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Human Rights for Our Times

The people spoke and the Commission listened. In 1997, individuals and communities around the province were asked for their input into the scope and extent of human rights protection in B.C. The proposed amendments to the Human Rights Code represent the feedback of hundreds of individuals and groups who came forward to share their concerns. 

Representatives from the Commission visited 10 cities throughout the province requesting feedback from citizens about the 17 proposed amendments to the Human Rights Code. The consultations focused on three issues: will the proposed amendments improve human rights in B.C.; what specific concerns will arise if they become part of the Code; and what can be done to alleviate those concerns. 

The public hearings were a continuation of the work begun by Professor Bill Black’s review of Human Rights in B.C. 

In 1994, Professor Black of UBC was commissioned by the Government to undertake a thorough review of human rights in British Columbia. He consulted with many groups and individuals and made numerous recommendations. Some were administrative and some were substantive improvements to the protection available under the Code. The administrative recommendations were responsible for transforming the BC Council for Human Rights into the BC Human Rights Commission and BC Human Rights Tribunal. 

The purpose of the public hearings was to complete the process begun by the review. “Some communities impacted by the recommendations in Professor Black’s report came forward and said that they were still affected by the discrimination and still needed protection because the government had yet to act upon the substantive recommendations,” said Chief Commissioner Mary-Woo Sims. 

“We had an enormous response from British Columbians about human rights protections and our discussion paper and what should be in the Code,” said Sims.

It was through the public’s response to the hearings that eleven recommendations were made. Nine of the recommendations would bring the BC Human Rights Code into line with human rights protection already available to other Canadians. But the two new grounds, gender identity and social condition, would make B.C.’s human rights legislation one of the most progressive in all of Canada. 

Gender identity is a new issue for many people and is often confused with issues of sexual orientation, but the two are very different. Some transgendered individuals have a sexual orientation that is heterosexual, gay/lesbian or bisexual. But their gender identity can be either male or female.

“Transgendered persons are not only subjected to discrimination, but also to violence,” said Sims. “Those who came to the public hearings and spoke about their need for protection against discrimination based on gender identity showed a lot of courage because they could become targets for further harassment.” 

People also wanted stronger legislation based on social condition. Numerous people claimed that the Code failed to adequately protect the poor from prejudice. Sims agreed, “I think people are often blamed for being poor and measures are instituted which make it difficult for them to break out of poverty. The proposed amendments would have a significant impact.”

“Gender identity and social condition are two new grounds for human rights,” said Sims, “If accepted with the other recommendations, they would make B.C.’s Human Rights Code one of the best human rights protections in Canada.” The report, Human Rights for the Next Millennium, which included these two ground-breaking amendments, was submitted to the Minister Responsible for Human Rights on January 19, 1998.

Said Sims, “It’s clear that we support the amendments, but the Minister and the government need to hear that British Columbians support the recommendations also. Now, it’s up to the Minister, the government and the people of B.C.”

The Chief Commissioner is putting more emphasis on education and prevention. The Commission has begun an education campaign to inform service providers, employers and communities about their human rights and their responsibility not to discriminate.

The public hearings were instrumental in gaining the public’s awareness of the Commission. Now, not only is the Commission being contacted to file complaints, but also to provide information, education and assistance. 

“We believe that increased public awareness and understanding of human rights protection in B.C. will help prevent and eliminate discrimination in the future,” said Sims. The hearings were invaluable in keeping the public and legislators in touch with current human rights issues.
Resolving Disputes Through Mediation
Mediation provides parties to a complaint the opportunity to informally resolve their human rights issue in a neutral and confidential setting. When a complaint is received, human rights officers will offer to assist the parties to resolve the issue. Mediation can be attempted at any time after a complaint is filed. In 1997/98, 220 complaints were resolved through mediation. “Mediation is a positive alternative to the investigation process,” said Kelly-Ann Speck, Commissioner of Investigation and Mediation. “When parties agree to mediate they take ownership of the complaint and have an active role in determining the outcome of the complaint.”

