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Preamble

Founded in 1971, the Ontario Federation of Indigenous Friendship Centres (OFIFC) works to support, advocate for, and build
the capacity of member Friendship Centres across Ontario.

Emerging from a nation-wide, grass-roots movement dating back to the 1950s, Friendship Centres are community hubs where
Indigenous people living in towns, cities, and urban centres can access culturally-based and culturally-appropriate programs
and services every day. Today, Friendship Centres are dynamic hubs of economic and social convergence that create space
for Indigenous communities to thrive. Friendship Centres are idea incubators for young Indigenous people attaining their
education and employment goals, they are sites of cultural resurgence for Indigenous families who want to raise their children to
be proud of who they are, and they are safe havens for Indigenous community members requiring supports.

In Ontario more than 85 per cent of Indigenous people live off-reserve in urban and rural communities. The OFIFC is the largest
urban Indigenous service network in the province supporting this vibrant, diverse, and quickly-growing population through
programs and initiatives that span justice, health, family support, long-term care, healing and wellness, employment and
training, education, research, and more. Friendship Centres receive their mandate from their communities, and they are
inclusive of all Indigenous people from Turtle Island.

The OFIFC is pleased to submit our list of issues for Canada’s seventh review by the Committee on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (CESCR). All rights per the ICESCR are indivisible and interdependent with the UNDRIP and must be
interpreted through the lens of UNDRIP in order to be meaningful for urban Indigenous people. Canada must move swiftly to
domesticate the UNDRIP so that Canada’s implementation of ICESCR will uphold and not conflict with the right to
self-determination, the principle of free, prior and informed consent, the right to land, territories and resources, and access to
justice for urban Indigenous people.

Article 1: Right to self-determination

Please ask Canada what steps it intends to take to remedy its failed approach to Indigenous relations which infringes upon the
right of self-determination of urban Indigenous communities. Canada should be asked about its flawed “distinctions-based”
approach to developing national strategies, policies, programs, and relationships with regards to Indigenous people and how
this approach fails to engage the organisations, governance structures, and service delivery networks that Indigenous people
have developed for their communities over multiple generations.



Canada'’s “distinctions-based” approach to developing strategies, policies, and programs is based on colonial conceptions of
Indigenous nationhood limited to the political categories of “First Nations, Métis and Inuit.” This approach excludes the high
number of Indigenous people who are not represented through a “nation-to-nation, Inuit-Crown and government-to-government
relationship” approach taken by the federal government which is expressed as exclusive engagement with three national
political Indigenous organisations that ignores the historic, culture-based Indigenous governance landscape in urban
communities.

The Canadian state has erroneously conflated its responsibilities to “Indigenous peoples” as set out in the UNDRIP, with its
flawed distinctions-based approach that deals only with the three national political Indigenous organisations funded through the
federal government. It is for this reason that the OFIFC refrains from the use of “peoples” in favour of Indigenous people, which
encompasses all Indigenous people, regardless of residence or legal status.

Across Canada, 79.7 percent of Indigenous people live off-reserve, in cities, towns, and rural areas. In Ontario, the proportion is
85.5 percent. Urban Indigenous communities today are multi-generational in origin and may organise themselves in distinct
ways that reflect culture-based approaches to governance and the inherent right to self-determination, affirmed and recognized
in the UNDRIP.

Willful ignorance of the history of urbanized Indigenous communities flies in the face of the UNDRIP and fails to acknowledge
the Friendship Centre Movement, which has taken up the responsibilities of caring for community members in a culture-based
manner that is consistent with traditional roles and responsibilities.

The OFIFC specifically recommends that the federal government change its approach to Indigenous relationship to recognise
self-determination as the focus of community governance and organisations, such as service provider organisations. These
have a multi-generational record of Traditional Knowledge and expertise in serving the people.

One of the overarching findings of the Final Report of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and
Girls confirmed that:

Indigenous governments or bands as established under the Indian Act or through local municipal governments do not have the
full trust of Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA people. Indigenous bands and councils and community leadership who
have authority through colonial law are generally seen as not representing all of the interests of Indigenous women, girls, and
2SLGBTQQIA people.

Continued failure to reach beyond government structure to build relationships with Indigenous communities betrays a willful
disregard for the forms of community organisations Indigenous communities have chosen and created for themselves which
have legitimacy for them.

As the government has stated its intent to move forward on UNDRIP legislation, urban Indigenous communities and
organizations must be engaged as necessary co-development partners. The federal process of harmonizing laws with, and
delineating responsibilities set out within the UNDRIP, will require a new approach to relationship-building with Indigenous
people that includes urban Indigenous service delivery agencies that have decades of experience fulfilling the responsibilities
declared within the UNDRIP.

