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Executive Summary 
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was formally instituted on December 10, 
1948. Half a century later, the John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights, 
named for the principal author of the Declaration, was created to continue the struggle 
towards the achievement of universal human rights.  The John Humphrey Centre (JHC) 
strives to promote, protect, and advance human rights in hopes of creating an everlasting 
culture of human rights and peace. 
 

In 1997, the People’s (Decade) Movement for Human Rights (Education) Learning 
(PDHRE) an international non-profit organization based in New York City, established 
the Human Rights City (HRC) initiative in collaboration with the United Nations 
Development Programme. The goal was to create a global network of communities which 
not only instilled continuous human rights learning as a way of life among their citizens, 
but also used a human rights framework to help strengthen local infrastructure and further 
societal development.  To date, more than two dozen communities around the world have 
declared themselves Human Rights Cities. 1 In 2003, the JHC, inspired by the work of the 
PDHRE, followed suit and initiated the campaign towards establishing a HRC in 
Edmonton, Alberta, Canada.   
 
In the initial stages of development, the Human Rights City Edmonton Project (HRCEP) 
assessed the feasibility of its mission and identified key issues of concern in Edmonton. By 
2006 the HRCEP began conducting community based research in the form of focus 
groups and surveys to determine the community’s evaluation of the current state of human 
rights in Edmonton and Edmontonians’ vision for the future of their community as a 
HRC.  
 
This document summarizes the findings of the community based research initiative in 
three sections: 
 
� Edmonton’s Status of Human RightsEdmonton’s Status of Human RightsEdmonton’s Status of Human RightsEdmonton’s Status of Human Rights    
 

This section reviews research participant responses.  Respondents indicate that 
discrimination is the major human rights concern in Edmonton. Respondents identify 
nine major overlapping areas of discrimination based on race or ethnicity (including 
discrimination against Aboriginals, immigrants, and visible minorities), sexual 
orientation or lifestyle choices, gender, physical or mental disability, age (including 
youths and children), and weight. The section also discusses the respondents’ 
perception of inequitable access to resources in the community (housing, health care, 

                                                 
1 For further information on the initiative, or for details on the work of some international HRCs, please 
visit www.pdhre.org.  
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and employment), disparity in quality of life for Edmontonians, and human rights 
abuses committed by the Edmonton Police Service. 
 

� Progress in the City of EdmontonProgress in the City of EdmontonProgress in the City of EdmontonProgress in the City of Edmonton    

 

This section reviews a number of efforts that the City of Edmonton and its citizens 
have made in recent years towards reducing discrimination and fostering human rights 
in the aforementioned affected groups. 
 

� Moving Forward, Recommendations for EdmontonMoving Forward, Recommendations for EdmontonMoving Forward, Recommendations for EdmontonMoving Forward, Recommendations for Edmonton    

 

This section provides recommendations for establishing Edmonton as a HRC 
including increasing access to public services, housing, employment, and justice; 
creating a space for dialogue about human rights issues and initiatives; connecting 
community leaders and organizations already engaged in the struggle for universal 
human rights; decreasing discrimination; and, identifying steps for the continued 
monitoring and celebration of human rights progress in Edmonton.  

 
The John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights firmly believes that by 
specifying the key issues, engaging community members, and directly addressing needs by 
fostering cooperation and education, Edmonton, as Canada’s first Human Rights City, can 
be a leader in community development, inclusion and human rights.  
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It is often easier to become outraged by injustice half a world 
away than by oppression and discrimination half a block from 
home. –Carl T. Rowan2 

 

Edmonton as a Human Rights City 

Phase I – First Steps 

Edmonton, Alberta, Canada began its journey as a HRC in April 2003.  Facilitated by the 
John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights (JHC), project organizers conducted 
a feasibility study to determine both the state of human rights in Edmonton and whether 
there was community support for taking part in this initiative.  This first phase of the 
project identified some initial areas of concern within Edmonton; these included the 
poverty and exclusion experienced by marginalized segments of the community, the 
continuation of culturally-based stereotypes, and the need for real compassion among the 
larger population. 
 
A report on Phase I of the HRC initiative entitled Moving Forward: the Human Rights 
City Edmonton Project asked “Why Edmonton?”  The answer was a simple one. 
 

By becoming a Human Rights City, Edmonton declares itself to be a city of 
imperfections.  The citizens of the city are committed to remedy the deficiencies 
that exist between the reality of citizens’ lives and experiences and the inalienable 
human rights that are the common birthright of all humankind …. It is a 
commitment to humility and to compassion, a commitment to act ethically and 
morally as a community to better the Common Good.  Most importantly, it is a 
lifelong commitment to work cooperatively in addressing the needs of fellow 
citizens who are unable to enjoy the full expression of their rights to be human. 

 

Phase II – Developing the Edmonton Process 
Phase II of Human Rights City Edmonton Project (HRCEP) began in September 2005 
and was completed in March 2006.  Work in this phase included the successful 
establishment of an executive committee to provide guidance to the project.  A series of 
public and issue-specific focus groups were conducted over the course of Phase Two, to 
better inform the project development process and the vision of Edmonton as a Human 

                                                 
2 Carl T. Rowan was an African American public servant, journalist and author. Rowan was a nationally-
syndicated op-ed columnist for the Washington Post and the Chicago Sun-Times. He was one of the most 
prominent black journalists of the 20th century. 
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Rights City. At these focus groups, participant suggestions as to how Edmonton could 
become an HRC included (but were not limited to): 
 

� Improving partnerships, collaboration and awareness among the groups and 
organizations working to advance human rights in the community; 

� Delivering human rights educational programs to citizens, organizations and 
institutions in order to build engaged, active citizens, and to facilitate social 
transformations;  

� Providing a voice for the abused/marginalized/disenfranchised persons in 
Edmonton while defining what the issues are, what gaps exist, and whether the 
HRCEP has a role in advocating, in addressing policy change within the City, 
and/or in reviewing human rights related cases and incidents; and, 

� Establishing a physical or virtual ‘space’ as a Human Rights City Edmonton office 
in order to help build project profile while demonstrating long-term commitment 
to the city. 

 
From these focus group results, the Executive Committee set priorities and established an 
action plan for the project to move forward in improving the general understanding of 
human rights within Edmonton.  This action plan identifies the need for research to better 
understand the issues facing the City of Edmonton; for network-building to increase ties 
with, awareness of, and support for other programs, organizations, and initiatives currently 
operating in the city; and, for education to provide continuous learning opportunities to 
the public and to identified sectors in order to help create social transformation and to 
build engaged, active citizens. 
 
In addition to the focus groups, which provided direct public input into the human rights 
needs of the Edmonton community, an online “Human Rights City Survey” was 
conducted during the spring of 2006 to gauge responses from the community on human 
rights challenges and suggestions for possible solutions.  The results of this survey have 
been instrumental in providing project organizers with an understanding of the human 
rights gaps and needs in Edmonton.  The survey was confidential; no personal information 
was taken to ensure that participants could feel comfortable openly voicing their concerns.  
The survey was developed and marketed for a number of reasons.  First of all, it became 
evident during Phase II that residents of the city needed and wanted a ‘space’ where they 
could communicate their concerns, privately and on their own terms, and where those 
concerns would be heard; therefore, the “Human Rights City Survey” was developed to 
create that ‘space.’  Secondly, project organizers wanted to examine contrasts in responses 
between this anonymous forum and responses given in community-based public focus 
groups.  Finally, HRCEP wanted an ongoing feedback mechanism for city residents to 
reflect on the project specifically and on human rights issues in general. 
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The survey was marketed throughout the community through various media networks and 
community stakeholder lists, and while it is not, perhaps, a statistically accurate reflection 
of the human rights concerns in our community, it provides a good starting point to 
reflect upon the nature of some of Edmonton’s major challenges and to make more 
directed recommendations for action.   
 
Research, both literature-based and one-on-one discussions with individuals and 
organization representatives, has also supplemented our understanding of the human rights 
issues in Edmonton.  The desire is to undertake a much more in-depth community 
mapping and engagement process to garner ongoing community feedback and qualified 
information on community issues and needs.  The following, however, represents a 
summary of results to date from surveys, focus groups and available literature research. 
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Edmonton’s Status of Human Rights: Exclusion and 
Marginalization 

The Face of Discrimination in Edmonton 
Of the 190 surveys received at the end of Phase II, 115 responses indicate that 
discrimination is the primary concern regarding human rights issues in Edmonton 
(60.5%). Discrimination is defined as the broader context in which residents are treated 
negatively or differently by others due to age, race, religion, sexual orientation, gender, etc. 
Some of the critical areas of concern in Edmonton are within the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender and Queer (LGBTQ), immigrant, visible minority, and Aboriginal 
communities.  Of the responses indicating discrimination as the key challenge in 
Edmonton, 49 of the 115 responses (42.6%) designate race relations as a pressing issue. 
Specifically, respondents feel that the public’s unwillingness to comprehend cultural 
diversity, resulting in stereotyping and misconceptions, presents a significant human rights 
obstacle in Edmonton. Thirty-five of the responses (30.4 %) directly note relations with 
the Aboriginal community as a critical issue, while 26 (22.6 %) respondents indicate that 
relations with other visible minorities and immigrants are grave.  Following closely is a 
concern with discrimination and prejudice against the LGBTQ community (23 responses 
or 20%). 
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Participants communicate that inequality in Edmonton is manifest in unequal relationships 
in a number of areas including schools, housing, employment, and general access to public 
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services.  Some respondents express a concern about reverse discrimination3 and the failure 
within the community to “look at each person on their own individual merits, not at what 
group they are from or seem to represent.” 
 