Mediation Story 1

The complainant, a very young woman, was employed as a clerk in a department store. She began work early each morning before the store was open for business. While she worked, she found the contract janitor frequently leering at her. She tried to ignore the behaviour, but the janitor became friendlier and asked her out for coffee, and later, a date. She declined, wanting to keep the relationship professional. He persisted, and one morning, frustrated by her refusals, threatened to push her into a cactus plant. 

Frightened, the woman went to her general manager who dismissed her complaint. He told her the contract janitor was not an employee of the store and so there was nothing he could do to discipline the man. 

The general manager, who had previously made his own demeaning remarks, by calling the young woman a “dumb blonde” and “bimbo,” said what did she expect when she looked like hot stuff.

Afraid to work alone in the store with the janitor, and unable to count on the support of her supervisor, the young woman quit her job.

Because she lived in a small town, she had difficulty finding work. It was five months before she was able to find another job. 

She filed a complaint with the Human Rights Commission. The respondent was served with a complaint and although originally began defending its position, reconsidered and settled the complaint. The general manager was demoted and transferred to the lower mainland, and the janitorial company was fired. The complainant received $3000 dollars to compensate for her loss of income. 

This case reflects the importance of vicarious liability. Employers are responsible to provide a workplace free from harassment of all forms, whether the alleged harasser is an employee, contractor, or customer.

Mediation story 2
The complainant had worked for a security company for approximately four years. He had advanced into the second highest supervisory position and acted as supervisor after his superior was removed. While the complainant waited for a new supervisor to be brought in, he heard that he would be demoted to the third highest supervisory position because the company he worked for wanted an older person in his position.

Unable to clear up the rumor, and not wanting to be demoted simply because of his age, the complainant quit his job and filed a complaint with the Commission. 

During mediation, the respondent expressed regret that the complainant had quit because of the rumor, and stated that the complainant had been a valuable employee. The respondent offered the complainant his previous position, with the same amount of pay, benefits, and seniority. The respondent also provided the complainant with a letter of reference.

Mediation story 3
The complainant had been employed as a mechanic for approximately five years, but he had a shoulder injury which made it increasingly difficult to do his job. He informed his employer about the injury and asked to be transferred to another position (which didn’t require such extensive use of his shoulder.) The employer refused, stating the employee did not meet the necessary qualifications for any available positions. The complainant continued to work but eventually had to take time off because of his disability.

The complainant filed a complaint against his employer alleging that the employer refused to accommodate his disability.

The complainant, employer, and the union worked together to reach a settlement. The employer agreed to provide the complainant with an apprenticeship to another area. The employer also agreed to revise the “duty to accommodate” policy, and to provide training to all management and staff about the new policy.

Mediation Story 4
A blind woman alleged that she was refused service and discriminated against because of her disability. She claimed that the cab she had called drove away when the driver saw the complainant and her seeing eye dog. The woman’s friend witnessed the incident. 

The complainant filed a complaint with the Commission. Both she and the respondent agreed to resolve the matter informally, through mediation. The cab company agreed to educate its drivers of their obligation to accommodate seeing eye dogs and paid the complainant $1500 for the injury to her dignity and self respect.

Equity Report- Commission Approves Special Programs
The BC Human Rights Commission approves special programs, further to Section 42 of the Human Rights Code.  “Special programs” is a broad term used in the code to refer to employment equity programs or any other program or activity that tries to improve the conditions of disadvantaged individuals or groups.  Special programs are based on the principle that it may be necessary to treat people differently in order to provide meaningful equality.

Employment equity programs are one type of special program targeted at improving the employment conditions of Aboriginal people, women, people with disabilities and racial and ethnic minority group members in Canada.  The Commission helps employers develop and implement employment equity plans in their workplace.  The Commission will also formally approve a special program if its objectives are intended to better the social conditions of and remove barriers to any disadvantaged group or individual.  Once the Commission approves a program or activity a complaint filed in relation to it will not be accepted for investigation.  The special programs that were approved last year include:

· The Centre for Disease Control was given approval to hire persons of Aboriginal ancestry for the positions Native Education Program Manager and Aboriginal AIDS Educator. The program’s intent is to provide educators who understand the cultural and medical issues of Aboriginal communities and can therefore provide more relevant education and prevention programs on HIV/AIDS and STDs.

