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Dear Colleague,

 

On behalf of the Coordinating Committee for a North American Consultation on Women and the Right to Adequate Housing, it is our great pleasure to contact you, as an important ally in the fight for the human right to housing. We hope that you will join us as we prepare for an exciting and important event—an unprecedented opportunity to promote the right of women and their families to adequate housing, both nationally and internationally. For this event to be successful, however, we need your active participation, particularly your ideas and expertise in working with women who have inadequate access to appropriate housing in Canada and the United States. We are counting on you to help bring the voices and struggles of these important women to the local, national, regional and world stage such that their own ideas, experiences, perspecti ves and solutions can be heard. 

 

Your assistance in the preparation, organization and promotion of the event, as well as in raising media awareness and in follow-up activities, will ensure that the Consultation is the indispensable tool it promises to be for promoting not only women’s housing rights, but housing rights generally in North America. To this end, we have provided below the basic “what,” “how,” “who,” “when,” “where” and “why” of the event and, most importantly, list the ways that you can become directly involved. 

 

We urge you to contact us immediately, but before September 1, if you are interested in playing a direct role in providing testimonial inputs and ideas for the Consultation or organizing others to do so. Any and every degree of participation—from very small to very large—is welcome and highly encouraged. We can be contacted by email at housingwomen_un@yahoo.com. Faxes can be sent to (312) 280-4526.  

 

 

                  What:  On May 5, 2005, Mr. Miloon Kothari, U.N. Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing, met with housing rights advocates from the United States and Canada in Washington D.C. to discuss mutually-beneficial ways in which North American civil society and the Special Rapporteur could collaborate in the region. At that meeting, he indicated his desire to hold a U.N. Consultation on Women and the Right to Adequate Housing in North America. Such a consultation would be the fifth and final consultation on women and housing undertaken by the Special Rapporteur since 2002 in distinct regions of the world (previous consultations have taken place in East Africa, South-East Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East/North Africa). The North American consultation in 2005, covering the United States and Canada, would be the final source of inputs for the Special Rapporteur’s Women, Housing and Land report, requested by the U.N. Commission on Human Rights to assess the special impacts of housing rights violations on women throughout the world. The Report must be submitted to the UN Commission at th e beginning of 2006, the year in which the Special Rapporteur’s mandate ends. 

 

                  HOW:  Like its regional predecessors, the North American consultation will take place over four days, with two days dedicated to trainings for grassroots North American women on the right to adequate housing by Mr. Kothari and other resource persons, and two days dedicated to taking testimony from those women about housing issues and their special vulnerability to the impacts of housing rights violations. Participating women will give testimony to a panel of experts around four or five broad thematic areas of special importance in the North American regional context. The panel will then pose questions and elicit further responses from those testifying about their situation, its causes, and its solutions. The results of the consultation will be used in the Special Rapporteur’s final report, as well as in hearings before the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and other advocacy endeavors, domestically and internationally.

 
                  WHO:  Twenty women—10 from the United States and 10 from Canada—will be selected to participate directly in the event by participating in the trainings and giving direct oral testimony to the Special Rapporteur in October. The women will be selected for regional and topical diversity and to ensure broad representation in understanding and illuminating the issues affecting women’s access to adequate housing in North Am erica. The travel, hotel and food expenses of all participating women will be fully covered. 

 
                  WHEN:  The consultation is currently planned to take place from October 15-18, 2005. This will enable the U.N. Special Rapporteur to both finish his report for early 2006 and present his findings in a hearing before the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights in its October 17-21 session. 

 
                  WHERE:  The consultation is programmed to take place at Yale Law School, in New Haven, Connecticut, USA.

 
                  WHY:  A North American regional consultation on women and adequate housing is vital for ensuring that the voices and testimonies of North American grassroots women are included in the Special Rapporteur’s final report as well as more broadly in domestic and international policy arena. As the United States and Canada are two of the richest countries in the world, housing rights violations—and particularly their special impacts on women—are often ignored, made invisible or sidelined. A consultation in which grassroots North American women’s voices are heard on the global stage, and in which the most common and widespread housing rights violations are recognized, is essential for intelligently addressing the massive housing rights violations that similarly occur in every region of the globe. 

 

Housing trends in Canada and the United States are worsening dramatically. According to the Special Rapporteur, “Recent figures showed that 840,000 Americans were homeless at any given time.  Some 2.5 million to 3.5 million people were homeless over the course of a year, of which about 1.35 million were children.” These figures, however, mask the special ways in which women’s rights to housing are violated, and the ways in which housing rights violations have special impacts on women. The particular issues that cause women’s housing insecurity need to be placed at the forefront of housing agendas and policies. No longer can the debilitating effects of domestic violence, state apprehension of children due to inadequate housing, discrimination in access to housing and fo rced displacements, or the special physical and emotional dangers faced by homeless and inadequately-housed women be ignored!

