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1. INTRODUCTION

In the Fall of 2000, the National Association of Women and the Law (NAWL) obtained
intervener status before the Supreme Court in the Gosselin v. Québec (Attorney General)
case. The Gosselin case is about a welfare regulation in force in Québec in the 1980’s
that provided drastically reduced benefits (170$ a month) for persons under thirty years
of age who were considered able to work. The Court’s decision could very well
determine whether basic welfare benefits are a right covered by the right to security of
the person set out in section 7 of the Canadian Charter and by the right to financial
assistance set out in section 45 of the Québec Charter. The Court will also have to rule on
whether the government has the right to deny last resort assistance to people on the basis
of discriminatory distinctions such as age.

NAWL argues that the Court must take into account the impact of clearly insufficient
welfare benefits on women. We make the case that this regulation exacerbates women’s
existing inequality, poverty and vulnerability to sexual and racial violence and
discrimination. Our analysis flows from a global vision of human rights that sees extreme
poverty as being, in and of itself, a violation of fundamental rights.

We wanted to consult women concerned about poverty in order to explore the legal and
political ramifications of this case, and gather feedback on some of NAWL’s proposed
arguments. Financed by the Court Challenges Program and other contributors including
Status of Women Canada, in March 2001, NAWL held a consultation with women
having lived in poverty or working closely with women having lived in poverty. This
document is the final report on the consultation process.
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2. THE PROCESS

During the consultation process carried out during the month of March 2001, meetings
were held in Indian Harbour (Nova Scotia), Vancouver, Montréal and Ottawa.
Altogether, 41 anti-poverty activists participated in the consultation process. Each
participant received a kit containing:

- Three documents produced for the consultation (a summary of the Gosselin case,
an overview of the issues raised by the case and NAWL’s main arguments);

- The Canadian Charter and section 52 of the Constitution Act;
- The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights;
- The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against

Women;
- An excerpt of the Demands of the Canadian Women’s March in the year 2000

(and, where appropriate, of the Demands of the Québec Women’s March)
regarding social assistance.

We also wrote a Workshop Plan and a Facilitator’s Guide for the Local Coordinators and
facilitators of each meeting in both official languages. Each Local Coordinator produced
a Consultation Report. The present document represents an analysis and a summary of
these reports.

At each meeting, a NAWL representative led the legal education part of the day. Rachel
Cox played this role at the meetings in Indian Head and in Montréal. Andrée Côté
assumed this role in Ottawa. Margot Young was responsible for educational part of the
day in Vancouver, where Gwen Brodsky and Shelagh Day also participated for NAWL.

The consultation process generated three overall observations. First, all of the groups of
women who are particularly disadvantaged in society share concerns about social
assistance. Second, women unanimously expressed an interest in the development of a
feminist analysis of women and social assistance. Third, women want to learn more about
their rights, particularly about social assistance and about equality rights. Talking about
rights helps empower women on social assistance and serves as an antidote to the
attempts of the social assistance system to deprive them of any sense that they have a
right to social assistance benefits.

Concern about Social Assistance

In all four locations, social assistance was a topic that was extremely mobilizing for many
groups of women. We reached Native women (both anti-poverty activists and women
having lived in poverty), women involved in advocacy for young women on the street,
women involved in advocacy for homeless women, feminists working in mixed anti-
poverty groups, women fighting conjugal violence, activists with a disability or having
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been abused by the psychiatric system,1 women belonging to racialized groups who are
anti-poverty activists, women who are advocates for immigrant women’s rights, women
fighting for equality for women on the job market, women working in women’s centres
both in cities and in smaller communities, as well as women helping women who are
involved with the judicial system.

The fact that the need for social assistance is a fairly good reflection of discrimination or
exclusion from the job market means that many groups of historically disadvantaged
women have a keen interest in social assistance issues. This confirms the fact that the
right to social assistance is indeed closely linked to effective recognition of equality
rights for these groups of women.

The Desire for a Feminist Analysis

Participants expressed an interest in the development of a feminist analysis of a woman’s
right to social assistance. In light of the consultations, it is clear that the oppression of
women in the context of social assistance is different from that of men. While we do not
in any way wish to propose a “hierarchy of misery”, we note here that a gender-based
analysis of social assistance rings true for women in a way that a gender-neutral analysis
simply does not.

The Desire to Know More

The legal education part of the consultation was much appreciated by participants. Social
assistance constitutes a kind of no-rights zone for women, a zone where the rules are
obscure and where decisions are arbitrary and discretionary. Relying on social assistance
seems to be synonymous with being stripped of one’s rights. It is perhaps not surprising,
then, that, in general, women liked hearing about their rights: about their right to equality,
their right to privacy, their right to life, liberty and security of the person, and their rights
under international law. To a certain extent, for women on social assistance, talking about
rights re-establishes a feeling of being a part of society and of being a full and equal
citizen. In this sense, enthusiasm for the educational aspect of the consultation appears to
be the counterpart of a feeling of no longer having any rights experienced by many
women on social assistance.

Finally, participants applauded the accessibility of the legal documents produced for the
consultation. NAWL has since given these documents to two anti-poverty groups, the
National Anti-Poverty Organisation and the Québec social assistance recipients advocacy
group, the Front commun des personnes assistées sociales, for public education purposes.

1 These terms replace the expression « having had a mental heath problem ». Women directly concerned by
these issues consider that the expression « having had a mental heath problem » does not adequately reflect
their situation.
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3. MAIN THEMES

Although discussions about the Gosselin case and the right to social assistance varied in
each consultation location, a number of themes were consistently raised and emphasized
at all of the meetings. At each consultation participants condemned certain premises of
the social assistance system. For example, the rules of the social assistance system appear
to be designed on the assumption that women are still supposed to rely on men for
subsistence. Women are subject to measures of investigation and control in order to
determine, amongst other things, if a man is supporting them. Applying for social
assistance is an often extremely humiliating experience for women because of these
measures. Moreover, if a woman on social assistance has children, the way she takes care
of her children is monitored and may be investigated. Public authorities can play a
decisive role in a process designed to determine whether a poor woman’s children should
remain in her custody. This can be a powerful means of blackmail used against mothers
on social assistance.

