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Principles 
 
We view poverty as a form of violence against women and children and believe that poverty can 
and should be eradicated. The Universal declaration for Universal Human Rights, 1948 affirms 
the right to an adequate standard of living and Canada has signed The Convention on the 
Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women, adopted in 1979 by the UN General 
Assembly, an international bill of rights for women. This convention defines what constitutes 
discrimination against women and sets up an agenda for national action to end such 
discrimination. According to the Convention, discrimination against women is "... any distinction, 
exclusion or restriction made on the basis of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or 
nullifying the recognition, enjoyment or exercise by women, irrespective of their marital status, 
on a basis of equality of men and women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the 
political, economic, social, cultural, civil or any other field."  
 
All Women and Children have the right to adequate resources to meet their basic needs, both 
material needs including food, clothing and shelter, and their basic need for security, 
independence and self-realization to achieve their goals. Women and children have the right to 
be free from fear of hunger, homelessness, consequent vulnerability to abuse or mistreatment. 
 
Poverty exists in our society not because there are insufficient resources to provide for the 
needs of all people, but because poverty reinforces and promotes hierarchical structures in our 
society that benefit those who are more affluent. Resources are not shared equally among 
people according to their needs and ability to contribute.  
 
Women and children experience a disproportionate share of poverty. Women and their children 
face multiple barriers and oppressions which compound their poverty and increase their 
vulnerability. Women who are at a particular risk of being poor; include women raising families 
alone, senior women, women from racialized groups, immigrant women, aboriginal women, 
women with disabilities, lesbians, working poor women, and women on social assistance.  
 
The Poverty of women and children exists on a number of levels and takes many forms. It lies in 
the experiences of people who live in this situation, and who suffer not only material 
deprivations, but social, emotional and spiritual hardships such as low self-esteem, constant 
fear and insecurity, and feelings of powerlessness, alienation, isolation and a disbelief of being 
poverty-free.  
 
Being poor has not only real and lasting physical and health consequences, but limits an 
individual’s choices regarding educational opportunities, physical mobility, and social interaction 
with others. As a result, women and children who experience poverty have fewer opportunities 
to participate in society on financial, political and social levels.  
 
Children must be made to be a priority. Child poverty can and must be eradicated. All children 
should be cared for, educated, protected, provided with health care, listened to and trust that 
they will inherit an environment that was protected for them. In 1990, Canada made this 
commitment as a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, an 
international treaty to protect Children’s Rights.  
 
Our Position   
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Women’s Poverty and Children 
 
Nellie’s analysis and framework is shaped by a feminist, anti-racist, anti-oppression approach, 
which means we understand society as being fundamentally based on patriarchal social 
relations as well as by racism and multiple other forms of oppression on the basis of class, age, 
sexual orientation, disability, gender identification, color, place of origin, ethnic origin, 
citizenship, religion, political affiliation, record of offences, marital status, family status, life 
experiences and appearance. Our analysis also highlights the complexity of dominant power 
relations, including the ways these multiple forms of oppression work together to create 
differential impacts and diverse needs and issues for different groups of women. 
 
Systemic racism, discrimination, and oppression based on race, class, sexual orientation, 
gender identification, age, and ability must be addressed as part of an integrated approach to 
addressing poverty in the lives of women and children. 
 
Eradicating poverty in the lives of women and children depends on a long term comprehensive 
approach that addresses the root problems of women’s poverty.  The single greatest factor in 
determining women’s poverty is the presence of children and the responsibility to care for 
children. We do not support an approach to the eradication of child poverty that focuses on 
children alone as we believe this is unrealistic: children will continue to be poor as long as their 
mothers are poor. To eradicate poverty, a comprehensive approach is needed. 
 
People from racialized groups, immigrant women, women of color, and Aboriginal women, 
experience a disproportionate share of poverty. Senior age women who are single, widowed or 
divorced are at a greater risk than senior age men of experiencing poverty. Women with 
disabilities experience an increased risk of poverty. The degree of poverty increases with age 
and is dependent on the type of disability. 
 
