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CERA is one of Canada’s oldest not-for-profit charities working to advance the right to 
adequate housing. Founded in 1987, CERA has worked for over thirty years at the intersection 
of human rights and housing and is one of Canada’s leading NGOs working in the area of 
social and economic rights. CERA works to advance the right to adequate housing by 
providing free services to renters facing eviction and human rights violations in their housing, 
providing training sessions on housing rights and human rights to diverse groups across 
Ontario, and advancing rights-based housing policy through research, policy development, 
advocacy and litigation.  
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
 
While Canada has taken some positive steps in realizing women’s right to housing, various 
gaps in its National Housing Strategy have led to setbacks in progressively realizing the right 
to housing. 
 
Policy gaps in Canada’s National Housing Strategy, including issues with research and 
reporting and lack of targeted investments under the strategy, have prevented Canada from 
creating housing policies that fully address the housing needs of women in a way that is 
meaningful and evidence-based.  
 
Canada has not adopted the broad definition of homelessness that has recently been 
recognized by the United Nations Economic and Social Council, and has relied on a narrow 
definition of “chronic homelessness” when implementing programs that address 
homelessness under its National Housing Strategy. This narrow definition excludes many of 
the ways in which women experience homelessness, including hidden homelessness, which is 
most prevalent among women in Canada. Because a narrower definition of homelessness is 
used, there is a lack of research on hidden homelessness, and therefore a lack of 
understanding of the true number of women living in homelessness and how they are 
impacted. As a result, some women are excluded when it comes to designing initiatives, 
policies and programs that are created with the goal of ending and preventing homelessness 
in Canada.  
 
Due to the policy gaps in Canada’s National Housing Strategy, various elements of women’s 
right to housing are not fully realized, including affordability, accessibility and cultural 
adequacy. 
 
Canada has not developed an urban Indigenous housing strategy centered on addressing the 
profound housing needs experienced by Indigenous women living in urban centers across 
Canada.  
 
Women’s housing needs have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Particular areas 
of concern are housing precarity, as women are unable to pay their rent due to job loss and 
are at risk of eviction, as well as an increase in gender-based violence. Canada has failed to 
implement specific policies or programs to address these urgent needs which does not 
support women’s right to housing. 
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2. WOMEN AND THE RIGHT TO HOUSING IN CANADA 

 

Canada is experiencing a growing and extreme housing and homelessness crisis. The Centre 
for Equality Rights in Accommodation (CERA) is concerned about the increasing number of 
people living in homelessness and the lack of affordable housing, in Canada and around the 
world. In Canada, an estimated 235,000 people live in homelessness in a given year.1 This 
rapidly growing crisis illustrates the failure of governments to progressively realize the right 
to adequate housing. 

The solution to the housing crisis facing communities around the world lies in the progressive 
realization of the right to adequate housing, as contemplated by Articles 2 and 11 of the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). The Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), which monitors the implementation of the 
Covenant, as well as the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR), and the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing have all 
contributed to our normative understanding of the right to adequate housing and the tools 
that States should use for its successful implementation. A human rights-based approach to 
housing is the best way to address widespread homelessness and the lack of adequate 
housing. In such an approach, homelessness would be defined in a way that acknowledges 
the devastating socio-economic impacts that result from the absence of a home, which would 
help prioritize policies that meaningfully address these issues, and acknowledges people 
experiencing homelessness as rights-holders, like other residents. Such an approach also 
recognizes that housing is more than simply a roof over one’s head. Rather, as the OHCHR 
outlines, the right to adequate housing is the right of every woman, man, youth, and child to 
gain and sustain a safe and secure home and community in which to live in peace and 
dignity.2 

The right to adequate housing is defined in international human rights law, in Article 11 of the 
ICESCR, to which Canada has been a signatory for decades. The CESCR directs States to adopt 
a national housing strategy to guide its efforts towards a full realization of the right to 
housing, specifying that “[s]uch a strategy should reflect extensive genuine consultation with, 
and participation by, all of those affected, including the homeless, the inadequately housed  
 

 
1 Gaetz S, Dej E, Richter T, Redman M. The State of Homelessness in Canada 2016. Toronto: Canadian Observatory 
on Homelessness Press, 2016. Available at: 
https://homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/SOHC16_final_20Oct2016.pdf  
2 Office of the High Commissioner of Human and Rights and UN Habitat, The Right to Adequate Housing: Factsheet 
21 (Rev 1). Geneva: Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights, 2014. Available at: 
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FS21_rev_1_Housing_en.pdf 
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and their representatives.”3  
 
This means that proposed policy solutions must address the particular needs of such 
communities, and these solutions must incorporate the voices of those impacted through a 
participatory framework.  

In its General Comment No. 4 on the right to adequate housing, the Committee further states 
that governments should focus and prioritize their efforts on “social groups living in 
unfavorable conditions by giving them particular consideration.”4 This means that States 
should direct their investments to prioritize communities in most need, which includes 
women, with targeted solutions. Both the OHCHR and UN-Habitat have identified that 
women represent a large proportion of those who are inadequately housed around the 
world.5 The Committee also directs that each State must demonstrate that they have taken 
all steps necessary to “ascertain the full extent of homelessness and inadequate housing 
within its jurisdiction” and, in order to achieve this, it will require detailed information about 
the communities and social groups “that are vulnerable and disadvantaged with regard to 
housing.”6  

Lastly, Article 3 of the ICESCR commits State parties to ensure that men and women are 
equally able to enjoy their economic, social and cultural rights.7 It is therefore the obligation 
of Canada to understand the needs of its population, especially disadvantaged groups like 
women, and provide targeted funding and support for the housing needs that they have.  

Canada has taken a historic step by committing to the progressive realization of the 
international right to adequate housing when it passed the National Housing Strategy Act in 
2019. Through this legislation, Canada has committed to ensuring that its inhabitants have 
access to safe, adequate, and affordable homes. Canada had previously identified women as 
one of the priority groups that need access to safe, adequate, and affordable housing, given  