Participants all described the patent inadequacy of current social assistance rates and the
serious consequences for women of this inadequacy. Amongst other things, the lack of
secure housing or being homeless leaves women extremely vulnerable to sexual coercion
and exploitation. The inadequacy of the rates makes it more difficult for a woman to
leave an abusive or violent relationship.

All this points to the fact that the social assistance system – very low rates, stigmatizing
regulations and control measures imposed on recipients – is not neutral with regard to the
commodification of sexuality and the general subordination of women in society. To the
contrary, it seems clear that the social assistance system reinforces the commodification
of women’s sexuality, contributes to making women economically dependent on men and
denies women the right to live as full and equal citizens.

Women with a physical or mental disability (or both) are more often reliant on social
assistance and are, therefore, disproportionately affected by the constraints imposed by
the social assistance system.

Furthermore, be it within the social assistance system, the justice system, in social
services, in the housing or on the job market, racism constitutes an ever-present
additional obstacle for poor women belonging to racialized groups.

Finally, despite the fact that the need for social assistance is clearly a reflection of the
exclusion or discrimination of certain groups of women from the job market (and of the
unpaid nature of the care work done by women for children and other people who require
caretaking), if a woman is categorized as “able to work”, the rules of the social assistance
system do not take into account the real probability that she actually obtain a job that
would allow her to live decently. Employability programs are often poorly adapted to the
needs of women on social assistance. They rarely lead to a stable and well-paid jobs. And
they serve to emphasize the individual problems of social assistance recipients as if these
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problems, rather than the general state of the economy or the unpaid family work done by
women, were responsible for lack of employment income.

3.1 The Stereotype of the Dependent Woman

The rules of the social assistance system, as well as the way in which these rules are
applied, are based on the premise that a woman relies on a man (or on several men) to
support her. Indeed, the social assistance system jumps to the conclusion that a woman is
supported by just about any man in her social circle and will seize the opportunity to
cancel her benefits at the first opportunity to do so, regardless of any indication of a true
need for social assistance. As one participant rather bluntly put it, in the eyes of the social
assistance system, women are supposed to have sex for money, or not have sex at all.

“[Translation] Twenty years ago, a single mother who didn’t want to get
married was seen as a whore when she applied for social assistance. Now, they
come into your apartment and look through your drawers for men’s
underwear.”
Montréal

“[Translation] It’s really hard for women in rural communities. As a woman,
you can’t really hitch-hike. You really need a car but how are you supposed to
afford it on welfare? You try to get by; you bum a lift with your neighbour to go
get groceries. Once, twice, then whoops, the worker says, there’s mutual help
here - is that your boyfriend? - we’re going to cancel your benefits.”
Montréal

“If a woman is pregnant and the man leaves, she can’t get social assistance
until the father is named and sued. It doesn’t even matter if she doesn’t know
who the father is…She’s not going to get any assistance until she names
somebody.”
Nova Scotia

“[Translation] Women who are sponsored (by their husbands) can’t get social
assistance.”
Ottawa

“Your sexual activity is surveyed. Assumptions are made… Once I had bunked
up at my uncle’s place and the [social assistance] worker asked me if I was
sleeping with him…”
Nova Scotia

If a young woman chooses to share living space with young men she is accused
of having sex with them.
Nova Scotia
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“[Translation] Women who are living in extreme poverty lose their right to
privacy. The social assistance workers can ask them intimate questions about
their life (and demand answers) with impunity; they can also question
neighbours, acquaintances, people who offer services to the public, their
landlord, etc.; by operating in this fashion, women are infantilised, and their
right to freedom of movement is violated; they cannot enter into relationships
without their right to social assistance being jeopardized and the burden of
proof (that a male roommate is not indeed a “boyfriend”) rests on the women.”
Ottawa

In Québec, if a woman receives support payments for her children from their father,
100% of these payments are deducted from her own social assistance cheque. (This issue
was not raised in the consultations in other provinces.)

“[Translation] Today there is no longer any discrimination on the basis of age
in benefits. But there are discriminatory cuts for women, there are women who
end up with nothing because their benefits are cut back because of the support
payments they get…for their kids! …With all the cuts they can make now,
sometimes I say to myself that $170 wasn’t much at the time but at least it was
something. You were sure to get it, they didn’t cut that back.”
Montréal

The social assistance system tries to force young women back into their family of origin,
even in the presence of signs of an unhealthy or abusive family situation.

“…they have this thing about young adults, keeping them at home. But what
kind of situations are happening at home: crime, alcoholism, abuse? This is a
white, middle-class framework--that a family can take someone back, that the
family has the resources to do this. Young women are on the streets because of
an abusive family. What kind of position are they being put into if they are
forced into this violent situation?”
Vancouver

“[Translation] Family is no longer a resource.”
Montréal

The social assistance system has a punitive approach towards women. Women have the
feeling that they are being judged or even punished because they need assistance.

