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FOREWORD
When world leaders agreed to “transform our world” 
through the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
in 2015, there was hope and profound aspiration. The 
year 2030 seemed a long way in the future. But now 
we are a third of the way to our deadline and we can 
say that time is not on our side. With key drivers like 
climate change moving the needle faster than we can 
seem to keep up, time continues to be of the essence.

In 2015, the British Columbia Council for International 
Cooperation (BCCIC) published a national report on 
Canada’s strategic position with regards to the SDGs. 
In 2016 we published a national report on the indica-
tor framework for Canada knowing that if we cannot 
measure progress we cannot transform our way of 
doing things. In 2017 and 2018 we published national 
“spotlight” and “shadow” reports, respectively, on 
the goals that were under annual review. This year 
marks a complete cycle of all seventeen goals and 
coincides with an important global review of progress 
that will take place at the United Nations in Septem-
ber 2019. Where Canada Stands, Vol. III presents an 
assessment of the final set of goals under review and 
is an important contribution to the global discourse 
on progress of the 2030 Agenda.

Civil society spotlight reporting is a critical part of the 
Voluntary National Review process. Canada officially 
reported to the United Nations in 2018 and is ex-
pected to report at least one more time before 2030. 
Because the SDGs are aspirational and transforma-
tive, it is important that we hold our governments 
accountable for what they promised and what they 
claim they are doing. Today, two thirds of the world 
leaders who signed onto the SDGs are no longer in 
power. Civil society, meanwhile, remains consistent 
and ever present. But civil society cannot achieve the 
SDGs alone. They require a “whole of society” ap-
proach that includes the private sector and govern-
ment at all scales. Proper data and accurate report-
ing is fundamental. Government tends to report on 
what they are doing well and many Voluntary National 
Reviews lack the critical information that reveals how 
we could do better or where we have fundamental 
gaps. The idea has always been that voluntary na-

tional reviews inform our peers globally so that we 
can learn from each other and transform our way of 
doing things under an extremely tight timeline.

BCCIC is proud to have consistently provided this 
national shadow reporting to help in this peer learn-
ing process. Canada is doing very well on some key 
objectives and is clearly lagging on others. The re-
cent formation of the Sustainable Development Goals 
Unit in the federal government and the publication of 
a national implementation strategy, while late in the 
overall process, is very encouraging. Indeed, the 
pace and commitment of the SDG Unit as well as the 
desire to work collaboratively with civil society and 
other stakeholders is exceptional. 

Internationally there is a growing consensus that we 
must sound the alarm. Climate emergencies are being 
declared in many parts of the world and our youth are 
leading the call for immediate and radical changes. 
As this report reveals, we need to transform our think-
ing immediately. Clearly, Canada must participate in 
the political alliances that are leading on the SDGs 
and do our part to improve the High Level Political 
Forum process. Canada has always been able to play 
the role of convener and partner and now is the time 
to step up our international cooperation efforts.

Michael Simpson 
Executive Director, BCCIC
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The 2019 UN High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) will be 
the fourth and final meeting in the first cycle of review 
by UN Member States of the 17 Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) encompassed in the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development. The final set of goals un-
der in-depth review this year are: 

• SDG 4: Quality Education
• SDG 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth
• SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities
• SDG 13: Climate Action
• SDG 16: Peace, Justice and Strong 

Institutions
• SDG 17: Partnerships for the Goals

While Canada will not put forth a Voluntary National 
Review this year as it did last year, the British Co-
lumbia Council for International Cooperation (BCCIC) 
believes that it is still critical to review Canadian prog-
ress on the goals every year. Furthermore, this year 
marks the first comprehensive review of progress in 
the implementation of the 2030 Agenda as a whole – 
to be held as an SDG Summit alongside the UN Gen-
eral Assembly in September - by the UN since the 
adoption of the 2030 Agenda in 2015. BCCIC there-
fore presents this shadow report from the perspec-
tive of civil society, with the aim of providing a fuller 
picture of sustainable development in Canada and 
facilitating discussions within Canada and abroad 
on accelerating measures for progress and the full 
achievement of the Global Goals.

BCCIC analyzed national 
quantitative data, interviewed 
experts, and gathered regional 
case studies to provide a balanced 
view of how well Canada is meeting 
SDG targets through subnational 
and civil society lenses.

The current Government of Canada has shown an in-
terest in sustainable development through its focus on 
climate change, gender equality, social equity, multilat-
eral cooperation, and international trade agreements. 
It has also released 10 guiding principles which will 
contribute to improving its relationship with the Indig-
enous Peoples. On average Canada has a high stan-
dard of living as compared to the rest of the world.

However, the civil society experts interviewed for this 
report agree that Canada is not on track toward meet-
ing the targets of the 2030 Agenda. In terms of quality 
education, many families across Canada still struggle 
with accessibility issues with the public education 
system in rural and Northern communities, and chil-
dren living in poverty are less likely to continue on to 
tertiary education. The income inequalities between 
different social groups also affect Canada’s progress 
towards achieving decent work and economic growth 
as Indigenous communities, people with disabilities, 
and Canadian women continue to struggle with the 
systemic barriers to participating fully in the Canadian 
economy. The transition to climate sensitive resource 
use and the digital economy will impact many Ca-
nadians working in the traditional natural resources 
industries, and the government will therefore have 
an opportunity to address the consistent high unem-
ployment rate, high income inequality, and low levels 
of social protection in Canada.

In addition to income inequalities, Canada needs to 
transition into a system striving not just for the equal 
treatment of its citizens, but for equity, which neces-
sitates the just treatment of individuals based on their 
circumstances. Indigenous communities, racialized in-
dividuals, immigrants, women and girls, persons with 
disabilities, LGBTQ2+ individuals, refugees, youth, and 
the elderly are faced with systemic social, economic, 
and political discrimination. The Canadian government 
must invest more into seeking ways to end income in-
equality and violence against at-risk populations, fos-
ter workplace inclusion and diversity, safeguard elec-
toral equity, and provide safe, just, and well-managed 
immigration and refugee policies. The increase in pro-
vincial minimum wages, expansion of the Canadian 
Pension Plan, and the national child benefit program 
are good places to start, but more needs to be done.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In the second volume of Where Canada Stands, BC-
CIC identified that the natural systems of Canada 
were being left behind while progress is made toward 
economic targets. Though the current government 
has pledged to implement the Pan-Canadian Frame-
work on Clean Growth and Climate Change (PCF), 
Canada is still seriously lagging behind in terms of 
taking urgent action to combat climate change. Can-
ada’s current pledge to the United Nations is aligned 
with a 4 degree temperature increase, well above the 
1.5 degree global target. Furthermore, the PCF plan 
leaves 44 Megatonnes of carbon dioxide reductions 
to ‘additional measures’ that are still not clearly laid 
out in a plan. In addition, the continuing subsidies to 
the fossil fuel industries are counterintuitive to Can-
ada’s claimed leadership position in global climate 
action. These subsidies could have been directed 
to enhance infrastructures and monitoring programs 
to prepare and adapt to the impacts of rapid climate 
change in Canada.

In terms of achieving peace, justice and strong insti-
tutions, Canada has made a considerable amount of 
progress, as it established the SDG Unit to coordinate 
efforts across ministries and departments to address 
the achievement of the SDGs. The federal government 
is also taking steps to improve the Crown-Indigenous 
relations and assist in the national reconciliation ef-
forts. However, there remains much to be done in 
terms of addressing violence and crimes against wom-
en and girls – particularly Indigenous women – as well 
as children and youth.  There also continues to be an 
increase in the number of refugees entering into crime 
and of prisoners who are held in detention without 
being sentenced due to delays in the justice system. 
Canada is failing to address the root causes of vio-
lence that could accelerate progress on these goals.

In previous volumes of Where Canada Stands, the 
reports focused on Canada’s international develop-
ment funding strategies and capacity-building part-
nerships. This report shifts the focus towards Can-
ada’s performance on trade-related targets under 
Goal 17, as Canadian trade policy has sustainable 
development implications both at home and abroad. 
On the international level, Canada’s trade strategy 
does not emphasize equity, and does not view it as a 
means of furthering sustainable development in low-
er-income countries. On the national level, the new 
Canada-United States-Mexico (CUSMA) Free Trade 
Agreement has acknowledged the importance of 

sustainable development and environmental conser-
vation, and the renewed agreement will contribute to 
progress on multiple SDGs in the future.

A key guiding principle of the 2030 Agenda is that no 
one should be left behind. Building on previous vol-
umes of this report, we continue to use the same guid-
ing question: “who is getting left behind?” For each 
SDG under review this year, both the national and sub-
national contexts were considered through regional 
analysis and the presentation of case studies. Ex-
perts interviewed in these areas represent Indigenous 
communities, universities, think tanks, NGOs, CSOs, 
youth, industry, and various levels of government. The 
case studies were selected to represent a diversity of 
regions, and to highlight success stories where targets 
were met and no one was left behind.

As detailed in this report, many 
groups are currently being “left 
behind” in Canada under the 
goals under review this year, 
including Indigenous communities, 
families living in poverty, people 
with disabilities, and women 
and girls. In order to reverse this 
trend, these key groups must 
be involved in Canada’s overall 
SDG implementation strategy, 
from planning to monitoring 
and reporting. Most importantly, 
these groups, along with 
subnational governments should 
receive support from the federal 
government to carry out on-the-
ground initiatives to meet SDG 
indicators, as these groups best 
understand the idiosyncratic 
needs of individual regions and 
communities.
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REPORT LIMITATIONS
At BCCIC we acknowledge the 
limitations of this report. Some of 
the reported data indicators we 
report may be different from official 
statistics, depending on the source.
We acknowledge that the scope of this report is 
curtailed by the limitations and global nature of the 
SDGs themselves. Notably, the SDGs presume a bi-
nary notion of gender. However, gender equality must 
be inclusively defined across all genders, including 
members who identify as transgender, in recognizing 
progress towards attaining equality. 

Since Canada is a heterogeneous country in race and 
ethnicity, we recognize that there is always room to 
capture as much of Canada as possible, though there 
are limitations in doing so, such as the lack of disag-
gregated data. Despite our best efforts to reach out 
to diverse experts on the goals, we were unable to 
incorporate the perspectives of the LGBTQ+, immi-
grant, and refugee communities into every chapter of 
this report. 

Furthermore, we approached Indigenous experts to 
speak on each of the SDGs under review, keeping in 
mind the principle of “no one left behind”. However, 
while we were able to interview Indigenous experts 
for goals 8, 10, 13, 16 and 17, we were not able to 
arrange interviews with Indigenous experts for goal 4 
within our timeline. 

As a final note, many of the views expressed in the 
report are the opinions of the experts we interviewed. 
Such diverse representation brings with it diverse 
recommendations for solutions and you may there-
fore find expert advice that appears to contradict one 
another. However, at BCCIC we acknowledge that 
value of a plurality of approach to sustainable de-
velopment. Whether it is changing individual values 
and behaviours, or focusing on systemic change and 
evolving cultural norms, we at BCCIC believe that all 
the recommended solutions presented in this report 
hold value and that together they can provide a multi-
faceted approach to sustainable development. 

SDG PROGRESS REQUIRES RECONCILIATION  
We would be remiss if we did not outline that the in-
equities faced by Indigenous Peoples are largely a 
product of Canada’s colonialism. The Canadian gov-
ernment created a systematic plan to assimilate In-
digenous Peoples, including taking Indigenous land 
without permission, banning traditional culture and 
languages, and placing children in residential schools 
where they were abused physically, emotionally, and 
sexually. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
(TRC) as well as the Inquiry on Missing and Murdered 
Indigenous Women and Girls have declared that Can-
ada’s treatment of Indigenous peoples amounted to a 
cultural genocide.

The federal government has expressed a commitment 
to moving toward reconciliation with Indigenous Peo-
ples, which is an improvement over previous govern-
ments. There are a few clear steps to making progress; 
namely, the government must expediently implement 
the TRC’s Calls to Action and the UN Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS
AWCBC Association of Workers 
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International Cooperation

CCCT Commonwealth Caribbean  
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CIDP Canadian International  
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CMNCP Canadian Municipal Network  
on Crime Prevention

CoP Conference of Parties

CUSMA Canada-United States-Mexico 
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DV Domestic violence

D&I Diversity and Inclusion

EDC Economic Diversification Canada

ESDC Employment and Social  
Development Canada  

FCM Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities

GAC Global Affairs Canada

GoC Government of Canada

HLPF High Level Political Forum 

IITIO International Intertribal Trade  
and Investment Organization

ILO International Labour Organization

InCiSE International Civil Service 
Effectiveness 

LCEF Low Carbon Economy Fund 

LDC Least Developed Countries

LDCT Least Developed Country Tariff 

GBV Gender based violence

MMIWG Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women and Girls

MS Member States

NAFTA North American Free Trade Agreement

NDC Nationally Determined Contributions

ODA Official Development Assistance

OECD Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development

OGP Open Government Partnership

PCF Pan-Canadian Framework

SDG Sustainable Development Goals

SDSN Sustainable Development  
Solutions Network

TFWP Temporary Foreign Workers Program

TRC Truth and Reconciliation Commission

UNDESA United Nations Department  
of Economic and Social Affairs 

UNFCCC United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change

UNGA United Nations General Assembly

UNDRIP United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples

UNSG United Nations Secretary General

VNR Voluntary National Review

WPS Women, Peace and Security
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GLOSSARY OF TERMINOLOGY
For the purpose of this report, the term ‘Lens’ is 
used to present a frame through which to view the 
full scope of the 17 SDGs. In each chapter, experts 
on the goal under review are given an opportunity 
to provide an analysis of the full breadth of the 2030 
Agenda through their topical expertise. ‘Cross-cut-
ting themes’ are issues - generally broader than the 
specific goals and targets presented in the Agenda 
- that have been identified as intersecting with the 
entire Agenda and which can be easily integrated into 
the discussion without losing focus of the main topic.

‘Tiers’ are a set of classification criteria or definition 
for the SDG Indicators which includes three levels:

Tier 1: Indicator is conceptually clear and has an in-
ternationally established methodology. Standards are 
available and data are regularly produced by at least 
50% of countries and of the population in every re-
gion where the indicator is relevant.

Tier 2: Indicator is conceptually clear, has an interna-
tionally established methodology and standards are 
available. However, at this point, data are not regu-
larly produced by countries.

Tier 3: No internationally established methodology 
or standards are yet available for the indicator, but 
methodology/standards are being (or will be) devel-
oped or tested.
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SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT GOALS

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), also known as the “Global Goals”, are a frame-
work of 17 goals that aim to address the world’s envi-
ronmental, social, economic, and security challenges. 
Unprecedented in nature, these new goals are: 

• universal: the goals apply in every country, 
including Canada 

• integrated: achievement of any goal is linked 
to the achievement of all the others 

• aspirational: acknowledging the need to 
move past business as usual and seek 
transformative solutions 

Some say the goals are unrealistic, there are too many 
and the expectations are too high. Can we really erad-
icate poverty everywhere in all of its forms including 
extreme poverty in only fifteen years? They point to 
too many specifics and claim the agenda, estimated 
to cost trillions, will be too expensive. The entire pro-
cess, they claim, is unrealistic. These critics fail to see 
the point. The SDGs were developed from the bottom 
up, across the entire planet over a period of years, 
based not on what is realistic in our time but on what 
our species aspires to. When we first proposed walk-
ing on the moon it must have seemed unrealistic and 
expensive. The SDGs are a dream statement, not of 
what we can currently accomplish but what we must 
accomplish. Like a stretch goal it is a statement about 
imagination and hope and what our vision should be in 
its purest form. Anything less is a disservice to future 
generations. Worrying about cost is to miss the point. 
The original motivation for international cooperation 
and the UN itself is wrapped in the history of conflict. 
War is more expensive than peace and without the 
foundations of sustainable development we risk this 
more expensive option. We easily find the motivation 
today to spend trillions in regional conflicts. Finding 
trillions to solve our greatest challenges to life on this 
planet is a matter of perspective and motivation. The 
SDGs provide the visionary framework for us to move 
toward this better world.
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CROSS-CUTTING THEMES
Across the goals, the report addresses four cross-cutting themes: 
Indigenous communities, gender, youth voices, and climate change. 
These themes highlight the intersectional nature of the SDGs and 
emphasize four key aspects of Canadian society that deserve attention 
and focus.

Indigenous Communities
Canada must build true nation-
to-nation relationships between 
the federal government and 
Indigenous communities, affirm-
ing self-governance structures for 
community-led change. 

Gender
Gender equality means support-
ing human rights and advancing 
full participation across all gen-
ders. Specifically, women and 
girls must be empowered to reach 
their full potential so they can 
earn and contribute equally within 
their communities

Climate Change
All levels of government must 
consider the climate impacts of 
each policy to ensure long-term 
resiliency and sustainability.

Youth 
Youth must be recognized as a 
vulnerable population and their 
voices universally included in 
decision-making.

Community by Shashank Singh from the Noun Project.

Gender Equality by Nakul Dhaka from the Noun Project



QUALITY  
EDUCATION
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QUALITY EDUCATION

TARGETS

By 2030, ensure that all girls and 
boys complete free, equitable and 
quality primary and secondary 
education leading to relevant and 
Goal-4 effective learning outcomes

By 2030, ensure that all girls and 
boys have access to quality early 
childhood development, care and 
pre-primary education so that they 
are ready for primary education

By 2030, ensure equal access for 
all women and men to affordable 
and quality technical, vocational and 
tertiary education, including university

By 2030, substantially increase the 
number of youth and adults who have 
relevant skills, including technical and 
vocational skills, for employment, 
decent jobs and entrepreneurship

By 2030, eliminate gender disparities 
in education and ensure equal 
access to all levels of education and 
vocational training for the vulnerable, 
including persons with disabilities, 
indigenous peoples and children in 
vulnerable situation

By 2030, ensure that all youth and a 
substantial proportion of adults, both 
men and women, achieve literacy and 
numeracy

By 2030, ensure that all learners 
acquire the knowledge and skills 
needed to promote sustainable 
development, including, among 
others, through education for 
sustainable development and 
sustainable lifestyles, human rights, 
gender equality, promotion of a 
culture of peace and non-violence, 
global citizenship and appreciation 
of cultural diversity and of culture’s 
contribution to sustainable 
development

Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote life-long learning 
opportunities for all.
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QUALITY EDUCATION

By 2030, substantially increase the 
supply of qualified teachers, including 
through international cooperation 
for teacher training in developing 
countries, especially least developed 
countries and small island developing 
states

By 2020, substantially expand 
globally the number of scholarships 
available to developing countries, in 
particular least developed countries, 
small island developing States and 
African countries, for enrolment 
in higher education, including 
vocational training and information 
and communications technology, 
technical, engineering and scientific 
programmes, in developed countries 
and other developing countries

Build and upgrade education 
facilities that are child, disability and 
gender sensitive and provide safe, 
nonviolent, inclusive and effective 
learning environments for all

Canada continues to lead the world  
in providing equitable access of education 

to all genders from childhood education  
to continuing education.
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QUALITY EDUCATION

EXPERT CONTRIBUTORS
• Neal Cameron, Canadian Country Coordinator, Think Equal
• Philip Landon, Vice-President, Governance and Programs, Universities Canada
• Dan Martin, Director of International and Social Justice Program, Canadian Teachers’ Federation

CROSS-CUTTING THEMES

Indigenous Communities 
Canada has failed its Indigenous Peoples in terms of public education since the confedera-
tion. As a part of the federal government’s responsibilities to the Indigenous Peoples, the 
priorities lie in the provision of quality, culturally-sensitive, and Indigenous-led education 
curriculums on- and off-reserve. It is crucial in the continuation of the Indigenous traditional 
knowledge and the knowledge-integration in the public education sector, for both Indig-
enous and non-Indigenous students alike.

Gender
The SDG for education has a strong focus on ensuring gender equality in accessing quality 
education. Canada is leading the world in terms of ensuring children of all genders have 
a safe and quality environment for learning. However, childcare is the most feminized job 
sector in Canada, which as a result hinders many mothers’ ability to fully participate in 
the labour force and forces females to choose between child-bearing responsibilities and 
their professional careers. Accessible, affordable, and quality childcare and early childhood 
education systems will take the stress off of mothers and allow for the equal participation 
in the workforce.

Climate Change 
The public education system has the ability to foster, initiate, and enhance climate 
action through public awareness raising, capacity building, and training; as well as 
by providing the tools for socially-conscious youths and citizens to increase their 
climate ambitions and tackle the urgent issue. Incorporating knowledge necessary for 
a sustainable future into education curricula from K-12 is vital to building environmental 
consciousness into the minds of future leaders.

Youth
The primary goal of a free, quality and accessible public education system is to educate, 
prepare, and raise young people into socially-conscious citizens who will use their 
knowledge and experience to contribute to building a more sustainable society for all. 
Education systems that teach inquisitive thinking, creative problem-solving, and with a 
strong integrated STEM and humanities focus prepare youth for the challenges of tomorrow.
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NATIONAL DATA 
• In Canada, 15,500 elementary and secondary schools with 315,114 educators in the public education 

system provide free and quality K-12 education to over 5 million school-age children and youth. On 
average, the public education system spends $14,177 (2019) per student in the K-12 system.

• Canada continues to lead the world in providing equitable access of education to all genders from 
childhood education to continuing education with 67% of women and 63% of men completing post-
secondary education in Canada.

• Across the country, 91% of the population aged 25 to 64 have completed secondary education and 
almost two-thirds of adults in Canada have completed postsecondary education.

• Canadian students continue to perform exceptionally on the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA), which assesses the students’ level of key knowledge and skills essential for the 
full participation in modern societies. Students from all Canadian provinces achieved a score above 
the OECD average, and British Columbia students received a score of 561, ranked first in the world 
tied with Singapore.

• The median cost of full-time childcare differed by province, ranging from a low of $152 per month in 
Quebec (subsidised by the government) to a high of $677 in Ontario.

• Currently, 28.9% of children aged 0 to 5 years are able to claim a childcare space in a regulated 
centre.

• 26% of Indigenous peoples (including First Nations, Métis, and Inuit) aged 25 to 64 years never 
graduated from a secondary education institution, as compared to 11% of the general population.  
The same trend applies to the off-reserve Aboriginal community.