Poverty of women and children is a gender issue because women’s poverty is due to the social, 
economic and political inequality of women as a group. Because women have the primary 
responsibility to care for children, child poverty cannot be eradicated without the eradication of 
women’s poverty. As a result, a national child care program is a necessary aspect of the 
alleviation of women’s poverty. 
 
Impact of Workplace Inequality 
 
Systemic discrimination in the paid labor market is a key causal factor in women’s poverty. The 
paid labor market continues to be structured by gender as well as by race and other social 
inequities. Women, as a group, still tend to be over-represented in lower paying positions, while 
certain groups of women (for example racialized women or women with disabilities) remain 
over-represented in the lowest paying positions. Under waged women are more at risk for 
unsafe and inequitable working conditions, including fewer or no benefits and job security. They 
are also at increased risk for harassment and exploitation. Under waged women experience a 
lessened ability to seek recourse because they are less able to leave their job or risk the 
penalties that may ensue if they challenge exploitive working conditions. Nellie’s supports the 
right for women workers to be unionized.  
 
Pay equity, employment equity and an increase in the minimum wage are also fundamental to 
addressing women’s equity in the workplace. 
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Nellie’s recognizes that the gendered and racialized segregation of the paid labour force is also 
directly related to the social expectation that women perform the majority of unpaid, care giving 
labor in the home including the areas of child rearing, responsibility for sick or elderly family 
members, and other kinds of domestic work. For some women, class and racial privilege allow 
them to “buy out” of some of these responsibilities by hiring other women (often racialized 
women) to do some of this domestic labor. This ensuing release from certain aspects of 
domestic labor is one process that allows dominant groups of women to gain access to better 
paying jobs in the labor market.  Nellie’s recognizes sex trade as work, and supports the 
decriminalization of prostitution. 
 
Poverty and Violence 
 
Poverty forces women and children to remain in violent and unsafe situations. Without the 
practical support of an adequate income, a safe place and access to child care, women will 
remain with or return to abusive partners out of an economic need to support themselves and 
their children.  
 
All levels of government have a responsibility to provide adequate income security programs for 
all women, many of whom, in the absence of these supports would not be able to support 
themselves and their children. This includes women who are not represented in the labour 
market because of systemic discrimination. 
 
We believe that the social safety system should reflect principles of equality, fairness, justice 
and support for any person who is poor. We do not support any system that seeks to punish the 
poor, or that makes a distinction between the so-called “deserving” and “undeserving” poor. 
 
Women in poverty daily face the indignity of society’s criminalization of the poor through 
invasive mandatory drug testing programs and the coercion and greater impoverishment 
created by workfare. Nellie’s does not support mandatory workfare. Our society also 
criminalizes women who have addictions and mental health problems, subjecting them to 
penalties for non-compliance.  
 
Forcing women to work through a sanctions-based model such as workfare is also problematic 
because it may expose children to increased risk of violence and decreased safety. In the 
absence of universal or affordable child care, poor mothers are forced to leave their children in 
unsafe situations. With unreliable, substandard child care, children may be exposed to physical 
or emotional harm or abuse. The consequences of not accessing childcare, however, are that 
the mothers and children may be cut off from the basic means of subsistence needed to live.  
 
Nellie’s supports positive models such as incentives and enhancements of benefits, rather than 
sanctions-based tools which are oppressive toward women who are poor, and threaten their 
long term and short term health, well-being and quality of life. This includes children whose long 
term well being is being jeopardized by these policies. 
 
 
Strategies for Change  
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Board, staff and clients in service will be active in the strategies for change. The work will be 
based on our organization’s mission and informed by the work we do with women and children 
in our programs and services. 
 
We will work with other women’s groups in coalition and partnership at the Municipal, Provincial 
and Federal level to address the issues of women’s poverty. 
 
We will maintain membership in women’s organizations and other organizations that support the 
elimination of poverty, violence, homelessness, violence and oppression. 
 
We will maintain membership in children’s justice organizations that support equality and the 
prevention of violence, poverty, homelessness, violence and oppression. 
 
