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“The Government Has Given Up On Housing” – Liberal Task 
Force On Housing  
 
OTTAWA – “The federal government has abandoned its responsibilities with regards to 
housing problems, “ Liberal MPs Paul Martin and Joe Fontana said today during the re-
lease of the Liberal Task Force Report on Housing.  

Mr. Martin and Mr. Fontana, respectively official Opposition critic for Housing and Urban 
Affairs and Associate critic, are co-chairs of the task force, which was created to study 
Canada’s current housing crisis, give Canadians a chance to voice their concerns to the 
government and to find concrete solutions to the ongoing problem. The final report is ti-
tled Finding Room: Housing Solutions for the Future.  

“The housing crisis is growing at an alarming rate and the government sits there and 
does nothing; it refuses to apply the urgent measures that are required to reverse this 
deteriorating situation,” noted Mr. Martin. He added that, “the lack of affordable housing 
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contributes to and accelerates the cycle of poverty, which is reprehensible in a society 
as rich as ours.”  

“The federal government’s role would be that of a partner working with other levels of 
government, and private and public housing groups. But leadership must come from one 
source; and a national vision requires some national direction,” said Mr. Fontana, MP for 
London East.  

It is becoming increasingly difficult to find affordable housing in Canada. The recom-
mendations in this report suggest ways that this major problem may be solved.  

The Task Force held hearings in nine Canadian cities from August 30 to October 16, 
1989.  

For more information call: 

Dan McCarthy (613) 995-0886 
Christina Dona (613) 992-0805 
Benoit Labonté (613) 992-4284  
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Chapter 2  
 
Adequate Shelter: A Fundamental Human Right  
 

“Shelter is a basic human need - in our climate a matter of life and death. In more 
prosaic terms, adequate and secure housing is a fundamental requirement for ac-
ceptable levels of health and comfort, for normal family life, and for ensuring that all 
New Brunswickers can access and contribute to the social and economic life of the 
Province. We believe that the federal government should acknowledge decent, af-
fordable housing to be a basic right for all Canadians.” 

—Habitation New Brunswick, Moncton, New Brunswick, October 10, 1989  
 

Towards Defining Rights  

T he unique distinguishing feature of a genuine democracy is the rights and free-
doms that its inhabitants share, a feature Canada shares with other democracies. 
Individual rights are the cornerstone of our system of government and adherence 

to such rights is crucial to maintaining a healthy, tolerant society. In the words of well 
known Canadian political scientist, Donald V. Smiley:  

“The protection of human rights is the final end of government and the degree to 
which human rights are safeguarded is the final test by which any polity should be 
judged.”  

A right can best be described as a claim or advantage possessed by a person (individual 
rights) or persons (collective rights), which is conferred or protected by law and implies a 
corresponding duty or responsibility on the part of the other. The relationship between 
right and duty is fundamental to the democratic state: for example, an individual has a 
“right” to an education until a certain age and there is a corresponding duty on the part of 
the state or some other authority to provide that education.  

It should also be noted that the particular rights being claimed or established by societies 
change over time. Prevailing attitudes towards rights and their ranking in importance 
change; new rights are demanded and recognized in law. There can be various opinions 
in society over the relative values which should be given to certain rights and how to re-
solve conflicting claims to rights. In Canada, aboriginal rights, mobility rights and the 
rights of the handicapped have recently been given increased emphasis. All of these 
discussions have taken place within the vibrant healthy democracy which is Canada. Ar-
guments to establish new rights, protected in the Constitution, are part of the evolution of 
our country and its constitution.  
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Towards Housing as a Right  

(i) Rights and Obligations Placed on Government  

As we begin the 1990s, can we say that Canadians should have a constitutionally guar-
anteed right to housing? How could such a right be phrased? Would it be contained in 
the Charter of Rights and Freedoms? How would it be enforced?  

Rights as we know them, certainly the majority of those set out in the Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms, are “negative” rights. People or the State are to refrain from interfering 
with one’s right to speak. In other cases, people are to refrain from aggressive behaviour 
that interferes with another’s freedom of movement. There are no positive obligations on 
the State.  

This has been the situation with respect to rights from early time. However, since the 
middle of the Great Depression and particularly from the end of World War II, we have 
moved into an era where government decides not only that certain rights are available 
but also undertakes an obligation to provide the means whereby the rights may be en-
joyed. In Canada, the most obvious example of those types of rights and corresponding 
obligations can be seen with respect to minority language rights, health care and educa-
tion.  

The Task Force believes that it is a healthy sign in a democracy for new rights to be cre-
ated. It is therefore not unusual at this time in our history to have positive rights creating 
a State or government obligation. The question then becomes how best can a right to 
housing, or even to shelter, be expressed.  

(ii) International Covenants and Housing Rights  

In order to find a definition and legal description of housing rights, it is instructive to look 
at specific international covenants to which Canada is a signatory. These covenants are 
also significant in that they highlight the fact that Canada, as a member of the interna-
tional community, has recognized the universal need for a rights declaration dealing with 
adequate housing.  