 
3 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1991), General Comment No. 4: The Right to Adequate 
Housing (Art. 11 (1) of the Covenant), at para. 12. Available at: https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/47a7079a1.pdf 
4 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1991), General Comment No. 4: The Right to Adequate 
Housing (Art. 11 (1) of the Covenant), at para. 11. Available at: https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/47a7079a1.pdf 
5 Office of the High Commissioner of Human and Rights and UN Habitat, The Right to Adequate Housing: Factsheet 
21 (Rev 1). Geneva: Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights, 2014. Available at: 
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FS21_rev_1_Housing_en.pdf 
6 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1991), General Comment No. 4: The Right to Adequate 
Housing (Art. 11 (1) of the Covenant), at para. 13. Available at: https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/47a7079a1.pdf 
7 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1991), General Comment No. 4: The Right to Adequate 
Housing (Art. 11 (1) of the Covenant). Available at: https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/47a7079a1.pdf 
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that a high percentage of the population identifying as women are inadequately housed.8 In 
2020, the Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network (WNHHN) conducted a survey 
to understand the particular challenges that women face when it comes to housing. The 
survey found that more than a quarter of all women-led households in Canada (28%) are in 
core housing need, and that the overwhelming majority of families using emergency shelters 
(90%) were headed by single women. WNHHN noted that due to a lack of comprehensive 
research, these figures are estimates and the actual housing needs of women are likely much 
larger.9 In addition, most of the housing challenges faced by women intersect with other 
issues that they face, such as experiences of poverty, domestic violence, intersectional forms 
of marginalization and, more recently, increased housing precarity due to the COVID-19 
pandemic.10 In its adoption of the right to housing, Canada’s National Housing Strategy (NHS) 
states that it is “grounded in, and supportive of, the Government’s commitment to Gender-
Based Analysis Plus (GBA+),” that the government will proactively integrate a GBA+ approach 
throughout its program cycle, and that the adoption of this approach supports Canada’s 
commitment to gender equality and aligns with commitments it has made under UN-Habitat 
III.11  

While Canada has made various important commitments that would, when implemented, 
support the advancement of women’s right to adequate housing under the NHS, major gaps 
remain in the implementation of the strategy. Despite growing housing needs, solutions to 
women’s housing challenges have been limited. In particular, the experience of homelessness 
for women has continued to be largely ignored due to insufficient data collection that would 
allow policymakers to better understand the types of homelessness women face. With 
inadequate research and data to help advance the understanding of the true scale of 
women’s homelessness and housing precarity, it is difficult for Canada to develop  

 
8 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation. “Canada’s National Housing Strategy” A place to call home, Canada 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2017, at p. 11. Available at: 
https://eppdscrmssa01.blob.core.windows.net/cmhcprodcontainer/sf/project/placetocallhome/pdfs/canada-
national-housing-strategy.pdf 
9 Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. “Women & Girls’ Homelessness in Canada”. Available at: 
https://womenshomelessness.ca/women-girls-homelessness-in-canada/ 
10 Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation. “The Systemic Barriers to Women’s Right to Housing”. March 21, 
2021. Available at: https://www.equalityrights.org/cera-blog/systemic-barriers-of-womens-right-to-housing  
11 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation. “Canada’s National Housing Strategy” A place to call home, Canada 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2017, at p. 24. Available at: 
https://eppdscrmssa01.blob.core.windows.net/cmhcprodcontainer/sf/project/placetocallhome/pdfs/canada-
national-housing-strategy.pdf 
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appropriate and effective strategies and policies that can meaningfully address and prevent 
homelessness for women. 

One of these gaps includes the narrow definition of homelessness used under NHS programs, 
which has prevented Canada from ascertaining the full extent of homelessness and women’s 
access to adequate housing. 

In the NHS, which was first announced in 2017, Canada identified women as a vulnerable 
social group and committed to using a GBA+ lens to address its housing challenges and create 
customized solutions for women’s housing needs, while advancing gender equality. Under 
the NHS, commitments were made to develop federal programming on housing which 
recognizes the specific barriers faced by women. Moreover, the strategy aimed to fill existing 
gaps in housing data related to women through research. In order to remain meaningfully 
consultative, the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) – the body responsible 
for implementing the NHS – committed to hold annual consultations with women to discuss 
housing problems from a gendered perspective.12   

 

 
12 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation. “Canada’s National Housing Strategy” A place to call home, Canada 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2017, at p. 28. Available at: 
https://eppdscrmssa01.blob.core.windows.net/cmhcprodcontainer/sf/project/placetocallhome/pdfs/canada-
national-housing-strategy.pdf 
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3. THE CURRENT POLICY FRAMEWORK 

 

 
While Canada has taken some positive steps in implementing the right to housing for women, 
major policy gaps exist that prevent Canada from progressively realizing women’s right to 
housing to the fullest extent possible. These gaps include research and reporting issues, a 
lack of targeted funding, and the failure to employ a broader definition of homelessness that 
would be more inclusive of experiences of women, and that was recently adopted in a 
resolution by the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations. 

 

 

 

 
In June 2020, the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations passed a resolution on 
affordable housing and social protection systems for all to address homelessness. The 
resolution states that: 

“homelessness is not merely a lack of physical housing, but is often interrelated with 
poverty, lack of productive employment and access to infrastructure, as well as other 
social issues that may constitute a loss of family, community and a sense of belonging, 
and, depending on national context, can be described as a condition where a person 
or household lacks habitable space, which may compromise their ability to enjoy 
social relations, and includes people living on the streets, in other open spaces or in 
buildings not intended for human habitation, people living in temporary 
accommodation or shelters for the homeless, and, in accordance with national 
legislation, may include, among others, people living in severely inadequate 
accommodation without security of tenure and access to basic services;”13 

Although this definition has been embraced by the international community, housing 
programs under Canada’s NHS use a narrower definition of homelessness where the 
definition focuses on putting an end to “chronic homelessness.” Under these programs, 
“homelessness” is defined as “the situation of an individual or family that does not have a 
permanent address or residence; the living situation of an individual or family who does not 
have stable, permanent, appropriate housing, or the immediate prospect, means and ability  

 
13 Resolution on Affordable and Social Protection Systems for all to Address Homelessness, at p. 4 para. 7. Available 
at: https://undocs.org/E/RES/2020/7 
 



   
 

13 | Setbacks in Realizing Women’s Right to Housing in Canada 
 

 
3. THE CURRENT POLICY FRAMEWORK 

 
 
of acquiring it.”14 While this definition of homelessness includes a major part of the 
population of those who are “visibly” homeless, it fails to consider the other major part of the 
population whose experiences of homelessness is often “invisible”, most of whom are 
women, girls or gender-diverse people.15 In particular, this definition focuses on a lack of 
physical housing and may exclude people who do not have habitable space in their homes, 
those living in temporary accommodations, or those living in severely inadequate 
accommodations without security of tenure and access to basic services, all of which are 
considered to be included in the definition of homelessness as per the Economic and Social 
Council’s resolution.16  

The narrow definition of homelessness used by Canada has led to the narrow focus of the 
NHS on funding programs that address chronic homelessness, which in turn has resulted in 
the exclusion of key populations living in housing precarity and in core housing need – 
notably women and their children fleeing violence, Indigenous Peoples living in substandard 
housing, women who couch surf, live in motels or hotels, women who are vulnerable to 
criminal and sexual exploitation, as well as racialized and newcomer women.17  