• Canada spends roughly 5.27% of its GDP on education

Introduction
Education has the power to transform lives. It is 
through education that we acquire basic linguistic 
and scientific knowledge as well as the skills to so-
cialize, think critically, and contribute to society. Ex-
perts from pre-K, primary, secondary, and tertiary ed-
ucation systems agree that education for inquisitive 
thought, modernizing productivity, and continuing in-
novation will be the core to the continuing success of 
Canadian youth on the international stage. It is crucial 
to note that education is mostly a provincial respon-
sibility, except when on-reserve, where it is within the 
federal responsibilities towards Canada’s Indigenous 
Peoples. All of the experts interviewed agree that 
provincial and territorial priorities and needs must be 
respected, adapting the provincial education curricu-
lum and planning to the unique challenges and op-
portunities experienced by communities within each 
of Canada’s provinces. Still, there are benefits to col-
laboration across levels of government to coordinate 
progress addressing the challenges facing our stu-
dents and teachers.

It is critical to note at the outset that education is vital 
to the reconciliation process. Over a hundred years 
of Residential School System created immeasurable 
pain and suffering for the Indigenous Peoples, and 
its impact persists to this day. First Nations students 
are 15% more likely to drop out of high school than 
non-Indigenous students, and their participation rate 
in tertiary education is consistently lower than the Ca-
nadian average. While there has been a great deal 
of effort to address this history - from integrating 
the philosophies of Indigenous teachings, traditional 
ecological knowledge, and Indigenous-led education 
curricula into education systems, to the subsidiza-
tion of free tertiary education to Indigenous students 
- there is no single solution to address the history 
of suffering, and a stronger commitment is needed 
from all levels of government, especially the federal 
government when it comes to supporting Indigenous 
communities .

QUALITY EDUCATION
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Pre-K Education
Early childhood education (ECE), or pre-K education, 
focuses on building a child’s social, physical, emo-
tional, and cognitive development in preparation for 
a more structured learning environment. According to 
studies on early childhood development, attending a 
pre-K education facility prior to kindergarten allows 
each child to perform better in school and the future 
since there is a strong emphasis on developing the 
child’s literacy skills, social ability, and accountability. 
An adequate supply of pre-K education availability 
also helps parents balance their professional life and 
childcare. The OECD finds that many parents in Can-
ada manage to “reconcile their work and care com-
mitments adequately, although it remains a challenge 
for others.” The female labour participation rate in 
Canada is at 61.5%, compared to the OECD average 
of 51.9%; and in two out of three two-parent families, 
both parents work. The labour participation rate for 
Canadian mothers who have at least one child under 
the age of 15 is at a relatively high percentage – 74%, 
while the OECD average is at the low 60 percentile. 
Early childhood education investment has shown that 
ECE is the best place for the government to invest its 
money. According to a study by the National Forum 

on Early Childhood Policy and Programs, high-qual-
ity ECE programs can yield a $4-$9 dollar return per  
$1 invested.

The aggregated national data ranks Canada at the 
top of many OECD and United Nations member 
states, but a report published by Oxfam Canada 
notes that childcare is one of the most feminized job 
sectors in Canada where 97% of child caregivers are 
women. Early childhood educators are some of the 
most undervalued workers, earning 40% less than 
other Canadian women with similar education attain-
ment level working full-time in other sectors, resulting 
in high turnover rates, low job satisfaction and high 
labour shortages. Similarly, Neal Cameron, the Cana-
dian Country Coordinator from Think Equal, believes 
that Canada needs to hold itself to a higher account. 
Cameron notes the disparities between educational 
attainment and outcomes across ethnic groups, the 
rural/urban divide, between provinces, and between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians, create 
many socio-economic problems. “The fact of the 
matter is that parents and children in urban centres 
will enjoy a much better outcome than children in ru-

QUALITY EDUCATION
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ral and remote areas,” he says. “We should expect 
better from our governments.” Cameron further notes 
that Canadian history is problematic in terms of how 
education was delivered to Indigenous communities 
in the past. Thus, when new policies and solutions 
are being implemented, they need to be developed 
and led by Indigenous communities:

“We must recognise the Indigenous communities’ 
own capacities and strengthen those from the very 
start. And the best way to do that is to invest in In-
digenous-led education that is culturally respectful; 
and allows Indigenous communities to work hand 
in hand with the federal government to deliver the 
program that they have all the right to expect.”

The core pillars concerning pre-K 
education in Canada lie on three 
fundamental areas: accessibility, 
affordability, and quality of the 
curriculum.
Pillar 1, accessibility, aims to ensure all children 0-5 
years of age have access to regulated childcare 
spaces, and at least 75% of all children 5-12 years 
of age have access to regulated childcare facilities. 
From the latest statistics in 2016, the currently avail-
able ECE spaces across the country cover approxi-
mately 28.9% and 27.2% of 0-5-year-olds and 0-12 
years olds, respectively. Both figures grew by approx-
imately 4.8% and 3.1% compared to the coverage for 
the same age group in 2014. The disaggregated fig-
ures vary by province, with Saskatchewan having the 
least coverage (8.4%) to Quebec having the highest 
(55.1%). It is crucial to point out that early childhood 
education and care is practically non-existent on In-
digenous reserves and challenging to access in rural 

and remote communities. Experts such as Cameron 
notes that there are benefits to working with local 
communities and investing in smaller and localised 
childcare facilities, and that Canadians “should ex-
pect our governments to invest in the wellbeing of the 
youngest members of our communities with a long-
term vision.”

Concerning affordability, the second pillar, Childcare 
Canada found that the median fees for regulated 
childcare in Canada’s largest cities ranged from “a 
low of $183/month in a number of Quebec cities (in-
fant, toddler, preschooler) to a high of $1,758/month 
(infant), $1,354/month (toddler), $1,212/month (pre-
schooler) in Toronto in 2017.” The same report found 
that childcare facility fees are substantially lower in 
the three provinces that set childcare fees provincially 
(Quebec, Manitoba, and Prince Edward Island). The 
Canadian government’s Canada Child Benefit (CCB), 
as well as the Multilateral Early Learning and Child 
Care Framework, ease some of the pressure families 
– particularly low-income families – face when trying 
to access quality childcare facilities. The CCB pro-
vides families with incomes of less than $30,000 a 
maximum benefit of $6,400 per child under the age of 
6 and $5,400 per child through the age of 17 via tax 
credits or rebates. The Multilateral Framework came 
with a $7.5 billion funding over 11 years to improve 
childcare access in Canada.

To support the third pillar of quality curriculum, Pre-K 
education needs to be adaptable, practical, and cen-
tre around the needs of individual communities. The 
demands in urban centres will be very different from 
the needs of rural areas. Individual community edu-
cators should be the main driver for curriculum devel-
opment and childcare providers and educators must 
be compensated adequately and trained to a stan-
dard that is acceptable. Canada lacks standardiza-

QUALITY EDUCATION

Early childhood educators are some of the most 
undervalued workers, earning 40% less than 

other Canadian women with similar education 
attainment level working full-time in other sectors.
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tion and system-wide accountability when it comes 
to the quality of childcare services and the quality of 
pre-K education. There is a shared responsibility be-
tween facility operators, educators, and parents - as 
well as between provincial governments, Indigenous 
governance, and the federal government - to develop 
accessible and effective standards collectively.

Families in both urban centres and rural areas should 
not be struggling to find childcare spaces for their 
children, and women should not be forced to make 
difficult tradeoffs between expensive childcare and 
their careers. Narrowing the gap between the quality 
of outcomes among urban centres, rural communi-
ties, and on Indigenous reserves will help to provide 
quality pre-K education for all, but provincial govern-
ments must invest in pre-K educators and set local-
ized standards which are reasonable for institutions 
to meet. Using the governments’ ability to commit a 
considerable amount of capital in line with provincial 
capacity, knowledge and best practices is an encour-
aging place to start. Additionally, the Council of Min-
isters of Education should develop a Canada-wide, 
province-by-province strategy to ensure quality edu-
cation so that, as Cameron notes, “we can see the 
successes when we work together, while also recog-
nising the unique challenges and opportunities that 
each of Canada’s provinces and communities has.”

QUALITY EDUCATION

Regulated child care fees 
ranged from a low of 
$183/month in a number 
of Quebec cities (infant, 
toddler, preschooler) to 
a high of $1,758/month 
(infant), $1,354/month 
(toddler), $1,212/month 
(preschooler) in Toronto. 

—Childcare Canada
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K-12 Education
The primary and secondary 
education system (or known as 
K-12 education) encompasses 
the majority of the time a student 
spends in the public education 
system. The 12 to 15 years of 
structured learning both equips 
children and youth with the 
necessary life skills to understand 
the world around them and to 
communicate effectively, as well as 
prepares them to operate within 
the labour market.
Generally, K-12 education provided by a publicly 
funded institution is free for Canadians and landed 
immigrants in Canada. As public education is a pro-
vincial responsibility, K-12 education systems vary 
across the country. On a national level, 91% of Ca-
nadians aged 25 to 64 have completed secondary 
education. The 2016 census shows that 93% of fe-
male Canadians have graduated from a secondary 
education facility, and 89% of males. There are more 
than 15,500 elementary and secondary schools with 
315,114 educators in the public education system, 
providing education services to over 5 million school-
aged children and youth. On average, the public edu-
cation system spends $14,177 (2019) per student in 
the K-12 system.

The large and sustained investments in the public 
education system on the national level made Cana-
da’s public K-12 education system one of the best in 
the world. The OECD conducts the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) every three 
years, which assesses 15-year-old students from all 
over the world on their levels of key knowledge and 
skills essential for full participation in modern soci-
eties. It measures reading, mathematics, sciences, 
and innovative domains (computer-based collabora-
tive problem solving). The most recent available PISA 
data puts Canadian students’ performance above the 
majority of other countries. Students from all Cana-

dian provinces performed above the OECD average. 
Notably, British Columbia students received a score 
of 561, tied with Singapore at the first place world-
wide. Alberta ranked fourth globally. On average, girls 
outperformed boys in the assessment, especially in 
collaborative problem solving, with no gap between 
immigrant students and non-immigrant students.

Based on further analysis through the 2015 PISA 
data, however, socioeconomically advantaged stu-
dents outperformed socioeconomically disadvan-
taged students in the assessment. Dan Martin, Direc-
tor of International and Social Justice Program at the 
Canadian Teachers’ Federation, explains that parents 
and students living in poverty are being left behind in 
Canada. Although public education is free in Canada, 
“it is not only about whether or not [students] have 
access to education, but also whether or not they 
can get the various opportunities in life through their 
education,” says Martin. Different socioeconomic 
status of the family has a real impact on the children. 
Martin gives a few examples, such as a child coming 
to school without having breakfast in the morning or 
a high school student having to work part-time af-
ter school to help make ends meet for their families. 
These small, seemingly-unrelated issues have a real 
impact on the students as they are arriving at school 
in the morning in a different state of body and mind, 
and perhaps hungry. These factors will directly or in-
directly affect their learning outcomes.

Inualthuyak School in the Northwest Territories, the only K-9 
school in the community of Sachs Harbour (Photo by the 
Northwest Territories Teachers’ Association)

QUALITY EDUCATION
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In addition to families living in poverty, students living 
in rural and Northern communities are also being left 
behind. Because of the logistical challenges inherent 
to remote areas, it is difficult to establish K-12 edu-
cation facilities when there is not a sufficient student 
population. Students have to commute or live in an-
other city or region to finish their secondary educa-
tion. In the community of Sachs Harbour –  the most 
northerly community in the Northwest Territories, only 
one school (Inualthuyak School) provides public edu-
cation from kindergarten to grade 9. After students 
complete junior high at Inualthuyak, they will have to 
go to either Paulatuk or Ulukhaktok – both across the 
Amundsen Gulf and difficult to reach – to complete 
their secondary education. Compounding travel in 
northern and rural areas is the reality that living in the 
region is usually very expensive. Food, shelter, and 
essential services cost more than the urban centres 
because of transportation difficulties and low popula-
tion demand. For example, in Nunavut, the price of 
goods is three times the national average. A jar of or-
ange juice that costs $7 in an urban centre can cost 
as high as $26 in Nunavut.

Furthermore, rural communities in Canada have seen 
a decline in the number of new teachers coming 
into the public education system. The high teacher 
turnover rate, combined with decreasing school-age 
population, results in inadequate secondary educa-
tion services in rural and Northern communities – as 
seen in the high schools in the Northwest Territories 
and Nunavut. Any quality education system requires 
“responsible, knowledgeable, and committed teach-
ing professionals.” Incentives and living subsidies are 
essential to keep more experienced educators – both 
early childhood educators and primary and second-
ary school teachers – in remote locations. There are 
creative ways in which education services can be de-
livered to remote and Northern communities. One ex-
ample would be e-learning platforms or remote learn-
ing classrooms where teachers can connect with 
students via video conference and deliver the lec-
tures. However, these online-based platforms have 
limitations as internet access in remote and Northern 
areas are substantially more expensive than the rest 
of the country.

K-12 schools provide Canadian youth with the most 
important 15 years of their education. Whereas Can-
ada has achieved the SDG 4 targets on a national 
level, the priority now lies with narrowing the gap 
between the urban and rural divide and the disparity 
between the affluent and the economically disadvan-
taged. “The national priority now would be to provide 
quality and accessible education services to groups 
living in poverty and remote/Northern communities,” 
Martin notes. Some evidence shows that identifying 
those who are living in a state of financial difficulties 
and offering necessary support would make a posi-
tive difference in students’ learning outcomes.  Any 
meaningful change must address poverty as the root 
cause of education inequality. In order to achieve 
quality education for all, experts propose policies to: 
encourage minimum wage, expand eligibility to em-
ployment insurance, provide affordable social hous-
ing, and improve accessibility to post-secondary 
training.

On average, the  
public education system 
spends $14,177 (2019$) 

per student in the  
K-12 system.

Early childhood  
education and care  

is practically non-existent 
on Indigenous reserves 

and challenging to access 
in rural and remote 

communities.
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Tertiary and Continuing Education
Tertiary education includes university, college, cer-
tificate, and diploma education. It is a powerful tool 
for further empowerment, as well as a gateway for 
students to explore their specialization in the labour 
force and drive scientific, economic, social and po-
litical progress. “Universities in Canada are keen to 
be engaged with and promoting the achievement 
of the Sustainable Development Goals,” says Philip 
Landon, Vice-President of Governance and Programs 
at Universities Canada – a membership organization 
representing Canadian universities as a unified voice.

Universities act both as a goal itself and as a catalyst 
for the achievement of the SDGs, with Target 4.3 aim-
ing to ensure people of all genders have “access to af-
fordable and quality technical, vocational and tertiary 
education, including university.” Based on the most 
recent census in 2016, almost two-thirds of adults in 
Canada have completed postsecondary education 
(67% women, 63% men). For Canadians aged 25 and 
above: 31% female and 26% male hold a Bachelor’s 
degree or higher, 25% female and 19% male have a 
college diploma, 2% female and 8% male have one 
or more apprenticeship certificate(s), and 5% female 
and 7% male have non-apprenticeship trades certifi-
cates. Canada’s proportion of the population who has 
postsecondary education is consistently higher than 
the OECD average (36% in 2016). And out of all re-
cent university and college graduates, more than half 
are female.

Quality education at the post-secondary level sparks 
students’ creative potential and acts as a catalyst in 
deriving practical solutions and technologies to aid 
in reaching the global goals. Research and innova-
tion by students and researchers at tertiary education 
institutions help farmers produce stocks that are re-
silient to climate impacts as a means to end hunger; 
labs at universities and colleges develop new water 
filtration technology to end malaria in least developed 
countries; sociology and political science students 
connect implicit bias with policies to reduce inequali-
ties and promote a better society for everyone.

Landon believes that Canada has one of the world’s 
best higher education systems. “Other countries may 
have universities that are ranked higher on the glob-
al ranking or have stronger research capacities, but 
very few countries in the world have the same sort of 

equality of quality across the country like the universi-
ties in Canada do.” In countries like the UK, Austra-
lia or the US, attending different universities makes a 
significant difference to the students’ career outcome 
or social status after graduation. In Canada, however, 
whichever higher-education institution a student at-
tends, the quality of education, research, and train-
ing is guaranteed. Landon believes that “we need to 
applaud this remarkable achievement and always re-
member this.”
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Other countries may 
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Governance and 
Programs, Universities 
Canada



25WHERE CANADA STANDS: A SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS PROGRESS REPORT

Despite the good overall performance, there persists 
a gap in accessing quality tertiary education amongst 
social groups like first-generation students, people 
living in rural areas, members of lower socioeco-
nomic classes, Indigenous youths, and some ethnic 
minority groups. First-generation students are stu-
dents whose parents do not hold a tertiary education 
degree or certificate. These students tend to have 
a lower participation rate in post-secondary educa-
tion institutions, showing a gap between this group 
and the Canadian average by 20 percentage points. 
The factors behind this gap are complicated. It might 
be that there is no motivation or incentive for these 
students to continue with their studies due to family 
influence. Alternatively, it could be because of their 
family’s financial situation that does not allow them 
to pursue a higher degree. The financial constraints 
also impact families in rural areas and students living 
in poverty. When it comes to the youths in the fam-
ily to make ends meet, the students would not have 
enough time nor the resources to support their effec-
tive learning in a post-secondary institution. Research 
on census data shows that there is a negative cor-
relation between family income and post-secondary 
education achievement, and yet the higher the edu-
cational attainment a student has, the more income 
the student will earn in the future. Thus, this cycle of 
poverty persists and may have a negative impact on 
future generations.

In terms of rural access to quality tertiary education 
in some parts of Canada, it is important to note that 
it is context- and geographically-specific. “We must 
not generalize this for the entirety of Canada,” Land-
on noted, “Students in rural areas may not be going 
into tertiary education as much as students from ur-
ban areas, but that might be the result of a variety of 
reasons like social and cultural barriers.” According 
to the Rideau Hall Foundation, these barriers may in-
clude academic preparation, cultural attitudes, finan-
cial constraints or debt aversion, lack of adequate in-
formation, the absence of social/family supports, and 
the sense of belonging. Lower participation rates in 
rural areas may exist because the type of jobs avail-
able to rural youth does not require a tertiary level de-
gree, or students simply do not want to continue on 
to tertiary education but rather gain experience in the 
labour market after high school. Nevertheless, it does 
not change the fact that it is difficult for rural students 
who wish to advance their studies to access a higher 

educational institution. All the major universities and 
colleges in Canada are in urban centres. Moreover, 
there are no universities in the Northern territories. 
Students must complete tertiary education through 
programs offered by vocational or technical schools 
and small colleges, or they would have to move down 
to the Southern population centres – enduring high 
moving and living costs, as well as emotional stress 
from leaving their communities.

Rural and Northern communities’ access to quality 
education is inherently connected to the Indigenous 
Peoples. Indigenous Peoples face significant barri-
ers to postsecondary education. As a result, far fewer 
First Nations, Métis and Inuit people in Canada have 
a university degree than non-Indigenous Canadi-
ans. Only 12% of the Indigenous peoples in Canada 
have completed university education (bachelor’s and 
above), while 30% have no diploma or degree what-
soever. The Assembly of First Nations concluded 
that “the overall gap in post-secondary education 
between First Nations and non-Indigenous people 
is directly related to the persistent gap in university 
attainment.” Indigenous youths are 25% less likely 
to go into a tertiary education institution compared 
to the Canadian average. However, many universi-
ties are providing financial assistance to Indigenous 
scholars in hopes to increase First Nations youths’ 
participation rate in post-secondary education. Fur-
thermore, the federal government is looking into ways 
to flow the resources to the national representative 
bodies of Indigenous Peoples, individual bands and 
nations to increase the support to and access rate for 
Indigenous students through these bodies.

To address the fundamental issues in the low participa-
tion rate of the previously mentioned student groups, 
we must address poverty amongst these groups. Gov-
ernment and institutional supports, such as scholar-
ships, bursaries, and student loans are a means of 
ensuring equality and equity of access. However, the 
reality in Canada is that education is mainly within the 
provincial jurisdiction, and every province has different 
regimes, institutions, and social realities. A well-de-
signed student loan and grant system will help reduce 
the burden experienced by students who are strug-
gling with financing their education and enable them 
to focus on their studies. “We want to ensure access to 
the opportunity of higher education to as many people 
as possible,” says Landon.

QUALITY EDUCATION
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QUALITY EDUCATION  
AND THE 2030 AGENDA
Providing quality, free, and accessible education ben-
efits almost all goals of the 2030 Agenda. Knowledge 
and life-skills education break the cycle of poverty 
(Goal 1) and prepare youth for a diverse workforce 
(Goal 8). Investing in public education also reduces 
social inequalities (Goals 5 and 10), empowers more 
people to pursue sustainable and healthy lifestyles 
(Goals 3, 11), and fosters diversity in our society and 
inclusivity and tolerance between people of all social 
groups (Goal 10).

Moreover, education is crucial in helping build capac-
ity for everyday citizens to tackle some of the most 
difficult problems facing humanity. Raising the aware-
ness of climate change and biodiversity degradation 
through the public education system can foster the 
next generation of stewards of the environment and 
our living planet (Goals 12, 13, 14, 15). Supporting 
quality and accessible public education is investing in 
the future scientists, innovators, entrepreneurs, and 
thought leaders to utilize human ingenuity to improve 
clean energy technologies (Goal 7), solve famine and 
water crises through new innovations (Goals 2, 6 and 
9), and transform our society towards a more peace-
ful and just future with strong institutions backing hu-
man progress (Goal 16).

‘Lastly, by working together to build a Pan-Canadi-
an Framework on Education in line with the Promo-
tion of Partnership for All Goals (Goal 17) will enable 
provinces, the education industry and civil society to 
share their best practices and lessons learnt in the 
promotion of quality education for all.
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
• The Canadian Council of Ministers of Education should accelerate the negotiations and 

the initiation of a Pan-Canadian Framework on Public Education. The Pan-Canadian 
approach will focus on the national priorities and set a standard for quality education 
across the nation, while also taking local circumstances and cultural diversity into 
consideration.

• Step up the support to Indigenous students through an Indigenous-led educational 
support framework. In order to operationalize this initiative, sustained financial transfers 
should be made to Indigenous governance organizations and Indigenous-led civil society 
organisations in support of their curriculum modernizing plans and transitional and 
continuing education efforts.

