Initially, Canada focused on reviewing laws and 
changing those that violated CEDAW (for example, the 
Indian Act provisions about women losing their status- 
nationality-by marrying out, largely corrected in 1985), 
but that was only a baby step. Obviously, much more 
remains to be done for Canada to be in full compliance. 
CEDAW is implemented by federal, provincial, and territo- 
rial governments through legislation and policy, accord- 
ing to their jurisdictions, for example, through the Charter 
and through legislation on human rights or the various 
specific topics included in CEDAW. The Continuing Fed- 
eral-Provincial-Territorial Committee of Officials Re- 
sponsible for Human Rights, which was set up in 1975 to 
oversee the implementation in Canada of international 
human rights treaties, produced a useful reference docu- 
ment in 1985 that explains some of the implications of 
CEDAW obligations. Although CEDAW is international, and 
not a domestic, law, much of our domestic law is shaped 
by and reflects CEDAW and other international treaties. For 
example, the Charter contains many sections that draw 
upon the provisions of international treaties, and Cana- 
dian government officials have claimed repeatedly in 
written reports and oral presentations, at the UN and in 
Canada, that domestic law is the means by which interna- 
tional treaties such as CEDAW are represented and imple- 

mented in Canada, (For more on this see Bayefsky.) 
There are numerous sources of information on Cana- 

da's CEDAW compliance. Canada must submit regular 
reports to the CEDAW committee. Although federal, pro- 
vincial, and territorial governments are equally required 
to be in compliance with CEDAW, it is the federal govern- 
ment that compiles the information from all levels, and 
prepares and submits the reports. These official reports 
present a rosy picture of Canadian compliance. They are 
valuable sources of information about what governments 
are doing, but they do not report actions that violate 
CEDAW, nor failures to take required action. Additional 
information concerning CEDAW implementation comes 
from statements by Canada's representatives at the UN; 

these can be obtained from UN records of the CEDAW 

committee meetings. These too are usehl tools. If this is 
what our governments are claiming credit for, we need to 
take them at their word and hold them to it. Given 
Canada's good reputation at the UN, the potential for 
embarrassment is always there. Although the National 
Action Committee on the Status ofwomen (NAC) has on 
occasion issued critical alternative reports, by and large we 
have failed to make use of this potential. 

Official reports on CEDAW (and the FLS and PFA agree- 
ments) are also important as 1) evidence that all levels of 
government admit that they all are supposed to be imple- 
menting these agreements (not just the feds); 2) evidence 
that Canada continues to insist publicly that our govern- 
ments do not intend to renegeon their commitments, that 
they are still carrying them out. If Canada insists at the UN 

that the commitment is there, why should we refuse to 
believe them? We'll take them at their word and hold 
them to it. 

The second agreement adopted by Canada is the For- 
ward-looking Strategies for the Advancement ofwomen 
by the Year 2000 (FLS), which came out of the UN's Third 
World Conference on Women held at Nairobi in July 
1985. Previous conferences during International Wom- 
en's Year (1975) and the UN Decade for Women (1976- 
1985) produced action plans; FLS was the culmination of 
earlier work. The 372-paragraph FLS was intended to be a 
blueprint for action on equality, development, and peace 
forwomen between 1985 and2000. These three terms are 
very broadly defined, and action statements on nearly 
every issue raised by Canadian women's groups can be 
found in FLS. 

A glance at FLS will show that we have a long way to go 
to reach full implementation. For example, a fundamental 
commitment is that women are to participate fully in all 
forms of decision-making on all issues at all levels. In the 
area ofeducation, to take a more specific example, Canada 
agreed to 1) ensure and provide support for women's 
access to all levels and types of education and training; 2) 
change education and training systems at all levels to 
reflect women's experiences and perspectives in all their 
diversity; 3) eliminate gender stereotyping and promote 
gender equality in all curricula; 4) transform the educa- 
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tional system and its environment to prevent discrimina- 
tion against girls and women and promote shared respon- 
sibility by all persons (including training boys to share in 
child care and housework); and 5) use the education and 
training systems to promote social transformation for 
gender equality. 

Canada is required to submit regular reports to the UN 

outlining steps taken to implement FLS commitments. 
Status of Women Canada (swc), the federal government 
department responsible for overseeing implementation, 

Ministers for the status of women are genera4 
marginalid so even the excellent ones, who 
understand the implications of the agreements, 
have relatively little clout in cabinet and other 
settings where decisions are taken. 

compiles the reports from information sent by the prov- 
inces and territories and various other sources. In addition 
to the formal UN reports, swc also periodically publishes 
an informal document called "Women's Equality in 
Canada" (formerly "Fact Sheets") and a newsletter called 
"Perspectives." These reports focus on the positive and 
gloss over or omit negative information. Nonetheless, 
they are useful, for reasons outlined above in the CEDAW 

discussion. 
The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (PFA) 

were adopted at the UN Fourth World Conference on 
Women in September 1995. The Declaration is an intro- 
ductory 38-paragraph section that explains why the PFA 

was developed (to empower women and speed up FLS 

implementation) and repeats each nation's commitment 
to carry out the steps outlined in the PFA. This is one 
example of Canada's recent public commitments to keep 
its promises set out in FLS and in the new PFA. The PFA 

identifies 12 "critical areas of concern" of inequality for 
women (poverty, education, health care, violence, 
militarization, economicstructures, policies and resources, 
power and decision-making, mechanisms to promote 
women's advancement, human rights, media, environ- 
ment, and the girl child). The PFA is precise and action- 
oriented; each issue has a set of strategic objectives, 
followed by a list of actions to be taken by governments. 
The PFA does not replace FLS. 

