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mandate in Afghanistan, in 2005 he infamously said, 
“We are the Canadian Forces and our job is to be able 
to kill people.” Unfortunately, we cannot pride ourselves 
on the fact that Canada did not become involved in 
the invasion and occupation of Iraq either. Canadian 
companies continue to make great financial gains in 
supplying the United States with weapons and military 
equipment. For more information about Canada’s 
Military-Industrial complex and its role in the world’s 
conflicts, see Stephen Kerr’s book, Meet Canada, the 
Global Arms Dealer.  

Even on the democracy front Canada cannot enjoy a 
clear conscience. While Mr. Harper cut all aid to the 
Palestinians, in essence starving them for the outcome 
of a democratic election that Canada supported, he 
happily proceeded to sign a Free Trade Agreement 
with the Colombian government. It appears that he 
chose to ignore the fact that there is overwhelming 
evidence that Colombian President Alvaro Uribe- and 
his top government and military officials- are connected 
to paramilitary death squads. The implication being 
that Canada can stand firmly behind regimes that have 
perpetrated violence and other heinous acts against 
their own civilians.

As we celebrate Canada day, we need to acknowledge 
that Canada is not the country that we imagine it to be. 
It is time to wake up. Canada can be the peace-making, 
democracy promoting, human right defending country 
that we aspire for it to be, but we need to get going and 
start building it.  

Ceyda Turan
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EDITORIAL

Canada, Progressive eh?

In Canada, we like to think that we live in a progressive 
country, a country that stands for human rights, peace, 
and democracy. A quick look at Canada’s stance on 
some of the most pressing issues at home and abroad, 
however, suggests otherwise.

While Canada condemns other countries, such as 
Zimbabwe and Sudan, for their human rights violations, 
the Federal government has rarely ever shied away 
from violating the rights of Canada’s indigenous 
population- some of the world’s most marginalized 
and victimized peoples. The Canadian government 
has admitted to the United Nations that the situation of 
Indigenous peoples is “the most pressing human rights 
issue facing Canadians.” Yet on September 13, 2007, 
Canada rejected the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples that was adopted by the 
UN General Assembly by an overwhelming majority of 
144 to 4. As to why, Canada’s ambassador to the UN, 
John McNee, said that Article 26 of the declaration, 
which states that “Indigenous peoples have the rights 
to the lands, territories and resources which they have 
traditionally owned, occupied or otherwise used or 
acquired,” was “overly broad, unclear and capable of 
a wide variety of interpretations.” Meanwhile, Stephen 
Harper’s apology to the indigenous people earlier this 
year did not take any concrete steps to set things right, 
but was followed by his refusal to fast-track payments 
to the very people to whom he apologized. 

What of our peace-loving nature? Despite growing 
public opposition to Canada’s involvement in NATO’s 
Afghanistan mission, Stephan Harper and Stéphane 
Dion recently joined hands to extend the Canadian 
combat mission in Afghanistan until 2011. Canada’s 
Chief of Defence Staff Rick Hillier set the record straight 
for those who might be confused about Canada’s 
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Canada’s leadership role in putting in place the 
international treaty banning landmines in 1997 (known 
as the Ottawa Treaty) stood in clear contrast to its 
reluctant and half-hearted embrace of a similar effort 
to ban cluster munitions this year. 
 
In negotiations started by Norway in 2006 and known 
as the “Oslo Process,” the Canadian government has 
appeared more intent on safeguarding its American 
interests than ending the carnage of cluster munitions.  
Writing in the Globe and Mail on May 22, Nobel 
laureate Jody Williams, the founding coordinator 
of the International Campaign to Ban Landmines, 
described Canada’s participation in the latest round of 
negotiations in Dublin, Ireland as “appear[ing] to be 
doing the dirty work for the United States to weaken 
the cluster munitions treaty.”

Since the early days of the 
Oslo Process Canada was 
recalcitrant.  It initially chose 
to promote the consensus-
driven, and largely ineffective, 
Convention on Conventional 
Weapons as the suitable forum 
for addressing the dangers of 
cluster munitions.  After joining 
the Oslo Process, Canada 
aligned itself with a “like-minded” 
group of mostly European states 
that produce cluster munitions 
and that pushed to limit the 
scope of the treaty and exempt 
their arsenals.

Canada then said that there 
should be exceptions to the 
ban, and spoke of technical 
fixes that would presumably 
lower the “failure rate” of the 
submunitions.   Canada’s next 
attempt at watering down the 
treaty came at the Wellington 
(New Zealand) round of 
negotiations in February.  There, 
Canada proposed an “interoperability” exception that 
would allow party states, for a set number of years, 
to “assist” non-treaty states with the use of banned 
cluster munitions during joint military operations.  

Throughout all this, Canada refused to declare a 
moratorium on the use, production and transfer of such 
weapons- a curious position for a country that does 

not manufacture, has never used, and has vowed to 
destroy its small stockpile of cluster munitions.  

