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Children in the Parliamentary Agenda:

Response to Throne Speech & Budget, March 2010

The Throne Speech on 3 March 2010 opened with the assertion that Canada is the best place to raise a family. While this is true for many families, comparisons with other industrialized countries indicate that Canada is far from the best place for all children. Overall, many national indicators for child survival and well-being are at or below average, compared to other industrialized nations. National rates of child poverty, injury, and infant mortality are higher than the average among industrialized countries, and more children are in state care and detention than in most other comparable countries. Canada is not the best place to be a child. 

Within Canada, some places are better places to raise a family than others. The Throne Speech suggests that Canada’s federal system recognizes our differences while advancing our unity. But the duty of the federal government is to ensure that laws, policies, and services for children are equitable and fair; differences in the protection and provision of children’s rights across provincial/territorial jurisdictions and between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children mean that some children are treated unfairly. Unity as a nation will be advanced when each and every child can access equitable opportunities to develop to their fullest potential.  

What does the new parliamentary agenda of the Government of Canada bring for children during a period of budgetary austerity?  

	GREEN LIGHT


	YELLOW LIGHT
	RED LIGHT
	NEXT STOP

	Golden years or green years? Giving priority to the best interests of children is a fundamental principle of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Budgets and policy agendas should include high priority attention to the needs and rights of children.



	
	The new agenda focuses on the demands of an aging population: continue to build the strongest retirement income system in the world; an annual Seniors Day. Balancing the nation’s books will not come at the expense of pensioners.  What about children? There was no commitment to protect investments in children.


	
	Investment in our children needs to be part of an effective strategy to deal with an aging population. 

Develop a “children’s budget” to track and monitor all federal investments in children, as a mechanism to monitor the proportion of expenditures over time and relative to other populations. 

Assess the impact of proposed tax changes and other economic policy choices for Canada’s ability to meet our obligations to our children. 

	
	The operating budgets in federal departments will be frozen and all departmental spending will be reviewed. While the budget avoids directly reducing federal programmes and services, cuts within departments may affect the health, protection and development of children. 


	
	Federal programmes and services for children and cooperative arrangements with provinces/territories that affect children must have priority in program review. 

Departments should be asked to report to parliament on steps taken to consider the impact on children of changes within departments.

	
	The Throne Speech makes a brief mention of respect for international human rights; it gives priority and pays far more attention to expanding trade and global finance. 
	
	Reform of Canada’s own system for implementing and monitoring compliance with human rights standards is essential.  Canada made a commitment to do so after 40 countries and over 50 NGOs highlighted the problem during Canada’s first Universal Periodic Review of its human rights record.  Strengthening human rights mechanisms internationally is a vital balance to the focus on military and economic security, in order to protect the most vulnerable, including children. 

	Child survival, health and development are core components of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Governments must ensure that the maximum amount of public resources available are allocated for children.



	
	Inequitable treatment of some children in the Universal Child Care Benefit (UCCB) was recognized. A small tax change  for single mothers is positive; but it does not solve other inequities in income support for families. 
	
	 A change in how the UCCB will be taxed for single mothers removes one aspect of the inequitable outcome of recent approaches to income security, but it does not address other violations of the core principle of equitable treatment of all children, and it makes only a small dent in child poverty. 

	
	
	There is no mention of access to affordable, quality child care in either Throne Speech or Budget
	A Senate study on children’s rights and Canada’s second review under the Convention both called for a review of equitable access to childcare between provinces and groups of children in Canada. 

A national early childhood development strategy is essential and would contribute to an effective economic development strategy that can support seniors as well.  



	
	Budget increases in programs for youth employment include a focus on youth at risk, e.g. Pathways to Education. Amounts are small, compared to the need., and only for one year. 
	
	A comprehensive approach is needed to help adolescents with learning or mental health needs.  A better balance is needed between preventive measures and punitive measures to prevent crime and exploitation of young people in a time of economic transition.



	
	Budget increases in First Nations education and child and family services are positive.  
	
	The notion of comparable services is mentioned, but details are lacking to ensure equity.   Outcome targets based on full assessments with monitoring and public accountability are needed. 

	Budget improvements in the Registered Disability Savings Plan and tax policies for families of children with disabilities are a step toward equitable treatment for children with disabilities. 


	
	
	Full implementation of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities requires on-going monitoring mechanisms and a mechanism to resolve appeals of unfair treatment. 

	
	Focus on maternal health and child health in upcoming G-8 and G-20 meetings will put a spotlight on Milleniium Development Goals that are far behind. 


	Capping funds for international development assistance after 2011 means taking from other areas to implement new initiatives; investment in children should be fully protected.

  
	The rights of young people in countries that receive Canadian development aid – a large portion of their populations – need to be respected in the design and delivery of new initiatives. 

	To build on the historic apology for treatment of children in residential schools, measures will include new legislation for safe drinking water on reserves.


	
	
	Every Aboriginal child on reserve has a right to safe drinking water.  Building safe water systems in Aboriginal communities can create local employment and contribute to economic development as well.