Many of the approaches to gathering information and data on women experiencing housing 
inadequacy have also been limited. It has been reported that systemic undercounting of the 
female homeless population makes it difficult to accurately estimate the number of women 
and girls experiencing homelessness in Canada.18 For example, one of the ways that the 
Canadian government has determined homelessness statistics is by focusing on shelter 
capacity and occupancy. However, it is estimated that 7% of women in Canada experience  
 

 
14 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation “Canada’s National Housing Strategy” A place to call home, Canada 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2017, at p. 4. Available at: 
https://eppdscrmssa01.blob.core.windows.net/cmhcprodcontainer/sf/project/placetocallhome/pdfs/canada-
national-housing-strategy.pdf 
15 Hache, Arlene. “Reflecting women’s diverse realities in Canada’s housing strategy”. Canadian Alliance to End 
Homelessness, December 9, 2018, https://caeh.ca/women-and-canadas-housing-strategy/ 
16 Resolution on Affordable and Social Protection Systems for all to Address Homelessness, at p. 4 para. 7. Available 
at: https://undocs.org/E/RES/2020/7 
17 Redman, Melanie (2017), “Defining and measuring an end to homelessness: Considerations for the National 
Housing Strategy” Homeless Hub, 2017. Available at: homelesshub.ca/resource/defining-and-measuring-end-
homelessness-considerations-national-housing-strategy  
18 Schwan, K., Versteegh, A., Perri, M., Caplan, R., Baig, K., Dej, E., Jenkinson, J., Brais, H., Eiboff, F., & Pahlevan 
Chaleshtari, T. The State of Women’s Housing Need & Homelessness in Canada: Key Findings. Hache, A., Nelson, A., 
Kratochvil, E., & Malenfant, J. (Eds). Toronto: Canadian Observatory on Homelessness Press, 2020 at p. 8. Available 
at: https://womenshomelessness.ca/wp-content/uploads/Key-Findings-State-of-Womens-Homelessness.pdf 
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hidden homelessness at some point in their lives.19 Therefore, using shelter occupancy to 
measure the rates of homelessness can exclude large numbers of women, for whom both 
unsheltered homelessness and shelter use in general pose threats to their safety, and an 
increased risk of child apprehension for women who have children in their care. These issues 
have forced many women without a home to experience homelessness which is “hidden” 
from public sight, such as staying temporarily with acquaintances or family members, 
remaining in dangerous or substandard conditions, unable to leave abusive relationships, 
and /or trading sex and companionship for a place to stay.20 The limited information 
gathering in this regard has led to a lack of national data on hidden homelessness 
experienced by women, particularly in remote, rural and northern communities.21 As such, 
feminists, scholars, advocates and communities have argued that the definition of 
homelessness that is used in funding frameworks should include situations that affect 
women, including remaining in an abusive relationship in order to remain housed, living in 
inadequate or dangerous housing in order to keep the family together or maintain custody 
over one’s children, engaging in survival sex in order to access housing, and couch surfing 
with family, friends, or strangers in order to avoid shelters, or because shelter services and 
affordable housing are unavailable or unsafe.22 

Further critiques of Canada’s approach to addressing homelessness through its “Reaching 
Home” program have pointed to the government’s failure to take into account the factors 
that make women vulnerable to homelessness, which are often quite different than the 
factors that cause homelessness for men. These factors include lower wages, lack of  

 
19 Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. “Women & Girls’ Homelessness in Canada”. Available at: 
https://womenshomelessness.ca/women-girls-homelessness-in-canada/ 
20 Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation and The National Right to Housing Network (2021), “The Rights To 
Life, Protection Of The Home & Non-discrimination In Canada: Assessing the Housing & Homelessness Crisis in 
Accordance with Articles 2, 6, 17 & 26 of the ICCPR” Submission to the UN Human Rights 
Committee, 132nd Session, Toronto, May 2021, at p. 6. Available at: housingrights.ca/wp-
content/uploads/ICCPRSubmission-NRHN-CERA-2021.pdf     
21 Schwan, K., Versteegh, A., Perri, M., Caplan, R., Baig, K., Dej, E., Jenkinson, J., Brais, H., Eiboff, F., & Pahlevan 
Chaleshtari, T. The State of Women’s Housing Need & Homelessness in Canada: Executive Summary. Hache, A., 
Nelson, A., Kratochvil, E., & Malenfant, J. (Eds). Toronto: Canadian Observatory on Homelessness Press, 2020, at p. 
15. Available at: https://womenshomelessness.ca/wp-content/uploads/Executive-Summary-State-of-Womens-
Homelessness.pdf  
22 Schwan, K., Versteegh, A., Perri, M., Caplan, R., Baig, K., Dej, E., Jenkinson, J., Brais, H., Eiboff, F., & Pahlevan 
Chaleshtari, T. The State of Women’s Housing Need & Homelessness in Canada: A Literature Review. Hache, A., 
Nelson, A., Kratochvil, E., & Malenfant, J. (Eds). Toronto: Canadian Observatory on Homelessness Press, 2020 at p. 
67-68. Available at: https://womenshomelessness.ca/wp-content/uploads/Scaling-up-and-Caring-report-Feb-2020-
published.pdf 
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affordable childcare, being the main caretakers for children and elderly family members as 
well as intimate partner violence. The mainstream emergency shelter system in Canada was 
designed with men in mind, with fewer homeless shelters dedicated to women. Several 
provinces and territories have no women-specific shelters, including Prince Edward Island 
and Yukon. Across Canada’s three northern territories (Yukon, Nunavut and the Northwest 
Territories), there are only two emergency shelters for women, with a combined total of 37 
beds between them.23 The domestic violence and homelessness sectors operate separately 
from one another, leaving many women who fall within the intersection of homelessness and 
domestic violence to be poorly served by both systems, or not served by either.24 As such, in 
order to adequately serve women living in homelessness and precarious housing, Canada 
must adapt its homelessness strategy to include a broader definition of homelessness that is 
more inclusive of women’s experiences.  