· The Shimai Transitional House was given approval to limit hiring of a Support Worker and Program Co-ordinator to persons of First Nations ancestry. The program provides shelter and support programs to women and their children who have experienced domestic violence. Approximately twenty per cent of the clients at Shimai Transition House are of First Nations ancestry. The objective of the program is to provide their clients with culturally responsive service. 

· The Public Service Alliance of Canada was given approval for its employment equity plan which is designed to increase the number of various minorities in its work force.

· A school was given approval to run a three-year pilot project, Construction Technology for Women. The school wishes to provide a supportive environment for young women between the ages of 15 and 19 which will encourage them to pursue careers in the construction technology field, and increase the number of women in the construction industry. 

· Camosun College was given approval to restrict admission into its First Nations Family Support Worker Program to persons of First Nations ancestry. The program’s aim is to improve conditions for First Nations peoples by increasing opportunities in educational, cultural and social training; improve employment opportunities in fields where First Nations are under represented; and be more culturally responsible by increasing the numbers of First Nations peoples providing services to the First Nations community.

· The Ministry of Employment and Investment was granted approval to restrict entry to the Job Start Program to youth 16 to 24. The program helps youth, who face high unemployment, gain their first work experience, marketable skills, and sound work habits.

· The Ministry for Children and Families was given approval to hire a person of Aboriginal ancestry to work as the Deputy Director of the Aboriginal Services Branch in the Child Protection Division. The objective is to ensure adequate and equitable protection of Aboriginal children in B.C.

· The Legal Services Society of B.C. was given approval to hire a person of Aboriginal ancestry to work as the Client Services Manager in native community law offices in order to improve legal services to Aboriginal people in B.C.

COMMISSION REDUCES BACKLOG LEFT BY COUNCIL

The Human Rights Commission has completed its first fiscal year one of the Commission’s major priorities this year was the reduction of the backlog left by the previous Council. Staff spent most of the fiscal year in transition from the Council complaints handling system to a new system that would deal more effectively with complaints. Many changes were made to improve the efficiency and speed in handling cases including; better screening procedures, new computer systems, and the expansion of the Vancouver office. 

The Human Rights Commission reduced the backlog of cases by half in the 97/98 fiscal year. The year began with 1,743 files in the backlog, and by the middle of July, three or four months into the fiscal year, the intake and decision backlog had been cleared. Approximately 800 investigation files have been carried forward into the 98/99 fiscal year. To speed the reduction, the Commission hired three extra staff members to take complaints, 10 more human rights officers to process them, as well as an extra team to work specifically on investigations. 

Extra help also assisted in paring down the decision backlog. “I was able to use the services of experienced and qualified delegates inside and outside the organization to render decisions on case dismissals and referrals,” said Commissioner of Investigation and Mediation, Kelly-Ann Speck. Delegates decreased the number of cases in the decision backlog by determining whether to dismiss or refer complaints to the BC Human Rights Tribunal for a hearing.

“We made significant progress,” said Kelly-Ann Speck, “but we’re still working on it. Reducing the backlog will continue to be a priority into next year.” 

Because of better screening, referral and early resolution, the number of complaints has dropped from 1436 in 96/97 to just over 1000 in 97/98. The decrease is also due to a new system which assigns file numbers to cases rather than assigning each party in a case with separate numbers. Assigning cases—rather than individuals—with file numbers, reduces the time human rights officers must spend cross referencing files and photocopying documents. The new system gives officers more time to work on resolving complaints. In addition, a new computer database has increased efficiency by allowing human rights officers to better monitor their case loads. So, while the actual number of cases hasn’t diminished, the system is quicker and more efficient, meaning that cases will be dealt with sooner.