We will work across sectors in the areas of community education and advocacy to change the 
social and economic conditions that contribute to women and children’s poverty. 
 
We will ensure that in all the anti-poverty work in which we are involved, we bring to the 
discussion a feminist, anti-racist, anti-oppression framework for action. In addition, we will 
remain actively involved in anti-racist, anti-oppression work. 
 
We will actively lobby the Municipal, Provincial and Federal governments to provide proper 
funding for programs that address poverty. 
 
The methods we will use to effect social change may include participation in coalitions, public 
education and media campaigns, and direct political action such as participation in protests and 
rallies, deputations, complaints and refusal to participate in oppressive government programs. 
 
We will respond with programs and services that meet the needs of the diversity of women and 
children who have experienced poverty and oppression. Programs and services that address 
the needs of women and strengthen their economic and social position will enable them to 
protect and support themselves and their children. 
 
We will continue to identify the changing realities and oppression in all systems and laws 
through inclusive consultation with the women and children we serve, to identify the areas 
where they are failing women and children, and to advocate for changes that will serve the goal 
of ending poverty in the lives of women and children. 
 
Reference Material used in development of this position: 
 
 Ethno-Racial Inequality in Toronto, Ornstein Study, 2000 Report 
 Health Canada, Breaking the Links between Poverty and Violence Against Women – 
      A  Resource Guide, 1996 
 UN Convention on Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 1979  
 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, UN., 1948 
 Nellie’s Classism Training, 2002 
 United Nations Convention on Rights of the Child, 1990  
 The Canadian Charter of Rights & Freedoms 
 Cross-Sectoral Anti-Violence Strategy Group 
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The Day for the Eradication of Poverty 
 
The Day for the Eradication of Poverty is October 17. This day seeks to promote increased 
awareness of the need to eradicate poverty. The observance of the Day for the Eradication of 
Poverty aims to promote awareness of the need to eradicate poverty and destitution in all 
countries, particularly in developing countries -- a need that has become a development priority. 
 
Nellie’s Social Justice Committee is comprised of Board members, community volunteers and 
agency staff. Together we drafted a Poverty statement that is in keeping with the eradication of 
poverty. The Principles of our statement are as follows: 
 
We view poverty as a form of violence against women and children and believe that 
poverty can and should be eradicated. 
 
All Women and Children have the right to adequate resources to meet their basic needs, both 
material needs including food, clothing and shelter, and their basic need for security, 
independence and self realization to achieve their goals. Women and children have the right to 
be free from fear of hunger, homelessness, consequent vulnerability to abuse or mistreatment. 
 
Poverty exists in our society not because there are insufficient resources to provide for the 
needs of all people, but because poverty reinforces and promotes hierarchical structures in our 
society that benefit those who are more affluent. Resources are not shared equally among 
people according to their needs and ability to contribute. 
 
Women and children experience a disproportionate share of poverty. Women and their children 
face multiple barriers and oppressions which compound the poverty of these women and their 
children and increase their vulnerability. Women who are at a particular risk of being poor 
include women raising families alone, senior women, women from racialized groups, immigrant 
women, aboriginal women, women with disabilities, lesbians, working poor women, and women 
on social assistance. 
 
Poverty of women and children exists on a number of levels and takes many forms. It lies in the 
experiences of people who live in this situation, and who suffer not only material deprivations, 
but social, emotional and spiritual hardships such as low self-esteem, constant fear and 
insecurity, and feelings of powerlessness, alienation, isolation and a disbelief of a poverty-free 
future. 
 
Being poor not only has real and lasting physical and health consequences bu  limits an 
individual’s choices regarding educational opportunities, physical mobility, and social interaction 
with others. As a result, women and children who experience poverty have fewer opportunities 
to participate in society on financial, political and social levels. 
 
Children must be made to be a priority. Child poverty can and must be eradicated. All children 
should be cared for, educated, protected, provided with health care, listened to and trust that 
they will inherit an environment that was protected for them. In 1990, Canada made this 
commitment as a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, an 
international treaty to protect Children’s Rights.  
 
 


