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POLICY BRIEF

The Policy Context

Canada is in the midst of major changes across a range of public policy areas, with equity and inclusion 
rising as a priority across jurisdictions. It is unclear, however, how anti-racism policy accountability is built 
into this growing landscape.

Canada has also committed to eliminating racism and racial discrimination in all its forms, and this 
commitment is a part of an international movement that is reflected in the United Nations International 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. As a state party to this agreement, 
Canada has formally committed to taking steps to eradicate racism and racial discrimination throughout 
all levels of government.

As Canadian governments continue to move forward with policy priorities, it is increasingly important 
that our systems of government develop mechanisms to ensure anti-racism accountability in 
policy-making. Further, accountability measures should be accessible to, and connected with people 
outside of public policy communities and networks. It is essential that Canada formally establishes 
policy and governance mechanisms that will firmly support our collective commitment to eliminate racial 
discrimination in all its forms.

A Closer Look at Canadian Federal Commissions and Independent Officers of Parliament

Commissions of inquiry are important mechanisms that can fully and impartially investigate issues, 
empowered with the ability to subpoena witnesses, take evidence under oath, and request documents.1  
The findings and recommendations of a commission are not binding, but they can have a major impact 
on future policy-making. Established through the Inquiries Act or other federal statutes, most 
commission reports are publicly shared in the House of Commons when they are released.2 

Canada has a long history of federal commissions, going back to the 1800s, on a wide range of topics 
deemed important to the national public interest. Some of these commissions included the Royal 
Commission on the Status of Women (1970), the Commission on Equality in Employment (1984), and the 
Commission of the Future of Health Care in Canada (2002).3 

Canada’s independent Officers of Parliament (also known as Agents of Parliament) include the Auditor 
General, the Chief Electoral Officer, the Commissioner of Official Languages, the Privacy Commissioner, 
the Information Commissioner, and the Parliamentary Budget Officer, among others.4 Officers of 
Parliament function independently from government, carrying out oversight duties through the review
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of policy measures and reporting directly, in an independent manner, to Parliament. In some ways, 
Officers of Parliament also serve as ombudspersons in their areas of focus.

As noted by the Library of Parliament, a list of objective criteria distinguishes Officers of Parliament 
from other government entities, including parliamentary involvement in their appointment and removal 
processes, a term of office defined by the legislation that is used to establish the office, and the power 
to report directly to Parliament.5 

Taking a Focused Anti-Racism Policy Accountability Approach

Elevate Policy’s 2021 response to the federal government’s pre-budget consultations for the upcoming 
Budget 20226 called for two anti-racism policy accountability measures:

● A federal Commission on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination in Canada, and 
● A federal independent Anti-Racism Accountability Officer. 

These proposed anti-racism policy measures reflect one of the key considerations of Elevate Policy’s 
Anti-Racism Policy Analysis Framework, institutional accountability and transparency.7 This component 
of the Framework focuses on the availability of tools to hold a government accountable for ensuring 
that policy decisions prioritize anti-racism, that policy initiatives are anti-racist in design and 
implementation, and that there is openness in government structures, processes, and decision-making 
around anti-racism in policy initiatives.

Figure 1. An overview of the Anti-Racism Policy Analysis Framework’s streams of analysis.
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While the anti-racism policy accountability measures discussed here are closely related, there are 
distinctions in the rationale and objectives for each. This two-part accountability approach would 
honour the importance of open discussion and information-gathering on institutional racism in 
Canadian government systems, while ensuring that institutional space is created for formalized, 
cohesive, evidence-informed, strategic anti-racism public policy action.

Exploring the Purpose of a Federal Commission on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination

Eliminating racial discrimination in government policy systems first requires us to clearly and 
thoroughly illuminate the origins of racism and associated ideologies of racial hierarchy in Canada. 
Eliminating racial discrimination also requires a clear understanding of the ways that racism 
manifests in policy systems, including those that are visible and those that are deeply woven into 
the foundation of Canadian government institutions.
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The mandate of a federal Commission on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination should include 
the following:

● Investigate the institutional roots of racial discrimination in Canadian public policy, 
● Identify how racial discrimination is perpetuated by federal systems of government in our 

current day, and
● Identify key steps required to eliminate racial discrimination in federal policy-making.

Open discussion and deeper, collective understanding of the institutional roots of racial 
discrimination are crucial in supporting the government-wide transformation required to eliminate 
racial discrimination in policy-making. 