 

 

 

 
The triennial NHS Progress Report published in early 2021 states that almost 17% of all NHS 
funding in Canada has either targeted or supported the needs of women and their children. 
The major government programs targeting this funding to women are said to be the National 
Housing Co-Investment Fund (NHCF), the Rental Construction Financing Initiative (RCFI), the 
Federal Lands Initiative (FLI) and the Affordable Housing Innovation Fund (AHIF) – where 30% 
and 37% of the funding of each of these four programs represent targeted supports to 
women.25 Despite these investments, various groups have argued that more tailored 
investments are needed in order to support women and their housing needs. For example, in 
2020 the Canadian Alliance to End Homelessness recommended that a new federal funding  
 
 

 
23 Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. “Women & Girls’ Homelessness in Canada”. Available at: 
https://womenshomelessness.ca/women-girls-homelessness-in-canada/ 
24 Hache, Arlene. “Reflecting women’s diverse realities in Canada’s housing strategy”. Canadian Alliance to End 
Homelessness, December 9, 2018. Available at: https://caeh.ca/women-and-canadas-housing-strategy/ 
25 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, Building the Future Together 2020 National Housing Strategy 
Progress Report, 2021, at p. 23. Available at: https://assets.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/sites/place-to-call-home/pdfs/nhs-
triennial-report-en.pdf?rev=7619f9f0-9c76-4aa6-a418-366e01ea2832 
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stream be created in the amount of 75 million dollars per year to prevent homelessness for 
women, children and youth specifically.26 

The Native Women’s Association of Canada has made various recommendations regarding 
how funding can be better targeted to meet the housing needs of Indigenous women. They 
include: creating specific funding streams that incorporate Indigenous women’s voices in 
housing programs and policies; developing innovative financing solutions that address 
current barriers to home ownership for Indigenous women that are community-based and 
culturally appropriate; re-evaluating supplement programs and public housing rent rates to 
better facilitate affordability and address income insecurity for Indigenous women; 
developing housing solutions that consider the high cost of building homes in rural and 
Northern communities, such as the transportation costs, material costs and the lack of 
qualified trades; investing in training programs in trades and construction targeting women’s 
involvement to further empower women in pursuing their own housing solutions; and using 
innovative financing options to create solutions for a variety of housing options, such as 
investing in elder lodges and long-term care facilities. Further, it was recommended that 
Indigenous-led, real-time and accurate gender-based data collection is required to truly 
understand the housing needs of women and gender-diverse people.27 Based on these 
extensive recommendations, it is evident that Canada has a long way to go in making 
targeted investments to address the housing needs of Indigenous women.  

A funding stream of the NHS, called the Research and Planning Fund, can also be an effective 
avenue to target women’s funding to meet their needs. The Research and Planning Fund 
provides investments to non-profits groups, charities, Indigenous organizations and 
governments to support community-based research on community-based housing 
challenges. This type of research and data gathering can be an important step in identifying 
the housing needs and issues facing specific groups, helping the government to target its 
housing policies and programs to be more effective, and as a result bringing the government 
closer to realizing the right to housing for the most marginalized groups. Since December 
2020, only one research project under this fund was geared towards women. More projects  

 
26 Pomeroy, Steve, Recovery for All: Proposals to Strengthen The National Housing Strategy to End Homelessness, 
Canadian Alliance to End Homelessness, 2020, at p. 20. Available at: https://caeh.ca/wp-
content/uploads/Recovery-for-All-Report-July-16-2020.pdf 
27 Native Women’s Association of Canada, Indigenous Housing: Policy and Engagement: Final Report to Indigenous 
Services Canada, Ottawa: Native Women’s Association of Canada, 2019, at p. 25-26. Available at: 
https://www.nwac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Housing-Report.pdf 
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focused on the needs of women should be funded under this stream as there is a major gap in 
research on women’s housing needs and experiences of homelessness.28  

Despite a commitment to a GBA+ approach, it has been reported that the NHS funds available 
through various streams to support women have been difficult for some women’s 
organizations to access.29 For instance, the application process for the National Housing Co-
Investment Fund is difficult to complete and requires lengthy proposals from organizations 
and agencies, which requires considerable start-up development financing. Some applicants 
have stated that it may cost up to a million dollars to simply submit a proposal for funding 
and many women’s organizations interested in this funding stream have found the 
application process too costly and resource-intensive.30 

There is also a lack of awareness about the various funding streams available to support 
women. In a study that interviewed employees at various women’s housing organizations, a 
minority of participants were aware of the commitments under the NHS to target 25% of its 
funding towards women’s housing needs. This has led to a low take-up by women’s housing 
organizations of funds available through the NHS to support the varied housing needs of 
women.31 For many of the women’s housing organizations that aware of the NHS funding, 
there have been many reports of the challenges they have faced in accessing programs that 
are incompatible with the provincial programs that already support their work. Some housing 
programs in Quebec that have existed for decades were unable to access federal funding 
because the NHS’ focus on rent supplements for private rental housing was crowding out 
opportunities to fund new construction and repair.32 The challenges posed by the lack of 
harmony between federal and provincial goals and funding streams has meant that 
organizations whose agendas are more compatible with the federal government’s agenda are 
funded while women’s housing organizations have been left out. 
 

 
28 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation “Canada’s National Housing Strategy” A place to call home, Canada 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2017 at p. 43. Available at: 
https://eppdscrmssa01.blob.core.windows.net/cmhcprodcontainer/sf/project/placetocallhome/pdfs/canada-
national-housing-strategy.pdf 
29 Witzman, Carolyn and Desroches, Marie-Eve “Women’s Housing: balancing ‘scaling-up’ and ‘caring’ in Montreal, 
Gatineau and Ottawa” Ottawa: University of Ottawa Institute of Feminist and Gender Studies, 2020 at p. 46. 
Available at: https://womenshomelessness.ca/wp-content/uploads/Scaling-up-and-Caring-report-Feb-2020-
published.pdf 
30 Ibid.  
31 Ibid at page 45. 
32 Ibid at page 45-46. 
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Furthermore, not all initiatives implemented under the NHS are required to be implemented 
using a GBA+ lens. For example, following the Canada-Quebec Social Housing Agreement 
under the NHS, the Table des Groupes de Femmes de Montréal, a consultation group that 
promotes and defends women’s interests, released an open letter to state their disagreement 
with the contract.33 The group opposed the contract that allowed Quebec to use the NHS 
funds for “Quebec’s priorities,” without a focus on the housing needs of women. They argued 
that funding projects that do not use a GBA+ analysis and therefore fail to prioritize the 
targets set by the NHS itself in benefiting women should not have received funding.34  

There have been some concerns with reporting on the funding activities of the NHS programs. 
CMHC conducted a Women’s Housing Need Survey in 2019. Participants in the survey raised 
“concerns regarding transparency and their ability to access funding they believe is intended 
for their programs. It was suggested that a dedicated team with formal expertise be created 
to track the NHS investments intended to support projects that specifically target the unique 
needs of women and girls.”  

Women who participated in the survey also noted “that there is a need to ensure long-term 
and stable funding to ensure continuity of women’s housing programs.”35  

The lack of transparency in what programs were funded was a major issue in a 2020 Pan 
Canadian Symposium for Women’s Housing, where participants called for more disclosure 
and transparency in understanding how provincial governments were utilizing funds under 
the NHS and whether these funds were being allocated responsibly to reach communities 
targeted by the NHS.36 It is not clear whether Canada has adopted these recommendations. 

