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Agriculture and 
rural development

What did you have for dinner last night? How far 
did the food travel before it got to your dinner 
plate? Most likely whatever you ate traveled a 
great distance– possibly tens of thousands of 
miles–before arriving at the supermarket. 

In the developing world food is often grown much 
closer to where people live. Other than food aid, 
local small-scale agriculture produces most of the 
food consumed in Africa, Asia and South America. 
But small-scale agriculture provides more than 
food. It also helps with poverty reduction, food 
security and environmental sustainability. 

Agriculture is the main source of economic growth 
and poverty reduction in many poor countries. 
By improving incomes and nutrition, increased 
agricultural productivity can help reduce the 
passing of malnutrition from one generation to the 
next. In addition, savings from agriculture provide 
the means to educate children. Unfortunately, most 
of the land suitable for agriculture is already in 
production. Therefore, meeting current and future 
food needs in the developing world will require 
rapid increases in productivity.  

To help developing countries make gains in 
agricultural productivity, agricultural projects 
must look beyond agriculture. They need to 
help the rural poor participate in local and 
international markets, diversify agricultural output 
and improve the quality of produce. As well, 
establishing the capacity for processing food will 
add value to products grown. In short, projects 
need to look at the community’s broader goal of 
rural development. The Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA) is working with 
various non-governmental groups (NGOs) to do 
just that. 

For example, in Afghanistan, a community-based 
CIDA project offers farming families access 
to a livelihood that does not rely on growing 
opium poppies. One of the alternatives is raising 
honeybees. The project provided six families in 
one village with two hives of bees each, basic 
training in caring for the bees and retrieving honey. 
Two hives produce 11 kilos of honey in four 
months so that women, who have few economic 
opportunities, are able to add to family income by 
selling the honey.

CIDA has also supported an agro-forestry 
research institute in the tropics. In Malawi, soils 
are depleted because previous farming methods 
remove more plant nutrients and organic matter 
from the soil than is put back. As a result, it is 
difficult to grow sufficient food. Farmers are now 
encouraged to grow trees and shrubs among their 
crops and on livestock pastures. The results are 
improved soil quality, animal fodder provided by 
tree trimming, and the elimination of the need 
to use expensive fertilizers. Some farmers have 
quadrupled their maize yields over those of other 
farmers. Agro-forestry encourages the planting of 
indigenous fruit trees, from which farmers can also 
harvest and sell traditional medicinal products.

In Uganda, after a severe decline in world coffee 
prices, CIDA offered support for former coffee 
growers to raise vanilla beans. Most Ugandan 
vanilla is raised organically and the climate 
permits two harvests per year. Vanilla is a very 
labour intensive crop and well suited to small-scale 
farm production. Many thousands of Ugandans 
have switched to vanilla production. 
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Child labour

In the developed world, it is 
uncommon to see young children 
working outside the home.  
Worldwide, however, more than 
130 million children, some as 
young as four, work outside the 
home to support themselves and 
their families.

In undeveloped countries, children 
work in many different kinds 
of industries and perform work 
that is dangerous or has long-
term effects on their health. For 
example, children as young as three 
work alongside family members 
scavenging through garbage dumps 
in Indonesia. At any time of the 
day, there are 3000 people working 
in Indonesia’s largest garbage 
dump and a thousand of them are 
children. In Kenya, children work 
without protective gear in coffee 
plantations where injuries caused 
by the sharp spines of the coffee 
trees easily become infected. Their 
skin is covered in toxic white 
pesticide dust. In Bolivia, boys as 
young as 10 crush rocks at mines. 

By the time they are 12 they work 
deep underground using pickaxes 
to break the rock. These children 
develop lung disease caused by 
inhaling the rock dust their work 
creates. 

Brick kilns and gravel quarries are 
a common sight in India. Over one-
third of the children working at one 
kiln and one-quarter of the children 
working at a quarry were shipped 
from other areas by their parents 
who were either forced to sell them 
into slavery or are dependent on 
the wages that their children earn.  
Children often work at these sites 
for 12 to 16 hours a day, seven days 
a week, 365 days a year. 

Domestic work is another category 
of employment filled by children. 
Estimated numbers of child 
domestic workers around the world 
range into the hundreds of millions. 
In Haiti, approximately 300 000 
children, some as young as six, 



work as domestic servants, cooking 
and cleaning. 

There are different kinds of child 
labour. Some child labour (lifting 
heavy loads, being exposed to 
dangerous pesticides or working 
in unsafe conditions) is harmful 
to a child’s development. Other 
labour is not harmful and is often 
necessary. This kind of work may 
be part-time and does not stop 
children from attending school. 
Plus, it can be beneficial by 
giving them an income, a sense 
of accomplishment and social and 
work-related skills useful to them in 
the future.

It is important to ensure that 
children who work gain the 
knowledge, tools and opportunities 
they need to achieve their full 
potential, but attending school can 
be difficult for children who must 
work to help support their families 
or pay for school supplies and 
tuition. Sometimes older children 
stay home and work so that their 
younger siblings can also have a 
chance to attend school.

Preventing children from working 
is one way to ensure they attend 

school. Unfortunately, children 
driven out of the workforce often 
are not able to earn money for the 
necessities of life or end up in more 
dangerous jobs such as working in 
the commercial sex trade. Rather 
than trying to stop all child labour, 
it is important to look at how work 
and school are balanced so that 
children benefit from both. 

The Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA) 
realizes that some children must 
work; however, they believe 
working children should lead lives 
free from exploitation, abuse, 
neglect and discrimination. This 
means making sure their working 
conditions are safe and healthy, 
and providing them with access to 
good-quality basic education. For 
example, CIDA is helping child 
miners in Bolivia find less harmful 
work and get an education. In 
Côte d’Ivoire, CIDA helps raise 
awareness among farmers and 
cocoa cooperatives about the need 
to protect children from pesticide 
exposure, carrying heavy loads and 
using dangerous tools.

© 2009 The Critical Thinking Consortium
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Cross-cultural 
understanding

The issue

People who share a history, experience and 
geography develop a culture. Culture is made 
up of all the ideas, beliefs, values, knowledge, 
language and way of life a group of people 
shares. We express our culture through such 
things as foods, celebrations, music, art, laws, 
customs, rituals and language. Culture is not 
taught. We learn our culture by living it.

Our culture and life experiences determine 
how we make decisions. We decide 
what is right or wrong and respectful or 
disrespectful, based on what our parents and 
other important people in our life teach us. 
This code of behaviour is passed on from 
generation to generation. Changes occur very 
slowly. We use this code of behaviour to help 
us decide how to think and act; e.g., in our 
culture, it is acceptable to eat French fries 
with our fingers, use a spoon to eat soup and 
eat our food from our own individual plate. 

We subconsciously apply this code when 
we come across something new. We use it to 
determine whether we think the unfamiliar is 
the “right” or “wrong” way to behave.

Suppose you are from a culture where you 
learned to eat in a different way. Perhaps you 
learned that the right way to eat was not with 
a spoon or fork, but to use only the fingers 
of your right hand to take food from a shared 
common plate in the centre of the table and 
to drink your soup from the bowl. If you saw 
a North American eating, you might think 

about what you learned and think that people 
who eat as North Americans do have very bad 
manners. 

Culture is more than just manners. It is also 
the way we speak. In some cultures, people 
may speak in a way that North Americans 
think is too loud. They may also be very 
emotional in the way they speak, or they 
may stand very close together to talk. It 
is perfectly normal for the people of that 
culture, but we might think they are yelling 
at us or crowding us. They, on the other 
hand, may think we are not very interested in 
talking to them. 

Unfortunately, people often think their own 
way is the right way. Thinking that someone 
else is wrong or disrespectful because they do 
not follow our customs and beliefs leads to 
cross-cultural misunderstanding.

The road to cross-cultural understanding

Cross-cultural understanding is more than 
realizing another culture is different from 
ours. The way to cross-cultural understanding 
is to learn to recognize individual differences 
and gain an appreciation, respect and 
knowledge of other cultures that are different 
from our own.

If you put on a pair of sunglasses with 
pink lenses, everything will take on a rose-



coloured tint. If the lenses are green, then the 
world will take on a green tint. Our culture 
acts as a lens through which we look at the 
world. We have a “tinted” view of the world 
so it looks more like what we already know. 
This acts as a filter, straining out the other’s 
point of view and enhancing our own. 

Cultural filters can get in the way of 
understanding people from other cultures 
because they appear different. We cannot 
get rid of our cultural filters but we can be 
open-minded about cultural differences. We 
can set aside our biases. This is more than 
just realizing that another culture is different 
from ours. Cross-cultural understanding 
means learning to value other cultures and 
respect their views. This comes when people 
move from thinking that “different” means 
“wrong,” to thinking that there might be 
another way, to being tolerant and accepting.
 