To ensure that cases are processed efficiently, the Vancouver office was upgraded this year from a branch location to a full-service facility with a manager and full-time staff. With over 50 per cent of complaints coming from the Lower Mainland, upgrading the Vancouver office was an instrumental change. Complaints based in the Lower Mainland will now be handled locally. Complaints from Vancouver Island and the rest of the province will continue to be handled in Victoria. 

The process has improved to benefit both complainants and respondents. Human rights officers are immediately assigned when the respondent is served with a complaint. This eliminates the lengthy waiting periods previously endured before an investigator was assigned. The change means respondents can readily provide their response and both parties will know who will be responsible for investigating or assisting them to settle the complaint.

Commissioner Speck is still looking for ways to improve service. “One of the most consistent concerns about the current system is that it is very formal and requires a high level of literacy. Everyone goes through the same process and there’s no ability to tailor services to the particular needs of the parties involved,” said Kelly-Ann Speck. “We are researching other ways of handling cases, and the new fiscal year may find them being implemented.” 

Case Studies
Freedom from Hate Speech vs. Freedom of the Press
In May 1997, the B.C. Human Rights Tribunal heard a landmark case weighing the right to freedom of expression against the right to live in a society that is free from discrimination and hatred.  

The Canadian Jewish Congress (CJC) filed a complaint against Doug Collins and the North Shore Free Press Ltd. alleging that an article Collins wrote, “Hollywood Propaganda” discriminates and exposes Jewish persons to hatred, contrary to Section 7 of the Human Rights Code. Section 7 (1)(b) of the Code prohibits publishing unusually strong or offensive statements that are likely to expose a person or group of persons to hatred or contempt because of race, religion, ancestry or certain other grounds. 

During the hearing, the newspaper argued that freedom of speech was being restricted by section 7 (1)(b) and was unconstitutional. 

Deputy Chief Commissioner Harinder Mahil became a party to the CJC complaint. He opposed the newspapers’ argument that section 7 (1)(b) was unconstitutional. 

In its November 1997 decision, the Tribunal agreed with Mr. Mahil’s argument. The Tribunal decision conceded that Section 7 does place a limit on freedom of expression, but that the right of freedom of expression is not absolute.  As recognized in Section 1 of the Charter, this right is “subject ... to ... reasonable limits prescribed by law ... as can be demonstrably justified in a free and democratic society.”   

The Tribunal also clarified the meaning of Section 7(1)(b) and defined “hatred and contempt” to mean unusually strong and deep-felt emotions of detestation, calumny and vilification.  The Tribunal assessed newspaper article against this definition, and found that, although the article was anti-Semitic, offensive and hurtful to Jewish people, it did not exhibit the degree of hatred or contempt required to be considered a violation of Section 7(1)(b) of the Code.   Consequently the CJC complaint was dismissed.

The decision recognized the importance of exercising our rights in a responsible manner.   “Freedom of expression is not an absolute right,” Mahil stated.  “Like all rights, it must be balanced against other important, and often competing values.  This is a difficult task, but one which contributes to the betterment of society.  Hate speech poses a serious threat to individuals and society by undermining the values of equality, tolerance and respect for the inherent dignity of persons that our human rights laws are designed to uphold.”

Equal Access to Education
A settlement reached between a community college and a deaf student will significantly increase access to the college’s programs for deaf and hard of hearing students in need of interpreters. The settlement may also support the ability of deaf and hard of hearing students to effectively access education programs throughout the province.

Donna Lee filed a human rights complaint against the college when she was informed that, although she had been accepted into the college’s esthetics (skincare) program, she would be placed on a waiting list. The college told her that it lacked the funds needed to provide her with a sign language interpreter and placed her on a waiting list. She was not told how long she would have to wait before she could begin classes.

Harinder Mahil, Deputy Chief Commissioner of the British Columbia Human Rights Commission, stated that Lee’s case raised important equality-of-access issues for disabled persons. “…The educational institutions in this province have the responsibility to provide effective access to the services they offer. If a college or university admits a student into its programs, it must make sure that the student has the same opportunity to benefit from the classes as his or her classmates.”