The 2021 budget of the government of Canada made some significant commitments to tackle 
the needs of women who were especially struggling as a result of the pandemic crisis. The 
budget includes measures that indirectly support women’s right to housing such as a 30  

 
33 Table des Groupes de Femmes de Montréal (2020), “Lettre ouverte au gouvernement du Québec: Les femmes 
une priorité pour le logement social au Québec” Table des Groupes de Femmes de Montréal. Available at: 
https://www.tgfm.org/files/Nouvelles/27-10-2020_lettre-ouverte-femmes-priorite-logement-social.pdf 
34 Ibid.  
35 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation “What We Heard: The Unique Housing Needs of Women” CMHC 
Engagement with Women: Results From 2019 Engagement Sessions and Online Survey, Canada Mortgage and 
Housing Corporation, 2019 at p. 11. Available at: https://assets.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/sites/place-to-call-
home/pdfs/women-engagement-sessions-en.pdf 
36 Pan-Canadian Voice for Women’s Housing, “4th Annual Pan Canadian Voice for Women’s Housing: 2020 
Symposium” Pan-Canadian Voice for Women’s Housing, 2020, at p. 7. Available at: https://atira.bc.ca/wp-
content/uploads/Pan-Canadian-Symposium-2020-Report.pdf 
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billion dollar investment over five years to develop a nationwide early childcare system. 
Childcare expenses have been growing in Canada and have been a major impediment to 
women’s ability to afford safe and adequate homes, while also limiting their freedom to work. 
Another promising measure is the plan to invest in legislative reforms to the eligibility 
requirements of Employment Insurance (EI) which would make it more accessible to women. 
EI has been recognized as difficult to access for temporary and part-time workers who are 
disproportionately women. This is often because they may not have worked a sufficient 
number of insurable hours to qualify to receive it. Another barrier is that the number of 
insurable hours required to qualify varied depending on the rate of unemployment in the 
region where applicants live. To combat these barriers, the 2021 budget commits to creating 
a uniform national eligibility requirement for EI of 420 hours for accessing regular and special 
benefits, which will be the same across all regions.37 Reforms to the eligibility requirements 
for EI would make income more accessible to women, which they could use towards their 
rent and housing needs. 

Despite these promising measures, there were some noticeable gaps in investments to 
address homelessness and housing needs for women in the 2021 federal budget. For 
example, the Rapid Housing Initiative (RHI), which has the potential to support the housing 
needs of women, did not receive enough funding to address the housing needs of Canada’s 
most vulnerable, including women. Municipalities across Canada and women’s groups have 
indicated that the 1.5 billion dollar expansion of the fund is not nearly enough to address 
homelessness in its varied forms. The Canadian Federation of Municipalities had 
recommended that the RHI be expanded to 7 billion dollars to meet the housing needs of 
those experiencing housing precarity. The Reaching Home funding stream also received more 
funding in the 2021 budget, which will greatly impact many people experiencing 
homelessness but will once again fall short in supporting the needs of women’s hidden 
experiences of homelessness without a more expansive definition of homelessness.38 

 
37 Sultana, Anjum, Hannaford, Sarah “Crunching the Numbers: YWCA Canada’s Take on the Federal Budget 2021”. 
YWCA Canada, April 22, 2021. https://ywcacanada.ca/news/crunching-the-numbers-ywca-canadas-take-on-the-
federal-budget-2021/ 
38 Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. “Budget 2021: Gains and gaps for women experiencing 
homelessness”. Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. April 21, 201 Available at: 
https://womenshomelessness.ca/budget-2021-analysis/ 
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The 2021 budget also commits 315.4 million dollars to the Canada Housing Benefit (CHB) to 
increase direct financial assistance for low-income women and children fleeing violence to 
help with their rent payments. While this has been welcomed by women’s organizations and 
advocacy groups, they have also noted that the levels of support offered under the CHB are 
not enough to meet the core housing need of women. This is because many women and 
women-led families disproportionately carry the burden and the cost of caring for children, 
while on average working in lower-paying jobs and being paid less than men for performing 
the same jobs. Women’s organizations and advocacy groups have instead suggested that an 
entitlement-based benefit should replace the current CHB model as it would be a more 
effective intervention for women in core housing need.39  

Lastly, the 2021 budget announced an investment of 2.2 billion dollars towards ending the 
national crisis of missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls. Violence experienced by 
Indigenous women is intertwined with experiences of homelessness and housing insecurity. 
It is said that in urban centers, over 40% of women experiencing homelessness are 
Indigenous. Many Indigenous organizations and women’s advocacy groups have welcomed 
this investment but have voiced that the lack of an urban Indigenous housing strategy forms 
a glaring gap in the budget. These groups have emphasized that a well-resourced and distinct 
urban Indigenous housing strategy is needed to address the systemic issues that lead to the 
experiences of violence and homelessness among Indigenous women, girls and gender-
diverse people in Canada’s urban centers.40 

 

 

 
 
In the CESCR’s General Comment No.4 on the right to adequate housing, affordable housing 
is defined as housing that does not compromise one’s ability to finance and satisfy other 
basic needs. The comment further directs States to ensure that housing costs are correlated 
with income. Further, the Comment notes that States should create subsidies for those who  
 
 
 

 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid.  
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cannot afford housing, and that different forms of housing funds should be established which 
effectively reflect housing needs.41 

In Canada, CMHC defines affordable housing as housing costs that represent 30% or less of 
one’s household income.42 Yet, many affordable housing projects under the NHS define 
affordable rent as 80% of the Median Rent Rate without considering household income.43 
Therefore, many women could find themselves in the situation of living in housing that is 
affordable according to the definition of the NHS, that comprises significantly more than 30% 
of their household income. While it is important for the NHS to fund housing developments 
that meet the varying needs of Canadians, the NHS has been criticized for its lack of funding 
of deeply affordable homes. A focus on deep affordability would ensure that affordability 
metrics employed in all NHS programs reflect the depth of poverty and core housing need 
that many women and girls in Canada face44, by using household income categories to define 
what is affordable, for example. 45 

Canada’s NHS fails to meet the standard set by the CESCR as the policy’s metric of 
“affordability” does not consider how one’s financial need and income is tied to gender.46 In 
2015, a UN report found that a wage gap problem persists in Canada, and affects women  
 
 
 