Projects to promote cross-cultural 
understanding

In the past, Europeans thought that their 
culture was better than any other. When they 
came in contact with other cultures, they tried 
to impose the European culture on them. That 
has changed. Canadians, working through 
the Canadian International Development 
Agency (CIDA), make every effort to develop 
an understanding of other cultures when 
they interact with them. CIDA sponsors a 
number of projects to promote cross-cultural 
understanding. 

Helping Canadian youth develop cultural 
understanding: CIDA manages the federal 
government’s International Youth Internship 
Program (IYIP). It is part of the Canadian 
government’s larger Youth Employment 
Strategy. The program offers Canadian 
university and college graduates career-

related work in a United Nations setting. The 
CIDA-funded internships are in countries 
such as Namibia, Cambodia, Mali, Laos and 
Rwanda. The interns receive cross-cultural 
training before they travel to the project 
countries.

Training youth for work abroad: CIDA 
finances an intern program to help young 
people work overseas. They receive training 
in cultural understanding and work in such 
areas as business development and education. 
They believe that the program not only makes 
them a more aware global citizen, but a better 
Canadian citizen as well. 

Launching immigrant and refugee artists: 
Working with the Creativity and Innovation 
Company, CIDA is helping immigrant and 
refugee artists practise their craft and earn a 
living. Participants work one-on-one with an 
advisor to expand the audience for their work 
and build connections across the country. 
The program will also break down cultural 
barriers and build cultural understanding. 
 
Find more information about:

• CIDA’s work with the Government of 
Canada’s Youth Employment Strategy at 
http://international.bowvalleycollege.ca/
projects-partnerships/internships/stories-
from-the-field

• CIDA’s work with the International Youth 
Internship Program (IYIP) at http://www.
accc.ca/international/9899-4-1/internship.
htm

• Cross-cultural understanding at http://www.
peacecorps.gov/wws/educators/lessonplans/
section.cfm?sid=4.

© 2011 The Critical Thinking Consortium
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Disaster relief

Imagine waking up in the night to 
sound of crashing furniture and a 
rocking, heaving house. You realize 
it’s an earthquake and wonder what 
you should do! Then the movement 
stops and thankfully there is little 
damage. Things don’t always work 
out so well.

In 2005, at least 80 000 people 
were killed and three million left 
homeless after an earthquake 
struck the mountainous Kashmir 
district in Pakistan. A year earlier, 
an earthquake struck off the coast 
of Sumatra and approximately 
250 000 people were killed in the 
tsunami that followed. Exactly one 
year before that, another quake 
killed as many as 43 000 people.

Natural disasters such as 
earthquakes, tornadoes, hurricanes, 
floods, cyclones, fire and drought 
all create havoc and loss of life 
– often on an immense scale. 
Authorities estimate that natural 
disasters cost the global economy 
$181 billion in 2008. Three-quarters 

of the world’s population lives in 
areas that have experienced at least 
one earthquake, tropical cyclone, 
flood or drought since 1980. With 
the threat of climate change and 
rising population growth and 
urbanization, the number and 
impact of natural disasters will 
likely rise.  

In 2005, Hurricane Katrina struck 
the southern US, devastating New 
Orleans and the surrounding area. 
It will likely take 15 years or more 
to restore the area to its previous 
state—and this in a developed 
country. Unfortunately, when 
disaster strikes in developing 
countries, the losses are magnified 
by the fact that people do not have 
the resources to help themselves. 

Humanitarian organizations and 
individuals from around the world 
often offer assistance when disaster 
strikes. In 2005, Hurricane Stan 
swept through Central America. 



The torrential rains and winds 
caused mudslides and flooding, 
resulting in 2 000 deaths. Two 
of the hardest hit areas were 
Guatemala and El Salvador. An 
organization known as World 
Vision developed a program to deal 
with the most immediate needs 
of the hurricane victims in the 
two countries. Their goal was to 
maintain health, privacy and dignity 
by providing essential items. 
World Vision delivered $2 million 
worth of relief goods, including 
shelters, food, clothing, blankets 
and medicines. The Canadian 
International Development Agency 
(CIDA) contributed $200 000 to the 
World Vision Appeal.

When an earthquake struck the 
Kashmir region of Pakistan in 2005, 
it was a Saturday morning when 
the shops and schools were open. 
The disaster destroyed hundreds 
of thousands of buildings, often 
trapping or crushing people inside. 
Over three million people were left 
homeless and many were blocked 
off from help. The goal of CIDA’s 
Canadian Relief Foundation was 
to improve the overall health of 
the millions of Pakistani people 
affected by the disaster. The 

fund contributed to over 20 non-
governmental organizations 
(NGOs) who provided medical care 
for the victims. Since the quake 
occurred just prior to winter, the 
NGOs provided tents, clothing, 
stoves and other cold weather 
essentials. They erected camps 
for displaced persons. Clean-up 
crews worked to clear the rubble 
so that reconstruction could begin. 
Canada’s financial contributions 
helped meet the initial and 
immediate needs of the victims. As 
well, Canada provided funds for 
more long-term recovery work.

While it is important to aid 
disaster victims, it is also vital that 
communities plan ahead to reduce 
the impact that future disasters 
could have. Not all disasters can 
be prevented, but the damage 
they create can be reduced when 
a community is prepared and has 
developed the capacity to protect, 
respond and recover. Research 
suggests that every dollar spent in 
disaster “moderation” will prevent 
the loss of seven dollars when 
disaster strikes. 

© 2009 The Critical Thinking Consortium
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Education for all

We often take things that are a part 
of everyday life for granted. For 
example, young people in the
developed world who “have” to 
go to school seldom think that 
they are privileged. Yet in the 
developing world even basic 
education is unavailable to most. 
Imagine if you could not read, 
write or do basic math. Imagine 
how limited your options in life 
would be if you could not even 
sign your name, read direction 
signs or count money. Imagine 
what Canada would be like if very 
few people could read and write.

Education is a human right. It is 
essential in order for people and 
societies to develop to their full
potential. Yet, in countries such 
as Mali, only about one-third of 
all young children attend school, 
and the figure is even lower for 
girls. Only a small number of the 
children going to school complete 
five years of education, which 
does not allow them to acquire 

basic literacy skills. 

Although there has been a marked 
increase in enrollment rates 
in primary schools, especially 
among girls, more than100 
million children worldwide do 
not go to school. While adult 
literacy has improved, about 770 
million people, more than half 
of them women, still cannot read 
or write. Of those who do attend 
school, many leave without basic 
skills because of under-funded 
education systems and poor 
quality instruction. Barriers to 
attending and completing school 
are higher for girls, members of 
ethnic minorities, children living 
in geographic isolation, working 
children, children affected by 
conflict and disasters, children 
living with disabilities and the 
very poor.

Education is the single best 



investment a country can make. 
It contributes to better health, 
higher incomes and increased 
participation in community life. 
The gains are particularly high 
when girls are educated.

The world community has been 
committed to achieving primary 
education for all young children 
since 1990. Canada, a world 
leader in child-centred, girl-
friendly education, has identified 
basic education as a priority. 
The Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA) 
supports initiatives that improve 
the quality, safety and relevance 
of basic education. It supports 
projects that close the gender gap 
in education and provide education 
to prevent HIV/AIDS. Other CIDA 
funded projects provide education 
for girls and boys in conflict, 
post-conflict or other emergency 
situations.

During the rule of the Taliban in 
Afghanistan, CIDA funded the 
“hidden schools” that continued to
educate girls, although the 
teachers and families faced severe 
penalties if they were caught. 

Now, CIDA and CARE Canada 
– a humanitarian organization 
fighting poverty around the world 
– are implementing primary 
education in over 100 public 
schools in Afghanistan, as well 
as providing courses for teachers, 
school supplies and construction 
of classrooms.

Among other projects, CIDA funds 
a training centre for youths in 
Rwanda. The goal of the project is 
to reduce poverty by enabling the 
social and economic reintegration 
of young Rwandans who were 
unable to complete their basic 
schooling because of the lengthy 
civil war.

In Bangladesh, a CIDA funded 
project provides education to the 
poorest of the poor, especially 
girls. Two million children 
have enrolled in school and the 
completion rate is 90%. Today, the 
project operates 34 000 schools 
which 1.1 million children attend.

© 2009 The Critical Thinking Consortium
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Environmental challenges 
in developing countries

The health of the environment 
plays a prominent role in everyday 
life. Globally, we have not always 
made wise decisions about ways to 
protect the environment. On-going 
changes in the world’s climate are 
further increasing the environmental 
challenges we face.