One participant related how hard it was to ask for a food voucher. “The social
assistance workers treat you badly and end up giving you only $25 for a week
for three children.”
Vancouver
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““You’re Native. Why don't you go back to the Reserve?” That’s the first thing
that they’re going to say to you when you go to apply for assistance.”
Nova Scotia

“[Translation] When you’re on welfare, you can’t even go and have a coffee at
the corner restaurant. You’re not allowed to. People look at you as if they were
saying, “What’re you doing here? Don’t you have anything else to do?””
Montréal

“I had to pull three of my own teeth. Eventually I found out that it should have
been covered.”
Nova Scotia

“Young women are not supposed to have any sense of justice, of rights, of
entitlement. When you add in sexism, young women are not supposed to speak
up. There is a classed, raced notion of femininity of which it is a violation even
to ask for something.”
Vancouver

3.2 The Inadequacy of Rates

Last-resort assistance did not cover essential items such as food, housing, clothing,
sanitary napkins and tampons, health care, safe sex, a phone and transportation in any of
the four provinces where we consulted women.

A phone is a necessity, especially in rural areas.
Nova Scotia

…women intentionally re-enter the penal system because they have no hope of
accessing food or shelter.
Nova Scotia

“[Translation] It doesn’t matter what category of assistance you’re talking
about, with or without children, the amounts are not sufficient. This instability
causes a lot of psychological distress…the barriers become almost
insurmountable. The woman who gets out is the exception; she’s a kind of
Superwoman. Most women don’t.”
Montréal

When the welfare rate increased, single room occupancy (SRO) rates also went
up, absorbing the increase.
Vancouver
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Living in poverty means never eating fruit and vegetables. There are serious
long-term physical consequences from this.
Vancouver

“Women are denied healthy lives by being forced to live on inadequate
income”.
Nova Scotia

“In rural areas, there are no soup kitchens, no shelters. There are no food
banks… There are day-old baked goods, and that’s it.”
Nova Scotia

“[Translation] Young women can’t reimburse their student loans and they can’t
be released from this debt by declaring bankruptcy even if they have an
enormous debt burden.”
Ottawa

“[Translation] … benefits are insufficient and there is profound distress.
Hunger exists…that’s the reality of the situation.”
Montréal

“[Translation] Women who live in extreme poverty have no continuity in their
lives –they live from crisis to crisis…they often have to go without a phone or
medication; they can’t even afford bankruptcy (it costs too much).”
Ottawa

Women emphasized the disparity between the social assistance benefits granted to
mothers raising their own children and the benefits granted to foster parents to raise other
people’s children.

“If you took the money paid to foster parents and put it into the child’s home,
you could keep the family together.”
Vancouver

One participant describes how her mother received $225 a month to foster the
participant’s son while the participant had received only $25 a month when her
son returned home.
Vancouver

Inadequate benefits mean that women always have to ask someone for help. At best, this
is exhausting; at worst, it means that women have an even harder time refusing unwanted
sexual advances or that they stay in a relationship simply to have a roof over their head.
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A young woman who cannot live at home may seek shelter with her boyfriend
and his parents. This at best puts her in a position of indebtedness to her
boyfriend and his family.
Nova Scotia

“Women are in a relationship to have a place to live.”
Nova Scotia

3.3 Losing Your Kids… a Powerful Instrument of Blackmail

On the other hand, if a woman on social assistance has children, public authorities may
threaten to remove custody of the children from her. This represents a powerful
instrument with which to blackmail women, especially at times when they are already in
conflict with the system.

“I know a woman that lived in a trailer with no running water with her kids. She
used to hitchhike into the city to wash. Then she started to have problems with
the trailer camp owner. She went to the city. Welfare told her to sell the trailer,
otherwise they wouldn’t give her any welfare. And they told her that if she
couldn’t get welfare, they were going to apprehend her kids… She was
threatened because of her kids.”
Nova Scotia

“[Translation] Certain women living in extreme poverty have the custody of
their children taken away from them; then the children are shuffled around from
group homes to foster parents, far from their mother and their usual support
network.”
Ottawa

“How may of these young girls have babies who are apprehended at birth?”
Poverty is viewed as rendering these women incapable of parenting; their
babies are apprehended at the hospital.
Vancouver

Often, women with children who are in difficulty or in some kind of crisis live in fear
that, if they talk about their problems or ask for help, they will lose custody of their kids.
These women will sometimes suffer in complete silence rather than risk being judged
unable to take care of their children.

“[Translation] …I know a woman from El Salvador who has two little kids. She
also has an older son who is 19 years old who she had when she was fairly
young. Last year, she and her partner went back to El Salvador. They split up,
and she decided to come back to Canada. When she went to apply for social
assistance, she discovered that while she was away, her older son had started
receiving social assistance. As his sponsor, she had to reimburse the assistance
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that he had received out of her own benefits. She can’t manage on the money
that is left. She’s very stressed out and anxious and she doesn’t know what she
is going to do. She should really get some help with her two younger kids for a
few hours a week so that she can have some breathing room but she’s too
scared to even ask about what services might be available, to tell anyone what
she’s going through because she’s afraid she’s going to lose her kids.”
Montréal

“[Translation] Raising kids is not considered as being important for women,
whereas for men, it’s the opposite. If someone sees a man with custody of his
kids, they’re going to say, “Now there’s a real dad. How does he manage?”
When they see a woman who is alone with her kids, nobody says that to her!
Women aren’t allowed to make mistakes.”
Montréal

“[Translation] As soon as a woman has a mental health problem, it’s automatic,
she loses custody of her kids. Kids become the men’s hostages and the system’s
too. Fathers end up with a bigger cheque and women end up alone on the
reduced rate.”
Montréal

“[Translation] Being a mother alone has a negative influence on the capacity to
meet children’s needs. Many women are frightened of losing their children. The
fathers’ rights movement pushes women even further towards having to choose
between the lesser of two evils and to take risks.”
Ottawa

One participant told how, when her children were little, she was threatened
with their apprehension because of her tendency to get migraines which sent
her to bed for two to three days. Faced with this threat she got married. The
marriage was abusive but saved her and the children from the threatened
apprehension.
Vancouver

3.4 A Double-Bind

Current social assistance rates are inadequate and do not allow women to meet their most
basic needs. As a result, often, women have to cheat. This leaves women vulnerable to
blackmail particularly from intimate partners that women want to leave and who can
threaten to inform on them to social assistance. Women find themselves in a double-bind.