A high number of respondents note that there is “not a single issue” affecting human 
rights challenges in Edmonton.  This opinion is also self-evident in the high number of 
responses that list two or more areas of concern regarding community human rights.   
 

There is not a single issue.  Until everyone stops trying to get 
their issue to the top of ‘the list’ and starts working together, 
discriminatory actions against individuals such as myself will 
continue unabated.  If I were to define a single issue, I would say 
it is that we cannot come together as a community. –Survey 
Respondent 

 
This and similar responses in the survey reflect the fact that human rights issues are 
integrally interconnected and indivisible, calling for a multi-disciplinary and holistic 
approach that builds bridges across demographics affected by human rights violations and 
across institutions working towards the advancement of human rights.  The segregation 
and hierarchization of human rights issues is a deductive approach that inhibits 
community collaboration and sustainable solutions.  There often is not recognition that 
groups working to advance human rights for immigrants, LGBTQ, persons with 
disabilities, or Aboriginal people, for example, are often dealing with similar issues and a 
coordinated approach may be more effective in achieving long term results at multiple 
levels. 
 
The HRCEP recognizes the importance and value in creating an enhanced, connected 
community of organizations and individuals working together to advance human rights 
and thus the creation of this connected community has become a focus for the future of 
Edmonton as a HRC. Keeping in mind the interrelatedness of human rights issues (and 
those affected by these issues), the following is a review of feedback from surveys, focus 
groups and available literature around specific populations facing discrimination in 
Edmonton 
 

Racism 

Racial stereotyping, prejudice, and racism are persistent issues within Edmonton and have 
detrimental effects on the quality of life of visible minorities.  Twenty-six percent of 

                                                 
3 Reverse discrimination can be defined as discrimination against members of a dominant or majority group, 
especially when resulting from policies established to correct discrimination against members of a minority 
or disadvantaged group. 
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survey respondents note a lack of respect for and understanding of cultural diversity in 
Edmonton manifest in commonplace racial and/or cultural stereotyping.  Several 
respondents report “feeling invisible” and “not important” or valued in their community.  
Respondents appeal for the need for all people to be recognized as human rather than 
members of a particular race. Generally, respondents feel there is a failure to recognize that 
human rights are a serious concern in Edmonton; people tend to consider human rights 
abuse as something that only happens outside of Canada.  Ensuring that Edmontonians are 
made aware of the hate crimes and endemic racism in their community is an essential 
component of what the HRCEP needs to address. 
 
Participants in Phase II also believe that education on racism needs to challenge the 
unconscious behaviors, actions, and words of the general public so that there is an 
increased understanding of the implications of individual actions and how they affect 
visible minorities.  When left unchallenged, subtle racism tends to become engrained in a 
community and has profoundly negative impacts.  Many respondents express that subtle 
and overt racism is at the root of many other challenges that exist in our community, from 
unequal access to housing, economic marginalization, and domestic abuse.  There is a need 
to look at the issue more holistically to understand how racism in one area affects the 
dignity of an individual and his/her ability to cope in various environments such as the 
home, workplace, and social settings. 
 
Respondents also express concern that racism or hate-based crimes “are not usually 
reported for fear of negative backlash.”  Respondents report that there is no clear place of 
recourse to deal with racism and, therefore, identify the need to develop a safe and visible 
environment for dialogue.  On another level, respondents articulate the need to “unite the 
many minority groups who are focused on their individual issues” as programs that focus 
services on a certain demographic tend to further segregate communities and may increase 
stress on public funding. 
 
When it came to discussion on personal experiences with racism as a human rights 
violation, respondents cite examples of race-based bullying in schools and workplaces.  
There are general feelings of helplessness, insecurity, and frustration within the minority 
community.  Respondents in both focus groups and surveys also note feeling 
uncomfortable and targeted in public venues.  For example, some respondents report being 
watched or followed in local stores because, due to racial profiling, they are perceived as 
thieves. 
 

It makes me feel different and I don’t feel I belong here.  I have 
had to fight for everything here.  I have had to scream without 
opening my mouth. I feel there is no place within Canadian 
institutions for people like me, we can’t win because we are 
different…. I have NO RIGHT in this country; simple.  This is 
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the voice of so many others like me who are existing, but not 
living. –Survey respondent 

 
As mentioned above, there is also concern regarding reverse discrimination: members of 
the Caucasian community note that they are unjustly stereotyped as insensitive or ignorant 
of minority cultural diversity.  It is evident that there is a considerable need for dialogue 
among groups in Edmonton in order to break down barriers, start building relationships, 
and create a community of mutual respect, dignity, compassion, and fellowship. 
 

Aboriginal Community4 

Discrimination and racism against the Aboriginal community is the most prominent 
discrimination issue in the HRCEP survey.  Individual survey respondents indicate a lack 
of understanding and acceptance of Aboriginal culture and practices.  Participants 
recognize significant multidimensional impacts of racial discrimination on Aboriginal 
children and youth—negative impacts that are felt now and will persist in the future.  
Young children within the school system are of particular concern.  Many Aboriginal 
adults indicate that they continue to struggle with the impacts of the racial bullying that 
they experienced as a child in the school system.  Some respondents express the need to 
retain Aboriginal children within the Aboriginal community in order to preserve cultural 
integrity in contemporary and future generations.  Focus group consultations express the 
sentiment that there is an invisible hierarchy of racism in both Canada and Edmonton, 
with Aboriginals at the bottom; in other words, Aboriginals receive the most intense and 
frequent racism.  For the Aboriginal community, this hierarchical system of discrimination 
drastically reduces access to a variety of services as well as housing, employment, 
educational opportunities.  A number of participants in both the survey and focus groups 
also highlight the desperate need to address the disproportionate and continual violence 
against Aboriginal women.  To supplement the HRCEP survey results, the 1999 General 
Social Survey indicates that Aboriginal women report spousal violence rates three times 
those of non-Aboriginal women.5 
 
There are a number of Aboriginal respondents who report personal experiences of racial 
discrimination at the hands of landlords, employers and police.  There is a general feeling 
that police tend to single out Aboriginals without due cause. Many of the respondents 
express feelings of defeat and exasperation; they report not being able to find anyone who 
“gives a damn.” 
 

                                                 
4 By the term Aboriginal, for the nature of this report, this is defined as the indigenous inhabitants of Canada 
including Inuit, First nations and Métis, without regard to their separate origins and identities. 
5 Statistics Canada, Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics, A Profile of Criminal Victimization: Results of 
the 1999 General Social Survey (Ottawa: Statistics Canada, Cat. No. 85-553-XIE), p. 11. 
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Still when applying for housing I get a sense of something not 
right.  They do not say that you are not getting the place but I 
know they are discriminating still because of my heritage.  I get 
really upset and feel like giving up because others do not like me 
because I am Aboriginal. –Survey Respondent 

 

Immigrants and Visible Minorities 

Visible minorities in Edmonton suffer severe racial discrimination and prejudice. Survey 
respondents indicate that immigrants, particularly those with limited access to education, 
are becoming a “permanent underclass” in the Edmonton community. Moreover, 
respondents believe that is a lack of public support for the plight of visible minorities. In 
particular, participants note that there is very little support and assistance for refugees. In 
addition, respondents pinpoint that the “low level of safe, clean, good affordable housing 
is awful” and creates particularly onerous challenges for visible minorities who already face 
discrimination as an obstacle in their search for housing.  There is also concern regarding 
access to essential public services (such as Alberta Health Care Insurance Coverage) for 
new Albertans: new residents cannot have their fees waived until they have been residents 
for a full year. 
 
Some survey respondents indicate serious anxieties regarding relations with the Arab 
and/or Muslim population: there is a general lack of kindness and tolerance toward the 
Arab and/or Muslim community that is often exacerbated by the media. One respondent 
notes that “as ethnic profiling takes a stronger part in our security procedures, so will the 
effect trickle into employment decisions and otherwise common social settings.”  
Respondents fear that the right to security may be at the expense of the Arab and Muslim 
community.  Participants also cite a lack of respect for different religions, such as Islam, as 
a serious human rights concern in our community. 
 

On an inner-circle level, the constant barrage of negativity against 
Islamic/Arab people causes a rebellious sense of pride, one which 
is to a point, defensive.  To the rest of the fellow Canadians, 
those that do not have any opportunity to see the beauty of Islam 
or the non-combative temperament of Arab immigrants and their 
descendants, media is the only education entering their homes. –
Survey respondent 

 
Both the surveys and focus groups, express the need to value foreign credentials, education 
and experience. Canadian experience requirements create substantial barriers to highly 
qualified immigrants who are pursuing employment in their fields and hoping to achieve 
an acceptable standard of living. It is generally felt that immigrants tend to be concentrated 
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in lower, entry-level positions and are not well represented in higher positions and 
management levels. Many immigrant respondents feel “too intimidated” in the workplace 
to “stand up for their rights in fear of losing their jobs.”  A number of respondents 
identify the need for improved human rights education for immigrants. 
 

