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The 2020 Symposium was unique from the ones held before, as it bought together, 
virtually, a diverse group of more than 60 women. Due to the events of Covid-19, 
the possibility of a virtual symposium was put into action after considering the 
challenges that the virtual format would present.  The Advisory Circle conducted the 
Symposium over nine (9) sessions spread out over four (4) weeks, enabling women 
to attend sessions around their working hours. Each of these sessions lasted for 
two (2) hours, each yielding a “Call to Action” which was then presented to CMHC 
and government representatives at the final plenary session.

The Symposium commenced on Day One with the Opening Ceremony by Janice 
Abbott followed by blessings from Western and Eastern located Elders. Through 
the course of the next couple of weeks, discussions between women from a 
diverse demographic were conducted around the theme of adversities faced by 
women in the housing and infrastructure sector.  

All Sessions began in a similar fashion after which the Co-host divided the 
attendees into groups of five or eight. The Session topics would then be discussed 

Summary of the 
Sessions of the 2020 Symposium
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The theme of the official 
sessions were designed 
around giving women a 
platform to discuss their 
experiences with respect to 
affordable housing. Existing 
systemic barriers with respect 
to rent supplements, child 
protection/reunification 
and child welfare program 
discrepancies were discussed. 
Problems related to funding of 
basic needs for First Nations, 
Métis and Inuit women, 
women with disabilities and 
women hailing from rural areas 
were discussed and calls to 
actions were posed.  The 
calls to action called for the 
government to understand the 
impact Covid-19 has had on 
women and provide solutions 
in the form of better policies, 
accountability for promises 
made, affordable housing, a 
guaranteed annual income and 
transparency in the system.  

The Additional Sessions were mainly 
themed around the concerns and 
experiences of women who face 
additional barriers, beyond sexism and 
misogyny, to accessing safe, affordable, 
adequate housing including First 
Nations, Métis and Inuit women, Black 
women, women of color, immigrant and 
refugee women, women with disabilities, 
Lesbian and bisexual women, trans 
women, two-spirit and trans feminine 
individuals and Francophone women 
The attendees spoke of the stigma 
attached to skin color (race), gender, 
ability and language and how accessing 
affordable housing is even harder 
and almost always accompanied 
by experiences of overt and covert 
discrimination. Discussions on cultural 
insensitivity took place at length 
calling for more progressive laws and 
protections for women who experience 
multiple and intersecting barriers to 
housing. A key factor discussed was the 
loss of income due to COVID-19 and 
how the same had a direct impact on 
women’s housing needs. 

over monitored time concluding with each of the 
groups formulating solutions and calls to action. 
These solutions and calls to action would then 
be presented to the other groups narrowing 
down the key take-back features to be posed to 
government. Additionally, through the period of 
the Symposium, counselling was available to all 
attendees and attendees were provided adequate 
information on leaving groups assigned to them 
should they feel uncomfortable at any given time.

Each of the Sessions featured key barriers faced by women with respect to 
discrimination in relation to meeting women’s and children’s housing needs. The 
sessions conducted were divided into ‘Official Sessions” and “Additional Sessions”. 
Official Sessions provided attendees with a platform to discuss broader topics of 
concern for women whereas the ‘Additional Sessions’ focused on intersectional 
barriers to housing, including racism, ableism, gender discrimination, immigration 
status and language.  

Official Sessions Additional Sessions
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Analysis of the 2019 
Six Calls to Action & 
Recommendations

Housing and Women with Lived Expertise

First Nations, Métis and Inuit Housing

•	 Call on CMHC to develop the National Housing Strategy (NHS) in 
consultation with those most affected; and in consultation with the Poverty 
Reduction Strategy and the Strategy to End Violence Against Women 

RECOMMENDATIONS

•	 Strategies so developed need to be rolled out. There needs to exist a level 
of transparency while issuing such strategies, wherein recommendations 
provided by affected communities have been heard and accommodated;

•	 Funding should be specifically applied to create an accepting culture in 
housing programs along with enough flexibility to create various housing 
models to suit the different adversities faced. Women should be in 
apposition to choose rather than settle which is the current norm.

