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● (1105)

[English]
The Chair (Ms. Marilyn Gladu (Sarnia—Lambton, CPC)): I

call this meeting to order.

Welcome to meeting number 44 of the House of Commons
Standing Committee on the Status of Women.

Today's meeting is in a hybrid format and the proceedings will be
made available via the House of Commons website.

Witnesses, when it's your turn to speak, I'll recognize you by
name, and you can click on your microphone icon to activate your
mike. Comments should be addressed through the chair, and inter‐
pretation in this video conference is available. If you look at the
bottom of your screen, you can pick English, French or the floor,
which will give you whatever's being spoken. When you're speak‐
ing, speak slowly and clearly for the translators. When you're not
speaking, your mike should be on mute.

You will see that, when your time is drawing to a close, I will
gently remind you with this little card [Technical difficulty—Edi‐
tor]. Obviously, we wish we had more time, but in the time that we
have, we try to make sure that we give everybody the chance to
speak, and then we'll move along.

Let me just welcome our witnesses today. As an individual, we
have Nafisah Chowdhury, who is a lawyer, and from Ahmadiyya
Muslim Jama'at, Calgary, we have Faakhra Choudhry and a host of
supportive friends as well. We're glad to have you here today par‐
ticipating in our study on eliminating hate crimes and violence
against women in marginalized groups.

We'll begin with Nafisah Chowdhury for five minutes.
Ms. Nafisah Chowdhury (Lawyer, As an Individual): Good

morning, honourable members of Parliament, standing committee
members and other guests.

In preparing for today, I gave some thought as to what I could
cover in the five minutes that have been allotted to me on this most
important topic. If I could leave behind one message that the stand‐
ing committee might remember when it prepares its report to the
House, what would that message be?

Islamophobia is a disease that kills. For too many Canadians, it
has resulted in serious injury or death, and unless we do something
to address it, this disease will continue to spread.

I will tell you a little bit about myself. I graduated from the facul‐
ty of law at the University of Toronto in 2007. To my knowledge, I

was the first visibly Muslim woman to graduate from U of T law.
After graduating, I joined Miller Thomson LLP, one of Canada's
leading national law firms, first as an articling student, then as an
associate and finally as a partner, a position that I continue to hold.
In my 14 years on Bay Street, being among a very small minority
of visibly Muslim women, I've had the opportunity to work with
numerous Muslim community organizations on initiatives to help
our community. I've also been called upon in an advisory capacity
to provide support to community members at critical times.

One such time that will forever stay with me was a summer
evening in 2018. I was asked to attend at St. Michael's Hospital in
Toronto, to speak to the family of Mohammed Abu Marzouk. Earli‐
er that day, the young father and husband had attended a picnic
with his family in a Mississauga park, where he was beaten within
an inch of his life by two white men yelling racist and Islamopho‐
bic slurs. At the time of the attack, Mohammed was with his hijab-
clad wife, who wondered whether it was the sight of her hijab that
almost cost her husband his life.

That's the reality for Muslims in Canada, especially identifiably
Muslim women. It doesn't matter how accomplished we are, how
many degrees we've accumulated or how much we pay in taxes. Al‐
most every single one of us has had an encounter with an Islamo‐
phobe—harassed, belittled and sometimes assaulted for simply be‐
ing ourselves. How many of us try to mentally train ourselves to re‐
spond calmly if verbally assaulted on a subway or in some other
public place? How many of us instinctively make mental notes of
the exits in a mosque so that we know where to go if we have to
flee? How many friends have I heard from—strong, professional
women, leaders in their own right—about the burnout and exhaus‐
tion they face from the rampant Islamophobia? It shouldn't be hap‐
pening, and yet, it continues. In fact, with the wild west that is the
Internet, it seems to be getting worse. The more public-facing you
are, the more nonsense you have to put up with. I know that many
of our Muslim women MPs have had to deal with this, as have
countless others.