Land degradation—the loss of 
productive capacity of the land—
is a significant problem in many 
developing countries.  It can 
result from natural causes such 
as climate change, but is mainly 
related to human activities such as 
unsustainable farming and forest 
management practices. Land 
degradation can lead to scarcity 
of food and water, loss of income, 
resource conflicts and environmental 
deterioration.

An example of land degradation 
caused by agricultural use has taken 
place in Africa. African soil is among 
the least productive in the world, 
and it has been further damaged 
by the use of pesticides. Over the 
past 40 years, African nations have 

believed that the only way to combat 
destructive pests effectively was 
to use pesticides. Large amounts 
were purchased by governments and 
donated by other countries.  Many 
of the metal containers in which 
they were stored have rusted and 
leaked toxic chemicals into the soil. 
The contaminated soil poses serious 
threats to health and contributes to 
land and water degradation. 

Desertification is a another type 
of land degradation in which a 
relatively dry land region becomes 
more and more desert-like, 
eventually losing its bodies of water, 
vegetation and wildlife.  It is caused 
by a variety of factors including 
climate change and human activities. 
Desertification, particularly in 
sub-Saharan Africa, contributes 
directly to freshwater scarcity, food 
insecurity, famine, migration and 
conflict.

Land degradation and poverty are 
closely linked. The majority of the 



people affected by land degradation 
are the rural poor, who depend 
on the land for their survival. 
Often, they must compete among 
themselves for dwindling natural 
resources. Consequently, the land 
becomes further depleted and the 
cycle of poverty is perpetuated. 

Some countries in the developing 
world have made decisions that 
have had serious impacts on other 
aspects of the environment. For 
instance, farmers in an area of 
China, desperate for irrigation 
water, dug wells into a shallow 
renewable aquifer. But decades of 
over-pumping have largely depleted 
the shallow aquifer and water is now 
being taken from the region’s deep 
non-renewable aquifer. The water 
table under the North China Plain 
is now falling at an alarming rate. 
It takes a thousand tons of water to 
produce one ton of grain.  When the 
aquifer is depleted, the grain harvest 
will drop by 40 million tons—
enough to feed 120 million Chinese.

The increasing concentration of 
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere 
is associated with climate change. 
Droughts, floods, and higher 
temperatures threaten food crops, 
destroy habitat, put pressure on plant 

and animal species and increase the 
incidence of disease. All countries 
feel the effects of climate change; 
however, people living in poverty 
are the most vulnerable. As they 
lose their sources of food, fuel, 
shelter and income, their poverty 
deepens. It is challenging for poor 
nations to manage their resources 
and protect themselves from the 
effects of climate change. The 
global community has responded 
to the growing threat of climate 
change with commitments to reduce 
greenhouse gases.

As well, the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA), 
along with numerous non-
governmental groups, is working to 
help developing nations overcome 
environmental challenges while 
improving their economies. For 
example, In Ghana, CIDA supports a 
project to protect stored grain by
releasing a predatory beetle that will 
eat the eggs, larvae and pupae of 
grain borers. In the wild, the beetles 
will multiply, thereby reducing the 
need to use pesticides.
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Gender equality

The issue

In much of the world, women have fewer 
rights, less education, poorer health and less 
income than men. They also have less access to 
resources and decision making. This is true in 
spite of the fact that women play a critical role 
in producing food, raising children and adding 
to family income. Because women produce 
food, they are also careful managers of natural 
resources. Yet gender equality is still beyond 
the reach of most women worldwide. 

Gender equality is more than just being fair 
to men and women. Gender equality means 
that men and women have the same status. 
They have equal opportunity to reach their full 
potential to contribute to all aspects of their 
culture and to benefit equally from the results. 
They have equal rights to contribute politically 
and economically. There are no barriers based 
on a person’s gender. When either men or 
women face restrictions based only on their 
gender, we say that there is a gender gap.

In most countries where a gender gap exists, 
it works against girls. In some countries, 
however, it works against boys. In India, most 
girls can expect to spend three years less in 
school than boys of the same age. Girls in rural 
areas are at an even greater disadvantage. Girls 
in rural areas of India are three times more 
likely to drop out of school than boys. On the 
other hand, in Jamaica, boys often drop out 
of school earlier than girls. Those boys often 
have to go to work to help bring money into the 
family. 
 

Gender equality is possible only when both 
men and women have the same status and 
opportunities. 

The road to gender equality

Canada, along with the international 
community, has made important commitments 
to women’s rights and equality between 
women and men. It has promoted the equal 
participation of women and men in decision 
making. It has supported women and girls 
so they can exercise their rights. It has also 
worked to reduce the gap between women’s 
and men’s access to and control of resources 
and the benefits of development.

At first, aid agencies, such as the Canadian 
International Development Agency (CIDA), 
tried to achieve gender equality by giving 
women and men the same opportunities. That 
did not always produce equal results. Gender 
equality values both the similarities and 
differences between men and women. It also 
values the different roles each plays. CIDA 
realizes that women and men may sometimes 
require different treatment to get equal results. 

CIDA knows that each of its programs and 
projects affects men and women differently. 
Men and women have different perspectives, 
needs, interests, roles and resources. Class, 
race, caste, ethnicity or age may strengthen 
those differences. But gender equality is an 
issue that concerns both women and men. 



Only a real partnership between women and 
men will achieve gender equality. The way to 
gender equality involves working with men to 
bring about changes in attitudes, behaviour, 
roles and responsibilities at home, in the 
workplace and in the community. All society 
benefits when both men and women have more 
choices.

Projects for gender equality

World leaders at the G8 Summit in 2002 
introduced the Africa Action Plan. The goals 
were to promote economic growth, strengthen 
African institutions and improve the well-
being of future generations. Efforts focus on 
countries that demonstrate a commitment to 
democracy, good governance and human rights. 
Canada established a $500 million Canada 
Fund for Africa (CFA) as its contribution to the 
plan. CIDA has been in charge of overseeing 
the CFA-supported projects. 

CIDA works with others around the world to 
promote gender equality. Some of the projects 
have been completed; others are still in 
progress. Following is a list of some of CIDA-
supervised projects. 

Women in government: A CFA project 
focuses on increasing the ability of women 
in government to influence decision making 
and address gender issues. CFA worked with 
the parliament and ordinary citizens in Niger 
to produce a handbook on how to conduct 
an effective campaign for possible female 
candidates in a national election. The result was 
great gains in gender equality. The number of 
women parliamentarians increased from 1 to 
14. Six women were appointed to ministerial 
positions. 

Voter registration: In Pakistan, another CFA 
project organized and supported women voters 
and female councillor candidates during the 

2005 local elections. Throughout the project, 
workers assisted 39 000 women in obtaining 
the identity cards required to vote. They 
registered 31 000 female voters. Female 
candidates were encouraged to run for office 
and, with the support of this project, more 
female candidates ran for office. As a result, 
the number of uncontested seats fell from 25 
percent in the 2001 election to 15 percent in the 
2005 election. 

Employment for women: CIDA is 
currently working with the Government 
of the Netherlands to strengthen women’s 
empowerment in Bolivia. The project, which 
began in 2010 and ends in 2016, helps women 
gain access to markets, property, credit and 
technology. It will strengthen women’s role 
in decision making. The project will provide 
training and support services for women.

Gender equality training: In Colombia, 
women’s political participation and leadership 
at local and state levels increased because of 
gender equality training; 7200 women took 
training on gender issues, public administration 
and citizenship and 1150 of these women won 
elections in various levels of government. More 
than 800 men also participated in the training. 

Find further information about:

• CIDA’s work in gender equality at http://
www.acdi-cida.gc.ca/equality

• More of CIDA’s work in gender equality at 
http://www.acdi-cida.gc.ca/acdi-cida/acdi-
cida.nsf/eng/REN-218125542-Q37

• Canada’s commitment to gender equality at 
http://www.international.gc.ca/rights-droits/
women-femmes/equality-egalite.aspx

• the United Nations Population Fund 
(UNFPA) and its commitment to promote 
human rights at http://www.unfpa.org/gender/. 
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Health and nutrition

Malnutrition and other health 
concerns are serious global 
challenges. 

Nutrition is a major, changeable 
and powerful factor in promoting 
health, preventing and treating 
disease and improving quality 
of life. Malnourished people, 
especially children, are more 
susceptible to disease. Children 
who are malnourished suffer 
irreparable damage both 
physically and mentally. Even 
if food is available, it may be 
too costly for people living in 
some countries. For instance, in 
Afghanistan, the price of flour 
skyrocketed in 2008 because 
of drought. Even though prices 
dropped in 2009, a bag of flour 
still cost about $21, a sack of rice 
was $25 and a container of oil 
cost $20. Considering that over 
ten million Afghans live on less 
than $1 a day, the high cost of 
food still prevents many people 

from being able to afford it.