Article 2: Realisation of economic, social and cultural rights

Please ask Canada what steps it intends to take to confront its failure to address the fundamental structural inequality that
Indigenous people experience in Canada, with particular attention to Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA+ individuals.

The Final Report of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls found that poverty and other
forms of social and economic marginalization compromise individuals’ right to culture, health, and safety, are used as
justifications by child welfare agencies to apprehend children, and contribute to criminalization by police. The Final Report notes
that in developing anti-poverty strategies, the needs of Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA people must be distinctly
considered and addressed. Canada should be asked how it intends to distinctly address the needs of Indigenous women, girls,
and 2SLGBTQQIA people through the implementation of Canada’s first Poverty Reduction Strategy.

Article 3: Right to the enjoyment of human rights on the basis of equality

Please ask Canada to respond to progress made on supporting Indigenous people’s right to self-determination through
ensuring that Indigenous people have their economic, social, services, and infrastructure needs met on an equitable basis. The
Final Report of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls found that social and economic
marginalisation create the conditions for violence against Indigenous women, girls and 2SLGBTQQIA people. The Final
Report’'s “Calls for Justice” outline that all levels of government must allocate resources for Indigenous-led, community-based
solutions to improve social and economic security that uphold the human dignity, life, liberty and the security of Indigenous



women, girls and 2SLGBTQQIA people.

Canada should be asked to respond to its obligation to establish a National Action Plan, as called for in the Final Report of the
National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, to implement the “Calls for Justice” and devoted
strategies to uphold Indigenous human rights. Prioritisation, legislative amendments and appropriate resourcing of the
measures required to safeguard Indigenous women, girls and 2SLGBTQQIA people from discrimination, sexism, homophobia,
transphobia and racism is urgently required as a necessary step in reconciliation.

Article 6 and Article 7: Right to work and right to just and favourable conditions of work

Canada should be asked to provide document on progress made on eliminating employment gaps between Indigenous and
non-Indigenous people in Canada, as set out in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Call to Action #7.

Article 9: Right to social security, including social insurance

Canada should be asked to establish a national adequacy threshold for provincial and territorial social assistance rates that is
tied to the cost of living to ensure that individuals and families live with dignity in accordance with the right to social security.

In 1990 social assistance rates for an individual in Ontario were 70% of the minimum wage. Today, social assistance rates for
an individual are 38% of the minimum wage. The current social assistance system in Ontario was introduced in 1997, two years
after the province cut benefit rates by 21.6% and narrowed qualification rules thereby affecting thousands of beneficiaries.
Inaction on social assistance reforms and a focus on administrative requirements and fraud monitoring has resulted in deep and
cyclical levels of poverty. Social assistance recipients in Ontario currently live on incomes that are almost 50% below the
poverty line and recipients of Ontario Disability Support Program benefits live on incomes that are 30% below.

The prevalence of low incomes for Indigenous people in Ontario is 23.7 per cent, higher than the rate of 14.4 per cent for the
non-Indigenous population. While demographic statistics related to social assistance recipients have not been consistently
tracked by the province, it is estimated that Indigenous people are disproportionately represented among those on social
assistance. Social assistance rates in Ontario are far below the poverty line and continue to decline, resulting in deep and
ingrained poverty affecting the basic livelihoods of individuals and a disproportionate number of children.

The Final Report of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls found that the application of
section 718.2(e) of the Criminal Code and the development of Gladue reports have not been consistent across jurisdictions,
and have failed to ameliorate the rising number of incarcerated Indigenous women. The Final Report’s “Calls for Justice”
delineate that the federal government must consider Gladue reports as a right, resource them appropriately and create national
standards for the development of Gladue reports. Please ask Canada how it intends to increase access to justice for Indigenous
communities. Additionally, Canada should be asked to respond to the need for national Gladue standards and how it intends to
ensure that the application and outcomes of Gladue principles meaningfully addresses the over-representation of incarcerated
Indigenous people.

Article 10: Assistance to families and care for children

Canada should be asked how it plans to work with provinces and territories to eliminate systemic racism against Indigenous
children and youth by investing in preventative, culture-based programs and services for children and families located in
separate institutions from disruptive apprehension services. Systemic racism against urban Indigenous children, youth and
families is a significant concern in the child welfare system in Ontario. The Ontario Human Rights Commission’s report
Interrupted Childhoods: Over-representation of Indigenous and Black children in Ontario child welfare confirms this. In 2011
there were 14,200 Indigenous children aged 14 and under who were foster children in Canada, accounting for 48 percent of all
foster children in Canada. The proportion of Indigenous children in foster care in Ontario under the age of 14 increased from 26
per cent to 30 per cent between 2011 and 2016.