CALL TO ACTION

•	 Call on the federal government to ensure that all housing responds to 
First Nations, Métis and Inuit women; 

•	 We call for housing that is culturally sensitive with appropriate regulations 
and accommodations and that is administered by First Nations, Métis 
and Inuit women - to this end, the housing must be inclusive of healing 
and treatment centers;

•	 We also call on the government of Canada to take immediate steps 
to reverse the policy that excludes Inuit from accessing federal shelter 
funding; and

•	 We call on the federal government to recognize the needs of women and 
children in urban centers and out of Indigenous communities (off reserve).

CALL TO ACTION
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3

4

Infrastructure Funding for Housing

•	 Call on CMHC to reinstate the Shelter Enhancement Program immediately, 
allowing for both shelter and other kinds of housing for women, and equal to 
25% of the total NHS funding envelope; and

•	 We also call on CMHC to make this funding available to on and off reserve 
projects.

RECOMMENDATIONS

•	 A major concern with design and accessibility criteria will need to be 
developed and addressed to accommodate disable women;

•	 More disclosure and transparency are required to understand how the 
government is utilizing funds before it reaches the communities. The ability 
to seek information on the projects being worked on and if resources 
are being allocated responsibly. This calls for more transparency on the 
provincial level

•	 There is an absolute requirement of establishing a direct relationship with 
the federal government. Access to housing is so unequal throughout the 
country and while there is a national strategy in place, the same will need to 
be integrated with provincial government contracts. 

•	 Information on available funding from the government needs to be effectively 
communicated to organizations that can utilize it. Additionally, the process 
and applications to such grants and funding needs to be simplified to make 
to accessible to all communities. 

•	 Existing infrastructure needs to be maintained with additionally now making 
it more accessible;

•	 The concept of affordable housing for women or families with several 
children will need to be developed to accommodate larger families.

CALL TO ACTION

A Voice for Women’s Housing

•	 Calls on the federal government and CMHC to consult with and provide 
ongoing funding to the Pan-Canadian Voice for Women’s Housing

RECOMMENDATIONS

•	 We recommend it may be beneficial to have a female person represent 
CMHC in working with the vision of the symposium next.

CALL TO ACTION
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5 Operational Funding for Women’s and 
Women-Serving Organizations

6 Women and a Guaranteed Annual Income

•	 Call for funding for women’s and women-serving organizations, which is 
comparable to the level of funding for services and programs provided 
directly by government and broader public sector agencies; and

•	 We also call on the federal government to ensure that community-based 
front-line workers and organizational and program staff are competitively 
compensated.

•	 Call on CMHC to advocate for a Guaranteed Annual Income program 
that is reflective of regional realities. The program should be built using an 
intersectional gender lens with the participation of a diverse cross-section 
of women. It must be responsive to women’s self-identified needs such as 
ensuring family preservation, sustainable, rent geared-to-income housing, 
strong transitional support, and be in addition to child benefits.

RECOMMENDATIONS

RECOMMENDATIONS

•	 More flexibility in funding to cover immediate needs wherever and whenever 
they should arise considering the current structure is too rigid in terms of 
funding expenses.

•	 Re-emphasizing the guaranteed annual income given the success of 
CERB during the Covid-19 pandemic, but would require more flexibility as 
compared to CERB.

CALL TO ACTION

CALL TO ACTION
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Specifically calling on CMHC to support 
communities who are marginalized (for 
example, Black, First Nations, Métis and 
Inuit women, women who are disabled, 
transwomen, refugee and immigrant 
women, Francophone women ) to create 
and offer housing that will enable them to 
supports themselves (by and for us).

CALL TO ACTION

New 
Calls 
to 
Action

All organizations that receive 
funding from CMHC must 
demonstrate they have robust 
and active anti-racism and 
anti-oppression policies and 
practices in place.