When the time came for the final terms and language of 
the treaty to be negotiated in Dublin, Canada had drawn 
a clear line in the sand on the issue of interoperability.  
It became clear that Canada, along with some NATO 
allies, would walk away from the negotiations if their 
interoperability concerns were not addressed.  

This brought in Article 21 of the treaty, which states that 
“States Parties, their military personnel or nationals, 
may engage in military cooperation and operations 
with States not parties to this Convention that might 
engage in activities prohibited to a State party.”
Designed to provide legal protection for a signatory’s 

armed forces if another 
country uses cluster 
munitions during joint 
military operations, the 
article is vague on whether 
such assistance may 
extend to the deployment 
of cluster munitions.  This 
prompted Human Rights 
Watch, which described 
Article 21 as the “treaty’s 
sole disappointment,” to 
urge governments “to make 
clear in official statements 
a ‘common understanding’ 
that the treaty does not allow 
deliberate assistance for 
the use of cluster munitions 
during joint operations 
and does not allow non-
signatories to stockpile 
cluster munitions on the 
territory of signatory states.” 

Canada’s persistent lack of 
enthusiasm for the treaty 
could not have been for the 
lack of evidence against the 
inhumanity of the weapon.  

A cluster bomb dropped on Centre Block on Parliament 
Hill could reach in its spread the East Block, Senate, 
Supreme Court, Sparks Street pedestrian mall, 
Ottawa Visitors Center, and parts of the Wellington 
and Metcalfe thoroughfares.  Such is the range and 
randomness of this weapon.

NATIONAL
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Made up of hundreds of ‘bomblets’ that scatter when a 
bomb is dropped, cluster bombs not only kill and injure 
civilians during attacks, but “continue to take life, limb 
and land from them long after the conflict has ended,” 
according to the Cluster Munition Coalition (CMC), 
a network of over 250 non-government organizations 
in 70 countries, including Canada, that called for a 
complete end to the use of these weapons.

A case in point is Southern Lebanon. Since the 
summer war of 
2006,  the UN 
estimated that of 
around four million 
cluster bomblets 
dropped by Israel 
during its war 
with Hezbollah, 
up to one 
million remained 
u n e x p l o d e d , 
“c on t a m ina t i ng 
fields, schools, 
rivers and homes.”  
These have led 
to the death or 
maiming of nearly 
200 civilians since 
the conclusion of 
the conflict.

The village of East Zaotar is a living testimony to the 
ongoing devastation of cluster munitions.  Nearly two 
years after the end of the summer war, the village’s 
4,000 inhabitants “continue to be terrorized by the 
presence of the bomblets,” its mayor, Riyadh Ismael, 
told me when I visited earlier this year.  “Despite the 
clean-up efforts by the Lebanese army and the UN, a 
full one-third of our agricultural land is unusable,” he 
said.  Ismael then showed me pictures of little Bilal 
Yassin, who lost his eye and suffered severe facial 
injuries, and 16-year-old Mohamad Mahdi who lost an 
arm, both due to post-conflict bomblet explosions.

“Cluster munitions are now the conventional weapons 
that pose the greatest danger to civilian populations,” 
says Washington-based Stephen Goose, director of 
the arms division at Human Rights Watch and co-chair 
of CMC.  “Because a large number of submunitions fail 
to explode on impact, [they] remain armed and ready 
to detonate if disturbed, in essence functioning as anti-
personnel landmines.”

The horrendous effects of cluster bombs on civilian 
populations were never denied by anyone.  And, to be 
fair, the Canadian delegation worked diligently in Dublin 
to introduce language into the treaty that will offer 
real help for cluster bomb victims.  The wording also 
makes provisions for financial and material assistance 
for clearance and destruction of cluster   muni-tion 
remnants.

And, when all is said and done, the treaty was a major 
success in 
banning all 
forms of cluster 
bombs, and 
circumventing 
delays in 
implementing 
a ban.  Goose 
declared “the 
treaty will make 
the world a 
safer place 
for millions 
of people… 
No nation will 
ever be able 
to use them 
again without 
provoking the 
i m m e d i a t e 
revulsion and 

disapproval of most countries in the world.”  

Such treaties make the use of banned weapons 
politically prohibitive even among non-signatory states.  
This has been true in the case of landmines, where a 
sharp drop has been recorded in their use universally.

The success of the treaty aside, the role Canada played 
in the Oslo process remains curious and inconsistent 
with its traditionally strong position on humanitarian 
affairs.  “Diplomats and observers alike are wondering 
what has happened to Canada’s independence,” Jody 
Williams reported from Dublin in May.  

So do many Canadians.

Raja G. Khouri is a human rights advocate and 
a commissioner with the Ontario Human Rights 
Commission. 

Cluster bombs found in an olive grove in Lebanon               Photo:Simon Conway



                 Alternatives International Journal July 2008                                                                                                  5 

homeless or being homeless in the past. 