Nepal has one of South Asia’s 
worst malnutrition rates, with 
almost half of children under five
stunted in their growth 
and suffering from chronic 
malnutrition. The cost of food is 
a major concern. The country is 
highly dependent upon imported 
food, and rapidly rising global 
food prices and increased 
transportation costs are driving 
the price of food higher and 
higher. The cost of the main 
staple food, rice, increased by 
24%, cooking oil by 30% and 
flour by 18% in 2008. As prices 
rise, many people are forced to 
skip meals and eat less nutritious 
food.

Health is affected by other 
factors as well as nutrition. In 
many countries medical care is 



unavailable or financially out of 
reach of most people. As a result, 
many people die and diseases 
spread. Lack of clean water and 
sanitation is a major factor in the 
spread of disease. For instance, in 
the spring of 2009, an outbreak 
of cholera spread among people 
along the Kenyan-Ethiopian 
border. Left untreated, cholera 
can lead to severe dehydration 
and death. The spread was 
attributed to poor sanitation and 
water shortages, which led to the 
consumption of contaminated 
water. Population movement 
along the common border 
fuelled the spread of the disease.  
Malnutrition and lack of medical 
care made the situation worse.

Improving the delivery of 
health services and dealing with 
malnutrition are key factors in 
improving the health of people 
in developing nations. Nowhere 
is this truer than in Africa, which 
carries one quarter of the world’s 
health burden. For this reason, 
Canada is providing, through 
the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA), 

approximately $450 million 
from 2006 to 2016 for the Africa 
Health Systems Initiative.

Throughout the developing 
world, CIDA works in partnership 
with others to help reduce death 
and disability from diseases 
such as HIV/AIDS, malaria 
and tuberculosis. During the 
recent avian influenza threat, 
organizations like CIDA worked 
systematically with governments 
around the world to develop a 
global response to a possible 
pandemic.

CIDA’s program to fight 
malnutrition demonstrates the 
effective use of limited resources 
for high-impact results. Small 
amounts of key vitamins and 
minerals can avert disabilities 
and deaths, help young bodies 
to grow and support children’s 
cognitive and social development. 
For instance, blindness has been 
prevented in an untold number of 
children who have been provided 
with two doses of vitamin A each 
year.
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HIV/AIDS

The issue

The human body’s immune system protects 
it from diseases. HIV is a virus that attacks 
that immune system. Over a period of years, 
HIV can weaken the immune system until it 
can no longer fight usually harmless bacteria 
and viruses. When that happens, HIV grows 
into AIDS. There is no cure for AIDS and 
currently there is no vaccine to prevent the 
HIV infection. People living with HIV can 
take drugs to delay the onset of AIDS.

AIDS is a deadly disease and continues to be a 
global health issue. Since 1981, more than 25 
million people have died from the disease. 

HIV infection is preventable since it is not an 
easily transmitted virus. It is not transmitted 
through air, food or water, or through everyday 
social contact. You cannot get the HIV virus by 
shaking hands, sneezing or touching. It must 
enter the bloodstream for it to infect a person. 
There are a limited number of ways a person 
can transmit or be infected by HIV.

The incidence of HIV/AIDS is slowly 
declining. There were 2.7 million new HIV 
infections globally in 2007, down from 3.5 
million in 1996. About 2.6 million people 
became infected with HIV in 2009. In spite of 
the slow decline, 33 million people worldwide 
still live with HIV. Two thirds of them are in 
sub-Saharan Africa, and more than half are 
women. In 2008, there were an estimated 2 
million deaths worldwide from AIDS. An 
estimated 1.8 million people died of AIDS in 
2009. 

Sub-Saharan Africa has been hardest hit by the 
epidemic; in 2009, over two thirds of AIDS 
deaths were in this region.
 
In countries most severely affected, the 
epidemic has had a devastating impact on 
societies, economies and infrastructures. Life 
expectancy is lower by as much as 20 years. 
Young adults are the most at-risk population. 
Because of this, many countries face a 
slowdown in economic growth and an increase 
in household poverty. In Asia, HIV and AIDS 
cause a greater loss of productivity than any 
other disease. Many of the young adults 
who died from AIDS left children behind. In 
sub-Saharan Africa, the AIDS epidemic has 
orphaned nearly 15 million children.

The road to overcoming HIV/AIDS

Although antiretroviral drugs delay the onset 
of AIDS, these drugs are not always available. 
In many countries, access to prevention and 
treatment services is limited. Global leaders 
have pledged to work toward universal access 
to HIV prevention and care in order to prevent 
millions of deaths.

In recent years, the response to the epidemic 
has increased. Spending for HIV and 
AIDS grew by 6 times in low- and middle-
income countries. The number of people on 
antiretroviral treatment increased and the 
annual number of AIDS deaths declined. The 
global percentage of people infected with HIV 
is also levelling off.



These achievements should not lead to 
complacent attitudes. In all parts of the world, 
people living with HIV still face AIDS-related 
stigma and discrimination. Many people still 
cannot access sufficient HIV treatment and 
care. In a number of developed countries, 
infection rates are rising. This suggests that 
HIV prevention is just as important now 
as ever. Prevention efforts proven to be 
effective need to be scaled-up and treatment 
targets reached. Commitments from national 
governments right down to the community 
level need to be strengthened and met, so one 
day the world might see an end to the global 
AIDS epidemic.

Projects for overcoming HIV/AIDS

The HIV/AIDS pandemic affects people from 
all walks of life in the prime of their lives. It 
also has a devastating impact on the economic, 
social and political well-being of societies.

In spite of the huge burden of this disease, 
there are signs of hope and progress in the 
global fight against HIV/AIDS. New drugs and 
treatment and better access to health services 
and education are beginning to help people 
protect themselves against HIV.

One of the goals of the Millennium 
Development Goals is halting and reversing 
the spread of HIV/AIDS by 2015. Canada is a 
strong supporter of these goals.

Between 2006 and 2009, the Canadian 
International Development Agency (CIDA) 
provided over $650 million in funding to 
support the implementation of initiatives 
that respond effectively to HIV/AIDS in the 
developing world.

Employment opportunities: In South Africa, 
CIDA supported a project to help people 

in HIV/AIDS-affected communities obtain 
permanent jobs. The project provided better 
access to credit and business opportunities. In 
total, 600 women, men and orphans and at-risk 
children affected by HIV/AIDS benefited from 
the project. 
 
Access to drug treatment: CIDA is helping 
to support a project to increase access to drug 
treatment in Malawi. By the end of 2007, there 
were 435 medical sites, compared to 146 in 
2004, and 146 856 HIV-positive Malawians 
were receiving antiretroviral therapy treatment, 
compared to 3000 in 2003. 
 
Reducing the risk of spreading HIV: In 
Haiti, 2.2 percent of people have HIV/AIDS, 
the highest percentage in the Americas. The 
rate of HIV/AIDS is even more alarming in 
Cité Soleil, a slum in Haiti, where the figure 
is 5.6 percent. CIDA is supporting a project 
to reduce the risk of HIV transmission. Some 
4700 people chose to be tested for the virus. 
Of this number, 10 percent tested HIV-positive 
and all of them have access to a treatment 
program.

Canada is committed to a coordinated global 
response to HIV/AIDS. By working with 
partners and aligning with the governments of 
developing countries, Canada is fighting HIV/
AIDS in a harmonized way to reach those at 
risk more efficiently. 
 
Find more information about: 

• CIDA projects that work toward overcoming 
HIV/AIDS at http://www.acdi-cida.gc.ca/acdi-
cida/ACDI-CIDA.nsf/En/JUD-111810358-
LAH

• HIV/AIDS at http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/hl-vs/
iyh-vsv/diseases-maladies/hiv-vih-eng.php.
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Humanitarian aid 
for refugees

Conflicts between and within 
countries have always been a part 
of history. As armies clash, civilian
populations suffer. Sometimes 
invading armies intentionally 
force people from their homes. 
Other times, people flee as armies 
advance. These people may seek 
refuge in other areas of their own 
country or in a neighbouring 
country.

Internally displaced persons (IDPs) 
are people who seek safety in 
another area of their own country. 
Not all IDPs flee because of war. 
When drought or disaster strikes in 
one part of a country, residents may 
move to other areas to find food and 
shelter. Today there are hundreds of 
thousands of IDPs in various parts 
of the world.

During the past century, thousands 
of refugees have fled their homes in 
such places as Afghanistan, the
Darfur region of Sudan, Bosnia 
and Ethiopia, looking for safety 
elsewhere. Receiving countries face

enormous problems trying to deal 
with the sudden influx of tens, or 
even hundreds, of thousands of
people. The refugees often have 
no shelter, clean water or food and 
their safety may be threatened from 
within as well as outside of the 
group. The majority of refugees are 
often women and children. Without 
help, many refugees would die of 
starvation or disease.