 
41 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1991), General Comment No. 4: The Right to Adequate 
Housing (Art. 11 (1) of the Covenant). At para 8 (c). Available at: https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/47a7079a1.pdf 
42 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation “Research Insight: Defining the Affordability of Housing in Canada” 
CMHC Archives, 2019, at p. 1. Available at: 
https://eppdscrmssa01.blob.core.windows.net/cmhcprodcontainer/sf/project/archive/publications/research_insig
ht/69468_w_acc.pdf 
43 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, “National Housing Co-Investment Fund: Application Guide” Canada 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2018 at p. 11. Available at: 
https://eppdscrmssa01.blob.core.windows.net/cmhcprodcontainer/sf/project/cmhc/pdfs/content/en/nhs-co-
invest-fund-app-guide-june20-en.pdf  
44 Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. “Budget 2021: Gains and gaps for women experiencing 
homelessness”. Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. April 21, 2021. Available at: 
https://womenshomelessness.ca/budget-2021-analysis/ 
45 Witzman, Carolyn and Desroches, Marie-Eve “Women’s Housing: balancing ‘scaling-up’ and ‘caring’ in Montreal, 
Gatineau and Ottawa” Ottawa: University of Ottawa Institute of Feminist and Gender Studies, 2020 at p. 9. 
Available at: https://womenshomelessness.ca/wp-content/uploads/Scaling-up-and-Caring-report-Feb-2020-
published.pdf 
46 Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. “Budget 2021: Gains and gaps for women experiencing 
homelessness”. Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. April 21, 2021. Available at: 
https://womenshomelessness.ca/budget-2021-analysis/ 
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living with intersectional identities the most.47 Women are also more likely to have increased 
financial need as they often carry the burden and costs associated with childcare.48   

As part of its NHS, Canada has also committed to providing housing subsidies through its 
Canada Housing Benefit (CHB), which are meant to increase affordability by providing direct 
financial supports to those in housing need.49 The CHB provides the same financial relief to 
every household in need but does not account for the specific financial needs of women.50 
The CESCR’s General Comment No.4 on the right to adequate housing directs that for 
adequate housing to be accessible, disadvantaged groups must have access to adequate 
housing resources and, that consequentially, housing law and policy should take fully into 
account the special housing needs of these groups.51 While many women, as a disadvantaged 
group, could benefit from funding programs like the CHB, they have reported difficulty in 
accessing this benefit and other resources.52 Barriers for women in accessing resources under 
the NHS include a complicated application process, which is a recurring complaint about 
programs under the NHS such as the CHB.53 In the 2019 Women’s Housing Need Survey, many 
expressed dissatisfaction with the fact that most of CMHC‘s operations and outreach occur  
 
 

 
47 United Nations Human Rights Committee (2015), “Concluding observations on the sixth periodic report of 
Canada” United Nations Human Rights Committee, 2015. Available at:  
https://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=6QkG1d%2FPPRiCAqhKb7yhskswUHe1nBHTSwwEs
gdxQHJBoKwgsS0jmHCTV%2FFsa7OKzz9yna94OOqLeAavwpMzCD5oTanJ2C2rbU%2F0kxdos%2BXCyn4OFm3xDYg3
CouE4uXS 
48 Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. “Budget 2021: Gains and gaps for women experiencing 
homelessness”. Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. April 21, 2021. Available at: 
https://womenshomelessness.ca/budget-2021-analysis/ 
49 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation “Canada’s National Housing Strategy” A place to call home, Canada 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2017 at p. 15. Available at: 
https://eppdscrmssa01.blob.core.windows.net/cmhcprodcontainer/sf/project/placetocallhome/pdfs/canada-
national-housing-strategy.pdf 
50 Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. “Budget 2021: Gains and gaps for women experiencing 
homelessness”. Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. April 21, 2021. Available at: 
https://womenshomelessness.ca/budget-2021-analysis/ 
51 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1991), General Comment No. 4: The Right to Adequate 
Housing (Art. 11 (1) of the Covenant), para. 8 (e). Available at: https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/47a7079a1.pdf 
52 Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. “Budget 2021: Gains and gaps for women experiencing 
homelessness”. Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. April 21, 2021. Available at: 
https://womenshomelessness.ca/budget-2021-analysis/ 
53 Pruys, Sarah.“What’s going on with that $60-million NWT housing fund” Cabin Radio. 2020. Available at: 
https://cabinradio.ca/48437/news/housing/whats-going-on-with-that-60-million-nwt-housing-fund/ 
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online.54 Many women in remote and Indigenous communities in Northern Canada do not  
have access to the internet and as such would have no knowledge of affordable housing 
programs that are available, nor the means to apply for them.  

 

 

 

 
The CESCR’s General Comment No. 4 directs that adequate housing must be culturally 
adequate. This means that housing builds, materials and policies must allow for “the 
expression of cultural identity and diversity of housing.”55 To uphold the right to adequate 
housing as set out by the ICESCR, all levels of government have a duty to create housing 
strategies that specifically address intersectional discrimination.56 Canada’s NHS has 
shortcomings when it comes to ensuring that housing in Canada is culturally adequate.  

In Canada, the implementation of the strategy has overlooked the intersecting needs of 
Indigenous women. It is acknowledged that Indigenous women, girls, and gender-diverse 
peoples experience the most profound forms of housing need in all parts of the country. 
Indigenous women experience discrimination in housing and are overrepresented amongst 
women who experience homelessness, with 40% of women experiencing homelessness in 
urban centres being Indigenous.57 Indigenous and Inuit women and girls are also more likely 
to be living in overcrowded homes and are more likely to be living in dwellings in need of 
repairs both on and off reserve compared to their non-Indigenous counterparts.58    

 
54 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation “What We Heard: The Unique Housing Needs of Women” CMHC 
Engagement with Women: Results From 2019 Engagement Sessions and Online Survey, Canada Mortgage and 
Housing Corporation, 2019, at p. 11. Available at https://assets.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/sites/place-to-call-
home/pdfs/women-engagement-sessions-en.pdf 
55 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1991), General Comment No. 4: The Right to Adequate 
Housing (Art. 11 (1) of the Covenant), at para. 8 (g). Available at: https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/47a7079a1.pdf 
56 Canadian Alliance to End Homelessness (2018), “Discussion Paper: Ending Homelessness and the Right to 
Housing” Canadian Alliance to End Homelessness, 2018, at p. 5. Available at: https://caeh.ca/wp-
content/uploads/CAEH-Ending-Homelessness-and-the-Right-to-Housing.pdf 
57 Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. “Budget 2021: Gains and gaps for women experiencing 
homelessness”. Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. April 21, 2021. Available at: 
https://womenshomelessness.ca/budget-2021-analysis/ 
58 Schwan, K., Versteegh, A., Perri, M., Caplan, R., Baig, K., Dej, E., Jenkinson, J., Brais, H., Eiboff, F., & Pahlevan 
Chaleshtari, T. (2020). The State of Women’s Housing Need & Homelessness in Canada: A Literature Review. 
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The housing challenges faced by Indigenous women also coincide with the disproportionate 
violence they experience.59 Despite the disproportionate housing need and violence they 
experience, Indigenous women remain underserved by both the homelessness and violence 
against women sectors. In many cases, the deepening of violence and housing precarity for 
Indigenous women is linked to the lack of financial support for Indigenous housing, 
Indigenous-led anti-violence services, and Indigenous-run shelters and supports. For 
example, the Final Report of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women and Girls (2019) reported that the federal government provides funding for only 41 
shelters to serve the 634 recognized First Nations communities in Canada and that there are 
only 15 shelters and transition houses serving 53 Inuit communities across the Arctic. In 
addition, there are gaps in funding for services to adequately support Indigenous women in 
urban centres.60 