We believe efforts and resources are better placed much further upstream in order to make a real impact instead of taking
remedial action later on in a child’s life. It is important to disentangle child protection from other aspects of working with children,
such as in preventative work, whether in the context of child welfare agencies or not. The experience of our member Friendship
Centres is that community members will not seek assistance in agencies where there is a risk of child apprehension.

Article 11: Right to Food, clothing and housing

Please ask Canada to report on its actions and progress in addressing a growing food insecurity crisis, especially among
Canada’s urban Indigenous population.

According to the 2019 Hunger Reports by Food Banks Canada, there were over a million total food bank visits in March 2019.
In Canada, 12% or about 1 in 8 households experienced food insecurity in the previous 12 months. The percentage of food
bank clients receiving provincial social assistance as their main source of income support is 57.4%. Canada’s social safety net



— the various income security programs and in-kind supports provided at federal, provincial and municipal levels — is failing at
ensuring the provision of appropriate support, leaving many vulnerable to moderate to severe food insecurity.

Indigenous people face exceptionally high rates of severe food insecurity nationwide, due to a legacy of state interventions to

limit their socio-economic and cultural livelihoods. While food insecurity is a serious issue in Northern and remote Indigenous

communities, Indigenous people living in urban areas are experience severe food security issues. In the 2018, 1 in 4 (26%) of
Indigenous adults in Toronto reported that they and others in their household sometimes or often did not have enough to eat.

For Indigenous adults in Toronto living in a household with at least one child, 20% indicated they often did not have enough to
eat.

Canada should be asked how it intends to distinctly support and address the cultural rights to food of Indigenous people.
Indigenous people’s right to food has a cultural dimension which is relevant in terms of food choices, food preparation and
acquisition. Traditional foods and the activities to obtain them, such as hunting, fishing, gathering and agriculture, form an
important part of the cultural identity of Indigenous people in Canada.

Results from the National Homelessness Point-in-Time counts indicate that Indigenous people are overrepresented in rates of
homelessness across Canada. Indigenous people comprise, on average, 30% of the homeless population across 61 urban and
rural communities, while only accounting for 4.9% of the national population. In many communities this figure is double or triple
that amount. Disproportionately high rates of Indigenous homelessness in major urban settings across the country are a result
of the ongoing impacts of colonialism and chronic underinvestment in social and affordable housing for urban Indigenous
people.

Indigenous youth, especially female Indigenous youth and 2SLGBTQ youth first enter homelessness at a younger age than
non-Indigenous youth, well before “ageing out of care” (15.2 years and 15.12 years respectively).

Indigenous people are more than twice as likely (18 per cent) to experience hidden homelessness than non-Indigenous people
(8 per cent) in Canada.

The National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls found that economic marginalization and
exclusion, including the lack of adequate housing, featured prominently as a root cause of violence. As such, seven of the Calls
to Justice from the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls called for improved access to
housing and shelter services — with specific interventions required for youth and 2SLGBTQ persons.

Canada has failed to provide equitable funding and treatment to urban Indigenous people, communities, and organizations in a
discriminatory manner with respect to housing and homelessness services, contrary to the principles of S. 15 of the Canadian
Charter of Rights and Freedoms and the UNDRIP.

Please ask Canada what steps it will take to prioritize urban Indigenous housing and homelessness in the federal government'’s
implementation of the National Housing Strategy and Reaching Home as a matter of human rights and consistent with the
UNDRIP.

Please ask Canada to respond to and take action on the following demands put forward by an ad-hoc coalition of Indigenous
housing and service providers on December 11, 2019, of which the OFIFC was part:

As the tenth largest economy in the world, recognise that urban, rural and northern Indigenous housing and homelessness
conditions are egregious and unacceptable and that these must be addressed on an urgent and priority basis, consistent with
international human rights law;

Recognise the right to an adequately resourced National Urban and Rural Indigenous Housing Strategy developed and
implemented by urban, rural and northern housing and service providers;

Recognise urban, rural and northern housing and service providers as expressions of Indigenous self-determination, as
recognised by the Federal Court of Appeal in Ardoch Algonquin First Nation (Misquadis) and as per articles 4, 21 and 23 of the
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples;

Create new legislation, mirroring the rights and accountability framework articulated in the NHSA, which recognises culturally
relevant housing as a human right for Indigenous people in urban, rural and northern areas; and,

Domesticate and implement the UNDRIP in Canadian law.

Please ask Canada to elevate Canadian federal policy to the level of international human rights standards by recognizing
Indigenous people’s right to housing as enshrined in, and indivisible from the UNDRIP and the ICESCR.