In  Jackie Lynne’s Colonialism and the Sexual 
Exploitation of Canada’s First Nation Women, Lynne 
examines how colonization has created an environment 
that has facilitated the sexual commoditization of First 
Nations women. The experience of marginalization, 
poverty, diminished status in society, and sexual abuse 
in catastrophic proportions makes First Nations children 
prone to becoming victims of the sex industry. 

AWAN also criticized the legalization of brothels for 
perpetuating the oppression of women and effectively 
legitimizing the forms of abuse that lead women 
into prostitution. Their statement emphasized how 
the normalization of prostitution would lead to the 
decriminalization of johns and pimps, making pimps 
and traffickers “legitimate entrepreneurs.” They went on 
to say, “We refuse to be commodities in the so-called 
‘sex industry’ or offer up our sisters and daughters to 
be used as disposable objects for sex.”

In the decriminalization of prostitution, “who decides?” 
becomes the most important question. In the same 
survey quoted above, 95% of the women interviewed 
wanted to get out of prostitution and only 32% wanted 
prostitution legalized. It is the duty of the policy-makers 
to protect these vulnerable women from the profiteers 
of human trafficking and the sex trade. 

Instead of legalizing the sexual commoditization of 
women, Canada needs to focus on healing the wounds 
of the sex trade’s victims and prevent more women 
from going through the same trauma.  A detailed 
examination of the social structures, systematic values, 
and government policies that exacerbate the sex trade is 
an essential first step.  This effort has to be followed-up 
by an increase in the resources devoted to address the 
factors that oppress and force women into prostitution, 
and to increase their socio-economic status. Canada 
can do better than legalizing prostitution- it must help 
marginalized women to make a living without putting 
their mental or physical selves at risk. 

Ruth Mesliyah is a social worker in Montreal.

The proposal for the legalization of prostitution and the 
establishment of co-op brothels for the 2010 Winter 
Olympics in Vancouver has sparked a heated debate.  
Although the goal of these brothels is to improve the 
safety and security of sex workers, legalizing prostitution 
is not adequate to ensure the safety of sex workers.   
Rather, it will encourage the systemic and oppressive 
values and practices prostitution is rooted in, and will 
only increase the safety of sex-trade profiteers. 

Shortly after the proposal was tabled, Vancouver 
Rape Relief and Women’s Shelter- organizations that 
aim to protect women from violence- held a panel to 
denounce the move, as they believed it would only 
promote prostitution. One panelist argued that legalized 
prostitution would not reduce the harm or trauma 
inflicted on women in the sex trade. Furthermore, the 
Aboriginal Women’s Action Network (AWAN) issued 
a statement saying, 

We hold that legalizing prostitution in 
Vancouver will not make it safer for those 
prostituted, but will merely increase their 
numbers.

The main criticism against the proposition is that it will 
not ensure the safety of sex workers but, instead, will 
promote human trafficking, pushing more vulnerable 
women into the sex trade. Recent research shows 
that over 90% of women who are in the sex trade in 
Canada are not there voluntarily, they have become 
sex workers due to trafficking, drug abuse and 
other social problems. Drawing on the experience 
of Germany, Janet Bagnall of the Montreal Gazette 
highlighted how during the 2006 World Cup, “as many 
as 40,000 women and children were trafficked into 
Germany to service the tens of thousands of fans at 
the soccer championship.” AWAN also underlined how 
human trafficking increased by 95% before the 2004 
Olympics in Athens. 

The demographics of sex workers also raise important 
questions regarding the legacy of colonialism and the 
overrepresentation of Native women in prostitution. 
In 2005, out of 100 female prostitutes who were 
interviewed, 52% were First Nations women when 
First Nations people constitute only 2% of Vancouver’s 
population. The survey found that 82% of the women 
reported being abused sexually as children, 90% were 
assaulted physically in prostitution, 76% were raped 
by their customers, 72% qualified for post-traumatic 
stress disorder, and 86% reported being presently 

NATIONAL
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democracy and human rights in the whole of Latin 
America. Could it be that there is another deeper 
and more troubling strategy at play that Canadian 
Members of Parliament and the general public do not 
realize? Could it be that Canada is being used as a 
pawn in a game being played for much higher stakes?

Take, for example, Colombian offers to import duty-free 
Canadian wheat, barley, potash and other commodities, 
plus mining equipment and telecommunications 
technology, and one immediately notes that Canada 
and the US are the two main contenders in Colombian 
markets for those goods. One can then recall the 
recent US Congress’s opposition to a US-Colombia 

FTA. If Colombia is 
seen to favour Canada 
over the US in trade 
agreements, it is likely 
to trigger a response 
from US producers and 
manufacturers, many 
of whom will face the 
disadvantage of 15 to 
25 per cent tariffs. In 
other words, Colombia 
is offering Canada an 
FTA because it really 
wants the US Congress 
to reconsider its present 
opposition to a US-
Colombia FTA. 