…it is almost impossible to survive on the current rates of assistance without in
some way ‘cheating the system’.
Nova Scotia
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“You practically have to be a crook in order to live. Even if you just eat oatmeal
and condensed milk.”
Nova Scotia

“[Translation] The reduced rate pushes young women into the underground
economy…”
Ottawa

A new phenomenon has been created whereby women on assistance are
‘renting’ from their partners, to sidestep the ‘man in the house’ regulation.
Women without children are more frequently pursuing this avenue, as the rate
of assistance for a childless woman is $310/month. This situation too often
results in abuse of power by male partners, who threaten to report the woman to
their income assistance worker when the woman attempts to leave the
relationship. The woman will then be criminalized, as our government is
actively pursuing all perceived acts of ‘welfare fraud’.
Nova Scotia

The law is set up so that you’re practically forced to cheat the system in order
to survive…women become vulnerable vis-à-vis violent partners and
children…these games make the ambiance in the family insidious.
Ottawa

3.5 Lack of Secure Housing Means Greater Vulnerability

Women’s lack of financial autonomy and, as a result, of control over where they live
makes them especially vulnerable to sexual assault and exploitation. Participants
described the extent to which women are not safe in cheap hotels and motels or in
rooming houses.

“Rooming houses are not safe places for women. Women in there get raped so
often, one of them said to me, “Somebody is going to rape me anyway, I might
as well go back on the street, at least there, I get some money for it.””
Nova Scotia

“In inner-city rooming houses, women get beat up, they get raped and they get
their food and clothing stolen. Male social workers say, “What’s the problem
with the room?” You try to tell the guy that she doesn’t feel safe there.”
Nova Scotia

“There is a housing crisis, especially for single women. There’s a 24-hour
garage downtown. We’ve got women sleeping in there every night.”
Nova Scotia
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“[Translation] Rooming houses are not safe. The bathroom and the toilet are
shared. Women wait for daylight to go to the toilet because they’re scared to be
attacked in the hallway.”
Montréal

“[Translation] Young women and young men who land in Montréal and apply
for refugee status just don’t go through the same thing. The social assistance
rate is too low to pay for an apartment. Young people have to hook up together
but often they don’t know each other, in fact, they don’t know anybody. They all
end up at the Downtown YMCA where people have to get together in groups.
Women have to live with anyone at all, women are placed in a situation where
they are not safe and where there tends to be sexual harassment.”
Montréal

The lack of resources and adequate social assistance means that it is virtually
guaranteed that young women on the streets will wind-up in the sex trade,
broadly defined to include being forced to room in some guy’s hotel room
because of lack of money for one’s own room. “When you are living in a
stairwell with two dogs, all it takes is one guy to say he has a hotel room.”
Vancouver

“In a squat, women might as well pick who they are going to have sex with as
these places are totally ruled by guys and the women have to give sex.”
Vancouver

3.6 Homeless…or One Step Away from Being Homeless

At one time or another, many women on social assistance find themselves without a
home. They may be on the street, sleeping in a car, or simply without a stable address,
they may have nowhere safe to sleep at night or be without secure housing for the coming
month. The consequences of being homeless can be devastating for women.

Amongst other things, having housing is a prerequisite for other steps towards getting
oneself together, especially if a woman does not have a network of family (or friends) to
support her. If she is looking for a job, having a stable address and telephone number is
essential. Yet the social assistance system, with its bureaucratic way of functioning and
its extremely low rates, does nothing to help recipients find appropriate and stable
housing.

One participant spoke of being homeless for 8 months. “I am still affected by
it.”
Vancouver
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“You can pay a guest fee of $10 - $15 a night to sleep on the floor of someone
else’s room in a SRO hotel.”
Vancouver

“When you get out of prison, you need a roof over your head. But you can’t
apply for welfare from a Halfway House, you have to be on the street. But to get
welfare, you have to have an address, but you can’t rent a place until you have
the money. So I mean, what are these women supposed to do?”
Nova Scotia

“[Translation] Homeless women have little or no hope of one day finding a job.
If they manage to find an apartment, often they will be scared to stay in it
because assaults occur more inside than outside. On the other hand, if they
don’t have an apartment, they’ll have additional difficulties getting social
assistance benefits.”
Montréal

One participant spoke of a woman she knew who moved eight or nine times in 3
years, underlining the need to consider unstable housing a homelessness
problem.
Vancouver

There are different definitions of homelessness. Families are homeless when
they are in hotel rooms.
Vancouver

One participant spoke of how, when her family lived in a hotel room, they each
took turns being in the bathroom so as to get some privacy. This same
participant spoke of moving from motel to motel, in sum occupying 5 different
motels. Motel owners would object to her teenagers using the phone, coming
and going. “You have no rights, no space, no possessions, and you keep getting
kicked out. Welfare would delay your cheque and the hotel would kick you out.
Eight years later we are still affected, the damage is phenomenal.”
Vancouver

There is at least a three year wait to get into B.C. Housing. In rural
communities, there is no public housing at all or one company alone provides it
and it is very poor quality.
Vancouver

Non-profit and government run housing programs are under funded and have
too few units. Applicants are judged on a ‘hierarchy of need’(…)Young women
without children have little chance to secure public housing…
Nova Scotia
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Mixed shelters for homeless people and people in difficulty are not very safe for women.
Shelters specifically for women are few and far between.