LGBTQ Community 

During a Gay Pride parade in Calgary on June 11, 2006, violence broke out between a 
parade participant and a peaceful anti-gay protester on the sidewalk.  This incident 
highlights only a small component of the struggle that continues to exist around issues of 
sexuality in many in Albertan communities, including Edmonton.  In survey and focus 
group discussions, individuals from the LGBTQ community express concern regarding the 
acceptance of homosexuality and the fight for equal rights for the LGBTQ community in 
Edmonton where gay-bashing and homophobia are common occurrences.  
 
Of the personal stories of human rights violations that respondents report in the survey, 
abuses against the LGBTQ community are the most frequent. Individuals feel that they 
will never be accepted as equal citizens in the eyes of the law or of the general public. 
Many report being physically and verbally assaulted in public and in the workplace. 
Respondents give specific examples of social situations where they feel unable to safely 
express their identity. For example, partners are unwelcome to attend work events together 
and many members of the LGBTQ express inability to comfortably display affection in 
public.  The impact of these threats and insecurities on one’s personal psyche and dignity 
are profound.  For example, some respondents note that they are still “in the closet” and 
have a strong fear of coming out due to potential social consequences.  One elderly 
gentleman is concerned with his transition to a senior’s home in the near future where he 
will need to once again hide his identify for fear of his personal security and well-being. 
 

I am not afraid of violence or hostile confrontation but rather 
softer problems such as exclusion, fear and disgust from friends 
and acquaintances. –Survey Respondent 

 
Respondents also raise concerns regarding public service accessibility. One respondent 
notes that as a transgendered man, his access to health care is compromised; other 
respondents also voice similar concerns about access to equitable health care.  Two 
respondents speak of discrimination in public policy regarding same-sex adoptions.  The 
overarching issue, however, is related to general and overwhelmingly negative 
misconceptions of LGBTQ people by the larger community. 
 

I believe that such persistent public criticism from adults 
encouraged others to resort to violent acts including a gang rape.  
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As an adult, I coped with discrimination while avoiding or 
minimizing physical harm at the cost of down-sizing my social 
activities and restricting myself to safe places. We become a 
visible minority when we hold hands in public or engage in public 
show of affection, like a kiss. –Survey respondent 

 

Gender 

Both survey and focus group participants describe enduring inequality for women in 
Edmonton, particularly in areas of employment, political representation, and valuing of 
women’s work.  Women’s under-representation in public office, city commissions and 
authority positions, specifically within the police commission, is identified as an area that 
demands action and attention.  Two respondents note that immigrant women are dually 
discriminated against on the basis of gender and race.  Some respondents express concern 
regarding the persistent male chauvinism in the workplace and public, which increases a 
sense of personal insecurity.  Three respondents note feeling discriminated against when 
breastfeeding in public and add that they have been personally shamed for this exercise, 
resulting in feelings of isolation. Finally, respondents note that marginalized women and 
those involved in the sex trade are in special need of enhanced protection. Participants 
recommend more effort to resolve the numerous abduction and murder cases of female 
prostitutes. 
 

Persons with Disabilities 

There are a large number of Canadians living with disabilities. The Social Development 
Department of Canada estimates that there are approximately 4,300,000 Canadians living 
with a disability as of 2006, and this number is projected to continue rising.6 In Alberta, 
the approximate number of persons with disabilities is 425,000 or 17% of Albertans.7  
 
Persons with disabilities across Canada and in Alberta face a number of challenges in daily 
life which impede upon the full realization of their human rights.  The 2005 Social 
Development Report, Advancing the Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities, highlights 
some challenges that persons with disabilities face including: lack of proper home 
modifications such as grab bars, wider doorways or lifts due to lack of funding and high 
costs; problems with transportation both local and long-distance; and, lack of access to 
information provided in multiple formats (e.g. Braille).8  
 

                                                 
6 http://www.sdc.gc.ca/en/gateways/topics/pyp-gxr.shtml 
7 Statistics Canada, Portrait of Persons with Disabilities, February 1995. Page 11. 
http://www.statcan.ca/bsolc/english/bsolc?catno=89-542-X&CHROPG=1 
8 http://www.sdc.gc.ca/en/gateways/topics/pyp-gxr.shtml 
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Both focus group and survey respondents confirm the above reality in Edmonton and 
indicate that persons with physical and mental disabilities suffer discrimination in 
employment, achieving a fair living allowance, affordable housing, and transportation.  
The lack of support for children with disabilities is of particular concern to respondents. 
Respondents express the view that the public tends to be uneducated about and lacks 
empathy toward people living with disabilities. At many levels, affected respondents feel 
that considerable barriers prevent them from obtaining a decent quality of life.  The cost 
of disability tends to be borne by the individual as living support from the larger 
community is minimal.  In discussions with members from this group, some participants 
express a sense of defeat and exhaustion in fighting for their rights, for a basic level of 
survival, and against negative public attitudes. 
 
In relation to transportation, respondents with disabilities indicate that problems within 
Edmonton Transit Services (ETS) include route mapping, accessibility, and driver 
education. In addition, there is an extreme shortage of accessible taxis: there is only one 
properly equipped taxi cab in Edmonton and it charges a higher rate for driving persons 
with disabilities.  There are also problems with over-distribution and abuse of parking tags. 
In addition, there are often no graded curbs beside wheelchair parking stalls. Affected 
focus group participants note that people in public tend to be ignorant and rude regarding 
the use and abuse, respectively, of disabled parking stalls. Moreover, participants describe 
the able-bodied users of public transportation as inconsiderate with regard to designated 
seating areas. 
 
In Edmonton, many services and public venues are inaccessible to persons with disabilities 
due to a shortage of available ramps, easily accessible lifts, and automatically opening 
doors. Alberta safety codes are only designed for consumers, not employees with 
disabilities, severely limiting access to the workplace.  Doctors’ offices also tend to be 
inaccessible; location, lack of adjustable beds, and narrow doorways were just some of the 
problems mentioned. Participants generally feel that there is a lack of institutional 
awareness with regard to persons with disabilities as well as public ignorance and fear 
surrounding the issue. 
 
Persons with disabilities indicate that the “costs of disability are disabling.”  Affected 
participants identify particularly debilitating issues such as spouses bearing the costs of a 
partner’s disability; unequal payments based on gender; increasing costs of equipment and 
supplies which are not publicly supported; and, inadequate incomes and unrealistic 
minimum income requirements to get support.  These issues, in addition to employment 
inaccessibility, are largely responsible for the fact that “in 2001 the poverty rate for 
Edmontonians with disabilities was 27.5%.”9  Indeed, “almost one in five Albertans with a 

                                                 
9 Poverty-Low-Income. Edmonton Social Plan, Page 2. 
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disability is poor (19.3%).” 10   Persons with disabilities are among the five groups 
identified as being most vulnerable to low-income persistence; they must contend with 
high costs of equipment and often face discrimination in the workplace.11  
 
This is not to suggest that all persons with disabilities in Alberta or in Edmonton live in 
poverty, but that there are several significant barriers limiting their ability to obtain an 
appropriate employment and standard of living.  Survey and focus group results indicate 
that working age women and men with disabilities face attitudinal, systemic, and physical 
barriers that make it difficult for them to prepare for, find, obtain, and retain jobs. 
Moreover, persons with disabilities may be reluctant to enter the workforce without a 
guarantee of secure long-term work, because, if employed, they may lose social assistance 
benefits and may end up in a worse financial situation than if they had remained 
unemployed.   
 
Individuals with mental disabilities suffer unique challenges impeding the full realization 
of their human rights.  Serious stigmatization and discrimination are among the tragic 
realities facing people with mental illness in Edmonton and in Canada.  Stereotyping, fear, 
and avoidance behaviors are just a few of the issues that those who suffer from mental 
illness must experience on a daily basis.  Stigmatization and discrimination force people to 
remain silent about their disabilities isolating them from family, friends, co-workers, 
employers, health service providers, and others in the community. 
 
Homelessness is another major problem related to mental health.  The Canadian Mental 
Health Association states that “people with serious mental illness are disproportionately 
affected by homelessness… 30-35 percent of the homeless in general, and up to 75 
percent of homeless women, specifically, have a mental illness.”  As well, people with a 
mental disability “remain homeless for longer periods of time… and encounter more 
barriers to employment [and] tend to be in poorer health than other homeless people.” 12  
In 2003, the Edmonton Joint Planning Committee on Housing (EJPCOH) conducted a 
Homelessness Study of 330 homeless.  Mental health problems were reported by 56.9 
percent of homeless males who participated in in-depth interviews and 72.2 percent of 
homeless females (for a total of 59.2 percent, excluding addictions). Although this study 
utilized only a small sample of the homeless population, these statistics do suggest a very 
high correlation between mental illness and homelessness.  As well, the City of 
Edmonton’s Homelessness Study bore similar results suggesting that those who have 

                                                 
10 Making Ends Meet:  a Profile of Urban Poverty in Alberta, Page. 8. 
www.cityofgp.com/NR/rdonlyres/988880D9-0F1C-455A-85E2-
3EAAA41F53BE/0MAKINGENDMEETInterCityForumonSocialPolicy2004.pdf  
11 Poverty-Low-Income. Edmonton Social Plan, Page 39. 
12 www.cmha.ab.ca/bins/content_page.asp?cid=3-108 
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severe mental illness are over-represented in the homeless population as they are often 
released from hospitals and jails without proper community supports in place for them. 
 
