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Canada signed the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child over a decade ago, yet there is still a lack of 
awareness about and provision for childrens rights. What are Canadas obligations to children? How has Canada fallen 
short? Why is it so important to the future of Canadian society that childrens rights be met? Prompted by the gap 
between the promise of childrens rights and the reality of their continuing denial, Katherine Covell and R. Brian Howe 
call for changes to existing laws, policies and practices. Using the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child as their framework, the authors examine the continuing problems of child poverty, child care, child protection, 
youth justice and the suppression of childrens voices. They challenge us to move from seeing children as parental 
property to seeing children as independent bearers of rights. In The Challenge of Childrens Rights for Canada, 
Canadas obligations and the rights of children are examined from the perspectives of research and development in the 
fields of developmental psychology, developmental neuroscience, law and family policy. This timely and accessible 
book will be of interest to academics, policy-makers and anyone who cares about children and about taking childrens 
rights seriously. 

``...the book is thorough and sobering....Covell and Howe...imply a seismic philosophical shift in the way we regard 
our social and economic responsibilities to others, as parents and citizens.'' (Susan Turner)``...the authors provide us 
with a great deal of important information about the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and about the various 
initiatives undertaken by Canada since ratification of the Convention in 1991....The Challenge of Children's Rights for 
Canada is a very useful resource.'' (Margaret Hall)``In The Challenges of Children's Rights for Canada, Katherine 
Covell and R. Brian Howe provide a moving and well-reasoned argument for the basic human rights of children. They 
offer compelling reasons for social reform with a view toward advancing and protecting the rights of children globally, 
and specifically in Canada.'' (Joan Whitman Hoff American of Canadian Studies, Spring 2008)``Covell and Howe 
present a comprehensive, well-researched critique of Canada's implementation of the UN Convention. They highlight 
the consequences of not recognizing, and making allowances for children's rights. They use statistical and anecdotal 
evidence to directly link many prevalent social problems to the current state of children's rights....This illumination of 
the problems, accompanied by a strategy for change, makes this book both timely and necessary.'' (Dan 
Kolenick)About the AuthorDr. Katherine Covell, professor of psychology, founder and a director of the Childrens 
Rights Centre at the University College of Cape Breton, is a well-known researcher and strong advocate for childrens 
rights. R. Brian Howe is an associate professor of political science and a director of the Childrens Rights Centre at the 
University College of Cape Breton.Excerpt. Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.Childrens rights are the 
legitimate claims of children that their developmental needs be provided for. This is recognized in the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (hereafter the Convention). The Convention regards childhood as a protected part of the life 
cycle, and prescribes the role of governments in ensuring optimum conditions for meeting childrens developmental 
needs. In fact, the articles of the Convention are designed specifically to fill childrens developmental needs. The 
Convention tells us that children have a fundamental right to environments as free from social toxins as they are from 
physical toxins. In the Convention, which we discuss in detail in the next chapter, children are acknowledged to be 
independent bearers of provision, protection, and participation rights. Whereas the Convention upholds the importance 
of parenting and family life, it makes clear that children are not to been seen as, nor in any way treated as, parental 
property. The challenge of childrens rights, then, is twofold. First, we must provoke a cultural shift in which children 
are no longer regarded or treated as parental property. The shift requires recognition that it is not desirable for 
individual parents or families to bear the full costs of, or the full responsibility for, children. In turn, this requires 
recognition that accepting social responsibility for children means accepting interventions into child rearing. At this 
time we speak of social responsibility for children, yet we have few supports for child rearing. As mentioned earlier, 
we continue to leave children in severely toxic environments because we cling to beliefs about parents rights. We have 
children whose development is seriously compromised by prenatal exposure to toxic substances because we cling to 
beliefs about womens freedoms. We must rid ourselves of these ideological obstacles that prevent us from taking 
childrens rights seriously. It is the children on whom we must focus, and it is what is in the best interests of the childs 
development that must guide our policies and practices in all social contexts. Second, we need a shift in policies and 
practices to lessen the social toxins in childrens environments, and to provide immunizations for resilience where we 
are unable to effect environmental changes. We need real supports for families and parenting. We need child-friendly 
workplace policies, recreation opportunities, and neighbourhoods. We need child-centred schools. We need legislation 
that allows for the best interests of children in custody disputes, in high-risk environments, or in trouble with the law 
to be the only criterion of decision making. We need to take childrens rights seriously. In this book, we describe key 
areas in which we believe changes are necessary to meet the challenge of childrens rights. Our focus is on issues of 
relevance to the developmental needs of children in general. As such, the consideration of the needs of special groups 
of children such as refugees, children with disabilities, and ethnocultural minorities, albeit of great importance, are 
beyond the scope of this book. The book is organized as follows. In chapter 2, we describe Canadas obligations to 
children under the Convention, a landmark document that Canada signed in 1990. We do so in reference to the 
substantive rights and guiding principles of the Convention and to the system established for the implementation of 



childrens rights. We then turn to an examination of key areas in which change is needed. In each of chapters 3, 4, and 
5 after reviewing Canadas progress through the 1990s, we note inconsistencies between childrens rights as promised 
by the Convention, and current practices and policies. We describe the importance of these inconsistencies with 
reference to the literature from developmental psychology and childrens needs. We make specific recommendations 
for changes in our policies, institutions, and social environments in chapter 6. We believe that meeting the challenge of 
childrens rights will, over time, have the same impact on social toxins as have our health policies on physical toxins. 
Over generations, as we have identified their causes, we have eliminated many diseases with a bifurcated attack. First, 
where possible we have altered environmental conditions, for example increasing sanitation, and improving air 
quality. Secondly, we have developed immunizations, for example against polio and diphtheria, to prevent harm from 
environmental toxins that we have been unable to eliminate otherwise. Of course we have not been able to eliminate 
all toxic substances or all diseases. We still use antibiotics to react to illness when we have been unable to prevent it. It 
is time to take a comparable approach to socially toxic environments. Where possible, we can alter childrens 
environments to prevent developmental pathologies. We can provide children with the supports and positive 
environments that act as immunizers in promoting resilience to the adversities in life that often are unpredictable, yet 
experienced by many of us. And we can react quickly and efficiently with appropriate treatments when we have been 
unable to provide protections. 