“Men dominate shelters.”
Nova Scotia

In Nova Scotia there is currently only 1 shelter for homeless women (Adsum
House, Halifax) and 1 shelter for homeless teens (Teen Shelter, New Minas, in
the Annapolis Valley).
Nova Scotia

“[Translation] Homeless women face even greater obstacles than men because
few cities have services for homeless women and even fewer have services for
young women (whereas men have access to a number of services such as the
Shepherds of Good Hope, The Mission, the Salvation Army, etc.)…”
Ottawa

“[Translation] Women have to get by within structures that were conceived with
men’s needs in mind; several of these organisations have a religious mission
(Salvation Army, Shepherds of Good Hope, The Mission, etc.); help becomes
conditional on a value judgement made about women who ask for help. We are
labelled as “bad women” if we ask for help too many times, women are
considered even more responsible for their poverty and difficult times than
men.”
Ottawa

3.7 The Likelihood of Leaving an Abusive or Violent Relationship

Social assistance benefits that do not allow a minimum of financial autonomy diminish
the likelihood that a woman will leave an abusive or violent relationship.

“When a woman in the shelter sits down and looks at the chart and sees how
much she is going to get [on social assistance], sometimes the next thing she
says is “Tell me how I can make him take me back.””
Nova Scotia

Woman in transition often feel forced to return to a violent or abusive situation,
as income assistance rates are extremely low. Although the Nova Scotia income
assistance policy does allow for an additional $175 amount for women leaving
abusive situations, this will be provided at the discretion of the income
assistance worker, and is on a short- term (6 month maximum) basis only. Even
with the increased amount the maximum allowance is $485/month.
Nova Scotia
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3.8 Commodification of Women’s Sexuality Intensified

In light of the consultation process, we take note that it is not an isolated occurrence for
economically impoverished women to have to exchange their sexual services for food,
shelter or money. In the context of the constraints imposed on women by the social
assistance system, given that certain women choose to have children in order to access
slightly higher benefits, the social assistance system seems to preserve the stereotype that
women are either mothers or whores.

Younger women often find themselves living on the streets, and may in
desperation resort to prostitution. Prostitution may be of the ‘commercial’
variety, or they may exchange ‘sexual favours’ for shelter and food.
Nova Scotia

… people turn tricks to put groceries on the table. “This happens more than
you might think.”
Vancouver

“[Translation]…To escape poverty (or have a roof over their heads), other
women will take a series of partners…”
Ottawa

“[Translation] Some people work under the table. Well, some women have to
work under the covers.”
Montréal

Once the poverty of single childless women on welfare becomes apparent, these
women become social and sexual targets. They are constantly subjected to rude
remarks, preyed upon because men know these women are desperate…
Vancouver

Abuse, when panhandling, is non-stop. Men constantly try to get these women
into the sex trade.
Vancouver

Commodification of sexuality as a consequence of extreme poverty is even more
significant for young women. Their sexuality is seen as having a higher market value
than that of older women. Young women seem to be targeted even more than older
women by male perpetrators of sexual assault.

“[Translation]“You’re young, you’re pretty, you know what to do.” That’s what
one woman was told by her [social assistance] worker.”
Montréal
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Young women on the street constantly wear “hoodies” in order to avoid
identification.
Vancouver

“[Translation] Young poor women are also much more vulnerable to sexual
violence and aggression; they are perceived more as sexual objects with which
one can do as one pleases and if they are poor, they are even more likely to be
targeted by men looking for “easy prey”.”
Ottawa

“[Translation] A young women who had just landed in Québec and wanted to
enrol in a Catch-Up-In-School Program to finish her High School Diploma was
told by the social assistance worker, “You have a nice appearance. You don’t
need to go to school, you can get work.” They never make that kind of comment
about a man’s appearance.”
Montréal

Lack of experience can also make young women especially vulnerable to exploitation and
manipulation. For example, when they turn eighteen, teenagers who have been in foster
care (in foster homes, residential facilities or group homes) suddenly find themselves in
the social assistance system. Benefits that do not cover the necessities of life, in
conjunction with often precarious self-esteem make these teenagers extremely vulnerable
to sexual exploitation.

Young women who have been in the ‘foster care program’ when coming of age
often find themselves facing imposed independence with little or no preparation
for the future. Access to post-secondary educational opportunities is very
limited, as are employment opportunities.
Nova Scotia

“There’s an expectation that an 18 year-old female will find a 20 year-old male
to take care of her.”
Nova Scotia

The B.C. regime creates a particular vulnerability for young women who have
been in foster homes, turn 18 years old and find that there is no continued
support, apart from regular welfare usually available only when they turn 19.
They are out on their own all of a sudden. This is a particularly vulnerable time
for women. Youth Agreements are available through the Ministry of Children
and Families but these are experimental and confusing. They involve making a
contract containing a range of conditions with a social worker.
Vancouver
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3.9 Racism…

Whether inside the social assistance system, the judicial system, social services, the
housing system, or on the job market, racism represents an additional obstacle for poor
women who are members of racialized groups.