And, taking that closer 
look, does Canada 
really need to sign an 
FTA whose biggest 

promise is to reduce 
tariffs on commodities that already have record prices 
internationally, and are already accruing huge profits for 
its producers? Colombia will most likely eliminate those 
tariffs on imported foodstuffs from all countries in order 
to reduce local inflation anyway. Besides, Colombia 
buys barely 0.1 per cent of our exports, and hosts even 
less than that of our total investment abroad. If we are 
seriously interested in closer ties with Latin America, 
shouldn’t we focus on our biggest trading and investment 
partners in South America, Brazil and Argentina, rather 
than on a much smaller economy like Colombia? 
Does signing this FTA actually advance Canada’s 
objective of improving political and security ties 
with Latin America? The current government of 
Colombia is one of the most politically isolated in that 
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OPINIONS

Canada, the Unwitting Facilitator of the US-Colombia FTA  
(An earlier version of this piece appeared in the May 12, 
2008 issue of Globe and Mail)

Canada’s government recently declared that the 
negotiations with Colombia for a free trade agreement 
(FTA) have been concluded. The text agreed between 
both governments will now be submitted to each 
nation’s parliament for ratification. The expected gains 
are increased access for agricultural and mining goods 
from Canada, plus better legal protection for Canadian 
companies investing in Colombia. Interestingly 
enough, the economic gains for Colombia are rather 
small and concentrated on flowers and textiles, as 80 
per cent of what it sells to Canada already enters duty-
free. There are 
chapters on labour 
and environmental 
issues to ensure 
Canadian state 
cooperation on 
these matters, and 
to provide very 
limited assurances 
in respect to inter-
national standards.

The discussions in 
Canada’s Parlia-
ment, business, 
labour and   advo-
cacy groups, have 
been mostly on 
the human rights 
c o n n o t a t i o n s 
this agreement 
would carry with 
it. Besides the 
obvious trouble of pinpointing this dimension of one 
country in particular while we already trade intensively 
with several others that have very questionable records, 
this debate has been obscuring a more obvious and 
immediate question: why would Colombia ask for so 
little from Canada to sign this FTA while, apparently, 
giving up so much in terms of economic opportunities?

Should that question even bother us? After all, 
Canadian companies, farmers and workers will benefit 
from such an FTA, right? — at least until US competitors 
are given similar or better conditions in a US-Colombia 
FTA, currently stalled in the US Congress. But 
besides the economic benefits, these negotiations 
should at least raise some questions amongst us, in 
Canada, on the wider connections between trade, 
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region, and for good reason. Its regional neighbours 
are most concerned about Colombia’s abysmal 
human rights record, the proven links between its 
government’s parliamentarians and paramilitary 
groups, and its security policies- especially after 
Colombia recently bombed Ecuador, a much smaller 
neighbour, in an successful effort to eliminate a 
FARC guerrilla leader. The sum of this leads the rest 
of Latin America to call into serious question the 
democratic behaviour of the Colombian administration. 

Since this FTA is not an effective way of advancing 
our economic interests and political objectives 
in Latin America, the question becomes why 
are we considering this agreement at all?  

Back in Colombia, the publicly-stated strategy is that 
generous preferences offered to Canada in an FTA 
will trigger huge pressure on the American Congress 
from displaced US competitors urging the review of 
the US’s previous decision against signing an FTA 
with Colombia. Moreover, given Canada’s reputation 
in the US as a nation that cares for human rights 
and environmental issues, most US Democrats will 
be hard-pressed to stop opposing the free trade 
agreement with Colombia. Most importantly, and 
key to the FTA discussion in Canada, is that such 
a trade treaty between Colombia and the US is 
needed in order to justify and re-confirm continued 
US military aid to the current Colombian government. 
Said military aid has amounted to $4 billion thus far. 

Therein lies the true connection between human rights 
and a free trade agreement between Canada and 
Colombia. Besides attending to voters’ commercial 
interests in commodity-producing ridings, and mining 
and telecommunications companies that contribute 
generously to political campaigning, the government 
and the opposition parties need to take a wider and more 
insightful look at the real role that Canada is unwittingly 
playing in the security and prosperity of Latin America. 
We owe ourselves, and our Latin American 
neighbours, a more influential role than one of simply 
facilitating US military and economic hegemony. 

Pablo Heidrich is a senior researcher on trade and 
development issues at the North-South Institute, in 
Ottawa.

Canada will be forgiven for sitting down and taking 
it easy for its birthday this year- after all it has a lot 
weighing on its mind and it is feeling under the weather. 
And though it cannot expect everyone it knows to send 
best wishes and gifts in celebration, Canada does 
deserve a sliver of cake in recognition of its regrettably 
modest- and sometimes downright counterproductive- 
efforts to improve itself and the world. After all, it is 
hard to grow up and it is easy to forget how young 
Canada- and everybody else- is. 

From the outside, Canada looks happy. It is friendly, 
polite, has a good sense of humour, and is making a 
really good living. 