The college agreed to change its policy so that any deaf or hard of hearing student who requires an interpreter will have access to one.

“I commend the college for adopting the new policy, and hope it will serve as a model for other educational institutions in B.C.,” said Mahil.

The Right to Fair Medical Treatment
In Eldridge vs. British Columbia, the Supreme Court of Canada ruled that deaf and hard of hearing patients should have equal access to medical treatment. John and Linda Warren, who are deaf, were two plaintiffs in the case. 

When John and Linda were in the hospital during the birth of their twin daughters, they had no interpreters to explain the birth process. During the delivery a nurse explained, through hand gestures that the heart rate of one of the babies had gone down. Following the birth, their daughters were taken away and John and Linda were given a note saying only that their babies were fine. The experience was overwhelming and frightening for them both.

As a result of this and other difficulties in dealing with medical services provided by doctors and hospitals, they sought a court a declaration that the B.C. Government’s failure to provide sign language interpreters as an insured medical benefit violated section 15 of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Both the Supreme Court of British Columbia and the B.C. Court of Appeal rejected the challenge, and the matter was appealed to the Supreme Court of Canada.

The Supreme Court of Canada found that effective communication is an indispensable component of the delivery of medical services. The Court also found that the failure of hospitals to provide sign language interpretation in certain situations was a violation of section 15. This failure denies deaf persons equal benefit of the law and discriminates against them. The Court ordered the government to provide deaf persons with interpreters when necessary for effective communication.

“From a human rights perspective, this decision is important because it recognizes the obligation of government to take steps to ensure that medical benefits are provided in a non-discriminatory manner,” said Mary-Woo Sims, Chief Commissioner.  “This decision may set a precedent for other persons with disabilities where their access to hospital services and other necessary government benefits are concerned.  In short, the decision affirms that government has a duty to ensure that persons with disabilities benefit equally from government services by taking steps to accommodate them to the point of undue hardship.”

A SINGLE CASE CAN CHANGE A THOUSAND LIVES

Each complaint that the BC Human Rights Commission resolves now has a greater potential to ripple through society, leading to legislative revisions or other changes that will reduce or eliminate systemic patterns of discrimination. Recent changes in the Code have allowed the Human Rights Commission to address human rights abuses on a broader scale than ever before.

Previously, human rights abuses were dealt with on a case-by-case basis. And although those cases may have resulted in settlements that reached beyond the complainant, they did not necessarily eliminate the problem for the individual or for society at large.

“Now,” said Deputy Chief Commissioner Harinder Mahil, “the Code allows my office to become a part of the process, at either the investigation or adjudication stage, to promote the broader public interest so that we can eliminate the problem that caused the complaint.”


The changes to the Code came about as a result of a review of human rights in B.C. The report found that the former system was only marginally effective at correcting systemic patterns of inequality.


Mahil stated, “There were systems which were causing discrimination on a large scale and the legislation did not allow us to address them by becoming a party to cases or filing complaints to correct them. That has been fixed in the legislation, which now expressly mandates that we use the Code to remove systemic discrimination.”

In 1997/98, the Deputy Chief Commissioner became party to about 20 cases at the hearing stage. Some of these cases resulted in decisions, some were settled before they went to hearing, and some are still awaiting judgment. Said Mahil, “Even in settlements, we try to focus on broader policy changes. In one case involving a deaf student (see “Equal Access to Education” on this page), the settlement included a college changing its policy to accommodate not only the complainant, but future deaf students as well. We hope this will serve as an example to other educational institutions to provide effective access to the educational services they offer.” 

Another case involved the right of Michelle Poirier, an employee of the Ministry of Municipal Affairs, to breastfeed her child at work. “I became a party to this hearing and argued that discrimination based on breastfeeding is prohibited by the Code on the basis of sex discrimination.” The Tribunal accepted this position. “The Tribunal’s decision was an important victory as this was the first time in Canada that the issue was decided,” said Mahil. 

The Deputy Chief Commissioner’s ability to become involved in complaints is a new role for the Commission and it is already showing positive results.  The coming year will bring more initiatives in this area.