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the United Nations General As-
sembly in 1948, made the first explicit reference to housing as a fundamental human 
right. Article 25(1) states:  

“Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being 
of himself and his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care, and 
necessary social services.”  

Future international declarations on the implementation of housing rights would include 
emphasis on the physical structure such as the provision of drinking water, sewer facili-
ties, access to credit, land and building materials as well as the de jure recognition of 
security of tenure and other related issues.  

Thus the process of recognizing human rights began forty years ago. The rights en-
shrined in the Universal Declaration became binding obligations in 1966. Article 11 of the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights expanded on Article 
25(1) of the Universal Declaration. It further codified the right to housing by stating:  
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“The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to an 
adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including adequate food, cloth-
ing, and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions.”  

Though Canada is a signatory to these international covenants, some of the matters 
contained in them, such as housing, tend still to be looked upon only as worthy goals of 
social and economic policy rather than legally enforceable rights.  

In 1987, the International Year of Shelter for the Homeless, the United Nations spoke of 
the right of all individuals to:  

“a real home ... one which provides protection from the elements; has access to safe 
water and sanitation; provides for secure tenure and personal safety; is within easy 
reach of centres for employment, education and health care; and is at a cost which 
people and society can afford.”  

Current building codes and similar legal guarantees in Canada address questions such 
as structural soundness, the provision of clean water and the adequacy of sanitation fa-
cilities among other matters, and provide legal avenues for redress.  

The Task Force also recognizes that there are provincial anti-discrimination laws in ef-
fect regarding housing. However, they do not provide any protection from discrimination 
on the basis of income. It is a fact of life in Canada that people are routinely denied ac-
cess to adequate housing simply because they have low incomes or no credit rating. 
Housing Help of Ottawa told the Task Force that:  

“Discrimination due to inadequate income and social prejudice is widespread against 
disadvantaged groups (including low-income families, families with children, social 
assistance recipients, visible minorities, women, disabled persons and Native peo-
ple). This greatly increases their difficulty in finding adequate housing.”  

The Task Force believes that those searching for adequate, affordable housing may be 
better served by giving them some form of constitutionally guaranteed right to shelter. 
This would help them combat the weak or inadequate anti-discrimination laws as well as 
make governments face, and begin to resolve the desperate shortage of adequate, af-
fordable housing. This constitutional guarantee would force governments to deal in a 
positive manner with these problems or be subject to legal claims brought forward by 
those disadvantaged by a lack of access to adequate housing.  

Constitutional Recognition of the Right to Adequate Shelter  

Our market housing system has not responded adequately to all of society’s needs. Ca-
nadians living in poverty do not generate market demand nor in many cases, can they 
pay market rents. In fact, the gap between those who can afford housing and those who 
cannot has widened significantly in the past five years. Access to adequate, affordable 
housing is more than ever determined by economic status.  

The Task Force believes that housing is a fundamental human right: all Canadians have 
the right to decent housing, in decent surroundings, at affordable prices. Shelter is a ne-
cessity of life and adequate shelter must be viewed as both an individual and collective 
right for all Canadians. Such a right would impose an obligation on governments and 
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therefore make them accountable to their citizens to create the conditions necessary to 
ensure an adequate supply of shelter.  

The Task Force recognizes that many people have advocated the inclusion of property 
rights in the Constitution. The right to shelter is much more specific and narrow than a 
“right to the enjoyment of property”. The Task Force believes it is necessary to be spe-
cific so that the primary objective will be accomplished. The inclusion of a housing right 
within the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, however, does not inhibit or prevent the ad-
dition of the recognition of property rights in the Charter at some future time.  

Based upon the evidence of the current situation, the Task Force does not believe that it 
is sufficient for Canadians to be guaranteed equality of access to existing housing under 
various provincial and federal human rights codes. We must go farther and recognize 
the necessity to provide sufficient adequate shelter so that those in need are provided 
with units that they may occupy and at a price that they can afford. This objective may 
be assisted by guaranteeing housing as a Charter Right. This perspective is shared by 
many of the groups which appeared before the Task Force, including the Social Plan-
ning Councils of Metropolitan Toronto and Ottawa-Carleton, the Housing Concerns 
Group of Winnipeg, the Saint John Housing Coalition, the Affordable Housing Action 
Group of Ontario, the Canadian Housing and Renewal Association and the Co-operative 
Housing Federation of Canada.  

Obviously, such a right cannot be included in the Constitution without provincial consent. 
At the same time, it is vital that the concept of shelter be defined in the context of the 
Constitution and that this definition reflects a social consensus on this matter.  
 

Recommendation  

The Task Force recommends that the Conservative government place the 
issue of shelter rights on the list of items to be discussed at the next First 
Minister’s Conference. 
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