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Press Conference

Ottawa, September 21 2006

Bonjour, my name is Andrée Côté, and until a few weeks ago I was Director of Law Reform at the National Association of Women and the Law. NAWL has been forced to lay off it’s staff in the last few weeks and is waiting for the renewal of our funding application from Status of Women Canada. 

The Harper government response on pay equity this week demonstrates why it is so important that women’s groups receive adequate and stable funding: we need to have the capacity to defend women’s rights, and to respond to retrograde and ineffective policies that bring us back 20 years. 

Since the World March of Women 2000, the adoption of a stand-alone federal pay equity act has been a priority for the women’s movement in Québec and in the rest of Canada. We were not the only ones saying that the current pay equity regime provided by  section 11 of the Canadian Human Rights Act is a dismal failure: the Canadian Human rights Commission agreed, as did the Pay Equity Task Force. After three years of research, consultation, public hearings and an impressive symposium, this task Force recommended the adoption of a pro-active pay equity act. The ineffectiveness of the current system was even recognized by the United Nations, and in January 2003 the CEDAW Committee recommended that Canada redouble its efforts to achieve pay equity for women.

NAWL, the Pay Equity Network and hundreds of women’s groups, trade unions and community organizations accross Québec and Canada have repeatedly asked the federal government to implement the Task Force recommendations. Last Spring, the Standing Committee on the Status of Women requested that the government respond to the task force report, and table a pay equity bill, to remedy the ongoing pay discrimination against women. 

Last Monday, the ministers of Labour and Justice tabled the government response the Standing Committee’s request: they have announced that they will not adopt stand alone pay equity legislation, and will work within the current legislative framework. The “new government’s” approach will focus a three-pronged approach: education, mediation and the use of Labour department inspectors to monitor employer pay practices. This is exactly what was done in the late 1970’s and 1980s, and it never worked. 

Women deserve more than old tired policies that have proved their incapacity to eliminate wage discrimination for women. This approach is not in keeping with the constitutional equality rights promises of the Charter, nor with the human rights commitments that Canada has undertaken with CEDAW. 

The Harper government response on pay equity is not a sign that it intends to respect and promote women’s human rights, on the contrary!

It is a clear illustration of why it is so important to ensure the ongoing federal funding for advocacy groups that defend women’s rights. 

Thank you 