Indigenous communities should be at the centre of some of the CMHC’s consultations with 
vulnerable communities, because they form a large proportion of those experiencing 
homelessness and housing need, with Indigenous women additionally experiencing multiple 
forms of marginalization and discrimination. While the commitments under the NHS are 
promising, as stated by the Native Women’s Association of Canada, “if the Indigenous 
consultations lack input from women and the women’s symposiums lack Indigenous 
participation, the unique needs of Indigenous women and gender-diverse people will once 
again slip through the cracks.”61  

There is a lingering need for culturally sensitive affordable housing for Indigenous women  
and girls that is inclusive of treatment and healing centers.62 While an Inuit housing strategy 
was launched in 2019, it lacks any real commitments, especially for women.63 There have also  

 
Hache, A., Nelson, A., Kratochvil, E., & Malenfant, J. (Eds). Toronto, ON: Canadian Observatory on Homelessness 
Press, at p. 25. Available at: 
https://womenshomelessness.ca/wp-content/uploads/State-of-Womens-Homelessness-Literature-Review.pdf 
59 Ibid at pg. 26. 
60 Ibid at pg. 27. 
61 Native Women’s Association of Canada (2020), “Indigenous Housing: Policy and Engagement - Final Report to 
Indigenous Services Canada” Native Women’s Association of Canada, 2020, at p. 25. Available at: 
https://www.nwac.ca/resource/indigenous-housing-policy-and-engagement-report-to-indigenous-services-
canada/?wpdmdl=5336&refresh=60fed4be5d3e71627313342 
62 Pan-Canadian Voice for Women’s Housing, “4th Annual Pan Canadian Voice for Women’s Housing: 2020 
Symposium” Pan-Canadian Voice for Women’s Housing, 2020, at p. 7. Available at: https://atira.bc.ca/wp-
content/uploads/Pan-Canadian-Symposium-2020-Report.pdf 
63 Bell, Jim,“Inuit Nunangat Housing Strategy offers little hope” Nunatsiaq News. April 10, 2019. Available at: 
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/inuit-nunangat-housing-strategy-offers-little-hope/ 
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been calls for an urban Indigenous housing strategy, however as mentioned above, this was 
not included in Canada’s 2021 federal budget.64 It has been found that an urban Indigenous 
housing strategy is needed because the NHS lacks sufficient federal housing support for 
Indigenous households not living on reserve lands who need housing in the urban, rural and 
northern parts of Canada. The vast majority of Indigenous households (87%) live in non-
reserve settings, with 62% of them living in urban areas. Many of the households that are in 
core housing need are female-led and include those fleeing violence and those living with 
disabilities who have specific needs. As mentioned above, a disproportionate number of 
Indigenous women experience homelessness in urban areas. A strategy needs to be built 
around the needs of Indigenous communities and Indigenous women that differs from the 
needs of non-Indigenous communities.65 Recommendations for such a strategy include 
Canada investing in current Indigenous housing providers to ensure that no housing stock is 
lost, and to build 73,000 new units for Indigenous people to move them out of core housing 
need in urban areas.66   

 
64 Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. “Budget 2021: Gains and gaps for women experiencing 
homelessness”. Women’s National Housing & Homelessness Network. April 21, 2021. Available at: 
https://womenshomelessness.ca/budget-2021-analysis/ 
65 The Canadian Housing and Renewal Association Indigenous Housing Caucus. An Urban, Rural and Northern 
Indigenous Housing Strategy for Canada, The Canadian Housing and Renewal Indigenous Housing Caucus, 2020, at 
p. 2-3. Available at: 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/432/HUMA/Brief/BR11000896/br-
external/CanadianHousingAndRenewalAssociation-e.pdf 
66 Ibid at p. 4. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the already worsening housing crisis in Canada and 
the housing needs of women in particular. Women in Canada have been disproportionately 
affected by job loss and the economic impacts of the pandemic, which has compounded the 
systemic barriers to their right to housing. More than 20,000 women left the workforce 
between February and October 2020, while about 68,000 men joined the workforce. While 
women make up just under half of all workers, they accounted for two-thirds (63%) of all job 
losses during the pandemic.67 They also accounted for 70% of all job losses among workers 
aged 25 to 54.68 The pandemic has highlighted that women are more often employed in 
marginal jobs, tend to make less money than men for doing the same jobs, and are more 
likely to work part-time jobs and in sectors that were negatively impacted by the pandemic.69 
Women are also more likely to work minimum wage jobs, which makes pandemic-related 
layoffs an issue of great concern because women are less likely to have financial savings.70         

The loss of jobs and incomes has contributed to an arrears and eviction crisis. Due to 
pandemic-related job losses and the lack of savings for a rainy day, women across the 
country are bearing the brunt of the pandemic crisis, forced to decide between paying 
rent or paying for other life necessities.71 The inability to pay their rent and facing a threat 
of eviction has increased the risk of homelessness for many women. 

The Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) was the first pandemic-response benefit 
announced by the Canadian government in March 2021. Data shows that women were more 
likely to receive CERB than men because they were more affected by the economic  
 
 

 
67 Scott, Katherine.“Women bearing the brunt of economic losses: One in five has been laid off or had hours cut” 
The Monitor. April 10, 2020. Available at: https://monitormag.ca/articles/women-bearing-the-brunt-of-economic-
losses-one-in-five-has-been-laid-off-or-had-hours-cut/ 
68 Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation. “The Systemic Barriers to Women’s Right to Housing”. March 21, 
2021. Available at: https://www.equalityrights.org/cera-blog/systemic-barriers-of-womens-right-to-housing 
69 Wright, Teresa.“Feds probing ways to address COVID-19 impact on women” CTV News, May 23, 2020. Available 
at: https://www.ctvnews.ca/politics/feds-probing-ways-to-address-covid-19-impact-on-women-1.4951560 
70 Women’s National Housing and Homelessness Network, “WNHHN Call to Action: The Gendered Crisis of COVID-
19 for Women and Gender Diverse People Experiencing Housing Need and Homelessness” Women’s National 
Housing and Homelessness Network, 2020, at p. 1. Available at: 
https://homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/attachments/WNHHN%20Call%20to%20Action%20-
%20Gendered%20Crisis%20of%20COVID%20-%205Apr2020%20%281%29.pdf 
71 Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation. “The Systemic Barriers to Women’s Right to Housing”. March 21, 
2021. Available at: https://www.equalityrights.org/cera-blog/systemic-barriers-of-womens-right-to-housing 
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lockdown.72  While CERB provided an adequate income replacement for some low-income 
tenants throughout Canada, for many living in high rent areas, due to their incomes 
decreasing dramatically, CERB was not enough to help them pay their rent. This led to 
women in particular falling into rental arrears and being at risk of eviction.73 