Canada, though, is a lot more complex and troubled 
than its friends think. In fact, there is still debate over 
the date of its birth. Conventional wisdom is July 1, 
1867 with the signing of the British North America 
Act, however long after this date Canada had little 
to no actual sovereignty and autonomy on issues as 
fundamental to independence as foreign policy. 

The Paris Peace Conference of 1919 has also been 
touted as the time Canada shed its colonial status and 
became its own country, finally standing on its own two 
feet internationally. The more pedantic may point to the 
Statute of Westminster of 1931, which established 
veritable legislative equality between Dominion and 
Empire. 

Symbolically speaking, it could also be 1965 with the 
hoisting on flagpoles of the Maple Leaf rather than the 
Union Jack or Red Ensign. There is also an argument to 
be made that Canada was born as late as 1982 when 
the Canada Act severed what remained of legislative 
ties with Mother Britain via constitutional patriation.  

Or, perhaps, a true north strong and free has yet to 
be born. All of its coins- and its $20 bill- display its 
Queen. Its passport reads, “in the name of Her Majesty 
the Queen.” Who is this Queen that Canada places 
in such high importance? Surely She is some great 
benefactor showering Her loyal subjects with countless 
advantages.

Trade between the two countries pales in comparison 
to that which takes place between Canada and the 
U.S, and between Great Britain and the E.U.  What’s 
more, the Queen forbids Her Canadian subject from 
making a living on Her island without first snatching 
a visa from the jaws of a demanding, convoluted, 
expensive and reluctant bureaucracy. That being said, 

Canada, 2008- 
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neither has Canada made the process a formality for 
Britons wishing to live in the great white north. 

Her neighbours on the continent, however, be they 
French, German, Latvian, or any other EU country- 
none of whom have the privilege of being Her subject- 
have the right to make a life on Her home soil virtually 
at will. If freedom of movement and labour is not the 
reason for this tie that binds Canada and Great Britain, 
it may be something less tangible.  

Culturally, the majority of Anglo-Canada has much more 
in common with their southern neighbour than with the 
Queen. Meanwhile, Franco-Canada, Mosaico-Canada, 
and the First Nations have even less in common with 
Her Majesty than Anglo-Canada does, indeed Her very 
presence is arguably a hindrance to greater harmony 
between Canada’s multiple personalities.  

What, then, is either Canada or the Queen getting 
out of this anachronistic, unfulfilling relationship that 
is neither materially nor culturally beneficial to either 
party? Well, history is important. This Queen has been 
alive since Canada and Great Britain were siblings in 
arms. Perhaps Canada- ever polite - is merely waiting 
for the curtain to come down on this era before it 
excuses itself from Great Britain to declare its actual 
independence. 

Staying under the crown would offer the Dominion 
of Canada a chance to see Prince- make that King- 
Charles on the Loonie, while a Confederated Republic 
would offer Canada the chance to create a stronger, 
truer democracy. Sometimes, making history is more 
important.

In order to do this, Canada will have to be in peak 
condition so, to start, a little invasive surgery and 
holistic medicine to ensure that it gets over its current 
illnesses and leads a long, fulfilled life.   

You can support us by subscribing to Alternative International Journal for $25/year!
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Canada’s multiple personalities aren’t as happy as 
they could be considering they hail from an otherwise 
healthy, resource-rich, surplus-laden, educated, 
peaceful, beautiful individual. Why, then, is there low 
voter turnout coinciding with high levels of apathy and/
or disillusionment? What disease could be inciting 
these symptoms? What is the cure? 

Spanning several time zones, languages, cultures, 
religions, and walks of life, it comes as no surprise that 
Canada is having a hard time holding itself together 
and that we cells are less and less responsive to the 
central nervous system. It is little wonder that so many 
people currently feel detached in the face of a distant, 
labyrinth of a government. 

Maybe Canada would find life easier if it just focused 
on the big things like making friends and keeping itself 
and its cells safe. The rest of the body can run itself. 
Increased autonomy amongst First Nations, Provincial, 
and Municipal governments must be a priority. It would 
bring government closer to the people, giving them 
more control and, therefore, a greater desire and will 
to act. To be successful, a democracy must be nimble 
and responsive to the needs of its master, the people.

The devolution of responsibilities to the lowest 
practicable level across all of its functions would allow 
Canada to do more where it is really needed and, more 
importantly, it would encourage greater activity and 
involvement at an individual level.

Without cells there could be no Canada, the reverse 
does not hold true. Happy birthday Canada, happy 
birthday to us too. This year we should ask ourselves 
for a renaissance.

Michael Ryan Wiseman is a Montreal-based writer.
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In Budapest, in the spring of 2000, the NGO “Protect 
the Future” came up with the idea of an institution 
that could act as a spokesperson for those who are 
the “most excluded of the excluded” from democratic 
representation: that is, future generations. Future 
generations will, of course, be able to express 
themselves in the future, however by then it may be too 
late.

It was Laszlo Solyom, then a member of “Protect the 
Future” and who has since become the president of 
Hungary, who drafted the law, which though proposed 
to the Hungarian Parliament in 2001 was only passed 
in 2007. And so it was that on 26 May of this year 
Sándor Fülöp a legal scholar - became the very first 
“ombudsman for future generations.”