The coming year will bring further changes. The Commission will finalize criteria for the Deputy Chief Commissioner to participate in complaints at the investigation stage and develop guidelines to file complaints on behalf of communities or groups. 

The Commission also has a mandate to conduct research to take a more proactive role in addressing human rights issues. Such research could provide solutions to systemic discrimination, and lead to broader changes in society. 

“Human rights are constantly evolving,” said Mahil. “Old techniques of dealing with complaints are no longer effective. Research allows the Commission to discover new ways of dealing with inequity and take the necessary action to reflect our commitment to substantive equality.”

Serving the Public Interest

The Code allows the Deputy Chief Commissioner to initiate complaints or to become a party to complaints at either the investigation or the hearing stage.

The Commission hopes to advance human rights through participation in cases with a broader public interest.  The decision to become a party to cases at the hearing stage involves the following criteria:

1. The complaint involves an allegation of systemic discrimination, meaning the complaint must identify a systemic cause, a systemic impact or a systemic remedy.

2. The complaint might lead to a resolution or judgment that would have a significant impact on a large number of people in the group or class of persons.

3. The complaint raises legal issues that could help clarify human rights law in a significant way, be used as a model in establishing case law, or raise issues that are important to the Commission.

4. The potential resolution of the complaint could include a special program, such as the employment equity program, that could be promoted throughout the province as a remedy to similar issues and complaints.

Preliminary Decisions

Equality is a Sporting Matter
Section 21 of the Human Rights Code permits a complainant to file a complaint on behalf of another person or group or class of persons who have experienced substantially similar discrimination.  For example, in 1994 David Morrison filed a complaint on behalf of his young daughter and other girls living in the Coquitlam district that participate in gymnastics.  Mr. Morrison alleged that the city’s allocation of sport subsidies discriminates on the basis of sex, specifically, that sports typically dominated by males (e.g. hockey) receive more subsidy than those typically dominated by females (e.g. gymnastics).   

Complaints filed on behalf of a person or group, or a “representative” complaint, benefit not only the person filing, but the whole group named in the complaint.  Any remedies ordered in a representative complaint include systemic remedies that have broader social implications.  In addition, one representative complaint uses Commission and Tribunal resources more efficiently than a large number of individual complaints can.

A recent preliminary decision of the Human Rights Tribunal served to clarify the procedures for representative complaints.  The decision involved an application by another complainant to be added as a party to Mr. Morrison’s representative complaint.  Tribunal Member Nitya Iyer held that individual members of the class involved in a representative complaint are not entitled to be added as parties after the matter has been referred to the Tribunal for hearing. She also ruled that the Commission is obligated to notify or consult with the class members and decide whether the case is best brought forward as a single or a multi-party complaint, and this must be done before the matter is referred to hearing.

This preliminary ruling is an important clarification of Section 21 of the Code, and impacts the way in which the Commission will handle representative complaints in the future.

 Complainants’ Right to Full Hearing 
A preliminary ruling released on February 4, 1998 indicates that filing a grievance does not prevent a person from filing a human rights complaint.  

Liav Gold is a provincial government employee.  When Ms. Gold’s same-sex partner became pregnant, she applied for the parental leave benefits available to provincial government employees.  Ms. Gold did not qualify for this employment benefit because of her sexual orientation.  In addition to filing a grievance with her union, Ms. Gold filed a complaint of discrimination with the B.C. Human Rights Commission.

Prior to the Tribunal hearing into Ms. Gold’s human rights complaint, the Government argued that a labour arbitrator had already considered the substance of Ms. Gold’s complaint during the grievance process, therefore it should not be obliged to go through another proceeding. The Government believed the hearing of Ms. Gold’s human rights complaint would simply duplicate the proceedings before the labour arbitrator.

The Deputy Chief Commissioner argued that arbitral proceedings do not bar a complaint under the Code and that Ms. Gold was entitled to have her complaint heard by the Tribunal.

The Human Rights Tribunal agreed with the Deputy Chief Commissioner.  The Tribunal rejected the Provincial Government’s application to prevent the hearing of the human rights complaint. 