Article 12: Right to highest attainable standard of physical and mental health



Please ask Canada how it is directly responding to TRC Call to Action 20 which calls on the federal government “to recognize,
respect, and address the distinct health needs of the Métis, Inuit, and off-reserve Aboriginal peoples.” In particular, distinct
efforts to support the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health for urban Indigenous people and communities
should be detailed by the state.

Canada and its provinces are failing to uphold and respect human rights to health through its inconsistent and unregulated
manner of services delivered through a patchwork of program delivery, rather than the provision of essential services grounded
in rights. The division of responsibility between a federal responsibility for First Nations and Inuit people and a provincial
responsibility for the delivery of health care has resulted in massive inequality in urban Indigenous health outcomes and access
to quality health care when compared to the non-Indigenous Canadian population. The Canadian federal approach to
Indigenous health is both leaving urban Indigenous people out of national health policies and failing to deliver equitable care to
on-reserve First Nations people and Inuit.

Please ask about Canada’s progress and supportive policies on the application of Jordan’s Principle to Inuit, Métis, non-Status
people and urban Indigenous people.

Please ask Canada how it is addressing Indigenous women, girls and 2SLGBTQ people’s health care needs when First Nations
and Inuit Health Branch works through established leadership structures, such as the Assembly of First Nations, as well as
elected chiefs in different communities, to determine priorities. The Final Report by the National Inquiry into Missing and
Murdered Indigenous women and Girls noted that for some women, testifying from a grassroots perspective, this approach is
tantamount to complete exclusion. The Final Report goes on to note that “Indigenous governments or bands as established
under the Indian Act or through local municipal governments do not have the full trust of Indigenous women, girls, and
2SLGBTQQIA people. Indigenous bands and councils and community leaders who have authority through colonial law are
generally not seen as representing all of the interests of Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA people”.

Article 13: Right to education

Please ask Canada to commit that all urban Indigenous people have access to quality, culture-based child care and early
learning programming and that all Indigenous child care and early learning planning, programming and policy development are
led by urban Indigenous communities and organisations.

Bill C-91, An Act respecting Indigenous languages recognizes that the rights of Indigenous people protected by the Constitution
Act, 1982, include Indigenous language rights. Please ask Canada to take all necessary actions to uphold Indigenous rights to
Indigenous language(s).

Please ask Canada that all Indigenous people living in cities and towns have access to quality, community-based Indigenous
language programming and to commit to working with urban Indigenous organisations, like Friendship Centres, to meet the
language needs and rights of urban Indigenous communities.

Please ask Canada, through the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada (CMEC), how it will work with provincial members to
commit that:

All Indigenous people have access to Indigenous knowledge and learning systems;
All Indigenous knowledge and learning systems be respected and funded alongside the public school system;

Indigenous knowledge holders be respected and recognized, in a manner consistent with local protocols, as teachers
alongside, and equal to, public school teachers;

All CMEC members establish anti-colonial relationships with Indigenous nations, community organisations, and community
members; and

All CMEC members establish anti-colonial curricula led by Indigenous communities.
Article 15: Right to take part in cultural life

Canada should be asked how it plans to reinvest revenues from the federal carbon tax program into urban Indigenous
communities and organisations like Friendship Centres, recognizing that the majority of Indigenous people in Canada live and
practice their cultures in urban and rural areas.

In addition to federal inaction on urban Indigenous issues, climate change is having an indelible mark on urban Indigenous
communities. Indigenous people face unique exposures and sensitivities to climate change, particularly due to their cultural and
societal relationships with and dependence on land, water and natural resources. Many climate-related health outcomes are
shaped by access to traditional foods and climate change is expected to constrain food access with implications for nutrition
and cultural wellbeing. On the same level, access to traditional medicines and traditional health systems can expect to be



effected by changing environment. Indigenous people also experience mental health issues and trauma as lands, waters, and
natural resources that have shaped Indigenous societies are eroded or altered and people are displaced. These devastating
effects are being felt in urban Indigenous communities and will have an impact on Indigenous people’s ability to take part in
cultural practices, traditions, and ceremonies.

Conclusion

The year 2020 marks the half-way point of the decade of progress set out by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of
Canada’s (TRC) 92 Calls to Action that were designed to be measured over the course of ten years. Canada has not been
transparent or accountable to Indigenous people on its progress on several key TRC priorities that correspond to the Articles of
the ICESCR. The OFIFC requests that the Committee highlights the urgency of action required from Canada and asks the
specific questions above of Canada to drive real progress on the state’s international and domestic responsibilities to
Indigenous communities.