The Ending Violence Association of Canada has reported that the pandemic crisis has been 
especially difficult for women living with disabilities, Indigenous women, Black and racialized 
women, non-status, immigrant and refugee women, trans, non-binary, and gender-diverse 
people, sex workers, and women experiencing economic and housing precarity. The rise in 
domestic violence reported during the pandemic has disproportionately impacted these 
groups, increasing the need for emergency shelters and safe housing for women and girls.74 
Restrictions and stay-at-home orders across Canada during the pandemic directly 
contributed to an increased threat against women who were forced to remain in violent 
homes and isolated from supports. The Ontario Association of Interval and Transition Houses 
(OAITH) which represents over 70 shelters, reported that 20% of their organizations 
experienced an increase in calls related to domestic violence since the pandemic began. 
Phone calls to Nisa Homes, a transitional home for Muslim and immigrant women and 
children which operates in Ontario and British Columbia, doubled in the first few weeks of the 
pandemic.75 In women’s shelters across the country, 52% of Canadian shelters surveyed in 
2020 reported that their clients were experiencing more severe violence, as the public health 
measures aimed at fighting the pandemic increased their social isolation, while job losses 
related to the pandemic also fueled tension over financial insecurity in many households.76 

 

 
72 Chamandy, Aiden. “CERB recipients more likely to be low-income, female, and racialized: StatCan”. Ipolitics. June 
2, 2021. Available at: https://ipolitics.ca/2021/06/02/cerb-recipients-more-likely-to-be-low-income-female-and-
racialized-statcan/ 
73 Centre for Equality Rights and Accommodation et al. Addressing the Evictions and Arrears Crisis: Proposal for a 
Federal Government Residential Tenant Support Benefit, Toronto: Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation, 
2021 at p. 11. Available at: https://housingrights.ca/wp-content/uploads/CERA-NRHN-2021-Addressing-the-
Evictions-and-Arrears-Crisis.pdf 
74 Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation, “The Systemic Barriers to Women’s Right to Housing”. March 21, 
2021. Available at: https://www.equalityrights.org/cera-blog/systemic-barriers-of-womens-right-to-housing 
75 Ibid. 
76 Owen, Brenna. “Canada-wide survey of women’s shelters shows abuse more severe during COVID-19” CityNews 
Toronto. November 25, 2020. Available at: https://toronto.citynews.ca/2020/11/25/women-shelters-abuse-
covid19/ 
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Between January and April 2021, nine women were killed as a result of domestic violence in a 
single Canadian province.77 Before the pandemic, many shelters were already operating at or 
over capacity; this issue has become more urgent as most shelters are operating at reduced 
capacities due to COVID-19 and social distancing guidelines.78 

The exacerbation of violence against women during the pandemic could be considered a 
violation of women’s right to housing, not only because the incidents of violence have 
increased, but also because it has increased women’s housing precarity during this time. 
Single-women-led households are five times more likely to live in poverty than those in 
two-parent households, and they would have faced even greater difficulties escaping a 
violent home during the pandemic when many low-income women who lost their income 
or job would have had even fewer resources to dedicate to their housing. Additionally, 
women escaping a violent home need to consider the health risks of increased exposure 
to the virus if they end up staying in a crowded shelter.79 

Canada has failed to implement policies to address the specific housing needs of women that 
arose during the COVID-19 pandemic. One policy option that has not yet been implemented 
but remains promising to address the housing needs of women is a residential tenant support 
benefit that would be calculated on individuals’ income and shelter costs. This could assist 
women in Canada who experienced disproportionate income and job loss related to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.80   
 

  

 
77 Lowrie, Morgan. “Domestic violence advocate sounds alarm after Charlevoix woman’s death”. Global News. April 
13, 2021. Available at: https://globalnews.ca/news/7755101/quebec-woman-killed-charlevoix-domestic-violence/   
78 Women’s National Housing and Homelessness Network and Community University Policy Alliance on Women’s 
Complex Homelessness at McMaster University. “COVID-19 is worsening homelessness and insecure housing for 
women” The Monitor. August 4, 2021. Available at: https://monitormag.ca/articles/covid-19-is-worsening-
homelessness-and-insecure-housing-for-women 
79 Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation, “The Systemic Barriers to Women’s Right to Housing”. March 21, 
2021. Available at: https://www.equalityrights.org/cera-blog/systemic-barriers-of-womens-right-to-housing 
80 Centre for Equality Rights and Accommodation et al. Addressing the Evictions and Arrears Crisis: Proposal for a 
Federal Government Residential Tenant Support Benefit, Toronto: Centre for Equality Rights in Accomodation,2021 
at p. 11. Available at: https://housingrights.ca/wp-content/uploads/CERA-NRHN-2021-Addressing-the-Evictions-
and-Arrears-Crisis.pdf 
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In order for Canada to fully realize women’s right to adequate housing as set out in 
international human rights law, we recommend that the Commission ask Canada to take the 
following steps:  
 

• Address the gaps in funding projects under its National Housing Strategy that have been 
committed to meet the unique needs of women.  
 

• Develop a robust and transparent monitoring and reporting system on housing projects 
and the funding allocated. 
 

• Bridge the gap in research on women's unique housing needs by investing in research 
projects that can better inform Canada's housing policies and its commitment to 
women's right to housing. 
 

• Amend the definition of chronic homelessness in the National Housing Strategy to 
include hidden homelessness and the broader definition of homelessness recently 
recognized by the international community.  
 

• Incorporate hidden homelessness and factors that contribute to women’s experiences of 
homelessness in the Reaching Home Funding Stream to ensure equal benefit for women 
of funding to prevent homelessness. 
 

• Develop an urban Indigenous housing strategy in consultation with Indigenous 
organizations and housing advocates to support the housing needs of Indigenous women 
in urban centers.  
 

• Create entitlement-based housing support benefits that are specific to women and 
women-led households.  
 

• Require that all projects funded under the National Housing Strategy use a Gender-Based 
Analysis Plus (GBA+) lens.  
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• Commit funding to develop deeply affordable housing that will meet women’s unique 
housing needs and income constraints.  
 

• Ensure affordable housing programs are accessible to all women and consider the ways 
the information is disseminated to various communities that face technology and 
connectivity barriers.  
 

• Put measures and programs in place to address the increase of domestic violence during 
the pandemic, and to address the housing needs of women who have fled violence 
during the pandemic. (e.g. by funding the creation of more shelters for women fleeing 
violence, and funding transitional housing programs to assist women who are fleeing a 
violent household to secure housing.) 
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