	To prevent accidents that harm children, Canada will launch a national childhood injury prevention strategy.


	
	
	With a child injury rate higher than most industrialized nations, a national strategy that strengthens legislation, policy and education to reduce this major cause of child death is a positive step. However, a considerable source of child injury is inflicted injury, caused by abuse and maltreatment. Canada’s children lack a comprehensive national strategy to address all forms of harm. A broader strategy to advance the well-being of children in key areas such as abuse and suicide prevention, as well as reducing injury, would help to ensure more children survive and develop in good health.



	All children have the right to protection, recognizing their evolving capacities and dependency upon adults. Protection involves ensuring legislation and enforcement prevents violence against children, and that these measures recognize children involved in the justice system as children first. 



	Further protection of children, recognized as the most vulnerable population, will be sought by increasing penalties for sexual offences against children and strengthening Sexual Offender Registry.


	Legislative measures to protect children from Internet luring and Cyberabuse will be re-introduced.


	
	A strong child protection system requires adequate enforcement of  strong 

protective laws. The proposed measures can contribute to a stronger protective system. However, all new legislation should be reviewed through a child impact assessment to avoid unintended negative consequences, such as criminally sanctioning children for online activities when other responses are more appropriate. Increased investment in prevention through evaluated programmes that change behaviour and support victimized children  is essential. 

	
	The Throne Speech does not mention a National Strategy to Prevent Child Trafficking, even though it has been recommended for Canada by recent national and international bodies.
	
	Without a national strategy, the problem shifts between regions and locales (the “push down/pop-up” trend) and is likely to increase. An effective strategy will include diplomatic actions and international aid, as well as a domestic preventive strategy. 

	
	
	The government proposes new measures to promote the safety and security of communities and reduce crime. These include  mandating prison sentences for gun crimes, measures for dangerous criminals and mandatory minimum sentencing.

Proposed changes  to the youth justice system will focus on strengthening penalties for “worst crimes.”  
	Children are greater victims of violence than perpetrators of it, and most child perpetrators of violence have a history as victims of violence and abuse. More attention is needed on adults who commit violence against children. 

The justice system must treat children differently than adults. This includes continuing successful efforts to provide forms of justice other than incarceration for children under 18, focusing on rehabilitation. Justice reform measures should increase consistency with international juvenile justice norms, not erode them. Publicizing child perpetrators, adult sentencing and life sentences are contrary to these norms and to children’s rights.  Since most children involved with the justice system are those who experienced violence domestically, in care and/or on the street, enhanced measures to reduce such violence would help reduce juvenile crime.



	Address the need to investigate and reduce the rate of murdered and missing Aboriginal girls and women, through Sisters in Spirit.


	
	
	Measures to protect Aboriginal girls are needed and require adequate investment, monitoring and accountability.

	Governance for children: the federal government needs to put in place essential pieces of an architecture to advance children’s well-being and rights, as some provinces have done and as required by the Convention on the Rights of Children. 



	
	The throne speech and budget included no steps to improve the mediocre level of child well-being in Canada relative to other affluent nations. A recent bellweather of the need to put children on the public agenda include a rise – for the first time in decades – in the national infant mortality rate. The rising rates of obesity, diabetes, mental illness and other concerns highlight the need for practical steps to ensure children, a quarter of the population and the people our aging population will depend upon, get on the radar of the nation.


	
	Canada needs a Children’s Commissioner to put children on the national public agenda, advance their well-being and reduce disparities, to help build a strong, unified and economically viable nation.  This simple, pragmatic step can make a real difference in the way governments use laws, policies, programmes and budgets to advance the best interests of children and support  the claim that Canada is a great place to raise a child.

	
	.

The legislative agenda includes re-introducing consumer product safety legislation in original form.
	
	The federal government has the legislative power to protect children and advance their health and development. However, all new legislation should be reviewed through a child impact assessment to ensure that children as a group (a quarter of the country’s population) are considered in terms of the benefits and unintended negative consequences of any new legislation.



	
	Canada will take steps to endorse the Declaration on Rights of Indigenous Peoples (consistent with our laws and Charter).


	
	Advancing the rights of Aboriginal children in Canada is an urgent matter, as many face great disparities in health, education, safety and opportunity. However, international human rights treaties require the political will to address shortcomings in domestic legislation and policy, to respect the integrity of international mechanisms and make real progress for children. To demonstrate the political will to address the rights of Aboriginal children, the Government of Canada should resolve the question of discrimination in funding and service provision for Aboriginal child welfare subject of a Canadian Human Rights Tribunal.



	
	The Speech from the Throne fails to address young people as full persons and rights-holders. They are referred to as needing protection, as parts of families, and as future citizens.  There is no mention of their right to participate in decisions that affect them today as well as in the future.
	
	Experience has shown that involving young people who are affected by issues such as violence or trafficking leads to more effective responses.  Canada can build on previous experiences to model effective participation and amend legislation to ensure that the views of children are considered in court processes and in administrative decisions that affect children. 
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