From this information, it seems that not only do those who endure mental illness find 
themselves more susceptible to homelessness, but this is compounded by the reality that it 
is more difficult for them to find effective solutions to their situation.  This can lead to 
increased victimization, as people with mental illness are 2.5 times more likely to be the 
victims of violence than other members of society. 13  This most often occurs when such 
factors as poverty, transient lifestyle, and substance abuse are combined. Any of these 
factors make a person with a mental illness more vulnerable to assault and the possibility 
of becoming violent in response. 
 
Focus group participants note that Edmonton police officers need to have a better 
understanding of how to deal with individuals who may suffer from mental disabilities 
such as schizophrenia.  Participants report that police tend to be more aggressive than need 
be and fail to realize the complexity and fragility of dealing with persons with mental 
disabilities. 
 
Comments and input from the HRCE surveys and focus groups are echoed in a report by 
the Alberta Human Rights and Citizenship Committee Review which states that physical 
and mental disability complaints are filed more frequently than any other community 
complaint regarding discrimination in Alberta.  The results of the report found that 49 
percent, almost half of the discrimination complaints filed in Alberta in 2005 were filed 
by the persons with disabilities. 14  Discrimination stemmed from experiences in the 
workplace, attempts to locate housing, problems with transportation, and interactions with 
the general public.   

 

Seniors 

Respondents to the HRCEP survey and additional focus groups also express concern 
regarding discrimination against seniors.  A number of individuals feel frustrated that, as 
seniors, they are forced to retire at a time in their career when they are making meaningful 
contributions to their field.  Employment discrimination based on age and public 
perceptions about seniors are also sincere concerns. 
 
Elder abuse appears to be on the rise with the growing aged population. Elder abuse is any 
action or inaction by self or others that jeopardizes the health or well-being of an older 

                                                 
13 www.cmha.ab.ca/bins/content_page.asp?cid=3-108 
14 Annual Review. Alberta Human Rights and Citizenship Commission, Page 19. 



Building a Human Rights City: Edmonton’s Progress and Road Ahead 
 

19 

adult.15  An estimated 7 percent of Edmonton seniors are experiencing some form of abuse, 
and Canada-wide police data for 2003 indicates that older women are more likely (39%) 
than men (20%) to be victimized by a spouse (34%) or an adult child (33%).16  Violence 
against seniors often occurs as a result of intergenerational conflict where the child has 
been abused by their now senior parent. 

 

Children and Youth 

Respondents identify a number of concerns in relation to children and youth. This 
includes a need to better incorporate children with disabilities; address racism and 
prejudice in schools; assist youth at risk; and, better support children in the welfare system. 
One respondent notes that our society is, in fact, very child unfriendly—our streets and 
schools are not safe and the public tends to discourage the presence of young children in 
public spaces.  This, by extension, discriminates against mothers with small children.  
Some respondents note that enhanced youth education on human rights and justice would 
result in more responsible and less vulnerable young citizens. 
 
Youth at risk workshop participants feel that their rights are violated all that time and that 
no one, including the police, care.  One of the challenges for youth who are living on the 
street was to be able to attend school.  Participants share experiences with the police where 
they feel they are not treated fairly or face the use of undue force.  They also feel that the 
justice system is ‘useless’.  The participants noted barriers in accessing shelters as there are 
minimum age requirements to be housed in them.  Youth under fourteen years feel 
particularly vulnerable and respondents feel that there are not enough programs or services 
in Millwoods or other areas of the city that are not as high priority as downtown and 
south centre.   

 

Weight-based Discrimination 

In the survey responses, five individuals express concerns regarding weight-based 
discrimination.  These individuals, due to their weight, feel judged based on appearance 
rather than abilities and feel that the yare denied access to services and opportunities.  
Three individuals note that they experience discrimination in obtaining higher levels of 
employment due to perceptions about their weight.  The perception they received is that 
“because I am big I would [also] be lazy.” 
 

                                                 
15 Definition adopted from Edmonton’s Elder Abuse  Intervention Team (EAIT) 
16 Edmonton Social Plan – Family Violence: Child Abuse, Spousal Violence, and Abuse of Older Persons. 
October 2005. p. 23. 
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Access to Services and Quality of Life in Edmonton 

Marginalization and Access 

Full access to services, as highlighted in the section on discrimination, is a challenge for 
marginalized communities in Edmonton.  Survey and focus group participants note a 
concern about accessibility of public services and specifically identify the decreasing 
quality of healthcare, the privatization of critical services, and increasingly expensive public 
education as major issues.  Many participants note that there are a number of bureaucratic 
obstacles to accessing services, such as the need to have an address to apply for social 
assistance.  The concern about lack of support for persons with disabilities, immigrants, 
and other marginalized communities reinforces and permeates the cycle of homelessness, 
poverty, literacy, and health challenges. 
 
A number of concerns are expressed about the inability of the public service to effectively 
deal with human rights concerns.  It is expressed, by research participants, that the Alberta 
Human Rights and Citizenship Commission (ABHRCC) is understaffed and unable to 
enforce or protect human rights.  Participants also note that the lengthy duration and costs 
to the victim—financially, emotionally, and socially—to go through a Human Rights 
complaint process or tribunal with either ABHRCC or the Canadian Human Rights 
Commission (CHRC) makes pursuing claims undesirable and difficult.  There is also a 
fear, amongst individuals to report violations, regarding potential negative backlash.  More 
generally, respondents express concern about a “systemic willingness to ‘pass along’ from 
one office to another” cases of human rights abuses rather than “developing a sincere plan 
to intervene and solve these problems.” 
 

Homelessness and Housing    
Sixteen percent of survey respondents note that homelessness and access to housing are 
critical issues in the Edmonton community; furthermore, that there is a general feeling of 
discomfort, among the public, in regards to individuals who live on the street and a 
discriminatory attitude toward those living in poverty. Respondents express concern over 
the growing disparity between the rich and poor. According to respondents, there is a 
definite lack of affordable low income housing. The rising costs of housing in Alberta and 
Edmonton only serve to compound the above issues further.  One respondent notes that 
“there is not a cohesive, effective plan in place to combat the sources of the problem.” 
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In Edmonton, homelessness is rapidly becoming an extreme social problem.  In a count of 
homeless people in 1999, there were a total of 836 homeless people in Edmonton.17  In 
2002, that number jumped to 1915 persons.18 It increased again in 2004, climbing to 
2200 homeless people in Edmonton. Many experts suggest that, due to the nature of 
homelessness itself, these numbers are only the tip of the iceberg.  The Edmonton Joint 
Planning Committee on Housing (EJPCOH) is the main steering group for planning and 
bringing together all organizations that deal with homelessness issues, from social agencies 
and outreach workers, to shelters and food distribution.  They have created a continuum 
of support system approach for dealing with Edmonton homelessness.  Their statistics 
reveal the diversity of Edmonton’s homeless population.  In 2004, 69 percent of the 
homeless were male and 79 percent were single individuals.  In addition, there were 120 
homeless families with 276 children.  All counts of the homeless population in Edmonton 
show an overrepresentation of Aboriginal people.  In the 2004 count, at least 37 percent 
of individuals were of Aboriginal descent.  The largest homeless age group included those 
ages 31-54, representing 51 percent of the homeless population.   
 
While many shelters operate within the Edmonton area and offer a variety of services, in 
2004, 108 people were turned away from shelters and another 54 were discharged without 
any available housing alternative.  In every new count, the numbers of homeless people 
including families, Aboriginals, children, and youth increase.  The most common reasons 
for the unstable living conditions include health problems (95.7%), transportation issues 
(46.2%), and substance abuse (39.7%).19 
 
The economic boom in Edmonton, and throughout Alberta, has accelerated the problems 
of homelessness.  According to EJPCOH, the economic boom causes a “lack of affordable 
rental housing [which] creates pressures on the continuum of facilities providing 
emergency, transitional and long-term supportive housing.”  In addition, services meant 
only for emergency situations are relied upon for longer term housing. Due to this back up, 
more people are resorting to sleeping in public spaces. 
 
The boom in housing has also resulted in property conversion of low-income rental 
housing, close to the downtown core, into higher cost condominiums. The downtown core 
currently provides the most services for economically disadvantaged individuals, making it 
desirable for them to acquire housing close to this area. If housing costs continue to 
increase in the downtown core, without appropriate transitional housing being built in 
adjacent areas, more people will be forced into inappropriate areas or buildings and the 
potential for increased discrimination and conflict between the homeless and home owners 
will become compounded. 

                                                 
17 www.edmonton.ca/CommPeople/HomelessnessReportMay99.pdf 
18 www.edmonton.ca/CommPeople/HomelessOct02.pdf 
19 All statistics from Edmonton Joint Planning Committee on Housing 
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The current trends of housing expansion downtown have also been met by the increasing 
developments of new affluent areas outside the city.  New developments in Leduc, 
Sherwood Park, St. Albert, Beaumont, and southwest Edmonton mainly build medium to 
high-priced housing.  This may create more self-contained environments that may avoid 
rather than solve problems elsewhere in Edmonton. Although problems of homelessness 
may occur, there are few low-cost housing developments within these areas.  The resulting 
problem is that individuals in outlying communities do not notice the problems of 
homelessness found in the downtown core. Without coming into contact with these issues, 
they may believe that there are adequate social supports in place and will be, therefore, able 
to ignore the problems. Individuals may see homelessness as an isolated problem and not 
part of the reality of their own communities, reinforcing ignorance towards the overall 
issue at hand. Nevertheless, even if low cost housing is created in these areas, 
transportation into Edmonton in order to access social services and employment would 
pose another dilemma.  
 