• Provincial governments should increase availability and subsidies for early childhood 
education and expand incentives for pre-K educators to work in remote and rural 
communities.

• Governments across all levels should work in concert with civil society partners and 
educational institutions and their national representatives in order to improve current 
education policies. Tackling issues regarding public education requires coordinated 
policy reforms in other social areas as well – gender equality, poverty reduction, housing 
stability, and strong institutions.

QUALITY EDUCATION

“The national priority now would be to 
provide quality and accessible education 

services to groups living in poverty and 
remote/Northern communities.” 

—Dan Martin, Director of International and 
Social Justice Program at the Canadian 

Teachers’ Federation
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CASE STUDY  
A PAN-CANADIAN UNIVERSITIES’  
APPROACH TO PROMOTE EQUITY,  
DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION

A more inclusive and diverse academia helps build a better, 
more prosperous, and innovative Canada. The core strength of 
Canada’s tertiary education system is its ability to engage with 
and mobilize a full range of different perspectives and ideas. 
Building a more inclusive, diverse, and equal learning space 
contributes to all targets of Goal 4.
Members of Universities Canada agree to the Universities Canada Principles on Equity, Diversity 
and Inclusion. Through a national representative body, higher-education institutions in Canada 
collaborate and engage with one another to draw on best practices and lessons learned on imple-
menting the shared values of tolerance, openness, and inclusivity in their teachings, engagement, 
and academic research. These principles include:

• Universities are enriched by diversity and inclusion, and all institutions should aspire to be 
diverse, fair and open.

• Developing and maintaining an equity, diversity and inclusion action plan in consultation 
with students, faculty, staff and administrators, and particularly with individuals from 
under-represented groups, with progress being made over time.

• Providing equity of access and opportunity by identifying and addressing barriers to, 
and providing support for, the recruitment and retention of senior university leaders, 
university Board and Senate members, faculty, staff and students, particularly from under-
represented groups.

• Seeking ways to integrate inclusive excellence throughout our universities’ teaching, 
research, community engagement and governance by engaging with students, faculty, staff, 
boards of governors, senates and alumni to raise awareness and encourage all efforts.

• Sharing the evidence of practices that are working, in Canada and abroad, with higher 
education institutions that address any barriers and obstacles that may discourage 
members of under-represented groups.

• Working together to generate greater awareness of the importance of diversity and 
inclusive excellence throughout Canadian higher education.

QUALITY EDUCATION
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Universities across the country are answering to these core principles. Quebec university students 
are researching ways to break the gender barriers in the STEM fields; the University of British Co-
lumbia’s Equity Ambassadors are raising awareness on social justice on campus; McGill Univer-
sity’s Indigenous language program is seeing a growing graduating class size; Ryerson, Waterloo, 
Western, and Ontario Tech universities are encouraging more female participation in the engineer-
ing faculty by engaging with prospective university students in high school; and both the Universi-
ty of Alberta and the Emily Carr University of Art and Design are offering gathering spaces for their 
Indigenous students and community to come together and share experiences and knowledge.

The commitment to more equal, diverse, and inclusive institutions contributed to the overall good 
progress of Canada’s achievement of the SDGs. In 2016-2017, 40% of full-time faculty at Cana-
dian universities were women, up from 36.6% in 2010, and female university presidents make 
up 26% of Universities Canada’s membership, up from 20% in 2015. The gap in median salary 
between men and women as full-time faculty has decreased from 25% in 1990 to 12% today. 
However, challenges remain in STEM disciplines in terms of barriers for female students to fully 
participate. And more supports are needed for Indigenous students and building an inclusive en-
vironment in the spirit of reconciliation.

QUALITY EDUCATION

Growth in full-time women faculty by discipline. Source: https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.univcan.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2018/11/Data-on-equity-diversity-inclusion-Oct-2018.pdf&sa=D&ust=1561250908768000&usg=AF
QjCNGS7FDI7xx87_VT9MfUR_sL3f9AJg
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With the strong leadership of 
the members of Universities 
Canada, there will be more 

actions and policies that 
promote a more inclusive, 

diverse, and equal educational 
environment for all members 

of the Canadian society. 

The achievement of the SDGs partially de-
pends on the creative contributions of the high-
er-education communities. The fabric of a di-
verse Canadian society rests on the inclusivity 
of academia, and case studies from universities 
across the country prove that we are making 
progress in the right direction.

QUALITY EDUCATION

Representation at Canadian universities. Source: https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.univcan.ca/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2018/11/Data-on-equity-diversity-inclusion-Oct-2018.pdf&sa=D&ust=1561250908768000&usg=AFQjC
NGS7FDI7xx87_VT9MfUR_sL3f9AJg
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Many universities are providing financial 
assistance to Indigenous scholars in hopes to 

increase First Nations youths’ participation 
rate in post-secondary education, while the 
federal government is looking into ways to 

flow resources to the national representative 
bodies of Indigenous Peoples, individual 

bands and nations to increase the support 
to, and access rate for, Indigenous students 

through these bodies.



DECENT WORK AND 
ECONOMIC GROWTH
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DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC GROWTH

TARGETS

By 2030, achieve full and productive 
employment and decent work for all 
women and men, including for young 
people and persons with disabilities, 
and equal pay for work of equal value 

Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth, full and productive 
employment and decent work for all.

Sustain per capita economic 
growth in accordance with national 
circumstances and, in particular, 
at least 7 per cent gross domestic 
product growth per annum in the 
least developed countries 

Achieve higher levels of economic 
productivity through diversification, 
technological upgrading and 
innovation, including through a focus 
on high-value added and labour-
intensive sectors

By 2020, substantially reduce 
the proportion of youth not in 
employment, education or training 

Promote development-oriented 
policies that support productive 
activities, decent job creation, 
entrepreneurship, creativity and 
innovation, and encourage the 
formalization and growth of micro-, 
small- and medium-sized enterprises, 
including through access to financial 
services

Take immediate and effective 
measures to eradicate forced labour, 
end modern slavery and human 
trafficking and secure the prohibition 
and elimination of the worst forms 
of child labour, including recruitment 
and use of child soldiers, and by 2025 
end child labour in all its forms

Improve progressively, through 
2030, global resource efficiency in 
consumption and production and 
endeavour to decouple economic 
growth from environmental 
degradation, in accordance with the 
10-year framework of programmes 
on sustainable consumption and 
production, with developed countries 
taking the lead 

Protect labour rights and 
promote safe and secure working 
environments for all workers, 
including migrant workers, in 
particular women migrants, and those 
in precarious employment 
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By 2030, devise and implement 
policies to promote sustainable 
tourism that creates jobs and 
promotes local culture and products 

Increase Aid for Trade support for 
developing countries, in particular 
least developed countries, including 
through the Enhanced Integrated 
Framework for Trade-Related 
Technical Assistance to Least 
Developed Countries 

Strengthen the capacity of domestic 
financial institutions to encourage and 
expand access to banking, insurance 
and financial services for all

By 2020, develop and operationalize a 
global strategy for youth employment 
and implement the Global Jobs 
Pact of the International Labour 
Organization

Climate change is a major threat to the 
Canadian economy and financial system and 

requires a necessary transition away from 
dependence on fossil fuels - particularly for 
oil, gas, and coal workers - a move that will 

challenge Canada’s economy. 

—Bank of Canada 2019  
Financial System Review



37WHERE CANADA STANDS: A SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS PROGRESS REPORT

DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC GROWTH

EXPERT CONTRIBUTORS
• Mark Agnew, Director, International Affairs, Canadian Chamber of Commerce
• Marie Frawley-Henry, Senior Policy Analyst, Economic, Assembly of First Nations
• Colette Murphy, Executive Director, Atkinson Foundation
• Chris Roberts, Director, Social & Economic Policy, Canadian Labour Congress
• Pat Thompson, Director of Social Impact, Atkinson Foundation

CROSS-CUTTING THEMES

Indigenous Communities and Knowledge
Marie Frawley-Henry, Senior Economic Policy Analyst for the Assembly of First Nations 
communities, notes that in First Nations Communities, “traditional approaches to employ-
ment were balanced in terms of creating an environment that was respectful of the Earth 
and the people working.” These decolonized employment systems, coupled with “self-gov-
ernance structures with checks and balances to ensure nobody is left behind, are critical in 
creating a sustainable world.” 

Gender
Goal 5 seeks to end discrimination and provide social and economic opportunities for 
women, a topic central to workforce equity; this includes equal pay for equal work and the 
valuing of unpaid care work.

Climate Change
To address climate change, the Canadian economy must transition across sectors to re-
duce its greenhouse gas emissions and adapt to climate impacts. This will involve decar-
bonizing industry, transportation, agriculture, and energy, while ensuring workers in these 
industries are able to maintain decent work in a period of change.

Youth
Working-age youth face high levels of unemployment, precarious work in the ‘gig’ econo-
my, and rising costs of living despite stagnant wages. As compared to those aged 25-34 in 
1976, youth today on average are earning less, have more student debt, and have higher 
housing costs. (Gen Squeeze, 2017)
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NATIONAL DATA
• Economic growth in Canada has been slow, with a -0.05 percent change in the growth rate of GDP per 

capita in 2016 and a -0.03 percent change in 2015. (Statistics Canada) Despite this, Canada’s average 
GDP per capita was $45,109 USD in 2016, above the OECD average of $42,443. (OECD)

• As of April 2019, Canada’s unemployment rate was at 5.7% (Statistics Canada), slightly above the 
OECD average of 5.2% in the last quarter of 2018. Youth unemployment is substantially higher than 
the average unemployment rate, at 11.1% in 2018 — in line with the OECD average. For working-age 
adults with disabilities, employment rates were at 59% in 2017, as compared to 80% of the general 
population. (Statistics Canada)

• For target 8.3 — which refers to development-oriented policies, decent job creation, innovation, 
and the growth of small and medium enterprises — Canada’s SDG data portal is still exploring data 
sources and has not yet put forth its own measures of progress.  Moreover, indicators are still under 
development for multiple targets under this Goal, including that for adherence to ILO standards on 
labour rights.

• Workers who are Indigenous, migrants, and/or living with disabilities experience worse outcomes on 
average than the general population on most measures of economic and labour well-being.

Introduction
Goal 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth focuses 
not only on optimizing standard employment indica-
tors like unemployment rate and productivity, but on 
ensuring that economic growth and labour markets 
are equitable and inclusive for all. Decent work sits 
at the core of this issue, as even a society with low 
unemployment can have unfair wages and working 

conditions. While Canada fares well in terms of em-
ployment statistics and living standards as compared 
to the global average, it has far to go to ensure no one 
is left behind in the pursuit of “sustained, inclusive 
and sustainable economic growth, full and productive 
employment and decent work for all”. (Sustainable 
Development Knowledge Platform, 2015)

Economic Snapshot
Canada’s economy is made up of a mix of service, 
manufacturing, and natural resource industries. 
While Canada maintains a relatively high standard 
of living, as evidenced by its fourth-place ranking 
on the OECD’s Better Life Index, it is experiencing 
slow growth relative to other OECD countries. Chris 
Roberts, Director of Social & Economic Policy at the 
Canadian Labour Congress, describes the Canadian 
economy as “lacking an engine other than commodi-
ties to drive it forward.”

Current risks to economic stability and growth in-
clude uncertainties surrounding trade (especially with 
the United States), housing market shocks, high lev-
els of household and (non-financial sector) corporate 
debt, and the various implications of a more digi-
tized economy. (Bank of Canada, 2019) The Bank of 
Canada’s 2019 Financial System Review, moreover, 
highlights climate change as a major threat to the 

Canadian economy and financial system. The neces-
sary transition away from dependence on fossil fuels, 
however, will pose a challenge to Canada’s economy. 
This is especially true for oil, gas, and coal workers, 
who will need to transition toward alternative forms 
of employment — something the government has 
acknowledged with its Just Transition Task Force for 
Canadian Coal Workers and Communities, but has 
yet to fully operationalize. In order to confront the 
challenge of climate change mitigation and threats 
in the Canadian economy, the Government must put 
into practice the idea outlined in target 8.3 — that 
economic growth must not come at the expense of 
environmental well-being. 

Multiple expert interviewees, moreover, note the high 
levels of inequality as a barrier to sustainable devel-
opment in the Canadian economy. On measures of 
income inequality, Canada scores above the OECD 

DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC GROWTH
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average —  eighth highest among developed coun-
tries. The Canadian middle class is slightly smaller 
than the OECD average, and millennials are much 
less likely to end up in the middle class than the gen-
erations before them. High levels of inequality also 
contribute to the high costs of living that make it dif-
ficult for low-income people to get by.

In order to propel sustainable growth of the Canadian 
economy, Mark Agnew, Director of  International Af-
fairs at the Canadian Chamber of Commerce, sug-
gests that Small and Medium Enterprises (SME) have 
room to grow their participation in exporting. OECD 
trade data indicates that Canadian businesses with 
fewer than 250 employees created about $57 billion 
USD of export value in 2016, as compared to around 
$152 billion exported by Germany. One bottleneck to 
SMEs entering the global value chain is the spread of 
information surrounding how they might engage with 
trade deals. Conversely, the increased digitization of 
business operations may open up opportunities for 
innovation and global market access.

While the transition toward a more digitized economy 
and interconnected world holds promise for innova-
tion, Canada must manage its social and economic 
repercussions. An increase of data flowing across 
borders, notes Agnew, raises questions surround-
ing the privacy of citizens and the competitiveness 
of businesses. The OECD reports, furthermore, that 
20% of low income jobs and 19% of middle income 
jobs in Canada are at a high risk from automation. As 
manual jobs become automated and digital services 
make up a larger part of the economy, the Govern-
ment of Canada must ensure its regulatory, taxation, 
and social welfare systems are up-to-date and well-
equipped to leave no one behind.

DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC GROWTH

Current risks to economic 
stability and growth 
include uncertainties 
surrounding trade 
(especially with the 
United States), housing 
market shocks, high levels 
of household and (non-
financial sector) corporate 
debt, and the various 
implications of a more  
digitized economy. 

—Bank of Canada 2019 
Financial System Review
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Full employment and decent work
Canada has a history as a welfare state with compar-
atively high unemployment, high income inequality, 
and low levels of social protection, notes Roberts. Its 
economy relies heavily on low-wage labour and the 
export of relatively unprocessed natural resources. 
While Canada’s employment market has tightened in 
the past decade, reducing the unemployment rate to 
5.7% in 2019 from a recent high of 7.3% in 2016 (Sta-
tistics Canada), inequities remain: precarious work; 
long hours; barriers to accessing childcare; and an 
unattractive market for new graduates, leading more 
of them to pursue further schooling.

Roberts argues that between 1945 and the 1970s, 
when the government had a commitment to high and 
stable levels of employment rather than allowing high 
unemployment in order to target a certain inflation 
level, unemployment levels were lower and the labour 
market was tighter and of higher quality overall. Thus, 
a bold government investment in good job creation — 
expanding beyond the summer student program and 
including investments in machinery — could serve as 
one solution to challenges with inequality and barriers 
to access in the workforce.

Beyond employment rates lies the concept of decent 
work, defined by the International Labour Organiza-
tion as follows:

“Decent work sums up the aspirations of people 
in their working lives. It involves opportunities for 
work that is productive and delivers a fair income, 
security in the workplace and social protection for 
families, better prospects for personal develop-
ment and social integration, freedom for people to 
express their concerns, organize and participate in 
the decisions that affect their lives and equality of 
opportunity and treatment for all women and men.” 
(International Labour Organization)

Pat Thompson, Director of Social Impact at the At-
kinson Foundation, an Ontario-based organization 
that promotes social and economic justice through 
decent work, notes that “good public policy starts 
with decency, and expands the definition of employ-
ment to decent work.” And while the Government of 
Canada has ratified the ILO’s principles, according to 
Chris Roberts it “has not invested the necessary re-
sources to actually ensure labour rights are protected 
and promoted as they would be if they were recog-
nized as human rights.” Labour market reforms in the 
1990s cut back on Employment Insurance benefits 
with the aim to direct funds to more ‘active’ forms of 
job assistance such as job training. However, such re-
forms did not play out as planned, and Canada ranks 
below average in the OECD for spending on social 
and labour protections, while still widely neglecting 
jobs training programs.

According to Colette Murphy, Executive Director of 
the Atkinson Foundation, the government missed an 
opportunity to address decent work when it put forth 
its poverty reduction strategy. While the strategy in-
cludes a modest increase in income supplements, it 
does not address the aspect of accessing jobs that 
offer fair pay, security, and social protection.

Murphy and Thompson are happy to see the govern-
ment bring back the findings from a seminal 2006 
report on labour standards as it reviews the Canada 
Labour Code with a view to modernizing it. They saw 
an initial recognition of issues such as maternal leave, 
medical coverage, and scheduling expenses, but did 
not substantially address sticky topics such as the 
federal minimum wage, protections for nonstandard 
work, and a collective voice for non-union workers. 
While the Labour Code review is an important step 
toward identifying gaps in decent work standards, 
the experts worry it may not come to full fruition as 
the report is due right before the writ is due to drop 
for the upcoming federal election.

Poor labour market protections, in combination with 
low wages and wage stagnation, mean that Canada 
has far to go to ensure decent work for all. One step 
forward would be to uphold the principle of decent 
work into law. The ILO, moreover, has provided indi-
cators for tracking specific aspects of decent work 
that extend beyond employment rates.

DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC GROWTH
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Women’s participation and compensation in the workforce
A broad inequity affecting 
Canada’s economy is the gap in 
pay and workforce participation 
between men and women. 
Statistics Canada notes that 61.4% of women par-
ticipated in the workforce in 2018, as compared to 
70% of men. The gender wage gap indicates that on 
average a woman earns 87 cents to every dollar a 
man earns; but this number refers to an hourly wage 
which does not account for the difference in hours 
they work given the disproportionate amount of time 
women spend on unpaid care work — 15% of their 
time, as compared to 10% of men’s time. (Canadian 
Women’s Foundation)

The Canadian Government has demonstrated its 
prioritization of this issue by tabling legislation for 
proactive pay equity and transparency. As Thomp-
son notes, however, this progress could be a step 
‘sideways’ rather than forwards, given the gaps in the 
legislation and a lack of strong accountability mea-
sures. The changes the government has made to em-
ployment insurance and other employment services, 
moreover, do not address issues specific to low- and 
moderate- income women; a more progressive lens 
would take into account aspects of employment in-
equities such as class and race.

DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC GROWTH
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Workforce inequity under the Temporary Foreign Workers Program
The Temporary Foreign Worker Program 
(TFWP) allows employers to hire migrant 
workers to fill employment gaps, 
particularly in low-wage sectors. These 
workers largely find jobs in agriculture, 
restaurants and fast food, or resorts and 
tourism. According to Roberts, however, 
this program creates a “legally-sanctioned 
status of extreme vulnerability and 
dependence,” wherein workers are “left  
to the mercies of employers” through  
a migration system that ties them to  
their employers. 

Given the Canadian economy’s reliance on low-pro-
ductivity, low-wage work, and the program’s legal 
setup, migrant workers are vulnerable to exploitation 
by employers and recruiters promising a pathway to 
a future life in Canada. “The fundamental insecurity,” 
notes Roberts, “derives from a legal obligation to be 
working for a single employer in a single location. 
If the employer is abusive, for example, a migrant’s 
ability to stay in Canada is at risk if they sever the 
relationship.” 

Roberts proposes that the government wind down 
the low-wage migrant worker streams of the TFWP, 
replacing it with expanded access to permanent resi-
dence immigration for workers of all wage and skill 
levels. The government is currently piloting a 3-year 
agricultural program that could allow people to transi-
tion to permanent residency after participating in the 
program — something Roberts hopes to see expand-
ed across sectors. 

DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC GROWTH
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Inequities in First Nations employment and economic outcomes
On average, First Nations communities 
tend to fare worse on socioeconomic 
and employment outcomes than non-
Indigenous communities. The Community 
Well-Being Index, for example, scored First 
Nations communities a 58.4 out of 100 
on average in 2016, as compared to non-
Indigenous communities at 77.5 out of 100. 
For First Nations people living off reserve, 
employment rates were at 52% in 2016, 
as compared to 72.5% for the Canadian 
population on average.

According to Frawley-Henry, “draconian policy” un-
der the Indian Act is one barrier to economic progress 
for First Nations people living on reserve. A product of 
colonialism, the Indian Act still governs First Nations 
rights. The Indian Act, for example, refers to people 
with disabilities as ‘mentally incompetent Indians,’ 
affording power to a Minister to seize their property. 
Frawley-Henry hopes the government will examine 
the “current policies that are inhibiting income equal-
ity,” while incorporating the UN Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples and findings from the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission.

An additional challenge to understanding economic 
well-being and workforce participation for First Na-
tions are limitations in the data collection itself. A 
2018 report by the Auditor General concluded that 
“Indigenous Services Canada’s main measure of 
socio-economic well-being on reserves, the Com-
munity Well-Being index, was not comprehensive” 
in capturing a holistic picture of metrics that are im-
portant to First Nations. Frawley-Henry notes that the 
Statistics Canada approach does not adhere to the 
OCAP principles — Ownership, Control, Access, and 
Possession — which, according to the First Nations 
Information Governance Centre, constitute “the de 
facto standard for how to conduct research with First 
Nations.” She also cautions against the reporting of 
data through the ‘pan-Aboriginal’ lens — it should be 
disaggregated between Nations and capture infor-
mation through an intersectional lens.

Priorities for First Nations on SDG 8 include closing the 
employment and wage gap, particularly for women. 
This is tightly bound to strategies for reducing poverty. 
Frawley-Henry points to the Assembly of First Nations’ 
social innovation campaign ‘Leave No One Behind’ as 
an example of a wrap-around support ecosystem for 
people living in poverty and with disabilities — provid-
ing training, employment opportunities, and supports 
for social cohesion. “It means changing everything,” 
Frawley-Henry explains, “growing gardens to address 
food security; creating viable energy systems; decolo-
nizing the whole spectrum.”
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Barriers to employment for people with disabilities
The 2017 Canadian Survey on Disability found that 
“Only 59% of Canadians with disabilities, aged 25 to 
64, are employed, compared to 80% of Canadians 
without disabilities” The survey found, moreover, that 
“almost one-third of working age adults with more se-
vere disabilities are living in poverty.” People with dis-
abilities tend to earn less than people without them, 
and face discrimination in hiring processes.