[Translation] From the start, women who are doubly disadvantaged, such as
visible minority women, have enormous difficulty finding an apartment; if they
are social assistance recipients, it’s even more difficult.
Ottawa

“As a black woman, there’s discrimination on the job market, for sure…”
Nova Scotia

[Translation] The fact that most workers in the organisations are white limits
women of colour’s access to services; we don’t always feel welcome.
Ottawa

“[Translation] Who are the women who are sponsored or who are refugee
claimants? They’re women from countries where there is war or other armed
conflicts. In other words, they are visible minority women, women of “other”
ethnic and national origin. Social assistance workers represent a kind of
administrative police force. They’ve built themselves a real machine with their
experts and their formidable psycho-social reports. If a woman who says she has
suffered violence at the hands of her husband (and sponsor) has an amiable
divorce, the workers will say, “How can that be?”. They will try to contest the
allegations of violence.”
Montréal

“[Translation] More often than not, it’s the husband who sponsors the wife.
Generally speaking, women are less educated than men (with the exception of
women from certain societies such as the Iranians or the Afghanis who have a
higher level of education). Women have a harder time learning the language
because they stay at home with their children. They have a harder time getting
into French classes. Being more isolated, they don’t understand their rights as
well, for example, that they can’t be deported. Their husbands say, “You’ll be
deported…”. They have to function in completely unknown territory. If there is
no social assistance to ensure a transitional period if they do decide to try to
leave, things are very grim indeed.”
Montréal
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3.10 The Marginalization of Women Living with a Disability

Women living with a physical or mental disability (or both) have a high rate of receipt of
social assistance and consequently, are disproportionately affected by most of the
constraints imposed on women by the social assistance system.

Whether their disability is visible or not, women living with a disability have more
difficulty gaining access to the job market and to educational institutions. Since they are
often disadvantaged in terms of physical strength, they are more subject to harassment
and violence. Women with a disability tend to live for a more extended period of time
with their parents than other women. They are also more dependent on their spouses.
When they become disabled, they are twice as likely to undergo a divorce than a man in
the same situation. Their capacity to look after their children is often challenged.

Even if women living with a disability study, they have more difficulty finding a job and
are less well paid than other women. In the labour force, numerous women living with a
disability hold jobs in sheltered workshops where their labour is not recognized at its full
worth. Obviously, if they have several kinds of disabilities or have both a mental and a
physical disability, the problems they encounter in finding housing and employment are
that much greater. In this context, the way in which the social assistance system
infantilises women simply adds to the difficulty that women living with a disability have
in taking control of their own lives.

In spite of the fact that reality is often much more complicated, in the social assistance
system a woman is “able to work” or she is “unable to work”. Going from one category
to another can be problematic and is not a question of self-evaluation but rather, of
“expert” medical evaluation. If a woman living with a disability is classed as “unable to
work”, she will gain access to higher benefits. However, this classification may or may
not reflect her personal desire to work. An “unable to work” classification will generally
make it much more difficult for her to participate in training programs and can even serve
to exclude her completely from these programs. While we recognize the huge obstacles to
access to the job market that exist for a woman living with a disability, to a certain extent,
in these situations the “unable to work” classification can be seen as a kind of
acquiescence or resignation towards discrimination in employment and towards the many
doors that shut in the face of people who do not fit the white able-bodied male norm.

On the other hand, if a woman is considered as “able to work”, she will have lower
benefits and be subject to all the pressure and control mechanisms aimed at forcing her to
find a job, regardless of the fact that certain women have a much lesser capacity than
others to find and keep a job. This is the case, for example, of women who have been
diagnosed with degenerative diseases but who, in the eyes of the medical profession, are
not yet sufficiently disabled by the disease as to be exempted from the obligation to look
for work. Generally speaking, there is no recognition of a number of problems that can
render women unable to work (or to participate in an employability program) for a certain
period of time. Such problems include incest, sexual harassment, criminal harassment,
maternal responsibilities, responsibility for older people or sick people, etc.
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Social assistance represents the principal, if not the only, source of income for many
women having been abused by the psychiatric system. Ironically, living conditions on
social assistance, and the numerous constraints faced by impoverished women in general,
can contribute in an important way to these women’s level of psychological stress, and
even act as a catalyst for the manifestation of mental health problems.

In many cases, women caught up in the wheels of the psychiatric system also end up in
the social assistance system. The appropriation of power by the psychiatric system is
complemented by the social assistance system and vice-versa. Furthermore, several
participants alluded to a causal relationship between receipt of social assistance benefits
and a diagnosis of mental illness for poor women in crisis. These allegations appear to us
to be serious and in our opinion, merit specific, further research.

3.11 Employment

Up to a certain point, the need for social assistance is simply a reflection of job market
exclusion or discrimination with respect to certain groups of women, or the unpaid work
done by women in caring for children, elderly people or sick people. Nonetheless, as
soon as a woman is classified as “able to work”, the rules of the social assistance system
do not take into account, in any way, her level of potential to actually find a job that
would allow her a decent standard of living. For instance, residents of coastal
communities built on the now declining fishing industry are being forced to resort to
social assistance. There are simply no jobs. The possibility that a woman will be able to
get off social assistance is very slim.

“We have no vehicle to fight what is making us poor.”
Nova Scotia

“A young man on assistance is probably “waiting to get on at the mill”. But
there are no jobs waiting for women at the mill.”
Nova Scotia

On and off reserves, many First Nations women have to resort to social assistance for
prolonged periods of time. For First Nations women, the reasons for the absence of
employment income are manifestly historical and systemic ones, but the social assistance
system still tries to blame these individuals for their poverty.

“Aboriginal poverty is unique. It is tied to the land. It is the government’s
deliberate and well-planned attempt at genocide carried on through on-going
colonization, residential schools, the 60’s scoop, and the high representation of
aboriginal children in ministry care (continual stealing of children).”
Vancouver

Difficulties encountered by other groups of women in finding a job can also be related to
issues of systemic discrimination. For instance, lack of recognition of studies completed



20

in other countries especially affects new immigrants who have a hard time finding a job
in their field. Women who stayed at home to take care of their children are also
penalized: when they try to re-enter the job market, they are said to lack “professional”
experience. Women who are members of racialized groups encounter a great deal of
discrimination—subtle and not so subtle, on the job market. Women with a criminal
record also encounter obstacles when they try to obtain employment. It goes without
saying that if a woman is likely to be the object of prejudice or be stereotyped for more
than one of these reasons, the obstacles that she has to overcome to gain access to the job
market are that much more considerable.

