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BC’s provincial government has shown a strong commitment to human rights in announcing the re-
establishment of the British Columbia Human Rights Commission. Pivot takes the position that the 
new Commission, in partnership with the Human Rights Tribunal, will be better equipped to fulfill 
the purposes of the Human Rights Code, RSBC 1996, c 210 (the “Code”), including fostering inclusion 
and understanding, preventing discrimination, and eliminating persistent patterns of inequality by 
amending the Code to prohibit discrimination and harassment based on Social Condition.   
 
Nearly twenty years ago, the BC Human Rights Commission released Human Rights for the Next 
Millennium, summarizing recommendations coming out of province-wide dialogue about human 
rights protections people wanted to see added to the Code. At that time, the Commission 
recommended adding Social Condition to the Code. Instead, the government adopted a compromise 
position, and added a limited prohibition against discrimination based on lawful source of income in 
relation to residential tenancy.  

 

 
Pivot Legal Society has encountered 
the following examples of 
discrimination and harassment based 
on Social Condition: 
 

1. Hateful comments in the media, online, and 
at public meetings and rallies, other forms of 
overt discrimination and targeted acts of 
violence by members of public against people 
who are homeless 

2. Bylaws and zoning decisions that discriminate 
against people who are homeless and/or 
living in extreme poverty 

3. Policing practices that discriminate against 
people who are homeless  

4. Discrimination experienced by people living 
in poverty and people who are homeless 
when attempting to access health or social 
services 

5. Discrimination by private landlords based on 
current housing status and/or source of 
income 

6. Discriminatory control of public space and 
spaces generally open to the public by 
private security guards 

 
 

While homeless people are disproportionately 
disadvantaged by other characteristics explicitly 
recognized in BC’s Human Rights Code, such as 
disability and ancestry, there are also many 
people living in deep poverty who are not 
disadvantaged based on other protected 
characteristics.  
 
More critically, deep poverty and homelessness, 
whether episodic or chronic, are real and 
specific sources of disadvantage. People labelled 
as such experience prejudice and discrimination 
in virtually all aspects of social, economic, and 
political life. Currently, the Code offers no 
explicit protection to these vulnerable British 
Columbians and the protections currently 
available under the Code do not actually reflect 
the lived experiences of people living in deep 
poverty and homelessness or the specific nature 
of the discrimination they face.  
 
 
 
 
 



	
 
Other jurisdictions provide these 
necessary protections – BC should too 
 
In 2000, the Canadian Human Rights Act Review 
Panel released its report recommending the 
addition of Social Condition to the Canadian 
Human Rights Act (CHRA). The report noted that 
while some barriers related to poverty can be 
challenged using existing grounds, that approach 
is a “piecemeal solution that fails to take into 
account the cumulative effect of the problem.” In 
2009, the Canadian Human Rights Commission 
re-affirmed its support for adding Social 
Condition to the CHRA.  
 
Since its inception in 1975, the Quebec Charter of 
Human Rights and Freedoms has protected against 
discrimination and harassment based on Social 
Condition. The Quebec Human and Youth 
Rights Commission defines Social Condition as a 
rank, a social position or class attributed to 
someone principally because of his or her level 
of income, occupation, and education. 
 
New Brunswick and the Northwest Territories 
also include Social Condition in their Human 
Rights Codes, and Bill 164, which is currently 
before the Legislative Assembly of Ontario, 
would amend Ontario’s Human Rights Code to 
include Social Condition as a prohibited ground 
of discrimination. British Columbia has an 
opportunity to join these provincial and 
territorial leaders and to protect the human 
rights of some of our province’s most 
disadvantaged residents. 
 
 

 
 
Recommendations  
 

Pivot recommends that BC take the following 
immediate actions: 
 

i. Amend BC’s Human Rights Code to include 
Social Condition as a prohibited ground of 
discrimination 

ii. Develop a flexible definition of Social 
Condition, which recognizes that it must 
include an element of disadvantage, and 
which explicitly identifies housing status as 
an element of Social Condition  

iii. Engage in an audit of provincial and 
municipal laws and policies to identify 
potential discrimination based on Social 
Condition 

iv. Make discrimination based on Social 
Condition a priority for systemic 
investigation by a newly established Human 
Rights Commission 

v. Engage in proactive education with 
municipalities to ensure that zoning and 
regulatory bylaws, and related public 
consultation processes do not discriminate 
based on Social Condition 

vi. Engage in proactive education with 
professionals in healthcare settings, police, 
private service providers such as landlords, 
and private security companies to raise 
awareness of Social Condition as a 
prohibited ground of discrimination.    
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