Homeless people in Edmonton are also confronted with the serious problem of living in a 
highly variable climate. Winter temperatures can dip as low as -40 Celsius with wind chill, 
and the summer can be in the +30 Celsius range. The homeless population may struggle 
to find appropriate clothing and shelter in order to deal with these temperature extremes.  
Serious and deadly heatstroke or frostbite cases occur each year due to inappropriate 
shelter situations. When faced with decisions of opening up venues (such as churches) to 
provide extra shelter when there is dire need, local citizens are often concerned with crime 
thought to be associated with the homeless. 
 

Poverty 

Poverty is closely linked to the issue of homelessness. Nineteen percent of survey 
respondents express severe concerns over poverty and economic marginalization in 
Edmonton.  Some feel that as economic disparity in Edmonton grows there is an increased 
need to focus on the equitable and humane treatment of people living in poverty. Also, 
some respondents express the need to more effectively engage people living in poverty by 
developing a stronger understanding of their situation and empowering them to improve 
their lives.  In addition, participants suggest community education initiatives to create 
public awareness about the challenges of the economically disadvantaged, such as the daily 
struggle to obtain the basic needs of food and shelter. According to respondents, there is a 
feeling of exhaustion with trying to confront this issue: one survey respondent said, “I am 
just one of the many people in poverty that have time and time again been swept under the 
rug.  Let’s put it this way: we are all equal, but some of us ($$) are more equal than 
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others.” In 2000, Edmonton still counted a 12.1 percent low income incidence, which 
translates into just over 30,000 citizens.20 
 

I think we greatly underestimate the role economic status and the 
associated access to power and choice plays in human rights and 
that the deepest and most difficult issues of disregard for human 
rights in Edmonton relate to people living in economic poverty. –
Survey Respondent 

 

Edmonton Police Service    
In both research categories—public focus groups and survey respondents—grave concerns 
regarding police conduct arose. In particular, respondents indicate that the Edmonton 
Police Service (EPS) discriminates against visible minorities, especially members of the 
Aboriginal community. Respondents not only believe that police and city officials practice 
racism, but also that issues around racism are generally ignored by these groups. EPS has 
implemented a Hate and Bias Crimes Unit, but many participants feel that this is not 
enough to address the issue of racism and discrimination in Edmonton.  Many participants 
indicate that police are overly aggressive and brutal in their conduct. Moreover, according 
to respondents, there is no effective method of complaint: current complaint procedures 
are long and drawn out.  
 
The John Howard Society states in its report, An Examination of Citizen Involvement in 
Complaints Regarding Police, that there are several common themes in complaints 
directed at police forces.  The perception exists that law enforcement is dominated by 
white male police officers who are often culturally insensitive and have no understanding 
of the needs and circumstances of visible minorities who come into conflict with the law.  
As a result, members of racial minorities often believe they are mistreated by enforcement 
officers.21 For example, one respondent in the 2006 HRCEP survey notes that “when they 
[the police] found out my missing son was Aboriginal, they did not want to deal with the 
case and gave me heck for his behavior saying I should spank him.” 
 
Complaints regarding excessive force include physical and verbal abuse, racist remarks, 
threats, intimidation, and other abuses of power. Debate about police use of excessive 
force has continued for the last three decades.  Many investigations, studies, and reports 
have been conducted at the behest of concerned citizens.  Numerous initiatives have been 
taken by police forces throughout Canada to temper criticisms that police officers are 
prone to using excessive force.  In Edmonton, such initiatives have done little to prevent 
cases where excessive force has been used.  For example, in the September 24, 2005 issue 

                                                 
20 Statistics Canada, 2001. 
21 John Howard Society, 2005. 
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of the Edmonton Sun, an article appeared detailing police use of excessive force against 16 
year old Randy Fryingpan.  The article states: 
 

In October 2002, the then 16-year-old Fryingpan was found 
sleeping in his car near Abbotsfield Road. Const. Mike Wasylyshen, 
responding to a noise complaint, repeatedly used his taser to rouse 
the teen.  

 
Furthermore, the then acting Chief of Police, Darryl da Costa, chose not to reprimand 
Waslyshen, mainly because earlier that year, Judge Jack Eason halted Fryingpans’ trial for 
breaching his bail conditions.  However, the judge still recognized that the teen’s charter 
rights had been repeatedly violated by Wasylyshen.  The judge stated that “the treatment 
of the accused by the application of the taser and the use of the fist or butt end of the taser 
gun to the body of the accused driving him to the ground causing a broken tooth clearly 
indicated to me an excessive use of force and a clear violation of the charter rights of this 
accused.” 
 
This example illuminates the larger problem that people who feel marginalized experience 
in regards police brutality.  This group indicates that reporting a complaint is often 
impossible due to previous convictions or the alleged lack of legitimacy of the complainant.  
Randy Fryingpan’s breach of the terms of his bail is, according to Wallis Kendal of the 
Edmonton’s iHuman Youth Society, a usual and predictable unfolding of events for young 
marginalized people in the justice system: they are often homeless, without family, and 
destined to be repeat offenders. 
 
In fact, past indiscretions of the Edmonton Police Service are so notorious that they 
caught the attention of the US State Department in its Country Reports on Human 
Rights Practices in 2004. The report compiled by the Bureau of Democracy, Human 
Rights, and Labor covers various countries.  A section on Canada includes a paragraph on 
Edmonton: “During the year, police in Edmonton were accused of using excessive force 
when responding to minor infractions in the city’s tourist district,” the report said.  In 
addition, police allegedly knocked a man to the ground for jaywalking; repeatedly kicked a 
person for swearing at officers; and, continually hit a handcuffed person in the face. These 
and other incidents point to the need to address the reasons why, and find solutions for 
resolving obvious and shameful human rights violations that persist in Edmonton. 
 

Employment and Labor Access    
Workplace harassment and discrimination encompass a fundamental area of concern in 
Edmonton. Because employment constitutes a significant portion of a person’s identity as 
well as establishes a person’s quality of life, discrimination can have significant 
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reciprocating impacts on an individual’s home and social life.  Survey respondents express 
concern regarding workplace discrimination against disabilities, gender, race, age, and 
weight.  Many employees feel that there is no effective method of recourse in the event of 
harassment or discrimination; moreover, if one took a stand against harassment or 
discrimination, they are often further ostracized. 
 

Too many workers feel too intimidated to stand up for their 
rights in fear of losing their jobs and they continue to be stuck in 
unfair working conditions, that could easily be changed for the 
better. –Survey Respondent 

 
Another concern in the area of employment is the increasing movement toward contract 
positions which are lower waged, without health care benefits, and offer no security. One 
respondent specifically notes that home-care providers are on a very low salary level and 
are not adequately remunerated for their work. 
 
Despite the booming economy of the last decade, wages in Alberta have risen very slowly 
and inflation has eaten up these modest increases. In fact, when inflation is factored out, 
real wages have actually fallen slightly over the last ten years. Between 1992 and 2002, 
average real weekly earnings, expressed in constant dollars, dropped by 0.1 percent. 
However, the minor decline in real wages is not the significant factor.  The stagnation of 
real wages during a decade of growth and prosperity is significant.  Moreover, workers in 
most industries in Alberta are making less in real weekly earnings than they were twenty-
five years ago.  In the broadest view, the average weekly wage, including overtime, has 
declined from $681.97 in 1975 to $642.81 in real (2000) dollars. This represents a 5.7 
percent drop in real weekly wages.22 The impact of lower wages in a booming economy 
creates a ripple effect decreasing access to increasingly high costs for housing, healthcare, 
and basic needs and services. 

                                                 
22 Selby, Jim. “Losing Ground: the Sloe Decline of Worker’s Rights and Privileges in Alberta 1975-2000.” 
Published by the Alberta Federation of Labour 2001.  p. 8-9. http://www.afl.org/publications.  
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Progress in the City of Edmonton 
A key component of advancing Edmonton as a Human Rights City is to develop the 
political will to affect real change that is inclusive of all peoples of diverse backgrounds, 
cultures, and abilities. The City of Edmonton has made progress on a number of fronts 
over the years and the HRCE Project supports the City on a number of efforts and 
encourages ongoing support and work in these activities.  
 

Racism 

� In 2005, City Council commissioned a study led by the Prairie Centre of 
Excellence for Research on Immigration and Integration (PCERRI) that focused 
on consulting the community and city administration on issues relating to 
immigrants and visible minorities.  A number of important recommendations are 
advanced in this report to support the City’s future action in removing barriers, 
supporting individuals, and creating an environment where newcomers can achieve 
their full potential. The Edmonton Economic Development Corporation has 
taken the lead in the area of attraction of immigrants and is engaged in several 
initiatives that respond to PCERII recommendations. 

� In January 2006, the Office of Diversity and Inclusion was established to advance 
initiatives and support a coordinated approach to growing diversity in Edmonton. 
The City has recognized the importance and value of a diverse workforce in their 
business plan and the Office of Diversity and Inclusion (ODI) plays a critical role 
in enhancing the City’s mandate in this area. In 2007, the City made a positive 
movement to join the Canadian Coalition of Municipalities against Racism and 
Discrimination and develop a Municipal Action Plan for a Racism and 
Discrimination Free Edmonton. A Committee has been set up made of 
representatives from relevant City departments, Edmonton Police Services, and 
relevant community institutions and organizations to develop and support this 
Action Plan. 