This decision confirms that human rights complainants have the right to seek the additional remedies provided by the Code whether or not the complaint they raised was heard elsewhere. The decision also recognizes that human rights complaints and their rulings can affect an entire community and therefore require the broad jurisdiction offered by the Tribunal.

Statistics 1997-1998
Complaints Received: a five year comparison
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EDUCATION INITIATIVES- HIGHLIGHTS
13th Annual Visual and Language Arts Program
For the past 13 years, the BCHRC and its predecessor, the BC Council of Human Rights, have provided elementary and high school students the opportunity to explore human rights issues through its Visual and Language Arts Programs. Past themes have included Aboriginal human rights, multiculturalism, religion and gender equality. This year’s theme was “Disability and Access.” Students from across the province submitted entries on the subject in the form of short stories, poetry, songs, posters, collages, multimedia productions and websites.

The project educates students and teachers about human rights through creativity, cooperation and fun. 

Awards for individual and class entries were presented at the Commission’s International Human Rights Day celebration. They were presented by Rick Hansen, Carla Qualtrough, a blind paralympic athlete, and Chief Commissioner Mary-Woo Sims. Ujjal Dosanjh, Minister responsible for human rights, also presided over the ceremony.

Justice Theatre 1997

In the summer of 1997, the People’s Law School hosted the Justice Theatre’s annual dramatization of a human rights hearing at the PNE. The play, funded in part by the BC Human Rights Commission, focused on discrimination based on sexual orientation. The production was modeled after a hearing in which a gay high school student alleged that the school board failed to provide him with an educational environment free from discrimination and harassment. The school board also allegedly denied his request to bring in a guest speaker from the Civil Liberties Association to speak to the school about gays, lesbians and human rights.

The subject of the production was timely due to the debate taking place in schools around the province on how to prevent discrimination, harassment and homophobia against gay and lesbian students and staff.

The People’s Law School prepared the script for the presentation based on research and interviews of students and teachers. Professional actors performed the various roles and audience members also participated. The audience acted as the Tribunal and was asked to reach a decision by the end of the mock hearing. A facilitated question and answer period followed the production.

Justice Theatre presentations not only entertain, but also educate the public on current issues concerning human rights. 

BC Human Rights Commission Launches Web Site

As part of its mandate to provide public education and information about human rights, the BC Human Rights Commission launched a web site on March 21, 1998. The site provides information on the role of the Commission and the complaints process. Visitors to the site will find the B.C. Human Rights Code, the annual report, statistics, commission publications, human rights reports, and press releases. The site also offers links to other human rights resources.

According to chief commissioner Mary-Woo Sims, the site is an important part of the commission’s public education and communications program. “It will serve to heighten community awareness about human rights issues. We believe the increased public access to information about human rights protection in British Columbia will help prevent and eliminate the discrimination experienced by individuals.”

The site addresses are:

HYPERLINK http://www.bchrc.gov.bc.ca

HYPERLINK http://www.bchumanrights.gov.bc.ca

www.bchumanrights.gov.bc.ca

www.bchumanrights.org
Highlights of the Year 

· The Commission worked with community groups to organize an event called “Challenging Racial Discrimination: A Celebration and Discussion.” Chief Commissioner Mary-Woo Sims delivered the keynote address. The evening celebration included music, international cuisine, discussion and an interactive theatre presentation on racism by Puente Theatre Group

· Mary-Woo Sims spoke to BCGEU members at a two-day equity and diversity conference in New Westminster
A number of presentations and educational sessions were delivered by staff of the Commission:

· A human rights officer spoke at the Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship centre about the Human Rights Code and how it applies to aboriginal people 

· A human rights officer presented a workshop on sexual harassment in the workplace to the Canadian Association of Fleet Supervisors 

· An overview of the Human Rights Code was presented to Camosun College Business co-op students 

· A presentation given to the Inter-Cultural Association Women’s Programs, as part of International Women’s Day, focused on Immigrant Women’s human rights
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