December 10, 2013
This Human Rights Day Canada must renew its role as a leader for refugee rights
December 10th celebrates international human rights and the inherent dignity and equal rights of
all members of the human family. Refugees are part of the human family and entitled to the same
rights.
These rights include the rights to asylum, to liberty, to protection from torture, to an adequate
standard of living, to healthcare, to be reunited with family and to the protection of the best
interests of children.
Sadly, respect for the rights of refugees is waning. At a time when serious human rights abuses
are taking place in every region of the world and displacing millions of people, countries are
building administrative walls, closing doors, denying protection.
Canada is failing to respect refugees’ human rights too. Once a world leader in refugee
protection, Canada is closing its doors. Fewer refugees are being resettled to Canada. The federal
government recently made dramatic cuts to basic healthcare for refugees. Refugee claimants race
an unbeatable clock to gather evidence. Some refugees now face mandatory detention and a fiveyear bar on being reunited with their family in Canada. Others have even less time to present
their cases and are denied the right to an appeal because their countries of origin have been
arbitrarily deemed “safe”. We live in a climate of fear and negative rhetoric. Canada is now a
less welcoming country.
Canada can and must do better. As Canadians we are at our best when we treat refugees fairly
and with respect and compassion. We must return to the better parts of our tradition of
welcoming refugees. Our country has been strengthened by the contributions of the many
refugees who have come here from around the world – by boat, by plane and on foot. We have
learned to appreciate the beauty and values of different cultures. We have been inspired by the
ideals of brave men, women and children escaping brutal dictatorships and injustices. In return
for safety and a warm welcome, refugees have become active members of our communities.
They have helped sensitize Canadians about the countries from which they have fled. All of
these gifts have made us richer.
As Canadians we are proud of our history of welcoming strangers. We are proud to keep our
doors open to those fleeing grave human rights abuses, and we pledge that we will strive to keep
those doors open now and into the future. As we celebrate universal human rights on December
10th, we call on Canada to renew its role as a leader for refugee rights. Canada must be fair to
refugees, respect their basic rights and open doors that have closed.
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