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Three Key Questions

• What is the right to housing and a rights-based approach to 
homelessness?

• How can we apply a rights-based approach to encampments?

• How has the human rights framework moved forward advocacy on 
encampments in Canadian municipalities? 



“All human beings are 
born free and equal in 
dignity and rights.” 

– The Universal Declaration of Human Rights



“The right to housing is not just a rallying cry. It, 
like human rights more generally, offers concrete 
standards that can be implemented and 
measured for progress.”

– UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing



What does it mean 
to treat 
homelessness as a 
human rights 
issue?

Obligations under International Human Rights Law

• Homelessness should be treated with the highest urgency 
• Governments have an immediate obligation to adopt and 

implement strategies to eliminate homelessness which 
include clear goals and timelines, in consultation with 
those who are homeless
• Evictions should never render an individual homeless 
• Every government decision or policy should be consistent 

with eliminating homelessness
• Governments have to engage the private sector to ensure 

that their actions and policies are in accordance with the 
right to adequate housing
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Applying a Rights-
Based approach to 
Encampments –
Lessons from Canada
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A National Protocol 
for Homeless 
Encampments in 
Canada – A Human 
Rights Approach



PRINCIPLE 1 
Recognize 
residents of 
homeless 
encampments as 
rights holders

Dufferin Grove Park Encampment, Toronto, ON (2021)



Equipping encampment residents with accessible 
information on their right to housing



Understanding & 
advancing rights-holders 
innovation & capacity 



PRINCIPLE 3
Prohibit forced 
evictions of 
homeless 
encampments

Lamport Stadium Encampment Eviction, Toronto, ON (2021)



Coercive tactics to evict encampments

“Sound emitter” installed under the Maryland Bridge 
Winnipeg, Manitoba (2020)



The costs of eviction & property destruction

Vancouver Area Network of Drug Users & Pivot Legal Society present a 
'bill’ to the City of Vancouver for street sweeps (2021)



Repositioning 
Encampment 
Residents as the 
Experts on their 
Human Rights

DECAMPMENT REPORT CARD

Are the distinct rights of Indigenous 
peoples being respected?

A B C D E F

O!cials recognize Indigenous peoples’ right to 
create and organize shelter and housing in ways 
that incorporate their lived histories, cultures 
and experiences.
O!cials are genuinely working with Indigenous 
residents to find appropriate, culturally-safe, 
long-term housing, and do not force people into 
housing via eviction from encampment.
O!cials consult with Indigenous encampment 
residents to get informed consent before making 
any decisions, including eviction.
Police are not present when o!cials engage with 
Indigenous encampment residents.
O!cials recognize that Indigenous peoples have 
high rates of homelessness and poverty. 

Is there meaningful  
engagement with and leadership 
by encampment residents?

A B  C  D  E  F

O!cials engage in ongoing and meaningful 
engagement with residents that act as resident 
leaders. 
Encampment leaders are empowered to make 
decisions about actions that affect them, 
including through resident-led meetings and 
processes. 

Residents are given enough time to consider 
information provided by government and to give 
their direction.
There is a clear resident-approved process to 
challenge decisions, propose alternatives, and 
articulated demands and priorities. 
Officials ensure resources are available to 
support full participation in decision-making, 
including Indigenous cultural supports, literacy 
supports, translation, mobility supports, PPE, 
food, and access to information. 
Residents are provided with independent legal 
advice, information concerning human rights, 
and the specific rights of Indigenous peoples. 

Are there prohibitions of forced 
evictions of encampments?

A  B  C  D  E  F

O!cials have declared an end to all forced 
evictions and ban harassment, intimidation, 
or threatening of people living outside, which 
includes ensuring police, fire services, bylaw 
officers, and other agents of the state only 
engage and respond using a trauma informed, 
culturally safe and harm-reduction approach.
O!cials supply access to safe drinking water 
hygiene sanitation, food, harm reduction 
supplies, waste management, electricity and 
heat.
Government actors protect and respect 
belongings and privacy, including personal 
property and tents.

This tool is for tent city residents to grade the government’s decampment plan. Assign a grade to each 
question; then decide on the overall grade at the end. Bullet points are to assist you in grading, but you are 
welcome to consider other factors. A final “Report Card” will be issued to government actors after answers 
have been collected. For questions concerning this tool see the bottom of the back page.

Based on National Protocol for Homeless Encampments in Canada



PRINCIPLE 6
Ensure 
Encampments 
meet Basic Needs 
of Residents 

Beacon Hill Encampment (Victoria, BC, 2021)
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Where do we go from here?

• Adopt a municipal rights-based policy regarding encampments, with 
participation of encampment residents 

• Create infrastructure and funding to support meaningful engagement with 
encampment residents

• Support and respect Indigenous leadership and self-determination in relation 
to issues of encampments 

• Review practices, policies, and bylaws to assess compliance with international 
human rights law & the National Housing Strategy Act



Thank you!
LEARN MORE AT:

www.maketheshift.org

Kaitlin Schwan, PhD

@KaitlinJSchwan
kschwan@edu.yorku.ca