Non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) such as CARE Canada, 
UNICEF, Oxfam, CAUSE Canada, 
the UN’s World Food Programme 
and the Red Cross-Red Crescent 
Society provide humanitarian aid to
refugees. Canadians, through 
the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA), 
provide financial support to these 
and other NGOs.

In the 1980s thousands of Ethiopian 
refugees fled to neighbouring 
Somalia to escape fighting in their 
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own country.  Several years later, 
fighting broke out in Somalia as 
well.  The Ethiopian refugees 
returned home even though fighting 
was still going on in Ethiopia. 
However, the refugees no longer 
had homes and were forced to live 
in makeshift camps. The Ethiopians 
were joined in the camps by 
thousands of Somalians who were 
fleeing from the war in their own 
country. One refugee camp of more 
than 20 000 people was located 
near a very small town that did 
not have the resources to help the 
people. The Ethiopian government 
had drained government resources 
that could have helped the victims. 
As well, it was reluctant to give 
the UN or other aid agencies full 
authority to deal with the situation. 
After the government fell, a 
successful UN-World Food Bank 
airlift brought provisions to the 
camp. Three hours away, 15 000 
people settled in camps next to UN 
peacekeepers. UNICEF and various 
NGOs made certain the people in 
the camps had at least the minimum 
supplies for survival. UNICEF 
supplied plastic sheeting for 
shelters and high protein biscuits. 
German Agro Action distributed 
buckets, blankets and cooking sets 

purchased with funds donated by 
CIDA.

As well as war, drought has 
uprooted almost four million 
Afghans. For decades there have 
been refugee camps and shanty 
camps along Afghanistan’s borders 
with neighbouring countries. There 
are also refugee camps inside 
Afghanistan for a million IDPs. 
There is little food and medical 
assistance is scarce. To make 
matters worse, fighting makes it 
almost impossible to deliver food 
supplies to some areas. About       
10 000 families in Takhar province 
faced starvation until Foodgrains 
Bank and its Canadian partners 
shipped 2400 tonnes of wheat, 
217 tonnes of edible oil and 860 
tonnes of beans. CIDA financially 
supported the six-month project.
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Human rights

The issue

What is a “human right?” A human right and 
freedom is something to which people are 
entitled simply because they are human beings. 
Everyone has the right to life, food, shelter and 
an education. Everyone has a right to a life free 
from torture and slavery. Everyone has a right 
to a life free from discrimination. We have a 
right to freedom of thought and expression. We 
have many more rights and freedoms and no 
one can take these rights from us. Many people 
around the world do not have the human rights 
that we take for granted.

Most of the ideas we have today about human 
rights developed shortly after World War 
II. Members of the United Nations General 
Assembly (UN) were alarmed about the terrible 
things that happened to people during the war. 

In 1948, the UN adopted the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UNDR). Article 
I of that document states, “All human beings 
are born free and equal in dignity and rights.” 

The basis for the UNDR is that you cannot 
separate different rights because they are all 
connected. In other words, if all human beings 
are equal, everyone should have equal access 
to all rights, not just some. In some countries, 
boys or girls are not able to go to school simply 
because of their gender. The right to education 
is there, but not for everyone. If you cannot 
afford enough food or proper shelter because 
some jobs are not open to everyone, you 
have some rights, but not access to all rights. 
This is the reason the declaration includes 
civil, political, economic, social and cultural 

rights. Many believe the UNDR is an accepted 
international law.
 
The road to human rights for all
 
Organizations around the world work to protect 
human rights and end human rights abuses. 
These organizations have websites to describe 
human rights abuse and call on governments 
and individuals to take action. Public support 
and criticism of abuses is important to 
their success. These organizations are most 
successful when people criticize human rights 
abuse and support calls for change.
 
The core value of the human rights declaration 
is the equality of all people. The document also 
recognizes that governments are responsible for 
the promotion and protection of those rights. 
The well-being of individuals and sustainable 
development of countries is not possible 
without human rights in place. Education plays 
an important role in the protection of human 
rights.

People without rights cannot contribute to or 
benefit from any progress in a country. Some 
of the groups who are most commonly affected 
are the poor, the elderly, women, children, 
persons living with disabilities and illnesses 
such as HIV/AIDS, ethnic minorities, and 
refugees. Unfortunately, in countries where 
there are human rights abuses, we cannot tell 
the government how to treat its citizens. To do 
so often makes it worse for the victims. 

But the Canadian government, through the 



Canadian International Development Agency 
(CIDA), works in other ways to promote 
human rights. 

The goal is to promote awareness of civil, 
political, economic, social and cultural rights 
by all individuals in society. CIDA oversees 
projects that provide technical assistance to 
include human rights standards and principles 
into government organizations. It also supports 
programs to increase knowledge of and demand 
and respect for human rights. CIDA takes 
special actions to increase respect for the rights 
of women and the protection of children.

Projects to promote human rights

One way to promote human rights is to make 
certain countries are able to provide basic 
necessities to their people. More than one 
billion men, women and children around 
the world suffer from extreme hunger and 
malnutrition. And the number is growing. 
Canadians realize that unless people have 
a safe food supply and proper shelter, they 
cannot work toward other human rights such as 
education, gender equality and democracy. 

For that reason, Canada, through CIDA, funds 
various projects around the world. 

Food security: Canada is the third largest 
single-country donor to the World Food 
Program (WFP). CIDA contributed over $200 
million to the WFP in 2009. This money helped 
meet the nutritional needs of approximately 14 
million people in seven countries in Africa, the 
Middle East and South America. It also met the 
nutritional needs of approximately 3.7 million 
refugees. Since refugees often live in difficult 
conditions for a long time, they rely completely 
on aid to meet their most basic needs. 

Food for school children: In 2007, CIDA 
contributed $125 million to a five-year program 

to feed 20 million school children in Africa. 
The program not only provides nutritious meals 
for the children, but also encourages families to 
send their children to school. During Canada’s 
previous three-year program, school enrollment 
rose by more than 20 percent. Girls’ enrollment 
was equal to or higher than boys. 

Rights of children and youth: In 2009, 
CIDA adopted a program that focused on 
improving human rights and reducing the 
inequality and poverty in Colombia. Millions 
of young people in that country who live in 
poverty are targets for sexual exploitation and 
recruitment by illegal groups. CIDA hopes to 
help youth become involved in legal economic 
activities. Up to 66 000 children and youth in 
rural areas will have access to education and 
conflict resolution skills. Up to 70 percent of 
adolescents will be released from illegal groups 
and helped to rejoin their families. The youth 
will have access to technical and job training 
that is directly linked to jobs in the local 
market. 
 
Democratic governance: Beginning in 2008, 
CIDA agreed to provide up to $9.5 million to 
Equitas, an agency for human rights education. 
The project will run until 2013 in several 
countries in Africa, Asia, Europe and the 
Americas. It builds on the annual training of 
human rights educators that Equitas already 
provides. The project is learner-based and 
focuses on local priorities.
 
Find further information about:

• CIDA’s work in the area of human rights at 
http://les.acdi-cida.gc.ca/servlet/JKMSearchCo
ntroller?desTemplateFile=cpoSearchEn.htm&d
esClientLocale=enUS&AppID=cpoEn

• the Declaration of Human Rights at http://
www.humanrights.com/.
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Immigration

The issue

Immigration played an important role in Canada’s 
history. With our aging population and declining 
birth rate, it continues to play an important part in 
building our country. Unless you are from a First 
Nations family, someone in your family was an 
immigrant at one time. Like the United States and 
Australia, Canada is a country of immigration. 
All three countries are proud of being nations 
of immigrants and lands of opportunity for 
newcomers. Until the last half of the 20th century, 
almost all immigrants in Canada came from Europe. 
After that, large-scale immigration from Asia, the 
Middle East, Latin America and the Caribbean 
began. 

Immigration is the process of a person moving to 
another country to live. Emigration is the process 
of leaving one’s home country. Unlike refugees, 
immigrants choose to leave their homeland. They 
are not fleeing for their safety. People decide to 
choose a new homeland for many reasons. There 
are push reasons a person chooses to emigrate. 
There are pull reasons a person chooses to 
immigrate to a particular country. 
If employment opportunities or living conditions 
are very poor, for example, a person may feel 
pushed to emigrate. If the economy in another 
country offers chances for a better job, higher 
wages and many employment opportunities, a 
person is pulled to immigrate there. 

Sometimes people immigrate because of family 
or friends. The first person emigrating from an 
area tells people back home about jobs, housing or 
schools in the new country. More people emigrate 
and help others from the home country to settle in 
the new country. Whatever the individual reasons 
might be, all are looking for a better life.
Governments develop policies about who may 
immigrate into their country. A person may apply to 
immigrate to find work or reunite family members. 