Frawley-Henry notes that this problem is exacerbated 
for First Nations people living with disabilities, given 
the fiduciary agreement of the federal government to 
First Nations and a lack of a standard process be-
tween provinces on disability policy. 

The Canadian government has put forth, but not yet 
passed, the Accessible Canada Act. The Act will seek 
to remove barriers to access for people with disabili-
ties by introducing new regulations across different 
parts of life, including employment. It is too soon to 
say yet how this might impact economic and employ-
ment outcomes for people with disabilities.

DECENT WORK AND THE 2030 AGENDA
The path toward sustainable 
development is tightly linked 
with creating a sustainable and 
equitable economy, which must 
take into account human rights 
and environmental stewardship. 
Thus, most of the goals overlap 
with themes from SDG 8. 

When considering SDG 5 (No Poverty), providing ac-
cess to full employment with decent pay is central to 
efforts to lift communities out of poverty, especially 
within marginalized populations. As noted in the ear-
lier chapter on Quality Education (SDG 4), providing 
job skills training can also help to break the cycle of 
poverty among families with first-generation students, 
therefore lessening further socioeconomic burdens.  

By providing full employment opportunities to com-
munities that tend to be left behind in the economy 
and social life today, improved economic and social 
inclusion can lead to measurable results in Reduced 
Inequalities (SDG 10). Policies promoting hiring and 
pay equity can particularly positively impact Gender 
Inequality (SDG 5).

Industrialization and infrastructure projects are two 
ways to create jobs while strengthening the economy, 
while investment in innovation can lift standards of 
living while improving resource efficiency (SDG 9). Of 
course, these new investments must be decoupled 
from environmental degradation (SDGs 14 and 15), as 
highlighted in target 8.4.

DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC GROWTH
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RECOMMENDATIONS
• The Government of Canada should make a formal commitment to job creation that 

encompasses principles of decency and is coupled with sustainable infrastructure 
investments.

• The federal and provincial governments should commit to the ILO’s definition of decent 
work by guaranteeing it in law.

• The Government of Canada should offer support to Small and Medium Enterprises in 
accessing global export markets.

• The Government of Canada should wind down the low-wage migrant worker streams of 
the Temporary Foreign Workers Program, replacing it with expanded opportunities for 
permanent residence.

• The Government of Canada should invest in renewable energy, clean infrastructure, 
and machinery to create jobs and stimulate economic growth; they should couple this 
investment with expanded skills training programs.

• Government bodies and nonprofits should investigate the creation of wraparound 
programs for the most vulnerable members of society — including support for 
employment, training, housing, food, and social connection.

• The Government of Canada should undertake a comprehensive review of Employment 
Insurance to ensure it is widely accessible to those who need it.

• All levels of government should focus on creating employment opportunities and training 
for Indigenous people on and off reserve, taking into account principles of decolonization 
and self-governance and action steps from UNDRIP and the TRC.

DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC GROWTH

“Good public policy starts with 
decency, and expands  

the definition of employment  
to decent work.” 

—Pat Thompson, Director of Social 
Impact, Atkinson Foundation



46 WHERE CANADA STANDS: A SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS PROGRESS REPORT

CASE STUDY 
CHANGING WORKPLACES  
ACROSS ONTARIO: A POLICY  
REVIEW PUT INTO ACTION

The Changing Workplaces Review, initiated by the Ontario 
Government in 2015, sought to assess employment conditions 
and labour law to understand how they could update policy 
given changes in the workforce and economy. Thompson and 
Murphy see this review as a positive example of a government 
entity operationalizing decent work as a core value.

The review focused specifically on policies 
under the 1995 Labour Relations Act and the 
2000 Employment Standards Act, synthesiz-
ing evidence from researchers with public 
consultations with workers from various sec-
tors across Ontario. The research culminated 
in a comprehensive suite of policy recommen-
dations, spanning from noncompliance and 
access to justice, to labour rights and rela-
tions, to precarious working conditions. It rec-
ommended that the two Acts be consolidated 
to provide a broader and more inclusive cov-
erage of labour and employment standards, 
taking into account findings on economic and 
employment trends.

In 2017, many of the findings from the review were adopted into legislation under the Fair Work-
places, Better Jobs Act. This legislation increased the provincial minimum wage to $15 an hour 
by 2019, protects workers against being falsely classified as not eligible for employment ben-
efits, and extends parental and sick leave allowances.

The future of the labour and employment standards laid out in the Act is uncertain, however, as 
premier Doug Ford has vowed to roll them back. Under the Making Ontario Open for Business 
Act, the government has frozen the minimum wage at $14, revoked paid sick days, cut funds for 
proactive enforcement of labour regulations, and eliminated pay equity for part-time and casual 
workers. Though the Changing Workplaces Review was based on evidence, it remains for future 
governments to put that evidence back into practice.

DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC GROWTH
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The gender wage gap indicates 
that on average a woman earns 87 
cents to every dollar a man earns; 

but this number refers to an hourly 
wage which does not account for 
the difference in hours they work 

given the disproportionate amount 
of time women spend on unpaid 

care work — 15% of their time, as 
compared to 10% of men’s time. 

—Canadian Women’s Foundation



REDUCED  
INEQUALITIES
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REDUCED INEQUALITIES

TARGETS

Reduce inequality within and among countries.

By 2030, progressively achieve and 
sustain income growth of the bottom 
40 per cent of the population at a rate 
higher than the national average

By 2030, empower and promote 
the social, economic and political 
inclusion of all, irrespective of age, 
sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, 
religion or economic or other status

Ensure equal opportunity and reduce 
inequalities of outcome, including 
by eliminating discriminatory laws, 
policies and practices and promoting 
appropriate legislation, policies and 
action in this regard 

Adopt policies, especially fiscal, wage 
and social protection policies, and 
progressively achieve greater equality 

Improve the regulation and 
monitoring of global financial markets 
and institutions and strengthen the 
implementation of such regulations

Ensure enhanced representation 
and voice for developing countries 
in decision-making in global 
international economic and financial 
institutions in order to deliver more 
effective, credible, accountable and 
legitimate institutions 

Facilitate orderly, safe, regular and 
responsible migration and mobility 
of people, including through the 
implementation of planned and well-
managed migration policies 

Implement the principle of special 
and differential treatment for 
developing countries, in particular 
least developed countries, in 
accordance with World Trade 
Organization agreements 
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By 2030, reduce to less than 3 per 
cent the transaction costs of migrant 
remittances and eliminate remittance 
corridors with costs higher than 5 per 
cent

Encourage official development 
assistance and financial flows, 
including foreign direct investment, to 
States where the need is greatest, in 
particular least developed countries, 
African countries, small island 
developing States and landlocked 
developing countries, in accordance 
with their national plans and 
programmes 

“Inequality raises more difficult 
questions about the way our 

economy is organized than poverty. 
Poverty can be characterized 

as an unintended consequence 
of our economic system, [while] 

inequality...is an intended 
consequence of our economic 

system, raises systemic questions, 
and begs solutions that challenge 

the status quo in fundamental ways. 

—Hugh MacKenzie, Research 
Associate, Canadian Centre for 

Policy Alternatives
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CROSS-CUTTING THEMES

Indigenous Communities
Indigenous peoples face extreme marginalization that is a deeply entrenched consequence 
of this country’s colonization history. They experience greater barriers than even some other 
at-risk groups in Canada when it comes to food, water, and energy insecurity, poverty, men-
tal health and suicide risk, substance abuse, domestic violence, and homelessness.

Gender
Women, girls, and LGBTQ2+ individuals are more vulnerable to violence, abuse, discrimina-
tion, certain health problems, and hold less wealth than their cis-male counterparts.

Climate Change
Equity is a huge topic in climate change discourse; we must consider the equitable dis-
tribution of responsibilities in mitigating and adapting to climate change. Within Canada, 
this means ensuring a just transition for workers in industries that need to be phased out 
to reduce our greenhouse gas emissions (oil and gas), and investing in extra support for 
communities that are physically and economically vulnerable to negative impacts of climate 
change (e.g. sea level rise in coastal communities; increased forest fires in forestry-depen-
dent communities; droughts or cold snaps in agriculture-dependent communities). A report 
from the findings of the Expert Panel on Climate Adaptation and Resilience Planning spe-
cifically recommended including the percentage of high-risk, low-income Canadians living 
in climate-risk susceptible areas as a progress indicator for adaptation planning.

Youth 
Youth are particularly vulnerable to poor policy surrounding public spending on education, 
health care (for infants and young children especially), and other social services that are 
critical to their healthy physical and mental development, safety, and well-being.
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NATIONAL DATA
• In the period of 2014-2017 (most recently available data) Canada’s Gini Index of inequality was 0.31, 

placing it 19th out of 38 OECD countries. Despite a growing economy, however, Canada has seen an 
increase in income inequality in the past three decades

• 1 in 7 (or roughly 4.9 million) people in Canada are living in poverty. People living with mental or 
physical disabilities, women living in shelters, First Nations, Métis, and Inuit people, and racialized 
individuals are at a higher risk of being part of this demographic.

• As of 2017, the gender pay gap between men and women has been estimated to be $0.87, as 
measured by average hourly wages. This has been attributed to a number of factors, including a 
discrepancy between traditional “women’s work” and “men’s work”, women comprising a higher 
proportion of workers in low-wage work, and increased interruptions from full-time work (due to child 
and elderly care responsibilities) resulting in fewer promotional opportunities. Still, a large proportion of 
the wage gap remains unexplained, and has been attributed to gender-based discrimination.

• In 2015, Canada’s 100 highest-paid CEOs earned approximately 193 times the average annual wage. 
Otherwise put, they earned the average annual Canadian wage by 11:47 a.m. on their first work day  
of the year.

• According to a peer-reviewed study using the 2013 Canadian Community Health Survey, almost 23% 
of Canadians report experiencing everyday discrimination. 

Introduction
Goal 10 aims to reduce 
inequalities within and among 
countries. Major topic areas 
under Goal 10 include reducing 
wealth inequality, eliminating 
social, political, and economic 
discrimination of vulnerable 
groups, and facilitating safe and 
just migration pathways globally. 
Policy-makers should not just strive for equal treat-
ment among their constituents, but rather for equity, 
which necessitates the just treatment of individuals 
based on their circumstances. Equity has been for-
mally defined as the “absence of avoidable and unfair 
cost and benefit distributions between socially strati-
fying factors.” These stratifying factors include gen-
der, race, religion, physical ability, sexual orientation, 
and social class, and result in variable social, eco-
nomic, and political living conditions among mem-
bers of a society. 

Gavin Charles, Policy Officer for the Canadian Coun-
cil for International Cooperation (CCIC), mentioned 
that a key barrier to implementing the 2030 Agenda 
overall is that is a lack of national data that identifies 
systematically disadvantaged groups. National data 
is not always transparent, or representative (if collect-
ed from a seriously reduced sample size), and there-
fore does not capture the diverse Canadian public.

Data from various NGO, academic, and government 
sources suggest that an unacceptable number of 
people in Canada are left behind. First Nations, Inuit, 
and Métis communities, racialized individuals, im-
migrants, women and girls, persons with disabilities, 
LGBTQ2+ individuals, refugees, youth, and the elder-
ly are faced with systemic social, economic, and po-
litical discrimination. Members of these groups also 
see disproportionately reduced access to education, 
good health, decent work, and physical safety and 
well-being. 

Further, national experts on inequality are of the opin-
ion that the 2030 timeline for implementation is far 
too long and enables sluggishness where we have 
the capacity to act now. This chapter assesses Can-
ada’s performance achieving multiple types of equity 
within and beyond its borders, and how it can im-
prove moving forward.
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Wealth inequality
As Hugh MacKenzie, independent economist and 
Research Associate at the Canadian Centre for Policy 
Alternatives, notes that no jurisdiction in Canada has 
done anything to explicitly shift the overall income 
distribution towards lesser inequality. If anything, 
change surrounding the redistribution of wealth has 
seen a negative trend in the past several decades, 
and the trajectory of these consequences will persist 
without strong leadership from governments.

While a useful metric for roughly comparing the dis-
tribution of wealth among countries and across time, 
the Gini index does not comprehensively reflect how 
wealth is distributed. Similarly, enhancing income 
growth of the poorest 40% of the population (Tar-
get 10.1) can contribute to reducing wealth inequal-
ity, but does not tackle the problem at the source; 
poverty is a distinct issue from wealth inequality. In 
MacKenzie’s words:

“Inequality raises more difficult questions about 
the way our economy is organized than poverty. 
Poverty can be characterized as an unintended 
consequence of our economic system that largely 
arises from personal characteristics, and begs so-
lutions that flow from generosity and social obli-
gation. Inequality, on the other hand, is an intend-
ed consequence of our economic system, raises 
systemic questions, and begs solutions that chal-
lenge the status quo in fundamental ways. [These 
include] establishing and funding foundational 
economic rights, strengthening the economic 
power of working people through employment-
based organization and bargaining, using the tax 
system as an instrument of redistribution of both 
income and wealth, and reducing private (individ-
ual) and increasing public (collective or in-com-
mon) consumption.”

According to MacKenzie, then, rather than focusing 
on poverty, governments must harness the strong 
distributive power of public spending. Since the adop-
tion of the 2030 agenda, three concrete actions have 
been taken by governments in Canada that may have 
contributed to increased income growth of the bottom 
40%: increasing the minimum wage (provincial level), 
the enhanced national child benefit (national level), and 
the Canada Pension Plan (CPP) expansion. 

It is too early to assess the tangible impacts of the in-
creased minimum wages. The early data suggest that 
the enhancement of child benefits has had a measur-
able impact on the resources available to low- and 
moderate-income families with children. Regarding 
pensions, the federal government has been generally 
timid and unwilling to address the implications of the 
changing structure of the labour market (namely the 
rise of part-time and “gig” work) for retirement income 
saving. For example, because the $3,500 carve-out of 
CPP-eligible income applies separately to every part-
time job, part-time workers can only accumulate CPP 
benefits on a substantial portion of their income if they 
contribute to both the employee and the employer 
premium. In this arrangement, part-time wage-earners 
are, in a way, penalized, and their employers bear no 
responsibility. Labour organization is another poten-
tially effective vehicle for empowering workers and re-
ducing income inequality, however policies in this area 
have been regressive as well, according to MacKenzie. 

Another large contributor to wealth inequality in Can-
ada is the disproportionate amount of money held 
by the upper class, due to the fact that CEOs are 
compensated in the form of grants of bonuses, stock 
and shares in companies, as well as the lack of ag-
gressive taxation of the ultra-wealthy. This reality so 
deeply affects the quality of life of all Canadians, yet 
receives hardly any attention in public discourse and 
none in government policy. 

 Governments must harness the redistributive power 
of tax policy and well-being benefits that flow from 
collective consumption through the provision of pub-
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lic services if it is serious about reducing inequalities. 
Canada-specific quantitative indicators for measuring 
progress must reflect this. Market income is an insuf-
ficient indicator of wealth equality because it does not 
consider the full spectrum of possible government ac-
tions to regulate the distribution of resources. Income 
after taxes and transfers is also insufficient because 
it implicitly assumes that public expenditures, other 
than those on cash transfers, have no distributional 

impact. A good alternative quantitative indicator in 
the Canadian context would be to measure the social 
wage, or the per capita benefit received from public 
services. For example, in 2006, the per capita benefit 
from public services in Canada amounted to $16,952, 
which is approximately equal to the annual income of 
someone working full-time under the minimum wage 
at the time.  

Workplace Diversity and Inclusion
Canadian employers- businesses, governments, non-
profit organizations- are gatekeepers of inclusivity, 
income equality, and overall equality of opportunity 
within society. They determine who gets certain em-
ployment opportunities, how much they get paid, and 
how they are treated in the workplace, and therefore 
have strong influence over workers’ quality of life. 

Dr. Eddy Ng, Professor and F.C. Manning Chair in Eco-
nomics and Business at Dalhousie University, notes 
that highly skilled and highly educated immigrants 
from non-English speaking backgrounds face barri-
ers to employment and in the workplace as a result of 
persistent “taste-based discrimination.” Research has 
shown that workers with foreign names tend to get 
fewer callbacks. Foreign qualifications are often not 
accepted, forcing migrant professionals to take work 
for which they are overqualified. Cultural nuances in 
employee behaviour can present barriers to promo-
tion; individuals from many cultures may take work-
place hierarchy quite seriously, and therefore avoid 
speaking up or showing leadership. Employees who 
feel unsafe or discriminated against are more likely to 
miss work or even terminate their employment, which 
is a lose-lose for workers and employers. 

Policy surrounding employment equity is disaggre-
gated amongst levels of governments, and dated in 
some contexts. At the federal level, the Employment 
Equity Act aims to remove barriers to just working 
conditions for Indigenous peoples, women, persons 
with disabilities, and visible minorities. The Act, how-
ever, has several inherent weaknesses; it was expect-
ed to have been reviewed over 20 years ago (in 1995), 
however this has not occurred. It does not include 
sanctions or penalties for non-compliance.  Further, it 
only applies to federally regulated industries, Crown 
corporations, and organizations with 100 employees 

or more, which comprise a very small proportion of 
the Canadian labour force. Provinces and territories 
have their own legislation; an example can be found 
in Ontario’s equal pay for equal work legislation, 
which applies to women but excludes visible minori-
ties and other gender identities. 

As a result, private sector employers tend to perform 
better on their own voluntary efforts to enhance eq-
uity and representation. This is largely driven by eco-
nomic imperatives; it is well-known that a diverse and 
inclusive workforce can bring valuable skills and per-
spectives that contribute to an organization’s com-
petitive advantage and overall success. Banks, air-
lines, and service industries generally tend to perform 
better, whereas manufacturing, mining and other in-
dustrial sectors perform worse.

Strategies for furthering Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) 
in Canadian workplaces and organizations should 
emphasize the responsibility of senior decision-mak-
ers (managers, CEOs, those with hiring power) to 
promote D&I in the workplace by allocating adequate 
financial and capacity-building resources for the im-
plementation of D&I policies. 
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Ending violence against at-risk populations 
Vulnerable populations - namely women and girls, 
LGBTQ2+ individuals, and Indigenous people - see 
greater risks to their physical safety. Approximately 
1 in 10 women in Canada experience some physical, 
mental, emotional, verbal, financial, or sexual abuse 
from an intimate partner. Individuals who choose to 
flee abusive households often find themselves in pov-
erty as a result, sometimes struggling to provide for 
children they have brought with them. This all feeds 
into a vicious cycle of abuse, poverty, and often sub-
stance abuse and homelessness, causing this in-
equality in our society to persist. 

This risk is exacerbated when individuals belong to 
more than one at-risk group, as is well-known from 
the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and 
Girls (MMIWG) crisis. The recently released findings 

report from the national inquiry on MMIWG highlights 
that work camps associated with resource develop-
ment projects- often in rural areas- may have been a 
huge risk factor. These camps attract predominantly 
male, transient workers with no sense of connection 
to a particular place, and in conditions that encour-
age substance abuse. In these places, Indigenous 
women in particular are more vulnerable to physical 
and sexual abuse, STIs and women entering the sex 
trade. The report makes several recommendations to 
be incorporated into the planning and implementation 
of resource development projects, including consid-
ering the safety and security of Indigenous women, 
while ensuring “their equitable benefit from develop-
ment, at all stages of project planning, assessment, 
implementation, management, and monitoring.” 

Safe, just, and well-managed immigration and refugee policies 
According to data, Canada is doing its “fair share” of 
accepting refugees vis-a-vis other high-income coun-
tries. A fair share of refugee resettlement is quantified 
in two ways: 1) number of refugees accepted into 
Canada / the global total number of refugees and asy-
lum-seekers settled, and  2) the number of refugees 
accepted into Canada / the global total number of 
individuals in need of resettlement and asylum. Can-
ada’s share of total refugee settlement is then com-
pared against its proportion of global wealth to see if 
this proportion is fair. The latest available data sug-
gest that Canada accepted four times its fair share of 
total refugees settled, and almost exactly its fair share 
of total refugees requiring resettlement. It is critical to 
note that these numbers reflect the hard work and 
generosity of Canadian individuals and charities who 
finance the resettlement of refugees. Dr. Ng notes 
that “Canada under-estimates the amount of support 
required, however community sponsorship appears 
to be a very viable way to support and integrate refu-
gees.” Without this bottom-up support, Canada’s to-
tal of refugees and asylum-seekers would be lower. 

Globally, remittances - or money sent home by mi-
grant workers - are estimated to amount to three or 
four times that of aid flows. Remittances are there-
fore a critical instrument for reducing wealth inequal-
ity between countries, and upper-middle to high-

income countries bear the responsibility of reducing 
transaction costs of remittances as much as possible 
(Target 10.C). The most recent available data (2017) 
from the World Bank show that about 64% of remit-
tances from Canadian migrants went to upper-middle 
income countries, with the majority having been sent 
to China. 34% of total Canadian remittances went 
to high-income countries, and about 1.5% went to 
low-income countries. Remittances sent to low- and 

REDUCED INEQUALITIES

Canada’s outward migrant remittances by country from 
2010 to 2018. The vertical axis describes value in hundreds 
of thousands of dollars, where 1K refers to hundreds of 
thousands of dollars, where remittances sent to China in 2017 
amounted to $US 4.1 billion. Image from Canadian Interna-
tional Development Platform: https://cidpnsi.ca/remittances-
explorer/.”
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middle-income countries were mostly used to pay 
for medical and living expenses of family and friends 
in the destination country.  Increasing the minimum 
wage would likely move the dial on these numbers 
by increasing the income of working migrants and 
refugees, thereby increasing the proportion of remit-
tances sent to low-income countries.

According to a 2017 survey by Statistics Canada, 
Canadian citizens, residents, and refugees born in 
low- to middle-income countries paid on average 6% 
of the total international money transfer amounts in 
transaction fees. This amount varied depending on 
the amount sent, and the method of transfer (e.g. 
in-person banking, money transfer stores, bringing 
physical cash abroad). Educational resources for the 
best ways to transfer money abroad may help to low-
er the average transaction cost of remittances.