Moreover, employers are prejudiced against people who have received social assistance
benefits. Indeed, according to certain participants, the times when a woman has been on
social assistance are seen as “holes” that have to be hidden in her CV when she applies
for a job.

The importance of one’s appearance also works against poor women. In several main
areas of employment for women, such as secretarial work, reception work, office work
and restaurants, the employee is seen as representing the employer from the job interview
on and the woman is, therefore, judged on her physical appearance.

“[Translation] Men are poor too. But their physical appearance is not as
important. When an employer hires a guy, he’s not choosing someone who looks
good, who’s going to represent his business, like he does for a receptionist
position or for a secretarial position… Looking good is not a requirement for
getting a job for men.”
Montréal

The punitive regulations of social assistance mean that poor women become a captive
workforce for employers that want to exploit them.

One participant discussed how, in one town, employers like Tim Horton’s,
Wendy’s, and McDonalds will let social assistance workers know if they have
jobs available. The worker sends a client to get the job. If the client doesn’t get
the job or refuses to interview for the job, benefits are cut off. Companies make
the workers do overtime, clean at night without overtime pay because of the
leverage these employers have over an employee otherwise dependent on social
assistance. If the worker gets hurt, he/she will get laid off. If the worker is fired
or quits, social assistance eligibility is denied. This was described as holding
the individual in “captivity”. Young people particularly are helpless in this
situation. They must put up with the abuse or be on the streets.
Vancouver

“ [Translation] J. is a single mother. She has two kids. Her oldest daughter has
juvenile schizophrenia and has been living in a specialized institution for a few
months now.
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As J. puts it, she’s done all the employability programs! Her placement in a
program for people on social assistance has just ended. Now she’s just working
on call for Canada Post as a sorter. She gets called to work all weekend. She
can refuse to work twice, but the third time, she is automatically fired for “ lack
of availability”.
So, in other words, she has to have someone care for her son all weekend. If she
works all weekend, she can’t get to see her daughter in the institution where
she’s been placed as J. otherwise would have the right to do. She doesn’t earn a
living working on call all weekend, particularly since her family allowance for
he daughter has just been cut off. In fact, she can’t afford her apartment
anymore but she doesn’t have enough money to move either. As she says, she’s
living on the edge. The problem is that if she quits her on-call job on the
weekend (or loses it because of lack of availability), her social assistance will
be cut by 150$/month for a year. She and her son can’t live on the reduced
benefit. Which means that she’s stuck in this situation.”
Montréal

3.12 Poorly Designed Employability Programs

Employability programs are often poorly adapted to the needs of women on social
assistance. Furthermore, the programs rarely lead to a stable and well-paid job.

“You need a job to get off welfare. There are many stories of people going to
programmes just to keep the cheques coming in. Nothing comes of it.”
Vancouver

“[Translation] The employability programs don't get you anywhere. Women put
a lot into them. That means a workforce that’s easy to manipulate, vulnerable.
In case of violence, for example, if things are unjust, women are supposed to
shut up. The women think, if there’s a job, just one job, I want to be chosen.”
Montréal

Businesses are provided with free or cheap labour through work placements,
while the participants are seldom guaranteed of employment after the
placement is over. Some women actually do achieve full employment, but the
opportunities for further growth are inhibited by a flawed system and too few
employment opportunities.
Nova Scotia

Employability programs can contribute to a vision that emphasizes the individual
problems of social assistance recipients, as if individual problems, rather than the general
state of the economy or the unpaid family work that women do, were the cause of lack of
employment income.
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“These programmes have to do with the stereotyping of the poor as
undeserving. Employability programmes give jobs to the middle class [to run
the programmes], provide a deterrent to going on welfare and thereby lower the
welfare rolls, and give taxpayers excuses for saying why there are people on the
streets. They justify attitudes about the deserving and undeserving. They focus
on the idea of fixing the individual.”
Vancouver

At best, employability programs train women for minimum wage jobs in the service
sector.

Transition to work programs are being imposed by the Department of
Community services, but the programs are not designed to provide participants
(who are mainly women) with high level skills, but rather to prepare them for
entry level positions in the service sector. These programs are under funded,
with inadequate supports for transportation and childcare, which are critical to
the active participation of women in a province that is mainly rural.
Nova Scotia

“[Translation] The social assistance workers will say to a woman: “A job,
that’s more important than your studies.” The women don’t last three months in
these jobs. The employers are disrespectful and they’re dead-end jobs.”
Montréal

In Nova Scotia, a group of women organized and went on strike to protest against the
inadequate allocation that they received for childcare and transportation while they
participated in an employability program. Their struggle was also about respect, as the
program infantilised the participants and conveyed the message that they were
incompetent, inadequate and themselves responsible for their poverty.

B. was in a transition to work program… which commenced in August of 2000.
Three weeks into the program this group of women went on strike due to the
unreasonable and undignified demands and provisions of the program. The
women, single mothers who were receiving income assistance, were attempting
to upgrade their education and to develop or strengthen employability skills.
Some of the ‘strike factors’ were:

< Each student, regardless of the number of children in their household or
distance they needed to travel to school, received the same amount for childcare
and travel - $200

< The curriculum was top-heavy with ‘lifestyles’ exercises and very weak
on academic content.

< Each woman was required to keep a journal, and to present the journal
to her instructor. The instructor urged the women to make entries of a personal
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nature. The instructor, using information obtained from the journals, then
breeched one woman’s confidentiality (concerning a problematic relationship
with her intimate partner) with another woman in the class.

< There was a ‘zero tolerance’ policy regarding sick leave. Women were
threatened that if they missed any days of class, regardless of their health, they
would receive cuts to their assistance cheques.

