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1 Enshrine the right to consular assistance and equal treatment in Canadian law
No Canadian statute expressly obligates the government to provide consular assistance to Canadians, 
even when facing human rights violations abroad. The provision of consular assistance is instead 
discretionary, left to the Minister of Foreign Affairs to take up if and as he or she wishes. Lawyers have 
turned to time-consuming Charter arguments to frame government obligations in this area. It is time to 
enshrine the right to receive consular assistance and the obligation to provide it in Canadian law.

Furthermore, right or wrong, perceptions have grown over the years that some Canadians experiencing 
human rights violations abroad receive greater, more immediate and higher-level consular assistance 
from the government than others. It leaves a sense of discrimination and double-standards. Canadian 
law should clearly establish that all Canadians will be treated equally in the provision of consular 
assistance.

2 Develop transparent criteria to guide consular assistance
The sense of arbitrariness about the level of consular assistance provided to Canadians experiencing 
human rights violations abroad is all the greater given the lack of clarity as to how decisions are made 
about tactics to be pursued and services to be offered. When will a Minister take up a case? When and 
how will families be informed of key developments? When and in what manner will government work 
closely with lawyers and civil society groups? When and to what extent will the government speak out 
publicly about a case? How best to ensure individuals in prison receive medical treatment and legal 
representation? Transparent guidelines would help dispel concern that cases are handled inconsistently.

3 Protecting Canadian journalists abroad
The world has witnessed increasing attacks on press freedom through the imprisonment, torture and 
murder of journalists and photojournalists. Canadian journalists are not immune from such attacks as 
witnessed by the death of Zahra Kazemi at the hands of Iranian state security interrogators and the 438 
day imprisonment of Mohamed Fahmy by Egyptian authorities. The Canadian Government should put 
in place mechanisms to support and protect journalists and staff from false imprisonment and abuse at 
the hands of foreign states. That support should include elaborating and enforcing a safety and security 
code for media organizations employing Canadians abroad or broadcasting in Canada.

4 Actively defend Canadian nationality
In a context of dual or multiple nationalities, Canadian efforts to provide assistance are frequently 
dismissed or ignored by governments that refuse to recognize an individual’s Canadian citizenship. While 
that poses challenges to Canadian efforts to advocate on behalf of someone experiencing human rights 
violations it should never serve as an excuse for taking no action or for lesser effort being expended. 
Canadian citizenship must be defended even when foreign states refuse to recognize it.
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5 Do not allow unjust foreign laws or practices to deter Canadian action
Canadian officials should never allow foreign laws or decisions to thwart meaningful and appropriate 
action to defend the rights of Canadians, in accordance with Canadian law. A blatantly unfair trial should 
not deter Canadian advocacy. An objectionable court-imposed travel ban should not serve as a reason 
not to provide a Canadian citizen with a Canadian passport to which they are otherwise entitled.

6 Establish an independent office for review of consular assistance
It has proven very difficult to raise questions about the level and nature of consular assistance provided 
to Canadians, in large part because there is no legal duty to provide consular support and information 
about what services are being provided and advocacy efforts being pursued are protected by privacy and 
access to information laws. It makes it impossible to resolve concerns, for instance, that an individual 
may be receiving less assistance because of political, trade or other considerations. An independent 
officer of Parliament reporting through the Minister of Foreign Affairs such as a Commissioner of 
Consular Affairs should be established to ensure full compliance with the obligation to provide non-
discriminatory consular assistance. The mandate of such an office should include advocating on behalf 
of citizens and informing Canadians of government efforts to assist them.

7 Consistent support for death penalty clemency
A particular concern has arisen in recent years about inconsistency in Canada’s approach to seeking 
clemency on behalf of Canadians who are sentenced to death in foreign countries. Canadian policy 
has evolved from seeking clemency in all cases; to seeking clemency only in countries that are not 
democratic and do not follow the rule of law; to now seeking clemency on a case by case basis. Canada 
is a firmly abolitionist country and that must be reflected in our approach to clemency. Canadian policy 
must clearly establish that Canada will actively seek clemency on behalf of all Canadians sentenced to 
death in any country.

8 Institute review and oversight of Canadian national security agencies
It has come to light through judicial inquiries and court rulings that in some cases Canadian law 
enforcement and security agencies have played a role in the human rights violations experienced by 
Canadians in other countries. This is particularly so in national security cases. There have been repeated 
calls, recommendations and proposals for strengthened review and oversight of national security 
agencies, including from the Commission of Inquiry into the Actions of Canadian Officials in relation 
to Maher Arar, to guard against that possibility. Establishing comprehensive, expert, independent and 
coordinated national security review and oversight must be prioritized. Among other considerations, the 
review and oversight process must ensure that racial profiling of Canadians visiting, living or working 
abroad does not occur.
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9 Ongoing concerns after release: access to justice and freedom of movement
Concerns often continue after someone is released from prison. In particular, access to justice must be 
a key component of Canada’s approach to supporting citizens and other individuals with close Canadian 
connections who experience serious human rights violations in other countries. Human rights violations 
are fueled by impunity. Survivors of human rights violations and the families of victims have a right to 
pursue justice for the abuses they have endured. Canada’s State Immunity Act presently does not allow 
lawsuits to be brought against foreign governments in Canadian courts for human rights violations that 
occur outside of Canada. The Act must be amended to open up the possibility of legal action against 
foreign government officials for serious human rights abuses.

Another key concern arises when individuals have been included on Canadian or US “no-fly” lists and 
may require government help in having that rectified so that they are able to travel freely after release.

10  Ratify the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture
Torture continues at alarming rates around the world because of the secrecy that protects torturers. 
The United Nations has adopted an important treaty, the Optional Protocol to the Convention against 
Torture, which seeks to prevent torture through a system of prison inspections that expose the conditions 
that lead to torture. Canadians imprisoned abroad, like anyone held in foreign prisons, would be 
better protected from torture if the Optional Protocol was widely supported. But less than one-half of 
world governments have signed on. Canada should be pressing for scrutiny of foreign jails through the 
Optional Protocol. But we can only urge other governments to sign up if we do so ourselves.

11  Develop an inter-governmental network
Very often Canada’s political clout in advocating on behalf of a Canadian citizen experiencing human 
rights violations abroad is limited. Canada does not have the geopolitical clout of larger nations. Our 
relations with the particular country may be strained or we may even have cut diplomatic ties. Inevitably 
the need to work with other nations arises, encouraging governments that may have closer ties with the 
country involved to provide assistance. Rather than continue to scramble to find those allies after the 
fact it would be wise for Canada to lead an effort to develop an informal network of governments ready to 
assist each other with consular cases when the need arises.

12 Establish guidelines for permanent residents and others with Canadian connections
Not all cases of concern for Canadians involve individuals who are Canadian citizens. Frequently the 
men and women experiencing human rights violations abroad are Canadian permanent residents 
or have important connections to the country through close relatives who are citizens or permanent 
residents. Often those individuals have no closer connection to any other foreign government than they 
do with Canada and therefore understandably look to Canada for assistance.

When approached about such cases Canadian officials generally respond indicating that there is nothing 
that the government can do because the individual is not a Canadian citizen. Nonetheless some of 
those cases do then get taken up by the government in various ways. There is a need for guidelines that 
clearly establish that the Canadian government will take up cases of non-citizens with close Canadian 
connections and laying out the factors and circumstances that will ensure a consistent approach.