Electoral equity
The majority of the discussion thus far has been 
about outcome equity, or the equitable distribution 
of benefits and costs of certain policy decisions. 
Input equity, or SDG Target 10.2 aims to “empower 
and promote the social, economic and political inclu-
sion of all”. According to the experts interviewed, the 
current Liberal government has failed to improve the 

political inclusion of all citizens whose votes become 
wasted in a first-past-the-post electoral system, de-
spite their 2015 campaign promise for electoral re-
form. A proportional representation electoral system 
is far more equitable, as it would more accurately re-
flect the opinions and needs of all voters.  

REDUCED INEQUALITIES AND  
THE 2030 AGENDA
Goal 10 is tightly linked with all other goals that per-
tain to human well-being. As previously mentioned, 
at-risk populations in Canada often experience food 
insecurity (Goal 1) and poverty (Goal 2). They see dis-
proportionately reduced access to adequate health 
care (Goal 3), education (Goal 4), clean water (Goal 6), 
basic energy demands (Goal 7), decent work (Goal 8), 
access to infrastructure (Goal 9). Vulnerable popula-
tions are also at  higher risk of the physical and eco-
nomic consequences of climate change (Goal 13), as 
well as exposed to higher risks of violence (SDG 16). 
Policy-makers also must ask serious questions about 
how the implications of our global trade system (Goal 
17) result in social, economic, political, and health in-
equalities within and between nations, where cheap 
resources, cheap labour, and low environmental stan-
dards are seen as profitable.

REDUCED INEQUALITIES

“A key barrier to 
implementing the 2030 
Agenda overall is that there 
is a lack of national data 
that identifies systematically 
disadvantaged groups.”

—Gavin Charles, Policy 
Officer, Canadian Council for 
International Cooperation
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Actions

• The Government of Canada should adopt a federal minimum wage, and develop 
workplace organization structures appropriate for the gig economy as a model for 
provincial jurisdictions in Canada

• All governments and Canadian organizations should take serious measures to end 
violence against at-risk populations, particularly Indigenous women and girls, by 
implementing early violence prevention programs in schools and considering how 
development projects in rural areas will affect these populations

• All governments should encourage migrant and refugee financial education and support 
services to help them minimize the transaction cost of remittances

Quantitative indicators
• ESDC should adopt the ”social wage”- or estimated per capita benefits from public 

spending - as a quantitative indicator for monitoring wealth equality in Canada  
  -Hugh MacKenzie

• While sustaining  “...income growth of the bottom 40 percent of the population at a rate 
higher than the national average (Target 10.1) is an agreeable metric... I would like to see 
no more than 10% of Canadians and zero families with at least one child fall below the 
Low Income Cut-Offs (LICO) or poverty line”  
  -Eddy Ng

REDUCED INEQUALITIES

The federal government has been  
generally timid and unwilling to address  

the implications of the changing structure  
of the labour market (namely the rise of 

part-time and “gig” work) for retirement 
income saving.
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CASE STUDY 
INDIGENOUS-LED CLEAN ENERGY PROJECTS 
ACROSS CANADA

While public spending, 
progressive tax policies, 
and diversity and inclusion 
strategies are critical tools 
for reducing inequality in 
general, other strategies are 
needed to address the deeply 
entrenched marginalization  
of certain groups. 
Indigenous Peoples living in city centres are 8 
times more likely to experience homelessness 
than other demographics; status First Nations 
children experience the worst poverty among 
children in Canada (60% for those living on re-
serve), whereas non-Indigenous, non-racialized 
children face an approximate poverty rate of 
13% (similar to the OECD average). Dramatic 
stratifications like this require more aggressive, 
targeted interventions, and most importantly, 
ones that are sensitive to the realities and needs 
of specific groups. For First Nations, Métis, and 
Inuit communities in Canada, this means re-
specting the right to land tenure, resource use, 
and self-governance as per the UN Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP); 
it means empowering Indigenous communities 
to attain these things. Solutions that contribute 
to Reconciliation are far more complex than 
simply throwing money at problems, however 
thoughtful public spending and investments 
can play a key role. 

One success story that achieves these criteria 
is the 311 (and counting) clean energy proj-
ects implemented in 191 Indigenous commu-
nities across Canada. As Kim Scott, Principal 
of Kishk Anaquot Resources notes, “energy 
independence has been a platform for prosper-
ity for Indigenous communities in Canada in a 
way that nothing else has. This [success story] 
is huge, and not talked about enough.” 

A project from the University of Calgary has 
produced a literature review and peer-reviewed 
publications, as well as an interactive map 
summarizing all these projects. The map and 
associated research findings can be found at 
indigenousenergy.ca. These projects employed 
solar, wind, geothermal, and micro-hydro, and 
were mostly funded through BC’s First Nations 
Clean Energy Fund, ecoENERGY for Aboriginal 
and Northern Communities, or private 
investment. A challenge faced by many of 
these communities has been access to funding; 
provincial and federal governments should take 
note. The best-practice examples are projects 
that were entirely Indigenous-led (as opposed 
to being non-Indigenous implemented with 
tokenistic Indigenous involvement), such as the 
Gull Bay, T’Souke, China Creek, and Pic River 
First Nations, among others. 

REDUCED INEQUALITIES
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Because energy is tightly linked with develop-
ment, these projects have inevitably achieved 
social, economic, and environmental co-ben-
efits, many of which fall under the other Sus-
tainable Development Goals. One example is 
education and capacity-building (Goal 10) and 
partnerships (Goal 17); members of the T’Souke 
First Nation on Southern Vancouver Island were 
trained as solar panel technicians by First Pow-
er- an Indigenous renewable energy company- 
to maintain their own equipment. T’Souke also 
conducted a knowledge exchange of its ex-
perience with other communities, such as the 
Haida community in Skidegate, Haida Gwaii, to 
support similar clean energy projects. Over the 
past three decades, the Pic River First Nation 
North of Lake Superior in Ontario has success-
fully transitioned from an impoverished North-
ern community to a “prolific renewable energy 
developer with diversified economic interests, 
low unemployment” and virtually no substance 
abuse. Gull Bay First Nation’s solar microgrid 
is anticipated to reduce diesel consumption 
by about 110 000 litres per year, reducing 340 
tonnes of CO2 emissions annually.

The most crucial outcome 
of these projects, however, 
transcends their tangible 
development outcomes; in 
planning, implementing, 
and reaping the benefits of 
these clean energy initiatives, 
Indigenous communities 
are able to use and oversee 
activities on their land in a way 
that aligns with their traditional 
values, while also participating 
in contemporary society on 
their own terms. In the words 
of Chief Wilfred N. King of 
the Anishaabe Gull Bay First 
Nation, “[Our] solar microgrid 
project reflects our peoples’ 
connection with the Land, and 
our responsibility as Caretakers 
on behalf of all living things for 
Seven Generations. This form 
of empowerment is crucial 
for eliminating the systemic 
inequitable social, economic, 
and political condition of 
Indigenous peoples resulting 
from colonization. 

REDUCED INEQUALITIES
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REDUCED INEQUALITIES

The Employment Equity Act aims 
to remove barriers to just working 

conditions for Indigenous peoples, 
women, persons with disabilities, 

and visible minorities, but it has not 
been reviewed for over 20 years 

and does not include sanctions 
or penalties for non-compliance.  

Further, it only applies to federally 
regulated industries, Crown 

corporations, and organizations 
with 100 employees or more, which 
comprise a very small proportion of 

the Canadian labour force.



CLIMATE  
ACTION
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CLIMATE ACTION

TARGETS

Take urgent action to combat climate change 
and its impacts.

Strengthen resilience and adaptive 
capacity to climate-related hazards 
and natural disasters in all countries

Integrate climate change measures 
into national policies, strategies  
and planning

Improve education, awareness-raising 
and human and institutional capacity 
on climate change mitigation, 
adaptation, impact reduction and 
early warning

A Implement the commitment 
undertaken by developed-country 
parties to the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate 
Change to a goal of mobilizing jointly 
$100 billion annually by 2020 from 
all sources to address the needs of 
developing countries in the context 
of meaningful mitigation actions and 
transparency on implementation and 
fully operationalize the Green Climate 
Fund through its capitalization as soon 
as possible

Promote mechanisms for raising 
capacity for effective climate change-
related planning and management in 
least developed countries and small 
island developing States, including 
focusing on women, youth and local 
and marginalized communities

*Acknowledging that the United Nations Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change is the primary international, in-
tergovernmental forum for negotiating the global response 
to climate change.
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CLIMATE ACTION

EXPERT CONTRIBUTORS
• Catherine Abreu, Executive Director, Climate Action Network Canada (CAN-Rac)
• Kim Scott, Principal, Kishk Anaquot Health Research

CROSS-CUTTING THEMES

Indigenous Communities
The strong ties between Indigenous Peoples and the environment – like their traditional 
ecological knowledges and cultural practices – make them vulnerable to climate change 
impacts and effects. These impacts exacerbate existing inequalities between Indigenous 
Peoples and non-Indigenous peoples, including economic marginalization, inequality in po-
litical representation, loss of traditional and ancestral land and resources, human rights 
violations due to resource extraction, discrimination, and unemployment. Several pipelines 
and natural gas export projects have violated the rights of Indigenous communities to gov-
ernance on their unceded land. 

Gender
Climate change and its impacts are not gender-neutral. Women, in almost all countries, 
face higher risks of living in poverty and greater barriers to breaking the poverty cycle.  
When fossil fuel and other large infrastructure projects enter Canadian communities, they 
bring with them large numbers of male workers. These ‘man camps,’ set up to support the 
influx of workers coming from other regions into small, rural communities, have been cor-
related with increased levels of domestic and sexual violence toward women. Indigenous 
women are often the target of this violence — something that has contributed to the crisis 
of missing and murdered Indigenous women.

Youth
The ramifications of today’s climate policies will be directly experienced by youth and future 
generations, and young people deserve to have a say in what they want their future to look 
like. There is an urgent need for a paradigm shift to ensure that youth have an increased 
and equitable role in decision-making around policies that will directly impact their lives. 
Canada needs to make a stronger effort to engage, include, and empower youth at all ju-
risdictional levels (community, national, intergovernmental) to encourage responsibility over 
their future.
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CLIMATE ACTION

NATIONAL DATA
• Canada’s climate is warming at twice the magnitude of the global average, especially within the 

Northern territories. Canada’s annual ground temperature has warmed by approximately 1.7ºC, and 
the average temperature increase over northern Canada is approximately 2.3ºC 

• Recent data suggest that sea level rise along Canada’s coastlines is nearing the global average of 3.3 
millimetres per year, with anticipated increases over the coming years

• 66 deaths in Montreal during the summer of 2018 were directly related to a record-breaking heat wave
• Canada falls in the very low performance category for the Climate Change Performance Index 

(CCPI), largely due to its high energy use per capita and relatively low use of renewables compared 
to other countries

• Canadian civil society are increasingly demanding climate action through massive protests across the 
country, as well as through legal action against governments and fossil fuel companies

Introduction
Anthropogenic climate change 
and its impacts are threatening 
Canadians’ lives and livelihoods, 
as well as the natural beauty 
and biodiversity of Canada. 
Furthermore, climate change is a 
threat multiplier - it amplifies the 
impacts on various aspects of our 
lives, from the food we eat and 
the water we drink to where we 
choose or are able to live. Goal 
13 is a call to halt climate change 
and its negative impacts for the 
sustained health and well-being 
of current and future generations, 
and ultimately the survival of our 
species. 

Targets under Goal 13 are few and vaguely framed; 
this is largely deliberate, as it defers to the UN Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) to 
mobilize countries towards climate action. The Paris 
Climate Agreement, signed by 195 UNFCCC mem-
ber parties and ratified by 186, mandates that parties 
submit Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) 
outlining their plans for reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions to halt global warming at 1.5° pre-indus-
trial levels. It also requires parties to report on their 
progress and revise their commitments to be increas-
ingly ambitious every five years after implementation.

Canada’s climate plan, outlined in the Pan-Canadian 
Framework on Clean Growth and Climate Change 
(PCF), is the most comprehensive suite of climate 
policies ever implemented by the federal government. 
As one of the expert interviewees pointed out, the 
implementation process of the PCF has been ambi-
tious at times and sluggish at others. An overarching 
issue with Canada’s progress on climate action is the 
fact that it has high-level targets, but lacks the con-
sistency and clarity regarding an actionable timeline 
and funding support needed to enact these plans.
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Mitigating Canada’s Greenhouse Gas Emissions
As a wealthy, industrialized nation, Canada emits a 
share of global greenhouse gas emissions dispro-
portionate to its size — it contributes around 1.6% 
of global emissions and is among the world’s top 
10 global emitters. Thus, it has both a responsibil-
ity to take action for those most affected by climate 
impacts and an opportunity to show leadership on 
climate action.

Catherine Abreu, Executive Director of Climate Ac-
tion Network Canada, explains that Canada has nev-
er met a climate target, and is not on track to meet 
its 2020 targets. The Pan-Canadian Framework came 
in as the government’s most all-encompassing cli-
mate plan to date, tackling emissions through a suite 
of over fifty policies. But Canada’s current pledge to 
the UN climate change system — a 30% reduction 
in GHGs from 2005 levels by 2030 — is aligned with 
a 4 degree temperature increase, well above the 1.5 
degree global target. Moreover, the PCF plan leaves 
44 Megatonnes of carbon dioxide reductions to ‘ad-
ditional measures’ that are still not clearly laid out in 
a plan.

While emissions reductions policies such as carbon 
pricing and coal phase-out are rolling out across the 
country, a challenge to the success of the PCF is its 
reliance on a national consensus between provinces 
and territories. As premiers in Ontario, New Bruns-
wick, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta push 
back against carbon taxation, the Government of 
Canada has imposed carbon pricing where provinces 

refuse to do so themselves. The carbon price will hit 
$50 in 2022, at which point it will be reviewed — and 
to meet 2030 targets, the price should go up.

But carbon pricing on its own will not bring the emis-
sions reductions that would constitute Canada’s fair 
share of the global carbon budget. Though the PCF 
envisions a transition to zero emissions across al-
most every sector in the Canadian economy —  from 
transportation to electrification to phasing out coal 
and diesel — it largely omits the oil and gas sector. 
Emissions in the oil and gas sector are touched upon 
through methane emissions reductions and a com-
mitment to phasing out fossil fuel subsidies. On the 
subsidies front, the government has spoken of its 
plans to increase the transparency of its reporting, 
but is long overdue in executing on the promise to re-
move them; it continues to spend around $3.3 billion 
per year in fossil fuel subsidies. Beyond subsidies, 
the government has not made a commitment to stop-
ping the expansion of the tar sands, as evidenced by 
its purchasing of the Kinder Morgan Trans Mountain 
pipeline. This despite models that indicate the oil and 
gas sector as the largest barrier to meeting Canada’s 
2030 climate change targets.

“We need to have the hard conversation about the 
future of the oil and gas industry, not just from the 
climate perspective but from the economic perspec-
tive,” notes Abreu. Given the decline in oil prices as 
compared to the price of refinement, it may make 
economic sense to transition to renewable energy re-
gardless of the climate context. 

In addition to the need to transition away from fos-
sil fuels as a core tenet of the Canadian economy, a 
major priority for climate policy in Canada is to create 
strong accountability measures to ensure the govern-
ment is meeting its PCF commitments. According to 
recommendations from the Climate Action Network, 
this accountability mechanism should be publicly 
administered and enshrined in law. It should prepare 
5-year carbon budgets and reviews focused on gov-
ernment accountability, including mechanisms for the 
government to table and respond to review findings.

CLIMATE ACTION
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Adapting to climate impacts
Article 7 of the Paris Agreement establishes a global 
goal of enhancing adaptive capacity and reducing 
vulnerability to climate change in the context of the 
1.5° goal. Climate change and its impacts dispropor-
tionately affect vulnerable communities and members 
of lower socioeconomic status. Those currently left 
behind on Goal 13 in Canada, and at risk if adaptation 
planning does not occur, include:

• First Nations, Inuit, and Metis peoples – 
particularly those living on reserves.

• People whose livelihoods depend on 
predictable climate regimes (e.g. farmers).

• Canadians residing near coastlines who are 
vulnerable to property and infrastructure 
damage by sea level rise, as well as 
socioeconomic consequences (i.e. for 
fisheries) of climate-mediated threats  
to coastal ecosystems.

• Young people and future generations; and

• All Canadians, whose health and well-being are 
at risk from climate-related impacts associated 
with increased frequency and duration of forest 
fires, droughts, heat waves, cold snaps, poor 
air quality, and vector-borne diseases.

The Pan-Canadian Framework highlights the critical 
importance of adaptation and resilience, particularly 
for Indigenous communities and other at-risk groups. 
The Framework organizes its discussion of adapta-
tion into five sub-categories: translating scientific 
information and Traditional Knowledge into action; 
building climate resilience through infrastructure; pro-
tecting and improving human health and well-being; 
supporting particularly vulnerable regions, and; re-
ducing climate-related hazards and disaster risks. 

Most of the proposed actions under each of these 
topics are vaguely framed in the PCF document. 
For this reason, it is challenging to objectively iden-
tify whether Canada is making adequate progress.  
This will hopefully change in the near future, however, 

CLIMATE ACTION
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as a result of a publication by an Expert Panel on Cli-
mate Adaptation and Resilience. In 2018, the panel 
published a report providing meaningful, specific 
progress indicator recommendations under these 
five areas. It touches on very specific topics that have 
been sorely missing from climate discourse in Canada, 
including enhanced surveillance of food, water, and 
vector-borne disease proliferation, training healthcare 
providers to identify and respond to climate-related 
physical and mental-health risks, increased aware-
ness of slow-onset events (i.e. melting permafrost), 
climate hazard mapping, climate-sensitive water and 
food management plans, and improved integration of 
Indigenous Traditional Knowledge systems into ad-
aptation planning. Currently, interviewee Kim Scott, 
Principal of Kishk Anaquot Resources is fearful that 
Canada is seriously underprepared to adapt to the 
health and food security consequences of climate 
change; it is critical that the Panel’s recommenda-
tions are translated into policy as soon as possible to 
hold all governments accountable. 

Outside of this expert panel, 
CAN-Rac has convened a climate 
adaptation caucus of network 
members and allies in late 2018, 
which will identify priorities and 
analyze progress on several of the 
same topic areas in the Expert 
Panel report. 

Municipalities and provinces have shown some ini-
tiative in adaptation planning where they have juris-
diction, such as infrastructure planning. The City of 
Vancouver is already engaging with contractors to 
rebuild its waterfront areas to be resilient to flood-
ing. BC has introduced a sea level rise policy that 
mandates coastal municipalities plan for a 0.5m rise 
by 2050, a 1m rise by 2100, and a 2m rise by 2200. 
However, some observers note that these projections 
are based on outdated science, in light of the IPCC’s 
2018 report. This highlights the importance of the 
critical relationship between policy-makers, adapta-
tion planners and natural scientists in ensuring that 
new infrastructure is as climate-resilient as possible.

Currently, nature-based solutions are not receiving 
enough attention in the adaptation discussion. Veg-
etated coastal ecosystems in particular have the 
potential to reduce coastal erosion and attenuate 
wave and tidal forces, thereby reducing destruction 
to coastal properties. Inland wetlands naturally clean 
groundwater and enhance nutrient cycling; both of 
these ecosystem services will likely become more 
critical in areas that experience more droughts and 
degraded topsoils. Investing in the restoration and 
sustainable management of natural systems will en-
sure the resilience of resource-based livelihoods (e.g. 
aquaculture, forestry, agriculture) and coastal prop-
erty and infrastructure (e.g. by sea level rise). 

CLIMATE ACTION

Much like Canada’s feminist ODA 
policy, future federal budgets could 

include climate-sensitive development 
assistance for adaptation projects, 
skill-building for workers in climate 

vulnerable industries, and clean energy 
technologies in low-income countries.
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CLIMATE ACTION

Financing mitigation and adaptation in Canada and beyond
Article 9 of the Paris Agreement stipulates that high-
income countries provide financial support to low and 
middle-income countries for mitigation and adapta-
tion; the rationale is that developed countries tend to 
emit more greenhouse gases, and also are in a more 
privileged position to transition to a net-zero emission 
economy than lower-income countries.

Climate finance at home

At home, the federal government has pledged a $2 
billion Low Carbon Economy Fund (LCEF) under the 
Pan-Canadian Framework to facilitate innovation 
and assist Canada’s transition into a clean energy 
economy. $1.4 billion will go towards support for the 
preservation of forests, energy-saving renovations at 
home, commercial buildings, and assistance for small 
businesses and homeowners to reduce their energy 
bills. The remaining $0.6 billion will support projects 
that can be submitted by provinces and territories, 
municipalities, Indigenous governments and organi-
zations, businesses and not-for-profit organizations.

Climate finance for low-income countries

In 2015, Canada pledged $2.65 billion over five years 
(until 2021) in support of the Paris Agreement. This is 
far less than Canada’s “fair share” of the committed 
US $100 billion per year from developed countries by 
2021 as pledged in the 2009 Copenhagen Accord. The 
$530 million per year figure is approximately equivalent 
to Canada’s percentage of total global wealth (2.62% 
in 2018), and just below its share of total wealth of de-
veloped countries (~2.9%). It is also roughly equivalent 
to its total share of global emissions from fuel com-
bustion (~2%), however this estimate does not include 
emissions from land use change (i.e. deforestation or 
the release of methane from permafrost), which are not 
accounted for in the PCF. 

It is critical to note that Canada has the opportunity to 
show leadership by exceeding its nominal fair share 
of climate finance. This is especially pertinent given 
that certain players are extremely unlikely to contrib-
ute their fair share, like the US. Further, several mid-
dle-income countries (e.g. Indonesia, China, India) 
are bigger emitters than Canada strictly speaking. 
Norway has a lower proportion of total global wealth 
and a smaller share of global emissions than Canada, 
and yet has pledged significant financial support to-
wards the international climate action processes. In 
addition, whether this amount will be contributed an-
nually on a regular basis as required is largely sub-
ject to the political cycle; with the upcoming federal 
election and continued elections approximately every 
four years, different governments in office may not 
opt to pledge this amount. 