Canada accepts new immigrants based on a set of 
criteria. If a person is immigrating to find work, the 
main factor will be whether or not the country needs 
workers in that category. In reuniting families, 
preference is given to spouses and children. 

There is a huge period of adjustment for immigrants 
when they settle in their new country. They leave 
behind everything that is familiar as they adjust to 
a new culture. This may cause additional stresses 
in the family. Young people who make new friends 
at school often learn the new culture more quickly 
than their parents. On the other hand, their parents 
do not want the young people to forget their own 
culture. Women often feel isolated because they 
remain in the home while the husband and children 
go about their busy new lives. Another difficulty 
arises when people in the new country are resentful 
towards or reject the immigrants. 

The road to assisting immigrants

Most difficulties for immigrants stem from 
cross-cultural misunderstanding. Cross-cultural 
misunderstanding occurs when people think that 
someone else is wrong or disrespectful because 
they do not follow our customs and beliefs. People 
often view immigrants’ customs as wrong or 
“uncivilized.” Unfortunately, we tend to think that 
our own way is the right way, or even the only way. 

If the new culture is very different from their own, 
immigrants may feel it is wrong to adopt some of 
the new ways. Or they may interpret something in a 
different way. A number of years ago, for example, 
some Vietnamese children arrived in a small town 
in B.C. They had nothing of their own and spoke 
no English. On their arrival, a welcoming group 
presented them with a box of clothing. All the 
clothing seemed strange except for the pyjamas—



these were similar to the kind of clothing everyone 
in their home country wore every day. On their first 
day of school, the children wore the pyjamas. How 
do you think the “new” children and the “resident” 
children reacted? 

We can best help immigrants by not passing 
judgment on their customs or ways of doing things, 
and by patiently helping them to adapt to our 
culture.

Projects to help immigrants adjust to their 
new culture

Fortunately, there are groups to help newcomers 
immigrate and adapt to their new culture. Some 
of these groups help immigrants come to Canada. 
Some help them begin their new lives once they 
arrive. Canadians work through nonprofit societies 
and charities to help immigrants settle into their 
new way of life. The Canadian government, 
working through the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA), provides an avenue 
for young people to immigrate to Canada.

Honouring immigrants: Between 1928 and 
1951, almost every person who came to Canada 
to live arrived at Pier 21 in Halifax, Nova Scotia. 
Reopened in 1999 as Canada’s immigration 
museum, Pier 21 celebrates Canada’s unique stories 
of immigration and nation building. In 2009, the 
Government of Canada created a National Museum 
of Immigration at Pier 21. It is only the second 
national museum outside of the National Capital 
Region. Over 50,000 people from all over the 
world visit the museum. In 2010, international 
development ministers of the G8 nations met at Pier 
21 for discussions that could impact millions in 
developing countries.

Assisting newcomers to Canada: The Young 
Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) assists 
immigrants through government-funded programs. 
The programs offer support, guidance and education 
to help newcomers adjust to life in Canada. The 
YMCA Cross-cultural and Immigration Services 
has been helping for over 150 years. Immigrants 
can go to the YMCA to get help with job search 
skills, career planning or guidance from a mentor. 

There are also programs for children, teens and 
women. The YMCA also offers English-language 
instruction and programs for cultural awareness.

Providing cross-cultural peer support for 
women: The Immigrant Services Society of 
BC (ISS of BC) provides mental, physical and 
social support to immigrant and refugee women 
who are experiencing challenges during their 
integration process. Because the program focuses 
on women helping women, it also provides training 
for the newcomer women to go back into their 
communities to offer support to other newcomer 
women who are having difficulties adjusting to their 
new lives in Canada.

Promoting the well-being of immigrants: 
Founded in 1973, S.U.C.C.E.S.S. is a nonprofit 
charitable organization dedicated to helping 
immigrants settle in their new country. The three 
levels of government supply approximately 70 
percent of S.U.C.C.E.S.S.’s funding. The rest comes 
from donations and fund raising. The organization 
provides counselling and support to families and 
individuals with personal issues. Programs promote 
personal development of children and youth and 
facilitate the social participation of parents and 
seniors in the community. The group also helps the 
unemployed in job and career development. 

Find more information about:

• CIDA’s connection to the National Museum of 
Immigration at http://www.acdi-cida.gc.ca/acdi-
cida/ACDI-CIDA.nsf/eng/NAT-426115142-LLV

• the YMCA’s programs at http://www.
ymcaimmigrantservices.ca/en/kitchenerwaterloo/
Employment_How_We_Help.asp

• the Peer Support Program for Women at http://
bipt.ca/resources/swis-resource/cross-cultural-peer-
support-program-immigrant-and-refugee-women-
ccpsp

• the S.U.C.C.E.S.S programs at http://www.
successbc.ca/eng/component/option,com_mtree/
task,listcats/cat_id,110/Itemid,26/.
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Refugee experience

The issue

Imagine waking up at night and having to run 
for your life because soldiers are attacking 
your home. You can take nothing with you. 
You run and hide to save your own life. You 
leave behind everything that is important 
to you—your family, home, friends and 
possessions. You survive by eating leaves until 
you reach a camp where others like yourself 
have found some safety. Most of us cannot 
imagine how frightening this would be.

People run for their lives for many reasons. 
They may be running from oppression or 
persecution. They may be running because a 
rival group is hunting them. Perhaps they are 
running from human rights violations. But the 
main reason people run for their lives is war. 

Two groups of people leave their homes to 
look for safety. Refugees are people who are 
fleeing to another country for safety. Internally 
displaced persons are people who seek safer 
places in another part of their own country. 
Africa and Asia are the most severely affected, 
but there are refugees in most areas around the 
world. 

Currently, there are about 37 wars or armed 
conflicts in various places around the world. 
As a result, there are about 12 million refugees 
seeking safety; 39 percent of these people are 
children under the age of 18. In addition, there 
are six million displaced children.

Children and their families who reach a 
refugee camp may still face dangers. The 

camps are overcrowded and living conditions 
are terrible. Survival is often a daily struggle. 
Sometimes there is not enough food and many 
children die of hunger. There is often a lack 
of health care and people die of diseases that 
could easily be treated. 
  
Child refugees often face other dangers 
as well. Many of them have no one to 
protect them since they may have lost or 
been separated from their parents. Rebel or 
government armies may abduct children to 
serve as child soldiers. Other adults may 
sexually assault or exploit them. They may 
face physical abuse.

Rarely is there any kind of schooling in a 
refugee camp, yet the key to a better future 
is education beyond Grade 6. Child refugees 
often are not able to gain the skills they need 
in their future lives. 

Sometimes refugees do not have a chance to 
move to another country. They end up staying 
in the camps for many years. Some are lucky 
enough to return home after many years. 
Others are born in a refugee camp and live 
their whole lives there. 
 
The road to providing for refugees

In 1951, the United Nations (UN) passed a 
convention guaranteeing the most basic parts 
of a refugee’s life. It was an international 
agreement that laid out a set of human rights 



for refugees. It recognized the international 
scope of the problem and the need for 
international cooperation. As of October 
2002, 141 countries had ratified the Refugee 
Convention. While there are international laws 
in place to protect refugees, their protection 
depends upon two major things. 

The first is the willingness of other countries 
to take in refugees. When refugees flee their 
home country, they seek asylum in a country 
where they believe they will be safe. If the 
receiving country refuses to accept them, the 
refugees are sent back to their home country 
where they may be tortured, imprisoned or 
killed. 

The second is the willingness of other 
countries to provide money to support the 
international organizations that work to 
help refugees. Although the UN Refugee 
Convention set out the need for countries to 
share the burden of caring for refugees, there 
are always far more refugees than money to 
look after them. 

Projects to assist refugees

Canada is a strong supporter for the rights 
and well-being of refugees. The Canadian 
government helps refugees through the 
Canadian International Development Agency 
(CIDA). CIDA supports international 
organizations such as the UN and the Red 
Cross. It sends food and medicine to refugee 
camps and contributes to programs that reunite 
refugee children with their families.

Feeding refugees from Liberia and Sierra 
Leone: More than 500,000 refugees from 
these two countries fled to the forest region 
of Guinea. CIDA, working with a number 
of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
supplied supplemental food to the refugees. 
They distributed 250 metric tonnes (t) of 

rice, 25 t of edible oil and 50 t of lentils to 
approximately 65 000 refugees each month, 

Improving living conditions for Palestinian 
refugees: CIDA worked with the United 
Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) 
to improve the living conditions for Palestinian 
refugees in two refugee camps in Syria. 
CIDA’s contribution helped UNRWA develop 
roads, public lighting and common green 
spaces. UNRWA constructed housing for 
Palestinian refugees who came from another 
camp. The NGO built a total of 300 new 
homes to accommodate 1275 refugees. They 
also built a new kindergarten and community 
centre that improved the quality of life for 
Palestinian refugees.