� The City Administration has a number of plans underway in relation to 
immigrants and visible minorities.  The development and implementation of a 
Multicultural Grants program is underway that supports the City’s Immigration 
and Settlement Initiative.  In partnership with Edmonton Economic Development 
Corporation and the Edmonton Arts Council, a proposal is underway for the joint 
operation of a Welcome to Edmonton Informative Centre which will provide 
information for tourists and newcomers.  As well, there are plans to establish a 
multicultural facility and to coordinate an annual celebration to publicly recognize 
the positive contributions of immigrants to the community. 
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� Edmonton has been declared the Cultural Capital of Canada in 2007 recognizing 
the City’s support and celebration of arts and culture and integration of these into 
community planning. 

� The Hate and Bias Crimes Unit established within the Edmonton Police Service is 
a positive step in addressing human rights abuses based on discrimination and 
prejudice. This Unit has set up various committees that engage with various 
diverse communities such as immigrants.  These committees are a welcome 
movement to support enhanced engagement and participation of marginalized 
groups. 

� The City of Edmonton Declaration Strengthening Relationships between the City 
of Edmonton and Urban Aboriginal People sets a positive, progressive tone for 
new relationships to be built to address Aboriginal rights. The Accord 
Relationship Working Group is working to develop a relationship agreement to 
further operationalize this declaration. The Edmonton Urban Aboriginal Initiative 
brings together the Aboriginal community and other critical stakeholders such as 
EPS, the Edmonton Public Libraries, and Capital Health. New ideas and 
strategies have been generated to address the Aboriginal community’s priorities 

 

Seniors 

� In addressing elder abuse, one of the most notable initiatives is the City of 
Edmonton Elder Abuse Prevention Team (EAIT). This team is a collaborative 
effort between the City of Edmonton Community Services, Edmonton Police 
Service and, as of 2003, Catholic Social Services.  The EAIT provides a dual 
approach, utilizing both direct intervention and community development.  The 
teams’ role is to prevent and respond to elder abuse by working in partnership 
with the community, thereby enhancing the safety and well-being of older adults.  
In 2004, 989 referrals were made to EAIT. 

� In September 2006, City Hall was officially designated as a Senior Friendly 
building meaning that the City “recognizes senior’s needs, respects the 
contributions that seniors make to this city, and includes seniors in all of our 
community activities.” 

� Senior friendly training programs were conducted with Edmonton Transit and 
Human Resource Management in 2006.  
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Children and Youth 

� The NextGen Taskforce was established in 2005 in Edmonton. It remains 
focused on attracting and maintaining the next generation of community citizens 
and leaders. They released a report, A Gather of Energy: The Voice of 
Edmonton’s Next Generation, highlighting nine recommendations for the City of 
Edmonton.  The taskforce is focused on the city’s young professionals and 
entrepreneurs who create a vibrancy and creative class in Edmonton.  

� The City supports the continuation of the National Child Care program, Alberta 
federal-provincial child care program, as well as the universal child care program 
of the Federal government. Mayor Mandel submitted an official letter to Prime 
Minister Harper to express the City’s support for this program. 

� Edmonton joined the UNICEF-led Child Friendly Initiative and has allocated 
resources within Community Services to develop a Child Friendly Edmonton 
Strategy. This initiative internationally promotes the implementation of the 
United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child at the level of most impact: 
within the community.  A Child Friendly City “welcomes and involves children 
and youth and promotes their well-being and safety.  It fosters the rights of young 
people as contributing members of society who have a sense of ownership and a 
voice in their community.”23 The Edmonton strategy identifies three key goals for 
Edmonton including advocacy and awareness; accessibility; and, services fit for 
children. The initiative is focused on developing partnerships and collaboration as 
the critical piece to implementing a Child Friendly Strategy. 

� The City of Edmonton Youth Council exists to advice City Council on 
developments and programs that affect youth in the community and is comprised 
of youth ages 13 through 23.  This Council is an important contribution to 
addressing issues related to youth and engaging them in policy making. 

   

Housing and Homelessness 

� The City recognizes the specific challenges facing the homeless during the cold 
winter seasons and in 2006, the City endorsed the Winter Emergency Response 
Plan, a community proposal to address both the shelter capacity and support 
service gaps in Edmonton.  The City also committed the City Manager to engage 
with Capital Health to identify and fund the medical needs of the homeless as part 
of this plan.  

� The Edmonton Joint Planning Committee on Housing (EJPCOH) is very active 
on several fronts and the City of Edmonton is playing a critical role in this 

                                                 
23 P.5 
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committee.  The Community Plan on Housing and Support Services (2005-2009) 
was developed to provide direction and guidance to the direction of projects and 
resources related to housing.  In the fall of 2003, EJPCOH also initiated a major 
campaign to increase community awareness of housing issues and to support the 
development of solutions. 

 

Edmonton Police Service 

� The EPS is required to do outreach to the community and in 2006, the new Chief 
of Police, Mike Boyd, led the way by visiting communities to hear citizen concerns.  
This practice should be encouraged and expanded upon to ensure citizens’ views 
are heard and bonds of understanding between police and Edmontonians are 
strengthened. The realities of life in contemporary Edmonton require a 
comprehensive approach to policing that should reflect the interconnectedness of 
Edmontonians and their community.  A concept aptly named Community-Based 
Policing has been introduced.  It is a new approach to law enforcement that 
involves a full partnership between the community and its police in identifying 
and ameliorating local crime and disorder problems.24 Crime and disorder, in other 
words, are the joint responsibility of both the community and the police, and this 
joint effort to combat crime is carried out within an interactive, cooperative, and 
reciprocal relationship.  Such a relationship requires an adherence to and 
enforcement of human rights. The adoption of community-based policing is 
designed to address serious issues that plague the EPS and police forces 
everywhere in a more holistic and comprehensive manner.   

� In terms of the challenges that exist around the complaint process with EPS, the 
Police Commission states that they will provide information (2004) to all police 
stations and the public to facilitate complaints or compliments about a member of 
EPS. 

� EPS integrates aspects of human rights education into their training programs.  
Currently there is an e-learning course (fall 2005) that offers hate and bias 
training. It was created by the EPS and is offered by the Canadian Police 
Knowledge Network (CPKN) to “help the Crown invoke Section 718.2 of the 
Criminal Code of Canada against perpetrators of hate and bias crimes through 
improved reporting and investigative techniques.”  This initiative is the result of 
acknowledging that “even though numerous sections of the Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms protect ever individual’s rights equally, hate and bias crimes continue to 
perpetrated.”25 

                                                 
24 Rosenbaum and Lurigio, 1994; Grinc, 1994. 
25 Canadian Police Knowledge Network, http://www.cpkn.ca/news_e.html 
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� EPS also claims that human rights education is otherwise integrated into the EPS 
initial training.  Training is divided into three blocks.  The first deals with basic 
skills, criminal law, conflict resolution, officer safety, firearms, and public speaking.  
Officers are familiarized with the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, the 
Gaming and Liquor Act, and the Criminal Code. This fosters understanding of 
police powers by the jurisdiction of the aforementioned regulations and laws.  The 
second block deals with field training and responding to real calls, and the third 
block encompasses more specialized training specific to different units within the 
EPS (e.g. spousal violence, child abuse, homicide). Eight hours of training are 
dedicated to the Charter and law education in block one and four hours in block 
three. After graduation, the EPS has ongoing training two days each year dedicated 
to upgrading.26  

 

                                                 
26 Personal communications with Jay Reinelt, EPS, Class Coordinator RTC 107, Constable 2108, Recruit 
Training Unit 
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Moving Forward, Recommendations for Edmonton 

Enhancing Access and Inclusion 
Access is a cross-cutting issue that reaches across gender, sex, and race; however, 
development and delivery of public services needs to take place within a human rights 
framework.  In order to improve accessibility in Edmonton, a guiding framework for all 
programs, policies and services should be based on human rights.  The City and its key 
partners, including Capital Health, should make a commitment to review their programs, 
services, and facilities to identify barriers and take a systemic approach to address them.  
Special attention needs to be paid to ensure services fit the needs of various communities 
including persons with disabilities, visible minorities, children, and seniors.  All policies, 
services, and programs provided by the city need to meet the needs of a diverse range of 
citizens and a holistic rights-based approach needs to provide the overarching framework. 
 
To facilitate a human rights approach, a decision making filter that assesses accessibility, 
inclusion, and human rights in relation to programs, services, facilities, bylaws, budgets and 
policies should be developed.  This tool can serve as a mechanism to ensure new 
programming and policies reflect a human rights framework, but may also identify areas 
for change and what can be done to make programming and policy more human rights 
friendly.  All City-employed staff should be provided with training regarding the 
incorporation of human rights concepts and how they apply elements of human rights to 
their work.  The training should encompass components on the valuing of diversity and 
difference, capacity building around human relationships with marginalized communities, 
and strategies for conflict resolution and transformation. 
 
Consistently, HRCEP recognizes that while the City of Edmonton and other community 
agencies are undertaking action in areas related to human rights, often citizens in the 
community are not aware of these actions or of the existing services.  There is an essential 
need for resources to help increase public awareness about services and commitments made 
by the City and other organizations to facilitate the improvement of human rights within 
Edmonton. HRCEP acknowledges that many people are fearful or unaware as to how to 
deal with human rights abuses or violations: citizens need to have easily accessible 
resources to educate them on this topic including where they can access programming to 
support their needs. 
 