From its release of Budget 2017, Canada has be-
gun to increase Official Development Assistance 
(ODA) for the coming years, with some of the funding 
earmarked for climate assistance. The amount an-
nounced, however, is not enough to sustain the $800 
million that Canada pledged to commit in annual cli-
mate financing to 2025/26. The federal government 
- through various agencies (Global Affairs Canada, 
Environment and Climate Change Canada) and in-
ternational partners (UN Development Programme, 
World Bank, International Monetary Fund) - has made 
direct contributions to climate adaptation and resil-
ience projects in developing countries. It has pledged 
$155 million dollars to fund 5 projects with various in-
ternational partners to build climate resilience in sev-
eral countries throughout the Caribbean. This funding 
is intended to provide technical expertise to minis-
tries, national agencies and regional bodies responsi-
ble for disaster preparation, and to generally enhance 
public financial management. Another notable project 
partially funded by ODA is a clean energy project in 
Burkina Faso, wherein a Canadian company is build-
ing a solar farm to connect several rural villages to 
the national grid (See Goal 17 Case Study). Much like 
Canada’s feminist ODA policy, future federal budgets 
could include climate-sensitive development assis-
tance for adaptation projects, skill-building for work-
ers in climate vulnerable industries, and clean energy 
technologies in low-income countries.
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CLIMATE ACTION AND THE 2030 AGENDA
Climate change intersects with all of the goals in the 
2030 Agenda, both directly and indirectly. Climate 
change has long been recognized to directly impact 
food security (SDG 2), human health (SDG 3), water 
security (SDG 6), and natural resources and biodiver-
sity (SDGs 14 and 15). Its impacts are documented 
to have an outsized socioeconomic effect on women 
(SDG 5) and underrepresented and marginalized com-
munities (SDG 10), while exacerbating poverty (SDG 1) 
and influencing livelihoods and the economy (SDG 8). 
Climate change has been increasingly identified as a 
threat multiplier, intersecting with political, social, eco-
nomic and demographic factors to aggravate already 
dangerous social and political situations (SDG 16).

Conversely, strategies to build resilience to climate 
change - through both mitigation and adaptation -  can 
be developed through education and capacity-build-
ing (SDG 4), clean and renewable energy technologies 
(SDG 7), innovation and development (SDG 9), sus-
tainable city planning (SDG 11), responsible produc-
tion and consumption management frameworks (SDG 
12), and strong partnerships between governments, 
civil society, NGOs, and the private sector (SDG 17). 
An effective implementation of the entire 2030 Agenda 
will co-achieve the Goal 13 targets.

CLIMATE ACTION

Canada has failed to 
commit to stopping the 
expansion of the tar 
sands, as evidenced by its 
purchasing of the Kinder 
Morgan Trans Mountain 
pipeline, despite models 
that indicate the oil 
and gas sector as the 
largest barrier to meeting 
Canada’s 2030 climate 
change targets.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Approximately 60% of Canadians want the government to take more action to address climate 
change and its impacts. Effective measures to move this process forward include:

• Setting up a robust accountability framework to track progress on the Pan-Canadian 
Framework, including multi-year review cycles to increase ambition on targets

• Taking strong actions to completely phase out fossil fuel subsidies and discourage the 
growth of the fossil fuel sector in Canada, reflecting a firm stance against new projects that 
involve the export of petroleum products

• Following through on its commitment to a just transition for workers in the oil and gas 
sector to transition into clean economy jobs through jobs training and employment 
insurance

• Harnessing the potential for vegetated ecosystems on land (forests, wetlands) and in the 
ocean (blue carbon systems) to act as carbon stores by incorporating their destruction 
in Canada’s greenhouse gas inventory, and their restoration as the potential for carbon 
credits in a cap and trade system

• Recognize the potential for nature-based solutions in adapting to climate impacts 
• Implementing a detailed plan and timeline for adaptation-related initiatives, including 

enhancing climate-related health risk capacity, investing in climate-resilience infrastructure, 
and protecting economies that are sensitive to climate impacts

CLIMATE ACTION

“My generation has failed to respond 
properly to the dramatic challenge of 

climate change. This is deeply felt by young 
people. No wonder they are angry.”

—António Guterres,  
Secretary-General of the United Nations 
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CASE STUDY 
THE CLIMATE STRIKE MOVEMENT

Background
Fridays for Future, commonly known as the cli-
mate strikes movement, was started by Swed-
ish youth climate activist Greta Thunberg with 
her “Skolstrejk för klimatet” (“School strike for 
climate”) demonstration outside of the Swed-
ish Parliament. Since the first school strike by 

Thunberg in August of 2018, the movement has 
grown into an international youth mobilization 
and activist movement. On March 15, 2019, an 
estimated 1.4 million students participated in 
school strikes in over 2000 cities worldwide.

The Climate Strike movement demands urgent actions by world 
governments to address the increasing threat of climate change 
on future generations. Generally, the reception for this global 
movement has been positive, gaining support from prominent 
scientists, environmental activists, and some political leaders. 
The movement was endorsed by the Secretary-General of the 
United Nations António Guterres who said that “[his] generation 
has failed to respond properly to the dramatic challenge of 
climate change… No wonder [the young people] are angry.”

Climate Strikes in Canada
On March 15, 2019, over 160,000 Canadian youth took to  
the streets to demand ambitious action on climate by all levels 
of government. 
The climate strike movement in Canada was 
initiated by individuals who were inspired 
by Greta Thunberg’s action. The first strikes 
in Canada took place in 7 cities across the 
country on December 7, 2018, during the 
24th Conference of the Parties of the UN 

Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
Strikers from all Canadian provinces and 
territories connected through Facebook and 
Slack to form the foundation for a nationwide, 
coordinated action campaign.

CLIMATE ACTION
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The objective of the climate strikes is three-
fold. It seeks to raise awareness and con-
sciousness among the general public on the 
topic of climate emergency. For young people, 
climate change is the issue that defines their 
future – and as such, humanity’s future. Youth 
are important stakeholders and crucial cata-
lysts for meaningful action. As one climate 
striker noted, children and youth are skipping 
school not because they want to have a day 
off, but because no adults are stepping up to 
fill the role of demanding urgent climate action. 
The climate strike movement further serves as 
a positive signal to those who believe climate 
action is a lost cause and that nothing will make 
a difference. The climate strike movement as-
serts that there is still hope and youth are rising 
up to enact systemic change through activism, 
policy advocacy, and action.

The movement also stresses the need to en-
gage those who do not believe in climate 
change, and therefore are not a motivation for 
politicians to adopt climate policies. Through 
passionate youth advocacy, it seeks to build 
trust across the geographic and political spec-
trum to engage a diverse coalition of youth who 
recognize that climate change affects everyone, 
everywhere, and that a united front is the only 
way to tackle the defining issue of our time.

Finally, with the support from youth 
across the country and around the 
globe, youth organizers hope to 
mobilize and engage with more 
young people to brainstorm and 
formulate more creative ideas on how 
governments, local communities, and 
grassroots groups can encourage, 
promote, and sustain meaningful 
climate action.

CLIMATE ACTION
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The youth climate strike movement received some criticism from politicians and school principals, 
namely that the participants were wasting valuable class time for a day off. Opponents of the move-
ment have also criticized the movement for lacking a concrete platform and list of demands for the 
government. However, Climate Strike Canada, the national youth-led organization that coordinated 
strikes in multiple cities, has put out seven demands for politicians from all parties to follow. They are:

1. Bold Emissions Reductions Targets: Legislate a 65% decrease in greenhouse gas 
emission reductions by 2030, reaching net zero emissions by 2040.

2. Separation of Oil and State: Reject all new fossil fuel extraction or transportation projects, 
eliminate fossil fuel subsidies, and price pollution.

3. A Just Transition: Transition to renewable energy and sustainable transportation 
infrastructure while guaranteeing opportunity for fossil fuel workers in the new economy.

4. Environmental Rights: Enshrine in law the fundamental right to a healthy environment. This 
would include, but is not limited to, the right to safe air, clean water, and healthy soil.

5. Indigenous Rights: Commit to the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples in full.

6. Conservation of Biodiversity: Maintain and protect old growth forests, restore cut blocks, 
reduce habitat fragmentation and strengthen the protection of at risk species.

7. Protection for Vulnerable Groups: Recognize Canada’s disproportionate role in the climate 
crisis and subsequent responsibility for the protection of the most vulnerable. Include 
the addition of climate displacement as a basis for refugee status. Provide climate aid to 
lower and middle-income countries, as well as Arctic Canada, which disproportionately 
experience the impacts of the climate crisis.

Climate strikers note that a major barrier to the movement in Canada has been the media and its 
coverage of the group’s objectives and demands.  Strikers from across the country  that the media 
is focused on the surface level of the movement – “the children and kids protesting to protect the 
environment” – instead of the substance of what the movement is trying to achieve. The youth par-
ticipating in the climate strikes are acutely aware of the science behind climate regime change, the 
impacts it poses, and the main drivers for the emergency. One striker said that the government is 
“gambling with youth’ and lives to make money off of fossil fuels.” However, when the media cov-
erage focuses on framing the movement as ‘cute,’ it does a disservice to its objectives and under-
mines the public call for support at the root of its demands for real change from the government. 

Nevertheless, the climate strikes will continue across the country 
on selected Fridays with no plans to stop until the government 
responds to the strikers’ demands. More large-scale, nationwide 
climate strikes are scheduled in September in response to the 
UN General Assembly week, the High-Level Political Forum, and 
the UN Secretary-General’s High-Level Summit on Climate.

CLIMATE ACTION
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PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS

TARGETS

SDG 16 is about promoting peaceful and inclusive societies 
for sustainable development, providing access to justice 
for all and building effective, accountable and inclusive 
institutions at all levels.

Significantly reduce all forms of 
violence and related death rates 
everywhere

End abuse, exploitation, trafficking 
and all forms of violence against and 
torture of children

Promote the rule of law at the national 
and international levels and ensure 
equal access to justice for all

By 2030, significantly reduce illicit 
financial and arms flows, strengthen 
the recovery and return of stolen 
assets and combat all forms of 
organized crime

Substantially reduce corruption and 
bribery in all their forms

Develop effective, accountable and 
transparent institutions at all levels

Ensure responsive, inclusive, 
participatory and representative 
decision-making at all levels

Broaden and strengthen the 
participation of developing 
countries in the institutions of global 
governance
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PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS
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• Brian Bronfman, President of the Brian Bronfman Family Foundation and the Peace Network  
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• Jan Fox, REACH Edmonton Council for Safe Communities
• Felix Munger, Canadian Municipal Network on Crime Prevention, Kitchener
• Wendy Au, Retired, Assistant City Manager, City of Vancouver

By 2030, provide legal identity for all, 
including birth registration

Ensure public access to information 
and protect fundamental freedoms, in 
accordance with national legislation 
and international agreements

Strengthen relevant national 
institutions, including through 
international cooperation, for building 
capacity at all levels, in particular 
in developing countries, to prevent 
violence and combat terrorism and 
crime

Promote and enforce non-
discriminatory laws and policies for 
sustainable development
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PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS

CROSS-CUTTING THEMES

Indigenous Communities
Good governance guarantees improved relationships between all communities, particularly 
between Indigenous Peoples and the government. Resources allocated towards inclusive 
policies and transparency of actions for social inclusion and economic prosperity ensure 
this. The current government renewed efforts to implement the Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms, which guarantees the protection of interests of Indigenous Peoples around 
issues of trade and land rights. The recognition of the treaty rights framework with respect 
to the rights of Indigenous Peoples is key to inclusive, collaborative, and respectful rela-
tionships among nations. This will be a step towards the realization of their right to self-
determination and the inherent right of self-government.

Gender
Gender equality is about everyone reaching their full potential, through equal participation 
and access to services for all in a society. Without having women and men, young girls and 
boys, equally enjoy benefits of good governance, access to justice and a safe society, the 
level of violence, abuse and human trafficking will only rise. Women and girls, who comprise 
50% of the population, must be empowered to reach their full potential so they can earn 
and contribute on an equal footing within their communities and society as a whole.

Climate Change
Scarcity of resources and increasing competition for those resources across boundaries 
continue to be a key driver of conflict throughout history. Climate change has a direct im-
pact on agriculture, land, water and other natural resources, and  proper disaster prepared-
ness and risk reduction, as well as early response policies across all levels of government, 
is crucial to ensuring long-term resiliency and sustainability. 

Youth
Youth are recognized as a vulnerable population and as such their voices should be uni-
versally included in decision-making at all levels. Investment in the education of our young 
from their early years - through non-violent communication - throughout their education will 
empower youth with life skills for meaningful engagement in mainstream society and enable 
them to become agents of positive change.
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NATIONAL DATA
• Number of victims of intentional homicide in Canada, has moved from 1.68 per 100,000 people in 

2016 to 1.8 per 100,000 people in 2017, a slight decrease of 0.1 since 2016 due to recent increase of 
population numbers in Canada. (Indicator 16.1.1)

• Proportion of population subjected to physical, psychological or sexual violence in the previous 12 
months from indicators data taken in 2014 is 76 per 1000 population, while in 2004 it was 106 per 
1000. (Indicator 16.1.3)

• Based on 2014 data, 52% of people in Canada perceive walking alone around their area very safe, 
40% somewhat safe - a slight increase compared to 2009 with 90% feeling very or somewhat safe. 
(Indicator 16.1.4)

• Number of victims of human trafficking per 100,000 population, by sex, age and form of exploitation is 
measured by sub-indicators from the Uniform Crime Reporting Survey (UCR): 

1. Violation code 1525: Criminal Code of Canada 2016:  0.66 per 100,000, compared to 2015 with 
0.67 100,000

2. Violation code 6510: Immigration and Refugee Protection Act 2016 with 0.28 per 100,000 
compared to 2015 with 0.25 per 100,000. (Indicator 16.1.5.)

• Proportion of victims of violence in the previous 12 months who reported their victimization to 
competent authorities or other officially recognized conflict resolution mechanisms measured by 
the number of incidents of violent crimes reported to the police in 2014, and in 2019 show the same 
proportion of 31%. (Indicator 16.3.1)

• Proportion of young women and men aged 18-29 years who experienced sexual violence by age 18 
was measured in 2014, 8%. (Indicator 16.2.3)

• Unsentenced detainees as a proportion of overall prison population numbers are showing an increase 
of the overall numbers from 35% in 2014/2015 to 37.7% in 2015/2016. (Indicator 16.3.2.)

• Proportion of persons who had at least one contact with a public official and who paid a bribe or 
were asked for a bribe by/to a public official during the previous 12 months is measured with a proxy 
indicator (Transparency International on Corruption Perceptions Index). Canada ranks at the positive 
top with 81 points out of 100 on the 2018 report, lower than the average 86.51 Points from 1995 - 
2018. (Indicator 16.5.1)

• To ensure public access to information and protect fundamental freedoms, in accordance with national 
legislation and international agreements, Canada adopted and implemented constitutional, statutory 
and/or policy guarantees for public access to information in 2017. (Indicator 16.10)

• Canada ranks high on the responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-making at 
all levels. For the first time in the history of Canada, the Cabinet of the Prime Minister staff posts are 
equally shared between men and women 50/50. (Indicator 16.7.1)

• Indicators are being developed to measure promotion and enforcement of non-discriminatory laws 
and policies for sustainable development, as well as the proportion of population reporting having 
personally felt discriminated against or harassed in the previous 12 months on the basis of a grounds 
for discrimination prohibited under international human rights law. (Indicator 16.b)

PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS
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Introduction
Goal 16’s objective to promote 
peaceful, just and inclusive societies 
with strong institutions that are 
accessible to all underlines the 
awareness of UN Member States 
of the importance of strengthening 
national institutions for achieving 
all development goals. Many 
Member States have reiterated 
the commitment in their Voluntary 
National Reviews (VNR) at the UN 
high-level political forum (HLPF) on 
Sustainable Development Goals in 
2016 and 2017.
Institutions at local and national levels, as well as oth-
er stakeholders, are accountable to the commitments 
as agreed upon at the UN General Assembly meeting 
in 2015, with subsequent resolutions to follow (e.g. 
General Assembly resolution 70/1). Due to a lack of 
high capacity and/or ability of governments and other 
institutions to follow through on these commitments, 
civil society reporting on national progress towards 
the SDGs is crucial to promoting accountability and 
providing complementarity to official accounts for 
consistent progress monitoring.

It is important to note that the Government of Canada 
was at the forefront of integrating a set of actions to 
ensure progress towards these global goals, joining 
many other countries around this ambitious forward-
looking plan. Canada’s commitment to the SDGs 
builds upon the Canadian Charter of Rights and Free-
doms, which guarantees equal rights for everyone by 
law, access to justice for all, and good governance as 
its foundational principles.

The Canadian government has made measurable, 
positive changes to achieve the goals, including  
shifts towards prioritizing climate change through its 
participation in UNFCCC Conference of Parties and 
the development of a Pan Canadian Framework on 
Clean Growth and Climate Change, as well as its re-

negotiations of international trade agreements such 
as the North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). 
The Government of Canada has also released 10 
guiding principles for its relationship with Indigenous 
Peoples (based on section 35 of the Constitution Act 
1982 and the Charter of Rights and Freedoms), appli-
cable to all policy areas in Canada. Most recently, on 
June 3, 2019, Canada released its report on the Na-
tional Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women and Girls during the Women Deliver Confer-
ence 2019 in Vancouver.

The Charter of Rights and Freedoms of Canada pro-
vides the foundation for SDG 16, including some key 
laws and regulations, including:

• Canada’s Federal Accountability Act and 
freedom of expression and information laws in 
nearly all Canadian provinces and territories

• Canada’s Sustainable Development Act and 
a number of provincial legal mechanisms 
addressing a variety of forms of discrimination

• Canada’s Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, applicable across all provinces and 
territories;

• Human rights Code in BC, MB, NT, QC, SK, YT, 
• Charter of Victims Rights
• Federal Accountability Act
• Canadian Environmental Assessment Act
• Environmental Protection Act

The High-level Political Forum 2019 (HLPF) aims to 
look particularly at these SDG 16 targets, though this 
report will take a broader view to honour the principle 
of Leave No One Behind: 

• 16.1. Significantly reduce all forms of violence 
and related death rates everywhere 

• 16.3. Promote the rule of law at the national 
and international levels and ensure equal 
access to justice for all

• 16.6. Develop effective, accountable and 
transparent institutions at all levels

• 16.7. Ensure responsive, inclusive, 
participatory and representative decision-
making at all levels.

PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS
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Integrated Functional Governance and Services
Implementation of the SDGs is highly dependent on 
their level of integration and mainstreaming into ex-
isting policies and strategies. Canada’s government 
has made substantial efforts in SDG integration and 
mainstreaming into policies as a key requirement 
by the UN resolution A/RES/70/1, an indication of a 
functional coherent governance system in line with 
the Global Goals agenda. Still, experts agree there 
remain several observable barriers to promoting and 
applying integration within and across  government 
that could result in unintended high estimated costs, 
namely coordination within and among institutions as 
required for the functional governance towards sus-
tainable development, as well as monitoring and ser-
vice delivery.

Beyond mainstreaming, monitoring progress is contin-
gent upon solid evidence, which builds on reliable data 
systems. Experts in this field in Canada think that SDG 
16 targets are still at the inception phase as they have 
not been fully integrated into the systems, structures, 
legislation and data collection streams, the latter being 
a key prerequisite for tracking progress.

Collective efforts from all structures and institutions, 
including civil society, are necessary to contribute to 
increased awareness, education and capacity devel-
opment across all levels of government. One example 
of a tool that supports increased knowledge is the 
BC Council for International Cooperation’s (BCCIC) 
Movement Map, which reveals an “Invisible Mosaic” 
of thousands of organizations that are already work-
ing to achieve the global goals. Alliance 2030 is a Ca-
nadian coalition that promotes partnership and col-
laboration at all levels - local to global - to achieve 
the goals through innovative approaches such as a 
transparent searchable online database of SDG ac-
tivity across the country. Another awareness raising 
approach is the Sustainable Development Solutions 
Network (SDSN) center in Waterloo, which works with 
the national, international, as well as local knowledge 
institutions in Canada to support the SDGs. Jon 
Beale, Manager of SDSN,  believes that the “com-
mitment for closer strategic alignment in areas where 
public institutions need to work closely together ex-
ists, but the tools that can be used to this effect are 
still under development.” This hinders the distribution 
of resources, capacities, and knowledge for their full 
implementation, ultimately diminishing the impact 
public institutions and public services can have to 
reach the lives of people. 

To address this issue, Minister Jean-Yves Duclos, of 
Families, Children, and Social Development in Cana-
da, led the coordination of the SDG process in 2018. 
As a result, the SDG Unit was established through a 
dedicated budget of $49.4 million over 13 years. The 
SDG Unit is an inter-ministerial body among ESDC 
and an additional 7 core departments and is man-
dated to coordinate Canadian efforts to advance the 
SDGs both internationally and nationally, as well as 
support monitoring and reporting activities by Statis-
tics Canada. Additionally, up to $59.8 million is being 
allocated to cover the years leading up to 2030 from 
existing departmental resources for programming. 
The SDG Unit undertook a Canada-wide consultation 
process in preparation of a “whole-of-society 2030 
Agenda National Strategy,” which is to be released in 
June 2019.

PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS

Degrees in policy integration. Source: Stead and Meijers 
(2009), Spatial Planning and Policy Integration: Concepts, 
Facilitators and Inhibitors, Planning Theory and practice
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Another good example of improving relations with the 
Indigenous Populations is the government’s effort to 
establish the National Centre for Truth and Reconcili-
ation (transformed in 2015 from the Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commission, which was established in 2013), 
which works on diverse areas of nation-to-nation 
reconciliation, including preparing recommendations 
about integration and support for Indigenous popu-
lations on peace and collaboration. At the city level, 
Reconciliation Canada was established in Vancouver 
as the lead to work on dialogue with the approach for 
all communities to learn from and respect each other 
based on their knowledge about “the other.”