Meeting the basic needs of refugees in 
Bangladesh: Approximately 228 000 refugees 
fled their homes in northern Myanmar 
(Burma) to seek safety in Bangladesh. In 
spite of improvements in recent years, living 
conditions for the refugees do not meet even 
minimum international standards. CIDA 
contributed funds to the Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) to help meet the refugee’s basic 
needs. UNHCR is providing health care, 
education, nutrition and shelter while working 
toward a more permanent solution.

Find more information about:

• CIDA’s aid for Afghan refugees at http://
www.acdi-cida.gc.ca/acdi-cida/acdi-cida.nsf/
eng/REN-218132627-PN6

• CIDA’s humanitarian work in Sudan at 
http://www.acdi-cida.gc.ca/sudan

• Somalia refugees fleeing the drought at 
http://www.amnesty.org/en/news-and-updates/
international-community-must-help-shoulder-
somalia-refugee-burden-2011-07-15.
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The rights of children

The issue

The United Nations Declaration of Human 
Rights (UNDR) states, “All people are created 
free and equal.” If all are free and equal, 
everyone should have equal access to human 
rights. These rights include food, shelter, 
education and a life free from torture and 
slavery. In some countries in the developing 
world, those rights do not apply equally to 
children. Worldwide, millions of children work 
long hours and do not enjoy the rights and 
freedoms of children in the developed world. 

In some countries, many adults use children 
as a resource. Employers take advantage of 
children by paying them very little money 
or making them work long hours in terrible 
conditions. Employers may use children for 
certain jobs because they are smaller than 
adults. The employers often use them because 
children have no power to resist abuse. The 
children often do not have access to enough 
food. They rarely have access to education.
Banning all child labour would not likely 
solve the problem of no education, and it 
would likely create another problem. Around 
the world, 130 million children must work 
to support themselves or help support their 
families. Without their income, they or their 
families would not survive. For that reason, it 
is important to look at the different kinds of 
child labour.

The girl selling fruit on the street in the 
morning and then using the money to help pay 
for her schooling is both helping her family 
and going to school. It is different, however, 
for the boy who sits for 10 hours a day making 

carpets from very tiny strands of wool. He 
will do this for the rest of his life to help pay 
off his family’s debt. When he is an adult, the 
work will have ruined his  eyesight. He never 
attended school so will be unable to do any 
other kind of work.

Aside from missing out on an education, 
some child labour is harmful to the child’s 
development. Children who are in contact with 
dangerous chemicals when they are spraying 
pesticides are at risk. Children who have to lift 
heavy loads for long periods may damage their 
spines. Young people forced to work in the sex 
trade, abducted to be child soldiers or sold into 
slavery face the greatest danger.

Well over 100 million child labourers are street 
children. Street children are young people who 
live and work on the streets. Some live with 
their families on the streets. Some have a home 
to go to at night. Others live alone or with other 
children. These children live in abandoned 
buildings, under bridges, in doorways or in 
parks. All these groups of children spend their 
days working on the streets. The children range 
in age from 3 to 18 years old. Most are boys, 
but an increasing number are girls.

Life on the streets is very dangerous. Around 
the world, police or other authorities abuse 
(and sometimes murder) the street children. Up 
to 90 percent of street children use some kind 
of drug or chemical to try to make their life 
more bearable. Addiction to these substances 
causes health problems or sudden death. 



The road to rights for all children 

Since child labour often means children’s 
survival, it would be foolish to try to stop all 
child labour. The children could end up in 
even more dangerous work situations. It is 
important, however, to make sure that children 
who must work are able to reach their full 
potential. To do this, they need knowledge, 
tools and opportunities.

They need child-friendly schools, not places 
where they are abused or not helped to learn. 
They need schools with timetables that are 
flexible so they can combine work and school. 
Working children need schools that are close to 
where they work and provide education related 
to their lives.

When we try to improve their lives, we need 
to remember that street children are valuable 
members of society and deserve our respect. 
Many of them run successful businesses. They 
support themselves and, sometimes, their 
families and other children. These children 
need a community that will protect them from 
harm and help them move off the streets. They 
need better access to health care and legal aid. 
They also need training to help them develop 
safe and better ways to earn a living.

Unless child workers have better protection and 
more opportunities, society will continue to 
overlook them, both as children and as adults. 
We must protect the rights of all children, 
whatever their circumstances.

Projects to promote and protect the 
rights for all children

Canada, through the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA), supports a 
number of projects to help improve the lives 
of children around the world. CIDA’s Action 
Plan on Child Protection projects focus on such 

things as basic education, health and nutrition 
and peace building. 

CIDA adopted a rights-based approach, 
based on the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). CIDA 
believes that children who enjoy their rights 
have a much better chance of becoming 
responsible adults who will contribute to their 
communities.

Improving life for child labourers: CIDA 
partnered with Save the Children Canada 
in India to improve life for child labourers, 
including street children. Between 1998 and 
2004, the project increased access to education 
and vocational training for more than 7500 
children. It also supported activities that 
produced income for nearly 4000 families and 
helped 2000 children to stop working.

Providing a home for street girls: In Brazil, 
CIDA helped fund a project to build and equip 
a home for up to 60 street girls. The home 
provides basic education, counselling and skills 
training. This helps the girls fit into society. 
It also reduces the number of young women 
involved in the sex trade.

Addressing the needs of street children: 
In Thailand, CIDA worked with the Thai 
Red Cross Society and Canada’s Street Kids 
International to produce a manual for helping 
street children. Printed in the Thai language, 
the manual addresses the needs and living 
conditions of both street children without 
family and those with family. The simple 
language provides important information on 
such things as HIV/AIDS, drug abuse, child 
rights, personal safety and access to health and 
social welfare services.
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War-affected children

War disrupts the lives of people 
of all ages. However, war is 
particularly devastating for 
children. Children in war-torn 
countries are direct and indirect 
victims of violence. They are 
exposed to hunger, loss and death 
on a daily basis.  Many children are 
orphaned or separated from their 
families because of war. Young 
girls and single women in refugee 
camps are exposed to sexual and 
physical abuse. During and after 
conflict, children are exposed to the 
dangers of land mines and millions 
of unexploded bombs, shells and 
grenades that fail to detonate on 
impact.

War-affected children often exhibit 
symptoms of post-traumatic stress 
disorder. This condition seriously
affects a child’s mental, emotional 
and physical health. One of the 
symptoms is avoidance or numbing.
Children will repress feelings and 
avoid situations that remind them of 
traumatic events. Many
suffer from nightmares and 

flashbacks. Some, especially former 
child soldiers, exhibit aggressive
behaviour.  Former child soldiers 
may also suffer from withdrawal 
symptoms from drugs they were
given to overcome their reluctance 
to kill others. In treatment centres, 
some beat their heads or fists
against the wall until doctors inject 
them with tranquilizers. Others 
remain mute for days, their eyes
darting around like frightened 
animals. Sadly, those former child 
soldiers who return home may 
receive death threats from their 
neighbours.

Currently, children are experiencing 
terrifying wars in 50 countries. 
In the last decade, war has killed 
two million children, disabled 
six million children, left 12 
million children homeless and 
orphaned one million children. 
Many carry psychological scars. 
Non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) such as CARE Canada, 



UNICEF, Save the Children, 
Doctors without Borders and 
the Red Cross-Red Crescent 
Society, provide aid to war-
affected children. Canadians, 
through the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA), 
provide financial support to these 
and other NGOs.

Despite the distressing statistics, 
children can play an important role 
in keeping communities together 
and in helping to build peace. For 
example, with CIDA’s support, 
war-affected youth are designing, 
organizing and participating in 
community-based projects to 
prevent conflict and build peace 
in nine African countries, the 
Americas and Southeast Asia. They 
are developing a global network 
that includes Canadian youth. This 
network promotes the rights of 
war-affected children and supports 
young people in peace-building.

SOS Children’s Villages, the 
world’s largest international charity 
for orphaned and abandoned 
children, offers ongoing trauma 
treatment for war-affected children 
and women in Darfur. One camp 
houses around 80 000 refugees. 

Children are offered school lessons. 
Others are trained in brick making, 
handicrafts and carpentry. They 
have group therapy and individual 
meetings with counselors.

In Sierra Leone, CIDA is helping 
to reunite families torn apart during 
almost a decade of civil war. In 
Northern Uganda, CIDA provides 
food aid, basic health care, clean 
water and sanitation for 800 000 
displaced people, many of whom 
are  children. CIDA also provides 
counselling and vocational training 
to help former child soldiers return 
to their communities.