This is a unique institution. A few constitutions in the 
world mention a concern for future generations, going 
as far in some of cases, such as Japan, Norway, and 
Bolivia, as granting them rights. Yet, with only half a 
dozen in existence, actual institutions specifically 
devoted to protecting the interests of future generations 
are very rare. For example, in 1993 the Finnish 
parliament set up a “committee for the future.” While 
the Israeli Knesset set up, in 2001, a parliamentary 
committee for future generations – which ceased its 
activities at the end of 2006. 

What is striking about the Hungarian version is 
the relatively wide extent of the new ombudsman�s 
powers. For example, he is entitled to call upon private 
actors �to cease any activities that unlawfully harm 
the environment.” He can issue recommendations to 
public and private entities, whereupon the recipient 
has “to answer substantively in 30 days.” He may also 
“initiate supervisory procedures regarding decisions of 
public administrative bodies… initiate the suspension 
of execution, and may take part in court procedures.” 

This is a promising institution that may induce emulation 
throughout the world as citizens are becoming 
increasingly concerned with their impact on future 
generations. The Hungarian model, however, faces 
several challenges. For instance, the ombudsman’s 
scope of duties will be very much left to his own 
discretion; this is not only because he will not be acting 
as a member of a commission – as was the Israeli case- 
but also because of the fact that he is unable to consult 
the very people he is supposed to be representing. 
Politicians know all too well how convenient it is to 
speak in the name of future generations- the latter are 
rarely born in time to contradict them. In the past, and 

indeed presently, some politicians have abused this 
political ploy. What some opportunists may see as a 
role that is perfect in its unaccountability becomes 
here a real challenge, for to do the job well will require 
someone of incredible prescience.

Since the ombudsman is unable to consult with 
future generations, only  a comprehensive  vision 
that is properly informed by a clear idea of what 
intergenerational justice requires, and how best to 
disperse it throughout the whole of Hungarian society, 
will be sufficient to guide the actions of Sándor Fülöp 
and those who will follow him in this role. Of course, 
they will have to imagine the world in which future 
generations live. On top of being a good futurologist, 
they will also have to specify not what future generations 
may wish to have received from us but, rather, what 
they will be entitled to have expected from us.

The other difficulty has to do with the substantive 
scope of the ombudsman’s powers. The law stresses 
environmental protection, thus the ombudsman will 
need to find out whether he has enough of a margin to 
develop a broader array of activities, extending beyond 
matters regarding the environment in order to provide 
a more comprehensive protection of Hungary’s future. 
It is clear that even if his mission were to be strictly 
limited to environmental matters, he will constantly have 
to keep in mind possible interactions with the other 
non-environmental dimensions of our intergenerational 
obligations. Here he may have to think about funding 
pensions, keeping the public debt at an appropriate 
level, or developing policies in the realm of health care 
and education.

As we can see, the ombudsman may end up finding 
himself both too lonely and with too narrow a mandate. 
If success is far from being guaranteed, the challenge 
still remains exciting. 

Axel Gosseries is a political philosopher and legal 
scholar. He is a Permanent Research Fellow at the 
Fonds de la recherche scientifique (Belgium) and a 
lecturer at the universities of Louvain and St. Louis 
(Belgium) and Benedek Jàvor is a biologist and 
environmentalist. He is a lecturer at Peter Pazmany 
University (Budapest).
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The concept of food sovereignty is the right of peoples 
to define their own alimentary and agricultural policies, 
to protect and regulate their production and trade in 
such a manner as to obtain sustainable development, 
to determine the degree of their autonomy and to 
eliminate dumping on their markets.  

A growing number of citizens, civil society organizations, 
and economic, environmental and social leaders 
around the world, including in Quebec, have already 
converted to the concept of food sovereignty. Last 
September, in Montreal, a declaration was adopted 
by 45 concerned organizations at the first Quebecois 
conference for food sovereignty, jointly organized by 
the G05, the Coop Fédérée and Équiterre. 

As worldwide interest in food 
sovereignty and food security 
continues to grow, the city of Belo 
Horizonte, Brazil is enhancing 
community food sovereignty 
programs that address health, 
social equality, job creation, 
diversified agriculture and the 
encouragement of local food 
production.

The center of action for Belo 
Horizonte’s food programs is 
the SMAAB, the Secretaria 
Municipal de Abastecimento or the 
Municipal Secretariat of Supplies. Food activists in the 
industrialized world are just beginning to understand 
that working effectively on food issues means working 
on- and reforming- the logistics and supply chain of 
the food system. The government of Belo Horizonte 
understood that back in 1993 when Partido dos 
Trabalhadores or Workers’ Party was elected and 
subsequently acknowledged both citizens’ rights to 
“adequate quantity and quality of food” and “the duty of 
governments to guarantee this right.” The government 
recognizes that food is a guaranteed right that is 
necessary for citizenship and health, and, therefore, 
manages the provision and distribution of food. 
Efforts are also made to engage community groups 
as partners of the government, thereby reaffirming the 
open, inclusive and democratic character of program 
offerings. 