 

A comprehensive analysis—under the tutelage of the United Nations—of why and how these violations are occurring in the United States and Canada, is vital for ensuring that women’s rights to adequate housing are frontally addressed in both resource-rich and resource-poor regions of the world. The tutelage of the United Nations is also critical for raising the profile of the on-the-ground work being done by hundreds and thousands of women’s and housing rights groups throughout North America on a daily basis. The consultation thus aims to draw much-needed domestic and international attention to the wide-scale abuses of women’s rights to housing occurring in our own backyards, thereby mobilizing public awareness and support for both the women directly affected and the important work done each day, by and for them, to ensure the right to adequate housing for all. 

 
HOW YOU MAY BECOME DIRECTLY INVOLVED: 
 
Your active participation is needed to make this consultation effective and useful for women around the world. Below, we list five concrete ways in which you can become directly involved. We encourage you to engage in as many as are possible for you and to contact us about them as soon as possible.  

 

1. RECOMMEND THEMES FOR THE CONSULTATION. The consultation and the testimonies given will be organized around four or five broad themes of special relevance to North American women. We have identified six potential themes, but welcome your ideas on whether these most accurately reflect the special concerns of women in North America:

 
i)  Violence against women/Intimate partner violence and housing
ii) State apprehension of children due to inadequate housing
iii)                 Discrimination in access to and retention of adequate housing
iv)                 Forced displacement and housing evictions
v)                  Physical and emotional dangers faced by homeless and inadequately housed women
vi)                 Aboriginal women and housing / Indigenous housing
 
2. IDENTIFY WOMEN WHO CAN PARTICIPATE IN THE CONSULTATION. Given space and time constraints and the dynamics of the consultation, only 20 women will be able to give direct oral testimony at the consultation. We need your help in identifying grassroots women who, based on their own experiences, can best represent the issues that affect women’s right to adequate housing in our region. Please let us know your recommendations! 

 
3. COLLECT WRITTEN TESTIMONY FROM WOMEN. In order that the voices of as many women as possible can be heard (not just the twenty chosen to provide oral testimony) a larger compilation of written testimony, from as many women who are willing to participate, will be submitted to the Special Rapporteur for inclusion in his final U.N. report.  We will also assemble these written testimonials in a formal publication related to the consultation for further use in domestic advocacy efforts. The testimonials will additionally be submitted to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights to aid human rights promotion efforts at the regional level. 

 
We need your help to encourage and assist as many women as possible to turn their housing experiences and struggles into a form of testimony for the consultation. The testimonials can be as short as one paragraph to as long as several pages. While any and every form of written testimony is valuable, we attach a housing rights violation report form that may be useful in helping women plan or organize their responses. If you need help on where to begin, we have a range of experts on our consultation planning team — lawyers, social workers, organizers and others who you can call on for help at anytime. 

 
4. PROVIDE IDEAS FOR MEDIA OUTREACH AND PUBLICITY. Key to the consultation will be getting domestic and international media attention drawn to it. For this to occur, we need your ideas and suggestions, your proposals and direct assistance! 

 
5. PROVIDE OTHER IDEAS AND RESOURCES. Everyone’s ideas, perspectives and experiences are essential and we welcome any and every idea you have to improve the effectiveness and usefulness of the consultation. Please send us your ideas!  Also, if there is a way that you can assist with resources (e.g., media, publicity, photocopying, organizing) please let us know. Everyone is welcome! 

 

We look forward to working with you closely in preparing for and undertaking this important event to illustrate the extent of housing rights violations against women in North America and to advance overall, the fundamental human right to housing.  Please feel free to contact anyone on the Planning Team for more information on this important Consultation. Please also send all of your ideas, recommendations, thoughts and written testimonies to us at: 

 

Email:             housingwomen_un@yahoo.com 
Fax:             +(312)-280-4526
 

When replying, please indicate if you are in Canada or the U.S.  Finally, we would be most appreciative if you could fill out the attached Organization Contact List to assist us in keeping in contact with everyone interested in participating. 

 

Many thanks and kind regards,

 

 

Coordinating Committee for a North American Consultation 

on Women and the Right to Adequate Housing

 

United States                                                            Canada

 

	Cecilia Garza

Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign
	Leilani Farha

National Working Group on Women and Housing

Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation 

 

	Tara Melish

Human Rights Attorney and Consultant
	Ruth Goba

National Working Group on Women and Housing

Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation

 

	James Pfluecke

Coalition to Protect Public Housing, Chicago, IL

Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign

 
	Emily Paradis

National Working Group on Women and Housing

Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation

	Naomi Stern

Domestic Violence Program

National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty

 
	Bruce Porter

Social Rights Advocacy Centre

	Carrie Young

Kensington Welfare Rights Union

Social Welfare Action Alliance

 

Sheila Dauer

Women’s Human Rights Program

Amnesty International USA
	