In Sri Lanka, the Butterfly Peace 
Garden provides counselling and 
support to children traumatized by 
the long-standing civil war. The 
Garden is a model worldwide for 
its programs in which games are 
used to help children deal with the 
emotional trauma of war. CIDA has 
been one of its supporters.
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Water and sanitation

How much water do you use? 
Humans need between 20 and 
50 liters of water every day for 
their basic needs. However, the 
amount of water used by people in 
different areas of the world varies 
considerably.  A person living in 
sub-Saharan Africa uses between 
10 and 20 liters of water a day.  A 
person in Canada may use as much 
as 326 liters of water every day.

In the developed world we take for 
granted that clean drinking water is 
readily available. In fact, even
though our governments ensure 
that our tap water is safe to drink, 
many people rely on bottled water 
because they do not believe tap 
water is pure. The situation is very 
different in other parts of the world. 
In many developing countries there 
are few taps to deliver water – safe 
or otherwise. In fact, obtaining 
water requires considerable effort. 
Imagine having to walk several 
kilometers to a tap, well or river. 
Imagine having to carry home 
every drop of water you use for 

drinking, cooking, cleaning and 
bathing. Imagine repeating this 
process several times a day. Often 
the water is not clean. Drinking it 
or bathing in it may lead to skin 
infections or other diseases.

Over 450 million people today in 
29 countries, mostly in Africa and 
the Middle East, are suffering from 
chronic water shortages. That is 
roughly one-fifteenth of the world’s 
population. By 2050, researchers
estimate that as many as two-thirds 
of the people in the world will face 
water shortages. 

As well as water shortages, water 
quality is a serious problem. In 
developing countries, unclean 
water and poor sanitation cause 
about 80 percent of all illnesses. In 
the developing world every year 
there are about 4 billion cases of 
diarrhea, a major water-related 
sickness. Weakened by diarrhea 
and associated diseases, 2.2 million 



people die every year around the 
world—more than the population of 
Montreal. Most of the people who 
die are children under five. 

Through the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA), 
Canada supports a global 
commitment to provide access 
to safe, clean water and basic 
sanitation by 2015 to at least 50 
percent of the people who do not 
have it now. Most of the 2.4 billion 
people who do not have access 
to basic sanitation facilities live 
in Asian countries. Asian rivers, 
important sources of drinking 
water, are heavily polluted, in 
large part by human waste. With 
CIDA’s help, non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) are working 
to restore safe drinking water in 
many locations in the city of Kabul, 
Afghanistan. In Iraq, CIDA, CARE 
Canada, and CARE International 
are helping to restore water and 
sanitation systems by sponsoring a 
team of engineers, electricians and 
mechanics who make emergency 
repairs throughout the country. 

In Africa CIDA supports the Nile 
Basin Initiative, a program that 
helps countries that rely on the Nile 

River for water to better manage 
their water resources. By working 
together, the Nile Basin countries—
some of the poorest in the world—
are finding ways to protect the 
watershed that supports the lives 
and livelihoods of their citizens. 
In Ghana, CIDA contributed $16 
million to improve the health of 
rural communities affected by the 
lack of potable (drinkable) water 
in the arid northern region of the 
country. In an area where most 
people are engaged in subsistence 
farming, over 500 boreholes have 
been drilled and fitted with hand 
pumps and nearly 8000 household 
latrines have been installed since 
1999. Each village had to provide 
a token sum to pay for its well and 
local men and women were trained 
to maintain the well. Also, people 
were educated in the importance 
of sanitary habits such as hand 
washing. Women now spend less 
time fetching water and can invest 
more time in their children and 
farms. Safe, clean water and good 
sanitation help people lead healthy 
and productive lives.
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Women’s rights

The issue

Women’s rights are powers and freedoms 
claimed for women and girls of all ages in all 
societies. In some countries, laws or customs 
guarantee these rights. Other countries ignore 
or suppress women’s rights. Societies deny 
women’s rights when men and boys have powers 
and freedoms that women and girls do not have. 

Issues around women’s rights include such 
things as a woman’s right to control her own 
body, to vote, to hold public office, to work for 
equal and fair pay, to own property, to get an 
education, to sign legal contracts, and to have 
equal rights as a marriage partner and parent.

In 1979, the United Nations General Assembly 
adopted a resolution to guarantee equality for 
women; 161 countries signed and approved the 
resolution. Of those, 44 said they would not put 
certain parts of the resolution into effect. Several 
countries in the Middle East did not sign the 
resolution.

Many girls and women still do not have equal 
opportunities to get rights permitted by law. In 
many countries, women may not own property 
or inherit land. In some countries, male family 
members will kill a female family member if 
they believe she has “dishonoured” the family 
in some way. In some societies, fathers arrange 
marriages of their very young daughters to older 
men. Even in countries where girls go to school, 
an education does not mean jobs are available to 
them. 

In various countries around the world, women 
produce between 50 and 80 percent of all food 

grown. Yet many are unpaid. It is difficult for 
women to get loans to buy equipment since 
many societies still think men are the ones who 
should have the responsibility for business 
dealings. Many women who often work outside 
of the home are also responsible for most 
or all of the household work and child care. 
Worldwide, two out of three poor adults are 
women.

The road to promoting and protecting 
women’s rights

Women make up for more than half of the 
world’s population. The United Nations declared 
the ten years between 1976 and 1985 the United 
Nations Decade for Women. At the end of the 
decade, however, women still performed two 
thirds of the world’s work, yet earned one tenth 
of its income and owned less than one hundredth 
of its property.

The world’s economy is becoming increasingly 
globalized. Many governments are unable to 
meet the needs of their citizens. One important 
trend is increased poverty for women. Migration 
and changes in family structures also place extra 
burdens on women. This is especially true for 
women who provide for several dependents. 
We cannot eliminate poverty only through 
antipoverty programs. It will take democratic 
participation and changes in economic structures 
for women and men to have equal access to 
resources, opportunities and public services. 

An important part of Canada’s international 



development plan is protecting the rights of 
women and girls. Canadians are working 
with others to develop innovative strategies 
to overcome the root causes of women’s 
poverty, violence against women and the power 
imbalances between men and women. The 
necessary social, cultural, economic and political 
changes will only happen gradually.

Projects to promote and protect women’s 
rights

Studies show that investing money in programs 
that promote and protect women’s rights brings 
both social and economic gains. Investing in 
adolescent girls also breaks the cycles of poverty 
that go on from generation to generation. 
This results in long-term benefits for reducing 
poverty.

Canadians, through the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA), financially 
support many projects around the world to 
promote and protect women’s rights. 

Reducing gender bias in the justice system: 
In India, CIDA funded a project that revealed 
widespread misunderstanding on the part of 
judges about women as victims of violence. The 
project set in motion a movement to introduce 
reform in the justice system throughout South 
Asia.

Supporting microcredit loans: In Bangladesh, 
CIDA supports the Grameen Bank in its 
program to grant small loans to the very poor. 
Most of the loans, which are around $50, are 
given to women. The microcredit loans, along 
with training in basic business methods, help 
the women start small businesses. The loans 
not only raise the family’s standard of living, 
but also benefit the women in other ways. The 
women improve their social standing and gain 
knowledge and confidence to take a more active 
role in social and political activities; 98 percent 
pay back their loans in full.

Funding “hidden” schools: During the time 
the Taliban ruled Afghanistan, CIDA provided 
funds so girls could continue their education. 
The schools had to remain hidden because the 
teachers and families faced harsh penalties if 
they were caught. Now, CIDA is working with 
CARE Canada to establish primary education 
in over 100 public schools in Afghanistan. 
They also provide courses for teachers, school 
supplies and construction of classrooms.

Stopping domestic violence in Bolivia: Six out 
of ten women in Bolivia suffer from domestic 
violence and lack a safe place to stay. With 
support from CIDA, the Centre for Promotion 
and Integral Health (CEPROSI) built a shelter 
for these women. Women and their children can 
stay at the shelter for three months. They have 
access to doctors, lawyers and social workers 
while they regain their self-esteem and plan for 
their future.

Including women in markets: In a project 
called “Through the Garden Gate,” CIDA 
and the Mennonite Economic Development 
Associates (MEDA) helped more than 2000 
women develop home-based gardens. The 
gardens allowed them to grow fruits and 
vegetables to improve the family’s diet and earn 
income at local markets. To date, they have 
grown more than 500 000 kg of vegetables.

Find further information about:

• CIDA’s work in promoting and protecting 
women’s rights at http://www.acdi-cida.gc.ca/
acdi-cida/ACDI-CIDA.nsf/eng/FRA-61142438-
PLF

• CIDA’s work in improving the lives of girls 
and women in Afghanistan at http://www.acdi-
cida.gc.ca/acdi-cida/ACDI-CIDA.nsf/eng/NAT-
36111441-M38

• United Nations projects for women’s rights at 
http://www.unwomen.org/.
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