CALL TO ACTION
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Updates & Commitments 
by CMHC to the Pan-Canadian Voice 

for Women’s Housing

•	 Put in place an appropriately compensated council with lived expertise for 
CMHC to call on for advice and input.

CMHC RESPONSE
•	 CMHC acknowledged and has since received over 400 applications for this 

initiative and are positive the counsel is becoming a reality in the near future. 

CALL TO ACTION

UPDATE ON THE 2019 SYMPOSIUM CALLS TO ACTION

1



•	 CMHC has launched a $1B rapid housing initiative with an intent to build more than 3,000 
homes with the help of the provinces, territories and municipalities. The fund can be used to 
build housing or buy buildings. Applications that would serve urban First Nations, Métis and 
Inuit people are being prioritized. Flexibility to allow for exemptions to the 12-month timeframe 
between being granted the funding and completion of the project has been accounted for. 
Additionally, in May, CHMC was able to fund 12 new women’s shelters for a period of five years.
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•	 Challenge government to ensure First Nations, Métis and Inuit women have safe homes; provide 
adequate funding in the North and for urban (off-reserve) housing; 

CMHC RESPONSE
•	 CMHC has agreed to remain an active partner in co-developing distinct housing for First 

Nations, Métis and Inuit women, stating they will further develop an indigenous housing strategy 
in partnership with First Nations, Métis and Inuit women with the plan to hand over the operation 
of housing to First Nations, Métis and Inuit women once completed. CMHC ensured it is 
educating its staff on the importance of reconciliation and reparations and has recently launched 
an expression of interest for an indigenous advisory counsel to guide the Symposium’s work.

CALL TO ACTION2

•	 CMHC must reinstate the Shelter Enhancement Program and make the program available to 
women’s organizations on and off reserve.

•	 CMHC must address the lack of transparency in provincial and territorial government spending 
and hold the government accountable for the same. 

CALL TO ACTION3

•	 CMHC must take steps to make the National Housing Co-investment Fund (NHCF) application 
simpler

CMHC RESPONSE

CALL TO ACTION4



Evan Siddall, President and CEO of CMHC, made the following commitments to the 
Pan-Canadian Voice for Women’s Housing:
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•	 Recognizing that advocating for a Guaranteed Annual Income is not CMHC’s 
main area of influence, the call of for accountability, a compensated panel of 
those with LE who can work with the group to develop a framework, metrics and 
accountability measures to report back annually and reduce silos

CMHC RESPONSE
•	 CMHC launched the Canada housing benefit wherein $4B in rent supplement 

support will go directly to households across Canada.

CALL TO ACTION5

•	 Long-term, multi-year funding is required for women-serving organizations to work 
collaboratively and help CMHC achieve its targets related to women’s housing, 
as support services and well-compensated social workers are essential to ensure 
vulnerable women remain housed.

CMHC RESPONSE
•	 CMHC agreed to deliver programs to fund buildings, and has required provincial, 

territorial and other community partners to provide the wrap-around services 
women need. 

CALL TO ACTION6

2020 COMMITMENTS FROM CMHC

1.	 CMHC is committed to continue its funding for the Symposium;
2.	 Continuing commitment to the Symposium that the concerns raised will be 

considered and have significant influence on policy and funding decisions;
3.	 Quality attempts shall be made to recognize the need to develop deeper 

connections with all marginalized communities given the level of 
discrimination faced;

4.	 Using funds effectively to develop projects with community organizations 
in rural areas, especially the north; 

5.	 Continued accountability to the symposium
6.	 Commitment to discuss with internal teams and report on policies 

and funding more transparently;
7.	 Share progress on progress on eight commitments undertaken by 

CMHC on anti-racism.
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Given the COVID- 19 pandemic, we are unsure if the next Pan-Canadian 
Voice for Women’s Housing Symposium will be held virtually or in-person. 
CMHC is committed to funding the next Symposium. The members of the 
Advisory Circle, in addition to planning for the fifth annual Symposium, will 
explore ideas around keeping PCVWH participants informed, including the 
possibility of developing a newsletter or setting up a PCVWH intranet.
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