Belo Horizonte’s programs are forward thinking; the 
World Trade Organization legitimizes government 
interventions in the economy that provide food as long 
as they are classified as anti-poverty programs. This is 

a core principle of what Dr. Flavio Valente, a volunteer 
rapporteur from Brazil for the United Nations office 
on human rights, calls “the Washington consensus,” 
precisely because it leaves human rights and food 
security systems – the right to have basic information 
about whether food has been genetically-engineered, 
for example, or the need to ensure adequate fresh fruit 
and vegetable production for local populations – out 
of the equation. 

The concerns raised by Valente are top-of-the-list issues 
in Belo Horizonte and throughout Brazil as a whole. 
There is a profound tradition behind these concerns in 
Brazil, where the Zero Hunger program can be traced 
to food system campaigns by popular heroes such as 

Josuée de Castro and 
Herbert de Sousa, 
both of whom identified 
food as a fundamental 
human right needed 
for health and social 
inclusion. Prominent 
among today’s Zero 
Hunger leaders is 
Patrus Ananias, the 
former Workers’ 
Party mayor of Belo 
Horizonte when its 
dynamic food programs 
were launched. He 
would later become 

national Minister for Social Development and Hunger 
Alleviation responsible for the Zero Hunger strategy 
under the Lula government. 

Belo Horizonte’s food initiatives began with a first 
line of action targeted to vulnerable groups at risk of 
malnutrition. One program from the early days provided 
a nutrient-rich flour -- made up of locally-produced 
ingredients – for the at-risk population. Another 
program, launched more recently, provides unsold or 
donated surplus, as is common in charitable “food 
banks” of the North. A third set of initiatives focuses 
on healthy meals in childcare centres and elementary 
schools. 

Belo Horizonte’s second line of action deals with 
interventions in the economy to help businesses  
respond to the food needs of people on low incomes, 
thereby avoiding such problems as “food deserts” -- 
areas of a city that lack affordable and quality food retail 
outlets. Belo Horizonte’s three “popular restaurants”, 
each in a different area of the city, are a case in point. 
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A typical popular restaurant is over 1000 square 
meters in size and is open for lunch and dinner during 
the workweek. Meals are simple, frugal and nutritious. 
One standard, subsidized rate is charged to all. 
Customers range from workers, students, street youth, 
to street vendors and seniors. Regular customers can 
join an organization to suggest or advocate for meal 
improvements. Other initiatives make healthy basic 
foods available to people in low-income communities, 
for example, a “popular food basket” that people in 
many countries have tried to emulate (such as the 
Bonne boîte Bonne bouffe initiative in Montreal). With 
a very modest government subsidy, the popular basket 
provides about 20 food and consumer necessities a 
week to consumers on low incomes, using economies 
of scale- that develop from serving over 4000 families- 
to keep prices down. 

A third line of action actively encourages local food 
production of fruits and vegetables by small and 
low-income farmers. This is a four-way win for food 
sovereignty. It raises the incomes of small farmers 
close to the city, thereby achieving a major anti-poverty 
objective that helps more people buy the food they 
need. Secondly, it helps small, local farmers stay on 
their land instead of migrating to the overcrowded city 
where unemployment and poverty are rife.  Thirdly, it 
increases the availability of fresh and health-promoting 
foods for all, since large farms in Brazil are typically 
dedicated to exports of sugar and oilseeds, not fruits 
and vegetables for local consumers.  Fourth, by 
increasing the supply of produce, the price is kept 
stable. 

Fruits and vegetables, the foundations of a healthy 
diet, have been neglected by large-scale farmers in 
Brazil, a country where one per cent of rural properties 
occupy 45 per cent of agricultural land, and where 
plantation-based and export-oriented agriculture is 
dominant. To make fresh and nutritious food available, 
the city government pro-actively encourages fruit and 
vegetable production in the food economy. SMAAB 
has also established a central farmers market of 
10,000 square meters that moves 40,000 tons of 
produce a year. More than 45 Country General Stores, 
and at least one organic market, have been set up to 
move local produce. The city, as a purchaser, also 
orders local produce for popular restaurants serving 
about 5000 meals a day and for schools serving over 
150,000 meals a day. As a result of all the businesses 
and alternatives stimulated by government programs, 
Belo Horizonte is the only Brazilian city where 
alternatives outperform commercial supermarkets in 
the sale of fresh fruits and vegetables.   

With all of these initiatives, it is clear that Belo Horizonte 
is on the horizon of food sovereignty, taking the 
narrower concept of food security further than simply 
providing adequate nutrition for its population.  Cities 
of the North have much to learn from these innovative 
lines of action.

Wayne Roberts is the coordinator of Toronto Food 
Policy Council and Cecilia Rocha is the director 
of Ryerson University Centre for Studies in Food 
Security.