Wayne Garnons-Williams of the International Inter-
Tribal Trade and Investment Organization (IITIO) 
stresses that the “principles of Indigenous engage-
ment sets relations between the trust, economic 
prosperity, territorial and resources independence.” 
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau has made clear at-
tempts to right the wrongs of the past towards In-
digenous populations across Canada and broader 
in North America. At the National Aboriginal Day, on 
June 21, 2017, Trudeau made his mandate letters 
public and in each and every mandate letter in the 
first paragraph the following statement on Aboriginal 
Issues is mandatory: “No relationship is more impor-
tant to Canada than the relationship with Indigenous 
Peoples. Our Government is working together with 
Indigenous Peoples to build a nation-to-nation, Inuit-
Crown, government-to-government relationship — 
one based on respect, partnership, and recognition 
of rights.” Garnons-Williams further notes that:

“from a public administration and governance 
standpoint, the mandate letters were the very first 
where Indigenous issues were prioritized and tied 
to a government’s political mandate.  This political 
mandate was delegated from all the respective cabi-
net ministers to their deputy ministers and then put 
in performance evaluations for each of the assistant 
and associate deputy ministers, directors general 
and directors across the federal public service.  In 
short, the Mandate letter being tied to federal public 
service executive performance evolution and mon-
etary bonus made real results for Indigenous issues 
in the federal public service possible.”

Finally, an important element for measuring good 
governance is through the effectiveness of public in-
stitutions. In 2018, the International Civil Service Ef-
fectiveness (InCiSE) Index ranked Canada in the top 
five countries (31 included in the report) on the effec-
tiveness of the delivery of civil services, by function 
and areas for improvement. The 13 areas cover topics 
from policy-making, fiscal and financial management, 
integrity and accountability, use of human resources, 
and tax administration. On inclusiveness of civil ser-
vice, Canada scores well across most metrics, sug-
gesting it has a good representation of women, ethnic 
and religious groups compared to other countries.

At the global level, Canada shows strong leadership 
on SDG 16 through  multilateral treaty negotiations 
such as the Paris Agreement, with Canada taking  the 
lead in moving global efforts to address some of the 
most pressing climate and environmental concerns. 
Canada is often considered a leader by example on 
the global goals in the international arena, although 
domestically there is some push back to these ac-
colades. According to Alexandra Harrington, Lead 
Counsel at the Centre for International Sustainable 
Development Law, “being an international lead with 
national examples is a topic of debate indicative of 
the cultural, social and political considerations, since 
the context is different from many other places.”

PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS

Canada’s progress on 73 indicators. Source: McArthur and 
Rasmussen (2017a)
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Conflict, violence and homicide trends
The main areas in this section broadly refer to con-
flict in the form of wars or violence within families and 
communities, and their impact on homicide rates. 
The annual Advance SDG Progress Report from UN 
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres, released ahead 
of the HLPF, stipulates that: 

“Advances in ending violence, promoting the rule 
of law, strengthening institutions, and increasing 
access to justice is uneven and continues to de-
prive millions of security, rights and opportunities 
and undermine the delivery of public services and 
broader economic development.”

Clearly, challenges remain on many goals globally, 
and the large number of conflicts can undermine and 
reverse the progress on SDGs. There were 53 active 
armed conflicts recorded globally in 2016, the high-
est number since 1946, thereby increasing the risk of 
potential homicide in more than ten years. Conflicts 
directly impact poverty and hunger, resilience, educa-
tion and economic development - an obvious inter-
linkage between various SDGs. Data show that the 
average battle deaths per conflict since 1946 have 
increased with the number of wars, but are reduced 
in terms of casualties and proportions of conflicts. 
This explains the decline of the number of war victims 
while the number of conflicts keeps increasing in the 
figure below.

Canada’s role internationally is that of a role model 
and peace broker based on the way it has estab-
lished peace processes at its national levels. Experts 
believe that this model can be capitalised on with an 
increased effort invested in conflict mediation, trust-
building and peace talks, where Canada’s neutrality 
and experience is well recognized.

The other group of experts believe in fact that the re-
cent endorsement of Bill 21 in Quebec is an impor-
tant and very disturbing development that will impact 
negatively on the extent to which Canada can pride 
itself on being a champion of peace.  Bill 21 prevents 
representatives in the position of authority such as 
judges, police officers, teachers and public servants 
holding some other posts from wearing symbols such 
as the kippah, turban, or hijab while at work. Brian 
Bronfman, the President of Brian Bronfman Fam-
ily Foundation, states that “this law will certainly be 
challenged in the courts, but as it stands, it creates 
a second class of citizens in Canada’s second-most 
populous province whose rights have been limited 
and whose lives are being impacted by government-
initiated and government -sanctioned discrimination 
that is also trickling down to the public and how it 
perceives religious and cultural minorities.”

Specific global data from SDSNs ‘SDG 16 Data Initia-
tive 2018 Global report,’ published in August 2018, 
as well as the SDG dashboard 2018 (being updated 
in 2019), shows that homicide rates (various causes), 
which is one of the key indicators for peace, have 
increased globally, from 5.11 in 2004 to 5.15 per 
100,000 individuals in 2015-16.

In Canada, these numbers have dropped by 1% be-
tween 2016 and 2017, with 1.8 per 100,000 individu-
als. Police reported 422 homicide victims in Canada’s 
Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs) in 2017- a slight 
increase in numbers (by 4 from 2016) but drop in per-
centage due to an increase in the overall population 
growth  in the country.

PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS

Source: https://ourworldindata.org/war-and-peace
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On homicide rates for girls and 
young women, Indigenous women 
are statistically 12 times more 
likely to experience violence than 
non-Indigenous women. And 
according to Statistics Canada’s 
Homicide in Canada Report, 
in 2017 the homicide rate for 
Indigenous women and girls was 
six times greater than for non-
Indigenous women and girls.
High rates of violence also point to a relationship be-
tween the influx of refugees and an overall lack of pre-
paredness by the Canadian government to deal with 
such an influx, particularly in recent years. Recent 
refugees often experience prolonged periods of time 
without a hearing on their status and lack basic lan-
guage skills, which keeps children and young adults 
from attending school and excludes them from soci-
ety. Furthermore, families that come from long years 
of war, refugee camps, and violence have different 
needs compared to the general Canadian popula-
tion, whose needs inform much of Canada’s policies 
and programming. As such, they remain excluded, 
becoming targets of gangs involved in drugs, theft 
and other crimes. As Wendy Au, Retired Assistant 
City Manager, City of Vancouver, states, “gangs of-
fer quick employment opportunities for earning easy 
money when there is a lack of other opportunities and 
no clear defined status” (Wendy Au).

Cities must respond to community-level violence but 
are often guided by federal regulations that were not 
developed with any substantial consultation at the 
municipal level. There are a few examples of produc-
tive federal-municipal collaborative efforts, namely 
with the development of community-based Crime 
Prevention Councils in parts of Quebec. In other 
provinces, municipalities have created community 
safety groups to lobby alongside the Federation of 
Canadian Municipalities, a partnership that gives mu-
nicipalities a direct pathway to influencing the federal 
government’s policy development initiatives around 
violence and safety. While Municipal government 
works closely with communities on the ground, Fed-

eral government could play a role in also facilitating 
collaboration between Provincial and Municipal levels 
particularly working on crime prevention through so-
cial development measures.

These safety initiatives at municipal levels stand at 
various capacities and resources. Most are not self-
reliant in terms of guaranteed funding and depend 
mainly on grants and donations, which causes in-
security to their programmatic and operational ac-
tions on safety, and makes security actions difficult 
to maintain in a sustainable way. To address this 
insecurity,  networks such as the Impact Hub (102 
members around the globe), Peace Network (22 civil 
society members in Canada), the national, provincial, 
and regional Councils for International Cooperation 
in Canada, the SDG 16 Network, the Waterloo Re-
gion Crime Prevention Council and their Municipal 
Network, as well as organizations such as CISDL, 
REACH, ISS, and Mosaic have proposed strategies 
that would bolster capacity through both grassroots 
and top-down approaches. These include focusing 
on targets that aim to improve people’s interaction 
with relationships of non-violence and working with 
individuals and communities to foster respect and 
acceptance that celebrates differences. Focusing on 
social development, providing learning tools around 
financial services, and developing targeted programs 
for individuals dealing with trauma that consider dif-
ferent cultural contexts could also work to decrease 
incidences of violence.

Overall rates for physical assault 
offences and other victims’ violent 
offences in 2017 in Canada show 
that types of offences for girls 
and young women were similar to 
those for boys and young men, 
apart from sexual offences, which 
were at much higher numbers 
for girls and young women 
victims, compared to their male 
counterparts across age groups.

PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS
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Canada stands at the same average as the global 
numbers when it comes to different forms of violence 
against children, with 8 out of 10 children in 83 coun-
tries (mostly from developing regions) experiencing 
some form of violence. This number is high for a de-
veloped country such as Canada. In roughly half of 
these cases globally, violence is used as a measure 
of discipline. In Canada, children from 1 to 14 years of 
age in Canada were subjected to some form of psy-
chological aggression and/or physical punishment, 
mainly at home.

Sexual violence against women and children is at 
a disturbingly high rate in Canada. 8% of girls and 
boys in Canada have experienced sexual violence by 
an adult before the age of 15. This is higher than the 
average reported by  14 of 46 countries with com-
parable data, where at least 5% of women reported 
experiencing sexual intercourse or any other sexual 
acts that were forced, physically or in any other way, 
for the first time before 18 years of age. Estimated 
trends for this indicator foresee a proportion of sexual 
violence against young girls and boys in Canada by 
2030 to be 38.3%. Urgent measures should be intro-
duced by the government to address this concern. 

“All too often police end up using a reactive approach 
to crime – even if they would want to be more proac-
tive,” says Felix Munger of the Canadian Municipal 
Network on Crime Prevention. “To advance these in-
dicators, Canada needs its communities to identify 
pressure points, root causes of violence and crime, 
and needs to re-orient federal, provincial/territorial, 
and municipal investment towards evidence-based 
prevention programs.” 

PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS

Source: https://globalnews.ca/news/4323388/women-vio-
lence-deaths-canada-2018/

Homicide Rates between 1964-2015, Source: http://www.
statcan.gc.ca/daily-quotidien/161123/dq161123a-eng.htm

“All too often police end  
up using a reactive approach 
to crime – even if they would 
want to be more proactive. 
Canada needs its communities 
to identify [the] root causes of 
violence and crime [and shift] 
investment towards evidence-
based prevention programs.” 

—Felix Munger,  
Managing Director at the 
Canadian Municipal Network 
on Crime Prevention
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The National Crime Prevention Strategy of Canada 
is one approach that provides a solid framework for 
the implementation of community-based crime pre-
vention through early identification of risks among 
vulnerable populations and response mechanisms 

against crimes such as youth gangs/violence, hate 
crimes, and preventing and addressing prostitution. 
Furthermore, Manitoba has created a task force that 
works on human trafficking issues in a way that is 
sensitive to local context and politics.  

Access to justice and safety for all
The federal government’s Correctional Service of 
Canada (CSC) is responsible for the prison system 
and while there is not always decision-making coor-
dination with provincial and municipal governments, 
there are a few key instances worth noting where col-
laboration has led to more efficiencies across the sys-
tem. The Victim Surcharge provisions program is a 
federal monetary penalty on offenders which reduces 
the administrative costs associated from the attempt-
ed collection of money from people who do not have 
the means to pay their dues, such as in the case of 
unemployment, homelessness or other reasons. The 
Federal government is working closely with provinces 
and territories to find ways to strategically address 
delays in the criminal justice system.

This is particularly important as the number of pris-
oners who are held in detention without being sen-
tenced has been increasing. Although this number 
remained almost constant in the last decade, from 
an average 32% in 2003–2005 to 31% in 2014–2016, 
the Brookings Institution’s recent report “A Canadian 
North Star,” shows a negative trend that forecasts 
an increase of up to 41% by 2030 if the government 
does not urgently introduce new measures to ad-
dress this issue.

Of these figures, the number of Indigenous people 
in federal custody has increased by 17% in the last 
five years. The number of prisoners from Indige-
nous populations behind bars now surpass 25% of 
the total federal incarcerated population, which is a 
highly worrying percentage considering the total In-
digenous population of Canada is only 4.9% of its 
overall population. This over-representation is largely 
related to socio-economic factors and prejudice tied 
to a history of colonization rather than criminality in 
itself, experts observe.  Another shifting demograph-
ic is seen with the large influx of migrants who enter 
Canada and end up in prisons through the Canada 
Border Services Agency (CBSA). In addition, people 
with addictions, people with mental health issues and 
people living in poverty are over-represented in the 
criminal justice system. As Christiane Sadeler, Execu-
tive Director of the Waterloo Region Crime Prevention 
Council, notes, “until the federal government com-
municates better with the local communities on the 
justice agenda, there cannot be a success.”

Integrating these populations  
into society after exiting the  
justice system is very important,  
and to address this there is  
a need for increased opportunities 
for respectful and meaningful 
engagement of ex-offenders 
during the criminal justice  
system processes. 

Experts say it also requires that the ex- offenders be 
held accountable to their deeds in parallel to their 
preparedness to be integrated back into their com-
munity and society once they leave the criminal jus-
tice system. In order to enable sustainable reintegra-
tion into the society after their serving of time, justice 
institutions must closely cooperate with the educa-
tion system, social services and police.

PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS

Source: Twitter @Safercitiesca, “The criminal justice sys-
tem - and the accompanying #violence, stress and isolation 
that come with being #incarcerated - can interfere with brain 
development in adolescents and #children”. https://buff.
ly/30BtKI0  
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Any calls for addressing the needs of ex-offenders 
reintegrating into society - and preventing initial vio-
lence - must move beyond business as usual to ad-
dress the root cultural drivers for violence. For in-
stance, young Syrian refugees in Quebec and Alberta 
who have arrived from camps where they lacked ba-
sic decent human rights, education, or health sup-
port for many years, often experience stress from 
a difficult adjustment to a new society with a clear 
language barrier, as well as a disrupted balance of 
power within the family due to a drastically altered 
socio-economic context. Cultural imbalances within 
the family where the women work, earning more than 
a husband who stays at home, increases the prob-
ability of physical and sexual violence in the family. 
This so called “family violence in a cultural context” 
must be addressed in a sensitive way as it creates 
confusion and cannot be addressed properly when 
not recognised as such. At the same time, there are 
opposing opinions by experts who observe that in 
fact studies from 2015 showed that  5 of the 6 worst 
cities for rates of domestic violence in Canada were 
in Quebec, and three of those had limited if any real 
cultural diversity (reflected partly in Montreal’s “Vital 
Signs” report for 2015).

The government is committed to involving Canadian 
academics, practitioners and citizens in the develop-
ment of evidence-based reforms to the federal justice 
corrections system to increase community safety, in-
cluding reforms to the Criminal Records Act and the 
Corrections and Conditional Release Act. In addition, 
experts advocate for the development of a set of in-

dicators that would encourage  Immigration Division 
Members to receive adequate training on human 
rights, diversity, and viable alternatives to detention in 
order to  increase their capacities at work. Review of 
the criminal justice system and overall transformation 
towards a modern, smarter system that addresses 
key issues and provides justice should start from the 
root causes. The problems that make today’s justice 
system less efficient, less effective and less fair need 
thorough analysis to provide a clear snapshot of the 
current situation so that transformation can happen.

In order to support  victims’ access and navigation 
of the new system, a network of “cultural naviga-
tors” has been created by civil society experts. These 
“cultural navigators”  assist victims of family sexual 
violence through the process of reporting and get-
ting  help. One crucial objective is to work with men 
in stopping violent behaviour before it affects women. 
In cities across Alberta, individuals who have been 
working as direct contact points with people in the 
streets have seen a shift in focus to daily interaction 
with people in a way that engages them rather than 
isolates and criminalizes them. The Police Youth En-
gagement program has been noted as a successful 
approach by Jan Fox, Executive Director of REACH 
Edmonton, in that it has improved the relationship 
between young kids who come from conflict and lo-
cal police in a way that promotes trust and mutual 
support, not fear. Examples such as these provide an  
evidence-based approach which uses involvement 
of specific expertise for achieving justice reform and 
transformation.

PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS

The number of prisoners from  
Indigenous populations behind bars now 

surpass 25% of the total federal incarcerated 
population, which is a highly worrying 

percentage considering the total Indigenous 
population of Canada is only 4.9%  

of its overall population.
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Human rights and anti-discrimination
The establishment of the National Human Rights In-
stitutions (NHRIs) introduced state-mandated bod-
ies, independent of government, that have the sole 
purpose of protecting and promoting the full range of 
human rights, including civil, political, economic, so-
cial and cultural rights, in accordance with the Paris 
Principles set forth in 1991. NHRIs are non-judicial, 
independent institutions and can take the form of a 
human rights commission or ombudsman. More than 
50% of countries (116 of 197) since 1998 have estab-
lished some kind of a national human rights institution 
compliant with the Paris Principles.

The Canadian Human Rights Commission is in full 
compliance with the Paris Principles and maintains a 
category “A” status along with another 75 fully com-
pliant countries. While Canada has undergone peer 
review for their latest NHRI compliance with the Paris 
Principles preparedness, it is recommended by ex-
perts that Canada provide support to other countries 
in order to enable them to reach the same level. Can-
ada as a developed country would be best placed 
to support other countries which lag behind on their 
peer reviews and human rights-based principles.

A critical step in highlighting both Canada’s human 
rights history and efforts to address past human rights 
violations has been the publication of  the much-await-
ed report, released on June 3rd, 2019, on the National 
Inquiry on Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women 
(MMIW) of First Nations, Metis and Intuit communi-
ties, presented during the 2019 Women Deliver Con-
ference in Vancouver. Stories from more than 1500 

family members, survivors, “knowledge keepers,” ex-
perts and others testified during 24 events between 
2017 and 2018. The report calls the violence against 
First Nations, Metis and Inuit women and girls a form 
of “genocide”, with findings about abuses that have 
resulted in denial of safety, security, and human dig-
nity. The report also calls for action in areas including 
justice and health, with related programs to help the 
young generations identify early warning signs of be-
ing targeted for exploitation.   This report is a result of 
the Canadian  government’s commitment to eliminate 
gender-based violence with “It’s Time: Canada’s Strat-
egy to Prevent and Address Gender-Based Violence,” 
as stipulated in Canada’s VNRs 2018. 

Upon release of the report, Marie-Claude Landry, 
Chief Commissioner of the Canadian Human Rights 
Commission, stated that the government supports 
and endorses these calls to justice and that “we must 
all play a role.” Further, she notes that, “the Canadian 
Human Rights Commission will do our part, and we 
encourage everyone in Canada to do the same. We 
must honour the words of the families and survivors, 
and allow their stories to motivate action to change 
our country for the better.”

Another recent shift in Canada’s relations with the 
Indigenous population has been explained by Chief 
Robert Joseph’s statement for the Vancouver Sun in 
2018, where he explains that in 2015 the City of Van-
couver created city reconciliation groups for Indig-
enous participation and inclusion. It was at this time 
that the Council recognized that the land of the three 
nations in Vancouver - the Musqueam, Tsleil-Waututh, 
and Squamish -  should be noted before each pub-
lic event. In September 2013, around 50,000 people 
gathered in the streets of Vancouver, joining the Walk 
for Reconciliation and committing to improving rela-
tions  between Indigenous Peoples and all Canadians.

If Canada is to realistically  achieve the targets as-
sociated with SDG 16 by the 2030 deadline, political 
leadership will need to undertake similarly aggres-
sive efforts with multi-stakeholder engagement that 
stretches across normative, systemic and operational 
levels to accelerate progress. The next 11 years will 
require careful considerations within current strategic 
planning that will allow for scalable steps to enable 
Canada’s vision 2030 to fall into a development tra-
jectory compatible with the SDG pathway.

Courtesy of Longhouse Dialogues -launched in Victoria in 2018
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AND THE 2030 AGENDA
SDG 16 is a key connector, enabler and catalyst to all 
other SDGs. Digging a bit deeper into the meaning of 
SDGs, and looking at different targets and indicators, 
one can see clear connections between education 
and the economy (SDGs 4 and 8); economy, conflict 
and poverty (SDGs 8 and 1); governance and anti-
discrimination towards women and children (SDGs 
17 and 5) as well as racial discrimination (SDG 10). 
Violence and homicide are clearly influenced by how 
early years of education are addressed (SDG 4), em-
ployment opportunities (SDG 8), and the feeling of 
belonging to a community.

Solutions, however, are also embedded across the 
SDGs. Respectful and meaningful engagement of 
victims during the criminal justice system processes 
fits hand in hand with ex-offender accountability. Ef-
ficient governance (SDGs 16 and 17) will enable the 
justice system to cooperate with educational institu-
tions (SDG 4), social services (SDG 10) and the police 
(SDG 16). This will ensure the sustainable reintegra-
tion of the offender in the community (SDG 11) after 
separation from the justice system.

Economic stability (SDG 8)  is also a prerequisite to 
a thriving workforce (SDG 8) and comes in part from 
education, including skills from trades (SDG 4). There 
cannot be a stable education system or sound econ-
omy in a society that is war-torn or conflict-ridden. 
Furthermore, poverty rates (SDG 1), malnutrition  
(SDG 2), and health (SDG 3) cannot be improved in a 
conflict heavy society. 

Lastly, a broad review of Canada’s criminal justice 
system will address a number of important issues 
such as reducing the over-representation of vulner-
able populations (indigenous populations in particu-
lar) and their fair, relevant and access to justice sys-
tem (SDG 10 and 16). The soft issues tend to be left 
aside in strategic processes, but they are crucial to 
addressing basic human rights, the fulfilment of hu-
man needs, a decent life, and ensuring individuals’ 
contributions to society. 

PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS

“The Canadian Human 
Rights Commission will 
do our part, and we 
encourage everyone in 
Canada to do the same. 
We must honour the 
words of the families and 
survivors, and allow their 
stories to motivate action  
to change our country for 
the better.”

—Marie-Claude Landry, 
Chief Commissioner  
of the Canadian Human 
Rights Commission
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Experts have identified the following effective measures to enhance peace and justice in Canada:

• Leverage existing internal successes in human rights, peace and relations with Canadian 
Indigenous Populations to build international capacity and  to mobilize enabling policy 
and  brokering trust building in other countries

• Support provincial, territorial and community-based initiatives to deal more effectively 
with guns and gangs, including tighter restrictions, heightened enforcement and 
enhanced detection and prohibition of illicit substances across the border

• Support the Canadian Centre for Child Protection to combat online exploitation of 
children as part of Canada’s Strategy to Prevent and Address Gender-Based Violence

• Ensure transparency and accountability in business investments and “due diligence” in 
global supply chains as per the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
and the ILO Tripartite Declaration of Principles on Multinational Enterprises and social 
policy.  

