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The Charter:  25 years of creating a sense of belonging

Ottawa April 17th, 2007: Today marks the 25th Anniversary of Canada’s Charter of Rights and Freedoms. The Charter has, for many Canadians, become an important symbol of our own kind of democracy and society. For a document to guide, inform, inspire, and have life over time, it must overcome the boundaries of the age of its birth. Whether the Magna Carta or the Charter of the United Nations, to continue to have meaning and provide leadership, we must both understand the universal and timeless intent – of equality and fairness; and be sympathetic to the time of its crafting.  At the time of its crafting, the Charter put Canada where we wanted to see ourselves:  providing not just a document but a place where its principles would be lived. 

This is not to say that the Charter is without fault.  There are certainly challenges that need to be addressed, which have been and will continue to be well-discussed -- not least the time-consuming and often unattainably expensive process involved in mounting a challenge to the Charter.  

It is to say, however, that as a country, Canada recognizes the fundamental equality and rights of all individuals and has made it the law. This is something we can all be proud of.  Organizations like the United Nations Association in Canada working on human rights issues, draws upon the Charter, recognizing in the broader global community it puts this country ahead of most.

UNA-Canada’s work with new Canadians made it clear to us that the strength of the Charter is in creating a warm welcome, a sense of belonging.  We are currently working in nine communities across the country, to support and promote full and equal participation in Canadian society.  The project is called A Sense of Belonging, and it aims to build just that.  It uses outreach and public education, to build on the ideals and premise of Canada’s commitment to multiculturalism identified in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms.

In 1971, Canada became the first country in the world to adopt an official Multiculturalism Policy.  In 1982, Canada’s commitment to the “preservation and enhancement of the multicultural heritage of Canadians” became constitutional law in Section 27 of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms.
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This national commitment to multiculturalism provided a platform for civil society to move towards building a tolerant, fair and equal Canada.  Progress has been made, but there are still important lessons to learn and apply with respect to combating prejudice, intolerance and indifference as we build towards a more cohesive society. 
Importantly, while Charter challenges have not in themselves been leading on issues of minority rights, the overall effect – the aspirational aspects of Canada’s Charter -- is most strongly identified as a rosetta stone that heralds and builds a sense of belonging for new Canadians.  The notion of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms holds the same power to Canadians as the Statue of Liberty does for our neighbours.
A 2005 report from Statistics Canada says that by 2017, Canada’s visible minority population will increase 111% from 2001.  This is an indication of the changing face of Canada and the increasing need for social programming to ensure community or social cohesion.  
Twenty-five years ago today, Pierre Elliott Trudeau signed a document bringing Canada into a new era.  He had a vision of “a Canada where men and women of Aboriginal ancestry, of French and British heritage, of the diverse cultures of the world, demonstrate the will to share this land in peace, in justice, and with mutual respect."
Let us continue to honour this vision articulated for each of us, and mark this day with pride in our country and its laws that protect the rights and freedoms that affect and protect us all.
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