CULTURE

Books
Double Standard: The Secret History of Canadian 
Immigration 

Reg Whitaker (Toronto: Lester & Orpen Dennys, 
1987)

Revisiting York University Emeritus Professor Reginald 
Whitaker’s Double Standard, an authoritative study of 
Canadian Cold War immigration practices, is important 
to gain a historical perspective on post-9/11 Canadian 
immigration policies. 

Based on government papers and memoirs, Whitaker 
argues that the defining characteristic of Canadian 
immigration policies was secrecy. Though Canadian 
immigration policy from the Second World War to the 
end of the Cold War was much less “messianic” than 
that of the United States,  in their quiet, understated 
way, Canadian officials shared many of the same 
assumptions and set out to implement similar aims to 
those of the U.S. 

Double Standard explains the reasoning behind the 
government’s officials serving in the Immigration 
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Department, Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), 
and the Security Panel in shaping discriminatory 
immigration policies. Whitaker adds, that the public 
service employees were not alone in seeing “the Red” 
and were “merely reflecting the prejudice of Canadian 
society, as well as confirming them.” A handful of 
politicians such as Jack Pickersgill, the Minister of 
Immigration in the 1950s, would dare to advocate a 
more liberal immigration code only to be overruled 
by the Security Panel, who were spoon-fed by the 
recalcitrant RCMP.  

Whitaker offers a nuanced understanding of the 
uncompromising double standard in Canada’s- and 
the United States’- security screening of immigrant, 
refugee and citizenship applicants. While Eastern 
European immigrants were seen as a security threat for 
their alleged association with Communism, those with 
right-wing backgrounds, including Nazi sympathizers, 
were welcomed as political refugees. His chapter 
“Terrorists, Scholars, and Refugees” provides a very 
interesting record of how many famous intellectuals 
who desperately needed to move to Canada—such 
as noted economists Andreas Papandreou and 
Kazimiercz Laski, a leading revisionist historian Gabriel 
Kolko, and a distinguished Marxist philosopher Istvan 
Meszaros—were denied entry.

Canada’s post-9/11 profiling of people born in so-
called high-risk Muslim countries as part of its guarded, 
secretive anti-terrorist security measures resonates in 
Whitaker’s discussion of McCarthy-era policies. In this 
vein, revisiting Double Standard as a path-breaking 
monograph with comprehensive analyses on the history 
of Canadian immigration policies, becomes essential 
to understand the historical parallels in Canadian 
“governmentality” toward different ideologies, i.e. 
Communist, and religious groups, i.e. Muslims. 

Emrah Sahin is a lecturer at Institute of Islamic 
Studies, McGill University.

Child Soldier

China Keitetsi  (London: Souvenir Press Ltd.,2004) 

Child Soldier describes Keitetsi’s experiences as a 
child soldier in Uganda as part of Yoweri Museveni’s 
National Resistance Army (NRA), who fought a guerilla 
war against President Milton Obote’s government in 
the 1980s.  Keitetsi describes how after leaving home 
to look for her biological mother, she found herself 
being recruited by the NRA along with many other 
children. As a young, innocent, and hopeful 8 year-old 
child, Keitetsi recalls how she found a distinct sense of 
‘family’ and belonging in the army, something that had, 
until then, been absent in her life.

Initially, she embraces the new life of a soldier, 
constantly seeking power and respect, doing whatever 
is necessary to be recognized and to rise through the 
ranks. However, as time passes, the realities of war: 
torture, gruesome killings and endless promises about 
a better future, make her realize that her individuality 
and humanity have been stripped away. She begins 
to question what she and her comrades have been 
fighting for.

Keitetsi also discusses the brutal sexual abuse that 
took place within the NRA. Unable to protect herself 
from being raped, and after years of feeling completely 
defenseless with no control over her life and body, 
Keitetsi finally refuses the sexual advances of a senior 
officer, and, thereafter, is accused of treason. Already 
a 14-year-old mother, China flees Uganda but has 
to leave her son behind. Escaping to Kenya, then to 
South Africa, her case is taken-up by the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).

There are an estimated 300,000 children involved in 
wars across over a dozen countries in Africa and Asia 
alone, Child Soldier is a gripping account of China 
Keitetsi’s life as she discusses many issues which 
all child soldiers have in common. In Child Soldier, 
China discusses her life, including politics, family, the 
army, sexual abuse, motherhood, and seeking asylum. 
What makes the book even more interesting is that it 
is written in her idiom. Now, Keitetsi aims to establish 
an orphanage for child soldiers in order to facilitate 
their reintegration into society. Her supporters include 
the UN Children’s Fund, Amnesty International, and 
Oxfam. China Keitetsi is a true inspiration, a fighter 
and survivor; having grown-up feeling constant fear, 
believing that the whole world was against her, and that 
she had no future, today she travels the world speaking 
out on behalf of all child soldiers.

Naomi Van Rampelberg is an artist in Montreal.