< The women were required to ‘dress up’ while attending class, even on
days when they were not on work placements. When they pointed out that as
poor women their wardrobes were quite limited, they were given $20 each and
taken on a field trip to a local ‘Frenchies’ (used clothing store) to purchase
clothing and to ‘learn how to shop’.

The women went on strike for approximately one week, and received strong
support from the community and the media. They then entered negotiations
with officials of the Nova Scotia Department of Community Services, and won
on every point. It is significant to note that at the time of negotiations,
Department officials requested that each woman be interviewed separately. The
women refused, opting to stay united with one voice.

Postscript: Of the 15 women originally enrolled in the class, only 9 graduated.
Two left almost immediately. One was agoraphobic and the other was the
primary caregiver of her very ill father. Two more women dropped out, or were
forced out, along the way. At least one of these women had her benefits
terminated due to non-participation in the program. One woman had her
benefits reinstated eventually.

Of the 9 graduates, 2 were hired through their job placements, 2 found jobs
outside of their placements, 2 are continuing with their education, and 3 are
still seeking employment.
Nova Scotia

The absence of adequate childcare for the children of women on social assistance is stark.
This absence was severely criticized at each consultation meeting, and illustrates the
enormous obstacles that women must overcome to comply with the demands of the social
assistance system. Women must be available to participate in employability measures
without always actually being able to leave their children with competent and appropriate
caretakers. Once again, we note that the social assistance system minimizes or ignores the
parental responsibilities assumed by women and thus undervalues the work as mothers
done by many women on social assistance.

In addition, employability programs do not take into account the fact that young women
participants may be confronted with situations of male violence that monopolize their
limited resources and energy. It is important to remember that the social assistance
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benefits that these women receive do not necessarily allow them to have a safe place to
sleep at night or to leave a situation in which they no longer feel safe.

“For instance, if a woman is sexually assaulted the night before, she will need
support and flexibility in the programme. She will need a response to this in the
programme. It is most likely that women will be experiencing violence while in
the programme. If programmes expect these women to participate, they will
need to build support in, to acknowledge this reality.”
Vancouver

Furthermore, social assistance workers seem to have a considerable amount of discretion
with respect to access to the programs and to supplementary allocations related to
participation in these programs, which sets the stage for racist and sexist prejudices and
stereotypes to be played out.

[Translation] Take, for example, the job search assistance allocation ($250) that
should be given to all social assistance recipients who are looking for a
job/attempting to re-enter the job market. We’ve noticed that this sum is not
automatically given to women of colour – they have to explicitly request it.
Ottawa

“[Translation] A woman called us. She and her husband had worked for a long
time as janitors in apartment buildings. Then that wasn’t working out anymore
and the two of them ended up on UI and then on social assistance. They decided
to enrol in an electro-technical training course that they’d seen advertised,
thinking that if they couldn’t get a job, they could always start a small company
together. The husband’s social assistance worker immediately enrolled him in
the course. But the woman’s worker said that she had to go to an orientation
program on non-traditional work to see if she was “cut out” for the job. She
argued that if she did that, she’d miss the training class that was starting in the
next few days. Anyway, she’d spent years doing manual work and carpentry as
a janitor. But she couldn’t convince the guy. We had to intervene as a group on
her behalf. Can you believe it! The two of them were the same age, had the
same education and the same work experience. This time, anyway, it was clear
what was going on. But that’s what the social assistance workers’ discretion is
about. It’s one of the obstacles women face when they want to get off social
assistance.”
Montréal

“[Translation] With Bill 186, they adopted the language of community groups.
But in the end, what they did was to give the [social assistance] workers lots of
discretion. They cut good programs that allowed single mothers to continue
post-secondary education. Now what you can do is fold boxes, do laundry…To
get into the real training programs, you have to be the right sex and the right
colour…”
Montréal
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4. CONCLUSION

Social assistance should provide dignity and security for women who are excluded from
the labour force because there are no jobs in their region or because they are doing unpaid
work such as looking after sick people or raising children. When, in practical terms,
women do not have any real possibility or are simply not able to join the paid labour
force, denying access to sufficient social assistance is punitive, unjust and even absurd.

If a woman is in transition –emerging from an abusive relationship, looking for a job, has
just landed in the country, or is coming out of prison –social assistance should provide
her with the support necessary for her to eventually become economically self-sufficient.
Financial independence is highly valued by the vast majority of women. If there is any
hope at all of attaining a measure of independence, most women will work very hard to
do so. Refusing the temporary support that allows them to achieve this independence
makes no sense and can even drive women to greater depths of misery, extending the
period during which they will need to rely on social assistance.

Historically, in a patriarchal society, women were considered to be dependent, first on
their fathers, and then on their husbands. Women were denied full and equal citizenship.
They were deprived of the right to personhood, to have sexual and intimate relationships
free of social and economic constraints, to achieve economic independence and equality,
and to make choices for themselves rather than obey the will of their fathers or husbands.
Strong traces of this patriarchal model remain and can still be seen today in women’s
economic and social inequality, the commodification of women’s sexuality, and the
presence of insidious or open violence against women.

Over and over again, the stories of the women who participated in the consultation
confirmed the fact that more often than not, denying a woman adequate social assistance
amounts to asking her to depend upon a man (or men) or, in the case of young women, on
their family of origin. Women are infantilised, rendered more vulnerable to being
violated or exploited by men, and their fundamental personal autonomy is compromised.
The current social assistance system thus exacerbates the commodification of women’s
sexuality, adds to women’s economic dependency on men and denies women the right to
live as equal citizens. Viewed in this light, the existence of last resort assistance for
women in need becomes a pre-condition for poorer women to enjoy a minimum of
personal autonomy. From this perspective and in light of women’s historic inequality, we
conclude that denying adequate social assistance to a woman in need constitutes an
infringement of her right to equality.
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