Now what? 

Canada promised, among other things, to begin by the 
endof 1995 the process ofde~elo~in~strategies and action 
plans (Paragraph 297) to implement the PFA. By the end 
of 1996, the implementation plan should be ready to roll. 

The first step in this process is for "all institutions to review 
their objectives, programs, and operational procedures in 
terms of the actions called for in the Platformn (Paragraph 
296). That means that every level of government should 
have begun reviewing everything it does, to bring their 
activities into line with a coherent plan to implement the 
PFA. This process should involve the "highest levels of 
authority" and the 

implementation strategies should be comprehensive, 
have time-bound targets and benchmarks for moni- 
toring, and include proposals for allocating or reallo- 
catingresources for implementation. (Paragraph 297) 

Our federal, provincial, and territorial governments should 
have been in touch with women's organizations late last 
year, to encourage us "to contribute to the design and 
implementation of these strategies or national plans of 
action" (Paragraph 298). In February 1996, I phoned the 
Alberta government's women's secretariat to ask what the 
government was doing about these paragraphs. (The 
government has announced its plan to abolish the secre- 
tariat; this is a clear violation of several paragraphs in FE 

and the PFA.) The head of the secretariat told me that 
international agreements were a federal responsibility and 
that Alberta did not plan to take any action with reference 
to these paragraphs. Later that month I emailed swc to ask 
what plans were being made to coordinate federal-provin- 
cial-territorial strategic planning with reference to these 
paragraphs, and whether the May 1996 meeting of min- 
isters responsible for the status ofwomen would have this 
question on their agenda. (Manitoba had offered to host 
a planning meeting.) By early June 1996 I had received no 
answer. 

How can this happen? There are several likely explana- 
tions. First, these agreements are often seen by the inner 
circles of government as limited to "women's issues" and 
not something that should inform overall priorities and 
planning. Of  course this is not true. It suggests that most 
ministers and their deputy ministers, and most members 
of parliament and legislatures, and their assistants, do not 
know ofthe existence of the agreements, or ifthey do, they 
have not read them. Second, ministers for the status of 
women are generally marginalized, so even the excellent 
ones, who understand the implications of the agreements, 
have relatively little clout in cabinet and other settings 
where decisions are taken, and are not listened to when 
they try to explain the facts. (Unfortunately, some minis- 
ters for the status of women are not familiar with the 
agreements or do not understand them.) But why should 
we expect these agreements to be treated as central and 
fundamental, rather than marginal add-ons when re- 
sources permit? First, because they promised to carry out 
particular actions to bring about comprehensive changes, 
as fundamental matters, not options. Second, because 
women are the majority in Canada. By definition, issues 
traditionally of interest to women are now issues of the 
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majority. Even if the agreements were as limited in scope 
as apparently presumed, they would still represent the 
majority interests. But they are not limited, as a skim will 
show. In all the uproar about cuts to the social safety net, 
to education, health, in the current debt fetishism, how 
much discussion is there about violations to these agree- 
ments? And why is this? 

How can we change this? Public outcry is necessary. We 
are the public. Most importantly, we can take our govern- 
ments at their word, and hold them to it. We begin by 
finding out what they promised, then we spread the word. 
Talk to any one who will listen: letters to the editor, articles 
in newsletters, presentations to groups. Briefings to the 
ruling andopposition political parties, to our constituency 
associations. Education sessions for our MPS, MPPS, MLAS, 
and their staff. Presentations to classes at high schools, 
colleges, and universities. Call-ins to talk shows. Brief the 
media. Or, ask someone from the Status of Women 
Department in our governments to speak to our groups 
about the agreements and how the government is imple- 
menting them. 

Want more information? See the list of resources. 
Contact your local status ofwomen group, or ask swc to 
put you in touch with someone locally who is working on 

implementation, Together we can make it happen. 

Barbara R o b m  is a Profeor ofwomen i StudiesatAthabasca 
University in Alberta. Since 1985she has been involved with 
the impkmentation of intcrmtionalagrementsfor women i 
equality. She has CO-authored with Deborah Stienstra a 
compliance revinufor the Canadian Advisoty Councilon the 
Status ojWomm. She is interested in networking with others 
who are interested in holding thegovernment accountabkfor 
their promises. She can be reached via email a t  
barbarar@cs.athabascau.ca. She will also do a workshop on 
FLS, CEDAW, and the PFA in English or French anywhere in 
Cam& for anlone who will listen. 
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