As a research-driven and transparent initiative, this Commission’s open investigation into the state 
of racial discrimination in federal government systems would provide a critical evidence base for 
future anti-racist policy-making. The awareness, information, and knowledge created by the 
Commission would be central in creating a clearer picture of how the federal government 
perpetuates racial discrimination through public policy, how this form of discrimination can be 
eradicated, and how the federal government can better design responsive, inclusive anti-racist 
policies, across all areas of responsibility, going forward. 

Another key feature of a Commission on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination would be its ability 
to engage the Canadian public in a national discussion on institutional racism and racial 
discrimination. The Commission would create a significant opportunity for communities that are 
racialized, socially marginalized and often socially excluded, to share our voices and experiences in 
ways that can contribute directly to the elimination of racial discrimination in Canadian 
policy-making. 

The Commission would also signal the federal government’s support of the ongoing work of 
advocates and community leaders in helping to alleviate the effects of racial discrimination, while 
allowing the federal government to more actively share the responsibility of anti-racism work.

Figure 2. Key features of the proposed anti-racism policy accountability measures.
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Scoping the Role of a Federal Independent Anti-Racism Accountability Officer

The creation of an independent Anti-Racism Accountability Officer would be a key regulatory 
mechanism that supports greater inclusion of anti-racism principles and action throughout federal 
policy processes. Ideally, this independent Officer of Parliament should be formalized through 
legislation, and empowered through requirements for the federal government to respond to its 
recommendations in a meaningful and timely manner. The Anti-Racism Accountability Officer would 
be an anchor in Canada’s emerging anti-racism policy framework through its main functions:

● Conducting research on anti-racism public policy and related matters,
● Supporting strategic anti-racism policy development,
● Regularly evaluating the federal government’s anti-racism policy progress, 
● Providing anti-racism policy guidance to federal institutions, and 
● Supporting intergovernmental and public anti-racism policy engagement. 

The Officer should carry out policy-relevant research to support strategic anti-racism policy 
development, building the evidence base that informs legislation, official policy positions, ministerial 
mandate letters, budgeting, programs, and other key anti-racism policy levers.

Central to the role of the Officer would be the provision of ongoing and impartial policy guidance and 
advice to federal departments, agencies, boards, commissions, and other federal entities to advance 
the goal of eliminating racial discrimination in policy-making. Specifically, the Anti-Racism 
Accountability Officer should support federal institutions in the mandatory implementation of 
anti-racism policy analysis across government. In doing so, the Anti-Racism Accountability Officer 
would substantially strengthen federal anti-racism policy capacity.

Another key aspect of the Anti-Racism Accountability Officer’s role should be the ongoing evaluation 
of the federal government’s progress on the elimination of racial discrimination in policy-making. The 
Officer’s evaluations should address all areas of government action. The federal government should 
be required to respond to the Officer’s recommendations in a timely manner and in alignment with the 
overarching goal of eliminating racial discrimination in policy-making.

The Anti-Racism Accountability Officer should also have a policy engagement function, given the 
highly complex social factors that contribute to the influence of racial discrimination on government 
policy systems. The Officer should prioritize engagement with the wide range of federal institutions 
that participate in policy processes.

Further, the Anti-Racism Accountability Officer may support broader anti-racism policy coordination 
with provincial, territorial, and municipal governments across Canada. The Officer may also engage 
with the broader Canadian public, with an understanding of the various ways that government 
decision-making impacts different communities and groups that are racialized. 

Given the institutionalized nature of racial discrimination in Canadian systems of government, it is 
important that the role of an Anti-Racism Accountability Officer is formalized in, and protected by 
legislation. Legislation should compel the federal government to work with this new independent 
regulatory entity through formalized, transparent processes. Formally establishing this regulatory 
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mechanism in legislation will better ensure the effectiveness and sustainability of anti-racism policy 
progress.

Building a Clear Anti-Racism Policy Path Forward

The proposed anti-racism policy accountability mechanisms, a federal Commission on the 
Elimination of Racial Discrimination and a federal Anti-Racism Accountability Officer, can work 
together to create a strategic, coordinated, integrated anti-racism policy path forward. The open 
discussion of the Commission can support a shared understanding among Canadians about what 
anti-racist public policy means for us. The Parliamentary Officer can build on this knowledge and 
understanding in ensuring that the federal government is accountable for its commitment to 
anti-racism. Both accountability mechanisms will help to build a sustainable anti-racism policy 
approach that will support the development and implementation of Canada’s future policy initiatives.
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