• As co-chair of the Open Government Partnership, continue to focus on the three 
priorities of inclusion, participation and impact. Also, contribute financial resources to 
Government Partnership Multi-Donor Trust Fund in support of developing countries 
to meet their commitments for promoting transparency, tackling corruption, and 
empowering communities

• Strengthen public financial management, civil society engagement, and transparency of 
governance in developing countries through international assistance

• Use  upcoming membership negotiations at the UNSC in 2021 as an opportunity to 
promote partnering with civil society on Women, Peace and Security (WPS), both as the 
Chair of the 53-member Group of Friends of WPS, a major donor to WPS efforts, and 
honourable voice on this issue.

PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS
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CASE STUDY  
ALL UNDER ONE ROOF: REDUCTION AND 
PREVENTION OF VIOLENCE ROOTED IN THE 
EXPERIENCE OF WOMEN

Women in violent relationships 
can spend years knocking on 
various doors trying to get 
to the support they need, 
often with little success and 
even less help. After years of 
work with the communities, 
authorities and social services, 
social agencies in the Waterloo 
Region have created a 
platform and a space for these 
women to find all the services 
they need under one roof. 
They can connect the police, medical practi-
tioners, social workers, lawyers, city represen-
tatives and other stakeholders with victims to 
address the full cycle of domestic abuse.  All 
in all, 14 members of the team - comprised of 
council, financial, employment, housing, child 
welfare, legal and other support services - 
worked together to co-develop a comprehen-
sive system that is seamless and rooted in the 
experience of women. 

The initiative partially builds on It’s Time: Cana-
da’s Strategy to Prevent and Address Gender-
Based Violence (GBV),  the Government of Can-
ada’s 2017 response to domestic GBV. Some 
actions have been implemented under the Strat-
egy’s three pillars of:

• prevention
• support for survivors and their families, and 
• promotion of responsive justice and 

legal systems. 

One example is the Criminal Code changes, 
in support of the Strategy, to clarify aspects of 
sexual assault law relating to consent, as well 
as intimate partner violence offenses. Further-
more, the Strategy’s investments will focus on 
preventing teen dating violence, enhancing and 
developing preventative bullying, and equipping 
health professionals to provide appropriate care 
to victims, among many other actions.

All of these actions were generated in a culture 
where collaboration for crime prevention through 
social development has received  core municipal 
support for over two decades, which stimulates 
measurable action and acts as a catalyst for in-
novative evidence-based solutions.

In collaboration with other civil society organiza-
tions such as the Canadian Municipal Network 
on Crime Prevention, networks of cities have 
integrated young and vulnerable girls and boys 
into community-led activities. Their connec-
tion with the communities induces a sense of 
belonging which makes them feel needed, ulti-
mately increasing their sense of self-value and 
increasing their ability to impact change in the 
society, particularly for those most vulnerable, 
experts said.

PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS
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These ‘upstream interventions’ present considerable value both for the society and government. 
Violence in Canada can be measurably reduced by investing in prevention programmes and policy 
approaches which aim to reduce marginalization, poverty, and homelessness, as this will ultimately 
address the root causes of violence within families and in society, and reduce expenses by half 
within several years.  The downside of this initiative is that it is being run by civil society, which 
means it is dependent on funding from the government. When that funding is not consistent, it does 
not ensure sustainability and the benefits to society are reduced over time. Experts note that the 
program should be integrated into existing municipal programming, thereby ensuring adequate and 
sustained funding. 

Evidence shows that these types of interventions reduce expenses for the government. Each year, 
Canada spends around $22 billion alone in court costs, policing, and hospital expenses while total 
harm due to various interpersonal crimes is estimated to be $55 billion per year. Some cities such 
as Winnipeg have piloted violence prevention programs that resulted in reducing incidents that re-
quired health treatments, police and court expenses. Investing in prevention in a way that is tailored 
to various groups and settings also means investing in avoiding a new generation of perpetrators of 
abuse and victims of abuse. For some, effective prevention starts in early childhood, whether it be 
by  integrating arts, culture, sports, or other programs that enhance connections with community.

Lessons learned from these 
municipally-based efforts are 
that investing in programs 
that enable prevention are 
key for reducing incarcera-
tion. Investment revolutions 
such as these are necessary 
and possible as the munici-
pal commitment is growing. 
A concrete example that was 
inspired by the Safer Cities 
Initiative is the work of the 
Waterloo Region Crime Pre-
vention Council, a local orga-
nization that aims to reduce 
and prevent crime, victimiza-
tion and fear of crime by gen-
erating greater public under-
standing of root causes of 
crime and, in turn, creating a 
deeper community commit-
ment to prevention. 

Photo for the Case study. Courtesy of Mackenzie Eckert, a young Cambridge 
artist who was commissioned by the Waterloo Region Crime Prevention 
Council, to create the Smart On Crime cover in acrylic paint. 
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TARGETS

Strengthen the means of implementation 
and revitalize the global partnership for 
sustainable development (focusing on trade).

Promote a universal, rules-based, 
open, non-discriminatory and 
equitable multilateral trading system 
under the World Trade Organization, 
including through the conclusion 
of negotiations under its Doha 
Development Agenda 

Significantly increase the exports of 
developing countries, in particular 
with a view to doubling the least 
developed countries’ share of global 
exports by 2020 

Realize timely implementation of 
duty-free and quota-free market 
access on a lasting basis for all least 
developed countries, consistent with 
World Trade Organization decisions, 
including by ensuring that preferential 
rules of origin applicable to imports 
from least developed countries are 
transparent and simple, and contribute 
to facilitating market access

Many developing countries 

are over-represented in duty 

collection relative to their share 

of Canadian imports. Vietnam, which 

accounts for less than half a percent of 

Canadian imports, accounts for around 

3.6% of total duty collected; Indonesia which 

accounts for around 0.3% of imports, accounts 

for 1.7% of duty collected; India which accounts for 

0.6% of imports, accounts for 2.5% of duty collected.

—Canadian International Development Platform
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EXPERT CONTRIBUTORS
• Matthew Gouett, former Senior Analyst, Canadian International Development Platform; and 

Contracted Researcher, Overseas Development Institute

CROSS-CUTTING THEMES

Indigenous Communities
Indigenous prosperity is influenced by trade decisions, and Indigenous peoples have an in-
herent right to participate in trade decisions made on and affecting their land. The Interna-
tional Intertribal Trade and Investment Organization (IITIO) is a Canada-US collaboration of 
legal experts from private practice and academia, and representatives from First Nations and 
Native Americans from either side of the border. It aims to support and enhance the imple-
mentation of the global flow and exchange of Indigenous goods, services and investments. 

Gender
Pursuing trade with foreign companies that empower women and encourage female en-
trepreneurship will help close the gender gap globally, and will see spin-off benefits for the 
other SDGs.

Climate Change
Shipping is a large contributor to global greenhouse gas emissions. Further, encouraging 
trade with developing countries to meet Goal 17 targets could have unintended conse-
quences for climate change - for example, purchasing products that require heavy defores-
tation could exacerbate greenhouse gas emissions contributing to climate change. In the 
Pan-Canadian Framework on Clean Growth and Climate Change, the federal government 
has committed to ensuring trade rules that support climate policy. While the specifics of this 
commitment have yet to be discussed, its acknowledgement is an important starting point.

Youth
Economic growth through equitable trade should improve the quality of life of children and 
youth in developing countries, and ultimately determine the social, economic, and political 
condition of the society they inherit in the near and distant future.

PARTNERSHIPS FOR THE GOALS
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NATIONAL DATA
• Canada has a trade to GDP ratio of 64% in 2017, placing it among the world’s more open economies.
• North America, Europe and Central Asia, and East Asia together account for about 97% of Canada’s 

total trade. High income countries account for almost 81% of Canada’s total trade.

Introduction
Goal 17 encompasses and 
intersects with the entire 2030 
agenda. It aims to guide the 
mobilization of necessary 
cooperative partnerships and 
resources to implement the SDGs 
in a thorough and timely manner. 
Goal 17 is reviewed at the High-
Level Political Forum annually, 
highlighting the importance of 
sustained discussion and action  
on its targets. 

Previous volumes of Where Canada Stands have fo-
cused on Canada’s international development fund-
ing strategies and capacity-building partnerships. 
This report shifts the focus towards Canada’s per-
formance on trade-related targets under Goal 17. 
Though these targets are mostly geared towards fos-
tering an equitable world trade system that is friendly 
to lower-income countries, Canadian trade policy has 
sustainable development implications both at home 
and abroad. 

Partnerships with the global South are still impor-
tant, as those countries are often left behind in the 
global political sphere. Charles asserts that the 
goals transform how we think and assess develop-
ment practice, especially by changing the way we 
think of who is in and out of development, who is 
brought ahead and who is left behind.

Equitable trade and tariff distributions with developing countries 
Canada is among the world’s more 
open economies, with a trade to 
GDP ratio of 64% in 2017. 
In the past, Canada has undertaken several initia-
tives aimed at making trade more accessible to de-
veloping countries, including the General Preferential 
Tariff (1974, updated in 2014), the Least Developed 
Country Tariff (LDCT 2003) and Canadian Market Ac-
cess Initiative for Least Developed Countries (2003), 
and the Commonwealth Caribbean Countries Tariff 
(CCCT 1986).

Furthermore, Canada has made great strides in fol-
lowing up on their commitment to enable the inher-
ent right of Indigenous inter-tribal and international 
trade through a few core pieces of strategic docu-
ments, including:

• Bill C-262 UNDRIP Act – Article 20(1) 
Indigenous Economic Rights

• Section 35 of the Constitution Act of 1982
• Section 25 (a) - Royal Proclamation of 1763 

where First Nations people “should not be 
molested or disturbed” by settlers

• The Jay Treaty of 1794 – Unmolested cross-
border trade for Indigenous people

Taking a closer look at trade flows and import tariffs 
with developing countries, however, it is clear that 
Canada’s trade strategy does not emphasize equity, 
and does not view it as a means of furthering sus-
tainable development in lower-income countries. An 
analysis by the Canadian International Development 

PARTNERSHIPS FOR THE GOALS
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Platform found that many developing countries are 
overrepresented in duty collection relative to their 
share of Canadian imports. Vietnam, for example, ac-
counts for less than half a percent of Canadian im-
ports, but accounts for around 3.6% of total duty col-
lected. Indonesia, which accounts for around 0.3% of 
imports, accounts for 1.7% of duty collected.  India, 
which accounts for 0.6% of imports, accounts for 
2.5% of duty collected. In addition, tariffs collected 
often exceed the amount of foreign aid delivered by 
Canada. For example, aid disbursed to Sri Lanka in 
2013 was approximately $19,317,077, whereas du-
ties collected amount to approximately $22,856,789, 
thus completely negating the aid and leaving Sri Lan-
ka with a net price tag of almost $4 million in one year.  

This phenomenon clearly shows that Canada is not 
meeting target 17.10, which aims to promote a non-
discriminatory and equitable multilateral trading sys-
tem, and 17.12, which aims to implement duty-free 

and quota-free market access for all least developed 
countries. The explanation for this is straightforward - 
free trade with the United States and Mexico makes it 
such that these countries have a far greater share of 
Canada’s imports, and very low or no tariffs depend-
ing on the item traded. Subsidies, such as agricultural 
subsidies, also make certain products non-competitive 
in Canadian markets. Balancing the interests of Cana-
dian workers and businesses with international devel-
opment agendas can be challenging for this reason.  

Another explanation for the imbalance is that the most 
significant trade decisions are made by large corpo-
rations that will tend to enter into the most profitable 
arrangements, and maintain the status quo, accord-
ing to Matthew Gouett, former Senior Analyst at the 
Canadian International Development Platform and 
Contracted Researcher at Overseas Development In-
stitute. Undertaking free-trade agreements with low-
income countries likely will not influence Canada’s 
trade profile for this reason. Loosening tariffs with 
developing countries will make tariffs appear more 
equitable, however it will not necessarily incentivize 
increased trade flows with these countries, which is 
the second part of the calculation accounting for the 
numbers above. The vast majority of trade in Canada 
is done by multinational enterprises (MNE’s), which 
have a tendency to not be so nimble with adopting 
new trade partners. 

For this reason, the federal government should show 
innovative leadership in order to incentivize trade spe-
cifically for development. Gouett recommends tar-
geting small and medium-sized enterprises (SME’s) 
through educational initiatives such as Global Affairs 
Canada’s Trade Missions to make them aware of trade 
opportunities in developing countries. Previous GAC 
trade missions have been heavily biased towards high-
income countries (USA, New Zealand, France, Italy).  

Figure XX: Canada’s trade flows by income group from 2002 
to 2018. Image from Canadian International Development 
Platform.

Canada has a trade to GDP ratio of 
64% in 2017, placing it among the 

world’s more open economies
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Canada-specific Trade Indicators 
To date, the Statistics Canada SDG portal is still 
“exploring data sources” under targets 17.10-17.12 
(trade-related targets). A challenge of these targets 
is that they are quite broadly framed, or only apply 
at a global scale. An example can be found in the 
worldwide-weighted tariff average (Indicator 17.10.1) 
- this target does not actually reflect the meeting of 
commitments to the Doha Agreement. As Matthew 
Gouett notes, “a hypothetical free-trade agreement 
between the United States and China would dramati-
cally drop the worldwide-weighted tariff average, but 
have absolutely nothing to do with member states 
pursuing equitable trade under their obligations to 
Doha.” As such, the impetus lies on the SDG Unit 
to come up with its own indicators to measure WTO 
engagement: for example, the number of Canadian 
government delegates present at WTO conferences.

Developing quantitative indicators for targets 17.11 
and 17.12 is more straightforward, however must ex-
plicitly reflect the benefits and/or costs received by 
developing countries through trade flows. Examples 
of this could be:

• The ratio of tariffs/duties collected to aid 
delivered between Canada and a given lower-
income country

• The percentage of import duties collected 
from a given developing country (out of all 
import duties collected by Canada) versus the 
percentage of total imports from that country. 

The data required for assessing Canada’s progress 
on trade targets under Goal 17 are already available 
through the World Bank. The Canadian International 
Development Platform (CIDP) has conducted an ex-
tensive, in-depth analysis on this subject and would 
be an excellent partner for identification and analysis 
of Canadian indicators and data sources for Targets 
17.10-17.12.
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Canada-United States-Mexico (CUSMA) Free Trade Agreement  
(The New NAFTA)
Though the Canada-United States-Mexico (CUSMA) 
free trade agreement does not directly pertain to the 
three trade-related targets under Goal 17, it has huge 
implications for meeting several of the other SDGs 
within and beyond its signatories’ borders. It explic-
itly acknowledges the importance of the 2030 agen-
da Article 24.15 of the agreement states that “Par-
ties recognize the importance of conservation and 
sustainable use of biological diversity, as well as the 
ecosystem services it provides, and their key role in 
achieving sustainable development.”

Interestingly, CUSMA has a new chapter (24) on the 
environment that did not exist in the original NAFTA, 
and therefore may have a few environmental implica-
tions (SDGs 13, 14, and 15). While the chapter does 
not explicitly reference climate change or the Paris 
Agreement, it does reference “clean technology” in 
a non-binding section on environmental goods and 

services and “carbon storage” in the sustainable for-
est management section. The Commission for Envi-
ronmental Cooperation (CEC) also lives on in the new 
agreement, though its future activities remain unclear. 

Within Canada, the greatest 
impacts of the new agreement will 
likely pertain to Goal 8 (Decent 
Work and Economic Growth), since 
with the loosening of Canada’s 
dairy import quota,  small-scale 
Canadian dairy farmers may 
struggle to compete with cheaper 
products from south of the border.

TRADE AND THE 2030 AGENDA
The trade and development 
conversation gives way to huge 
questions about whether the free 
trade system set up under the 
World Trade Organization really 
does benefit the livelihoods of 
people around the globe (SDG 8). 

While the low cost of shipping goods and ideas 
around the world has brought many development 
benefits, the free-market capitalism that has partially 
enabled these advances also results in huge wealth 
inequities (SDG 10) within and between countries, 
as cheap labour is highly sought after. If we are seri-
ous about implementing the 2030 Agenda, drafters 
of trade policy must ask themselves: What type of 
world will result from these policies? Will they meet or 
detract from our environmental commitments? Who 
will prosper, and who will get left behind?

PARTNERSHIPS FOR THE GOALS
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Actions

• In contexts where tariffs collected exceed ODA delivered or proportion of trade flows, 
Canada may consider reducing tariffs, increasing ODA to that country, or encouraging 
foreign direct investment that will further development and grow the economy in that 
country, ultimately making it a more desirable trade partner

• Undertake more educational initiatives (i.e. GAC Trade Missions) aimed at informing 
SME’s of trade opportunities with low and middle-income countries

• Following CUSMA’s direction, incorporate the 2030 Agenda into future trade agreements
• Commit ODA intended to be paired with Canadian Foreign Direct Investment to elevate 

businesses and communities in low and middle-income countries to become desirable 
trade partners (See Case Study)

Indicators

• For Target 10.1, adopt a “soft indicator” that reflects Canada’s engagement under the 
WTO and the Doha Agreement, such as the number of GAC civil servants attending WTO 
meetings

• In lieu of the international weighted tariff average (Indicator 17.10.1), which is minimally 
sensitive to Canada’s performance and does not reflect equitable trade for development, 
experts recommend one of the following as Canada-specific indicators for Target 17.10:

1. The ratio of tariffs/duties collected to aid delivered between Canada and a given 
lower-income country, or; 

2. The percentage of import duties collected from a given developing country (out of 
all import duties collected by Canada) versus the percentage of total imports from 
that country

PARTNERSHIPS FOR THE GOALS

Canada is not meeting target 17.10, which aims 
to promote a non-discriminatory and equitable 

multilateral trading system, and 17.12, which aims to 
implement duty-free and quota-free market access for 

all least developed countries.
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CASE STUDY  
FOREIGN INVESTMENT AND ODA  
FOR FOSTERING TRADE RELATIONS  
AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT  
ON BURKINA FASO

Adapted with permission from report by Bridget Steele, Research Analyst, Canadian Internation-
al Development Platform: Trade with Developing Countries and Development Assistance Case 
Studies on the Link Between Canadian ODA and Bilateral Trade Potential

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, most Canadian companies, particularly the big players, are 
unlikely to pursue trade with low-income countries even with free-trade agreements in place, 
simply because they may be less desirable trade partners. In order to meet the targets under Goal 
17, logistical and financial support is required to transition businesses and communities in de-
veloping countries into desirable trade partners. A prime example can be found in an $18 million 
solar energy project intended to connect rural communities and medical centres in the Boucle du 
Mouhoun region of Burkina Faso to the national grid. 

The project was brokered by CowaterSogema, a Toronto-based international development con-
sulting firm that has a long-standing working relationship with the Energy Ministry of the Burkina 
Faso Government (Ministere de l’Energie du Gouvernement du Burkina Faso). CowaterSogema 
delivered an unsolicited proposal to Global Affairs Canada to partially fund the initial investment 
with Official Development Assistance (ODA), alongside direct investments (FDI) from Windiga Én-
ergie, an independent Montréal-based power company. All partners have procured materials and 
resources and are in the process of constructing what is intended to be the largest photovoltaic 
power station in sub-Saharan Africa. The project will link 14 previously off-grid rural villages to the 
national grid (reaching approximately 18,000 people), and bringing power to 30 off-grid medical 
centres (accessed by approximately 250,000 people). As partners on the project, both Cowater-
Sogema and Windiga provide partners in the region with access to Canadian businesses and 
government networks.

This project has furthered the targets under Goal 17 in three ways; 1) It has leveraged Canadian 
expertise in renewable energy infrastructure to expand Canada’s trade relations with Burkina 
Faso; 2) contributed to the creation of a solar energy market in Burkina Faso, and; 3. fostered 
ongoing cooperation with the local governments, businesses, and communities around Boucle du 
Mouhoun. The project has also achieved co-benefits for the other SDGs, including a sustainable 
energy source to medical centres (Goal 3), energy-related capacity and skill-building in the local 
communities (Goal 4), energy independence (Goal 7), access to energy infrastructure (Goal 9), and 
climate change mitigation (Goal 13). 

PARTNERSHIPS FOR THE GOALS



107WHERE CANADA STANDS: A SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS PROGRESS REPORT

PARTNERSHIPS FOR THE GOALS

REFERENCES
Bhushan, Aniket. “Developing Countries Trade with 

Canada: Gains from Unilateral Tariff Reform.” 
Canadian International Development Platform, 23 
Apr. 2016. http://cidpnsi.ca/trade-with-canada-
estimating-gains-from-unilateral-tariff-reduction/

Garnons-Williams, Wayne. “Indigenous Trade 
Chapter Useable for All Agreements.” International 
Intertribal Trade and Investment Organization, 1 
Mar. 2018. https://iitio.org/global-affairs-2/

Global Affairs Canada. “About Trade Missions.” 
Government of Canada, 5 Feb. 2019, https://
international.gc.ca/trade-commerce/trade_events-
evenements_commerciaux/trade_missions-
missions_commerciales/about-a_propos.
aspx?lang=eng

Johnson, Ileana. “USMCA Trade Agreement, 
sustainable development, and LOST.” The Bull 
Elephant, 19 Nov. 2018, http://thebullelephant.
com/usmca-trade-agreement-sustainable-
development-and-lost/

Steele, Bridget. “Trade with Developing Countries 
and Development Assistance Case Studies on the 
Link Between Canadian ODA and Bilateral Trade 
Potential.” Canadian International Development 
Platform, Jun. 2018, http://cidpnsi.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2018/07/Trade-with-Developing-
Countries-and-Development-Assistance-CIDP.pdf

Windiga Energie. “Solar Power Plant, Zina, Burkina 
Faso.” 2017, https://windiga-energy.com/en/
projects/burkina-faso/







The British Columbia Council for International 
Cooperation (BCCIC) is a coalition of over 140 
individuals and civil society organizations that  
has engaged in sustainable development and 
environmental issues for 30 years. 

BCCIC supports its members in becoming more effective 
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