Obviously, more financial and human resources for public services are critical in 
Edmonton to address accessibility issues.  HRCEP realizes however that this may not be 
immediately feasible and supports actions that work towards the longer term sustainability 
of services and programs supporting the marginalized.  Enhancing access to public services 
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and breaking down discrimination barriers through education and awareness of city staff 
and relevant service organizations will be a positive step in this direction.  
 

Healthcare 

Significant efforts need to be undertaken to promote accessibility to healthcare in 
Edmonton.  While this is not necessarily within the municipality’s jurisdiction, the City 
needs to advocate improvement of services in this area.  Accessibility is a critical problem 
for persons with disabilities and the LGBTQ community and efforts to engage with 
Capital Health and create awareness among Capital Health employees of the specific issues 
facing these marginalized communities is necessary. 
 

Social Services 

Efforts must be made to assess the specific gaps in relation to social support for minorities, 
particularly immigrants, refugees, Aboriginals, and persons with disabilities. Consistently 
we hear of people falling through the cracks and being unable to access the necessary 
supports to have a quality of life. Articles 25 of the Universal Declaration indicates that all 
people should have the right to a standard of living adequate for health and well being.  
This is however not necessarily a reality in Edmonton with the barriers that exist in 
housing, healthcare and social service support.  Research participants note that support to 
individuals with mental health disabilities that are coming out of hospitals and jails is an 
area that would make a considerable impact in the community and for people on the 
streets. 
 

Transportation 

For persons with disabilities, seniors, and the poor, access to transportation is an issue that 
places a considerable barrier in the way of achieving quality of life. Lack of transportation 
in a sprawling city can seriously impact an individual’s ability to access meaningful 
employment or social services.  Efforts need to be made in Edmonton to engage with these 
marginalized communities to understand their specific transportation needs and develop 
solutions to meet these needs. 
 

Employment 

Specific efforts need to be made to enhance the ability of all Edmontonians to access 
employment.  Persons with disabilities continue to struggle finding places of employment 
which can facilitate their special needs, while seniors struggle with issues of mandatory 
retirement.  The City of Edmonton should make the commitment that all offices and 
buildings for staff are accessible to persons with disabilities and to ensure that there are no 
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specific policies forcing mandatory retirement at age 65.  Finally, City of Edmonton staff 
should have a clearly established process for addressing human rights concerns and 
discrimination through a designated body such as the Office of Diversity and Inclusion.  
This body needs to have the authority to investigate and make concrete recommendations 
regarding complaints. 
 
Although the City has no direct influence over companies and organizations in Edmonton 
to become inclusive places of employment, a policy focused on ethical social purchasing to 
utilize the purchasing power of the City of Edmonton as a way to influence businesses and 
groups, could foster inclusive practices and workplaces.  A set of guidelines or criteria 
could be developed that would highlight human rights friendly businesses that meet a 
minimum set of requirements, and hopefully as a by-product, the community would then 
buy the goods or services from these human rights friendly businesses. 
 

Housing 

Edmonton is facing an increasing homeless problem and the needs continue to exceed the 
support available. The City needs to continue to work with the various levels of 
government to address this issue. There needs to be ongoing and increased support for the 
Winter Emergency Response Plan.  The Edmonton Housing Trust Fund (EHTF) has 
provided the necessary funding for the Response Plan in the past; however, with needs 
growing, additional efforts need to be made to increase available beds at shelters and an 
overflow facility.  Housing is a complex issue and cuts across all three levels of government; 
therefore, continued engagement with and support for EJPCOH is essential. 
 

Children and Youth 

Efforts to make Edmonton a Child Friendly City need to ensure that there is engagement 
of the broader community in the development of this plan. City services and the focus of 
the Child Friendly City initiative needs to engage youth and develop programming and 
services for marginalized and youth at risk. 
 
The NextGen Taskforce, while a great initiative, is only a small part on how the City of 
Edmonton needs to engage with youth.  There is a severe need for the City to engage with 
youth that are at risk in the community and develop strategies for their empowerment and 
development.  Gangs and youth violence have become a concern for the City, yet direct 
approaches and working with these youth at their level through unique methods is lacking 
but fundamental.  The HRCEP applauds the City of Edmonton for providing support to 
important initiatives and organizations working with youth in Edmonton such as iHuman 
and recently with the Global Youth Assembly hosted by the John Humphrey Centre for 
Peace and Human Rights.  The City however needs to ensure that the specific needs of 
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our vulnerable youth are considered when programming and policy are developed.  The 
NextGen Taskforce, although perhaps a well-intended initiative, misses the mark. 
Although this is not part of its mandate, the Edmonton Youth Council should make 
special efforts to ensure that there is adequate representation of at risk youth and that the 
council seeks specific engagement mechanisms with marginalized youth. The long term 
impacts of this engagement can not be overstated as it will work to eliminate problems 
related to drugs and youth violence endemic throughout the city. 
 

Edmonton Police Service 

Despite efforts at training officers, there remain concerns in the community and with 
service organizations that this training is not effective and does not engage enough with 
issues of human relationships, cultural and socio-economic sensitivities, as well as issues 
around mental health.  The training programs of EPS need to ensure that appropriate 
attention is paid to these issues. Partnerships with local organizations to provide input to 
programs and training would be valuable as part of this process. 
 
More resources and support for the Hate and Bias Crimes Unit is critical.  The officers 
responsible for this unit tend to be overextended, making them inaccessible to groups or 
individuals.  The Unit has various committees established to deal with concerns; however, 
if an organization or individual does not participate in these committees, it is difficult to 
engage with the City officers.  These committees and the work of the unit is a positive 
contribution to the community; however, more support is required so the workload can be 
effectively dealt with, the office can be accessible, and more proactive work can take place.  
There is also a consideration that there should be equal gender representation of staff in 
this unit. Gender equality is also a necessity within the Police Commission. 
 

Engaging Citizens in Constructive Dialogue 
To create sustainable transformation in Edmonton, there is a necessity to create a 
community of engaged, active and included citizens.  Effectively engaging people in policy 
and program development and implementation is fundamental for the City to build 
effective solutions.  Engagement also fosters the construction of positive and trusting 
relationships with communities.  Engagement can play a valuable role in helping to 
overcome the sense of defeat among many of the communities that have expressed 
frustration such as persons with disabilities or Aboriginals.  It gives them positive hope 
that not only does the City value them as citizens, but also wishes to address their 
challenges in a way that is appropriate and sustainable. 
 
The HRCE sees two potential building blocks for ensuring voice and meaningful 
participation as well as the development of positive relationships: 
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1. The funding of a human rights report/audit every three years that ensures 

sufficient monitoring and data collection on the state of Edmonton’s citizens.  
Indicators relating to quality of life and well-being, human rights, and access 
should be developed and used to inform and support policy, programs, and 
services.  This report needs to be combined and integrated with other reports 
undertaken in the City such as the CCMARD and Child Friendly City Strategy.  

 
2. A systemic engagement and participation process that will engage citizens more 

effectively in the design, planning, and delivery of municipal programs and services 
needs to be promoted and implemented.  This process shall support opportunities 
for citizens in the community to be listened to and involved in the decisions that 
directly impact their lives.  Fostering an environment of trust, respect, and open 
communication with the community has been identified as a critical desire of 
HRCEP research participants. Engagement acts as an opportunity for not only 
relationship building and input for policy and programming, it also acts as a form 
of education for both the community and the municipality providing a forum 
where constructive and collaborative solutions can be built.   

 
The HRCEP supports engaged dialogue with communities similar to that 
undertaken through the Aboriginal Accord Initiative and Study Circles as 
promoted by the John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights.  Efforts 
by the City should be made to develop a process of ongoing study circle dialogues 
in the community around specific issue areas to break down barriers and foster 
collaboration.  The value of dialogue in creating solutions that engage all critical 
stakeholders should not be understated and helps to overcome the challenges of 
duplication of services. Dialogue, through engaging all stakeholders, ensures that 
all perspectives are brought to the table and helps directly identify issues that need 
to be addressed.    
 
Creating mechanisms for collaboration and dialogue need to necessarily involve 
the various service agencies and non-profit organizations in Edmonton.  Efforts 
need to be made to ensure the participation of these organizations as they hold 
much of the community knowledge and information to inform decision making, 
however, awareness of the specific barriers to the participation of these groups is 
significant. Staff and volunteers are generally overextended, but the value of their 
engagement can not be overstated.  It ensures a collaborative approach and can 
help to overcome duplication of work, but it also supports sustainable solutions 
and the meeting of the mandates of these organizations. CCMARD represents a 
positive movement in the direction of meaningful collaboration and dialogue. 
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3. Citizens in Edmonton express concern that access to City of Edmonton 
administration and politicians needs to be improved.  In all processes of 
engagement, extra efforts need to be made to ensure that the City of Edmonton is 
represented.  Representation from the City of Edmonton in the Human Rights 
City Executive Committee should be supported by both the administrative and 
political stream.   

 

Breaking Down the Barriers 
At the core of the issues that the HRCEP identified through this research is that 
discrimination is the critical issue in our community.  Discrimination is complex.  It is 
indirect and direct, conscious and unconscious, and can be found at the individual, 
institutional, and cultural levels.   
 
Discrimination contravenes Article 26 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights: 
 

The law shall prohibit discrimination on any ground such as race, 
colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or 
social origin, property, birth or other status. 

  
Article 2 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states: 
 

Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this 
declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, 
sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or 
social origin, property, birth or other status. 

 
Unfortunately, members of the socially dominant group often minimize the significance of 
complaints: brushing off comments or accusations of discrimination as overly sensitive.  In 
our view, this can no longer be an option for Edmontonians.   
 
Essentially, the research results of HRCE indicate that participants feel that the cause of 
many of the human rights abuses in Edmonton are the result of ignorance, 
misunderstanding, and fear. The varying degrees of discrimination have severe impacts on 
quality of life, individual self-worth, esteem, and ultimately human dignity.   
 
Breaking down the barriers of discrimination is thus fundamental and to do this, education 
and awareness are a critical component of becoming a Human Rights City. Almost all 
contributors to the research conducted by HRCE agree that education and awareness are 
critical to affecting change in personal beliefs which will lead to a better human rights 
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situation in Canada. Sixteen percent of survey respondents and a high number of 
individuals in workshops and focus groups felt that there are “limitations to people’s 
knowledge, understanding and acceptance of human rights as an issue.” Respondents also 
feel that human rights need to be better integrated into municipal and provincial policy 
frameworks.  There is concern that there is a lack of experience with human rights and 
understanding of working with minority groups.  Education on cultural difference, on the 
ethno-cultural environment of our city, and the promotion of acceptance of difference is 
needed.  There is a cultural problem of intolerance and there is a need to transform the 
mindset of intolerant individuals. 
 

Education is most likely the best way to bring these people 
together to educate, validate, and respect who they are and what 
they can become to make a better world for themselves in their 
communities. –Survey Respondent 

 
Education and understanding of human rights is the foundation for overcoming many of 
our challenges in the community, thus solidifying the potential and need for the Human 
Rights City project. Developing an atmosphere of respect and knowledge about each 
other’s differences and challenges could create solidarity and a better capacity to address 
concerns. Education in human rights “could inspire people to be more attentive to the 
simple kindness in life; a simple foundation would grow and larger scale issues and 
problems come closer to resolution.”27 
 
Key Recommendations 

� Enhance awareness of available resources and programs in Edmonton available on 
human rights. One of the findings of the HRCEP is the realization that there is a 
lack of awareness in the community about what resources exist that can be 
accessed when rights have been violated.  There is a need for community service 
organizations to have access to a user-friendly resource in which they can make 
effective referrals.  We have found that individuals from marginalized 
communities get lost in the shuffle of referrals and get frustrated because they are 
not always directed in the right direction.  Efforts need to be made to ensure that 
human rights complaints are handled appropriately and not lost in the process of 
referrals.  The Support Network of Edmonton has created a 211 hotline and 
directory of organizations; however, there are still some gaps in this resource 
regarding access to justice and legal related services.  Efforts need to be made to 
enhance this existing resource and ensure that community service organizations are 
aware of and have access to a comprehensive listing that includes government 
related services in relations to human rights. 

                                                 
27 Survey Respondent  
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� Education for youth is also identified as a foundation for advancing Edmonton as 
a Human Rights City in the long term.  We need to start with young children, 
educating them before they have picked up negative beliefs from parents or peers. 
Extra efforts need to be made to ensure cultural awareness education specifically 
targeting education regarding Aboriginal culture and history.  Supporting teachers 
in the delivery of education is critical and community service organizations need 
to be supported in their direct work with schools to promote human rights 
education through either educational programming or resource development.  The 
City should recognize the value and long term potential in work of such 
organizations as the Northern Alberta Alliance on Race Relations, John 
Humphrey Centre for and Human Rights, United Nations Association of Canada 
– Edmonton Branch, Society for Safe & Caring Schools & Communities and other 
NGOs that support the proliferation of human rights education in the schools 
and throughout the communities. Continued and enhanced financial support to 
such organizations is a positive approach to sustaining long term change, growth 
and inclusion in our community. 

� Training programs for service providers and non-profit agencies such as the 
piloted Human Rights Facilitator Program delivered by the Human Rights City 
Edmonton Project and John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights in 
the fall of 2007 should be supported by the City of Edmonton.  This training 
supports building of awareness around legalities and history of human rights, of 
how human rights awareness applies to daily work, and fosters collaborative 
relationships.  In addition, ongoing professional development opportunities for 
non-profit organizations working to advance human rights in Edmonton are also 
important components of moving towards becoming a Human Rights City.  
These organizations often do not have access to opportunities to critically reflect 
on their work from a broader level and assess their impact.  Opportunities should 
be supported by the City for organizations to access development opportunities.  
This could be done by developing a small fund within the City which 
organizations could access to attend professional development opportunities and 
training. 

� As part of CCMARD, support for the development of tools and resources for 
employers to understand how to break down barriers in their businesses around 
differences in backgrounds, cultures, and abilities are needed. 

� Create a human rights history of Edmonton: a shared history in which all are 
included. A book on resilience and affirmative stories of human rights in 
Edmonton could be developed to foster this sense of shared history and 
community. 
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� Increasing general public education and awareness of hate crimes and abuses in the 
community, including understanding how unconscious behaviours, actions and 
words have real implications and impact on the lives of marginalized communities. 
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The Value of Human Rights City Edmonton  
The Human Rights City Edmonton Project is one which seeks to foster a spirit of 
cooperation and collaboration to advance and promote human rights in Edmonton and 
thus create a community where all citizens are engaged, active, and included.  Ultimately, 
the project works to make the Universal Declaration of Human Rights a living reality at 
the community level: the level of direct impact. In order to facilitate this movement, 
partnership and collaboration are essential, with one of the most critical stakeholders being 
the City of Edmonton governing bodies and administration.  This process demands a 
commitment from the City of Edmonton to support the advancement of human rights. 
Therefore, the HRCEP calls on the Mayor to reaffirm the City of Edmonton’s 
commitment to human rights in order to galvanize and mobilize citizens to engagement 
and action. The City’s support of initiatives like CCMARD and Child Friendly City, are 
essential components to the City of Edmonton becoming a Human Rights City.  The 
Human Rights City concept envelops a broader framework within which these initiatives 
fit within: they are simply a more focused approach to a specific bundle of human rights. 
For example, CCMARD directly addresses the needs related to Article 2 of the UDHR. 
To promote a Child Friendly City for example, you need to be taking account diversity – 
disability, race, language, income, gender, religion and more  The reality is that we can not 
have a Child Friendly City or a City Free from Racism and Discrimination without living 
in a city based on a Human Rights framework. 
 
After funding three phases of development, the Human Rights City is at a point of 
beginning direct programming and working more closely with the City to advance the 
mandate of promoting human rights. After engagement with the community, we have 
heard what is needed and desired in Edmonton to make human rights more accessible and 
equal. We hope that the City of Edmonton will recognize the inherent value of human 
rights and thus the critical need to support the advancement of the HRCE Project. This 
must begin with a formal declaration by the Mayor and City Council that Edmonton is a 
Human Rights City, the first in Canada and North America. 
 

Creating a Space 

Respondents indicate a dire need to develop a space, both physical and virtual, where the 
Human Rights City Edmonton Project can operate, deliver programming, and support 
policy development.  People feel there is no where they can go and there is a definite need 
for a space that is neutral yet active: one that is well known and accessible where people 
can access resources, training and support. A place where issues, concerns, and complaints 
can be taken and facilitated; where programs can be undertaken to promote and address 
human rights. This space is a place for engagement of the disenfranchised and a place 
where new relationships can be born and fostered. 
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The HRCEP recommends that the City work with the HRCEP to define what this space 
could look like and what commitment the City can make to its longer term sustainability. 
It is essential that a councilor and a representative from City administration be committed 
to working with the community to define the future of Edmonton as a Human Rights 
City. Special recognition and thanks needs to be extended to Michael Phair, former City 
Councilor, for his commitment and support in advancing this project over the first few 
years. 
 

Monitoring and Celebrating our Progress 

As stated above, the City should support an audit of human rights with specific 
measurable outcomes every three years.  This report should be undertaken under the 
HRCEP banner and document human rights problems, thus raising an understanding of 
the challenges in our city, a cognizance of their interdependency, and how they inform 
policy and program development. 
 
It is also recommended that on December 10th of each year, the City should support the 
annual celebration of Edmonton’s status as a Human Right City and use this as an 
opportunity to celebrate our differences and our progressive realization of human rights.   
The Human Rights City Edmonton Project hosted an inaugural Human Rights awards 
ceremony in 2007 which recognized the contributions of individuals and organizations in 
the community.  This award ceremony should be continued and formally supported by the 
City. 
 
A longer term marketing campaign to deliver positive messages on human rights is also 
needed to create an awareness of Edmonton’s status as a Human Rights City and that will 
deliver key positive messages of human rights in Edmonton. 
 

Moving Forward 
The Human Rights City Edmonton Project, representing a unique and innovative pilot 
initiative in Canada, is a valuable approach to engaging the City and its citizens in a 
dialogue and learning process around human rights.  It is hoped that this report will serve 
the basis of renewed relationships that foster inclusion and the respect for human dignity 
in our community.  As indicated in the report, there are many issues and challenges facing 
the City of Edmonton as a community and as an administration, yet there are many 
opportunities.  Progress is being made on a number of fronts, but much more work needs 
to still occur.  The HRCEP looks forward to working collaboratively with the City in 
advancing human rights, fostering relationships and building on the capacity and potential 
of its citizenship.   
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