I'd like to share a small extract from an article written by my
good friend, Noor Javed, a journalist with the Toronto Star.Just a
few short days ago, she wrote the following:
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When I got my first barrage of hate mail as an intern at the Star 15 years ago,
and turned to a colleague for support, he looked at my hijab and said: if you
want to survive, you will need to have Teflon-like skin. Let the hate bounce off
you. Don’t let it stick.
But the truth is, even when you tell yourself it doesn’t impact you, it still does.
Every email in your inbox with someone telling you they hate you because of
your hijab.
Every letter calling you a “dirty raghead.”
Every tweet telling you to go back to where you came from.
Every person who walks by and whispers “You’re disgusting.”
Every smear campaign calling you a terrorist.
Every time someone doubts your news judgment because you are a “lying Mus‐
lim.”
Every time someone asks if you were a token hire.

Noor's words have resonated with Canadian Muslims far and
wide. When the pandemic hit Canada, millions of Canadians under‐
stood first-hand what it felt like to be in danger of something that
you cannot see but that continuously lurks. As a society, we've
come together—and rightfully so—to tackle this danger and to
minimize its effects. We need to do the same when it comes to Is‐
lamophobia.
● (1110)

I will conclude by repeating the same message that I started with:
Islamophobia is a disease that kills. I call upon this committee to
prepare a report with concrete strategies to stamp out this disease so
that Canadian Muslims can just live our lives peacefully, free of ha‐
rassment, injury and, most importantly, from the threat of death.

Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you very much.

We now go to Ms. Faakhra Choudhry.
Ms. Faakhra Choudhry (Teacher, Ahmadiyya Muslim Ja‐

ma’at Calgary): Good morning respected parliamentarians and
staff.

Assalam alaikum. Peace be upon you all.

Thank you for having me present today to the Standing Commit‐
tee on the Status of Women.

Thank you, Madam Chair, for convening today's meeting. I'm
very grateful for this opportunity to speak today on such an impor‐
tant topic. I'm saddened that it comes in light of the horrific tragedy
against the Muslim family in London, Ontario.

May their souls find peace, and may their families and friends
left behind find strength and fortitude.

My name is Faakhra Choudhry, and I belong to the Ahmadiyya
Muslim Jama’at. We are a revivalist movement within Islam.

I was born and raised in Canada. I have grown up in Canada's
educational system, and now teach at Canadian [Technical difficul‐
ty—Editor]. My parents emigrated here to escape religious persecu‐
tion they were facing in Pakistan for being Ahmadiyya Muslims,
and for the inclusive and cohesive society that Canada is.

I am extremely grateful for all of the blessings that Canada has
given to my family and me, and so many other families that share a

story just like my own. It is, of course, important to highlight the
positive things Canada has done when mentioning this topic. Some
examples of the progress include Motion No. 103, a motion con‐
demning Islamophobia in Canada.

Although not perfect in execution, it was a step in the right direc‐
tion. The current caliph of our community, Mirza Masroor Ahmad,
was invited to Parliament. He was also invited to speak to major
broadcasters. Both are monumental steps, seeing a major leader of a
Muslim community welcomed by the government and media, a
Muslim leader on the front cover, and not as an attack.

We are grateful for these positives, but there are still so many
steps that we have to take to become a truly tolerant and accepting
society. Systemic racism exists and flourishes in the media, TV
shows and movies, in the rhetoric politicians chose to adopt, and in
schools and universities.

With regard to Muslim women, we are heavily targeted for look‐
ing and dressing differently. The hijab, niqab, burka, or other
clothes Muslims garner as a form of modesty, are flashing arrows
for anyone who may have prejudices against Muslims, such as Bill
21 in Quebec.

I can recount personal experiences facing discrimination in
Canada, unfortunately. My own mother has been honked at numer‐
ous times for wearing a niqab, and yelled at to take it off. We have
been shouted at to go home while wearing hijabs while walking
around downtown. My friend was denied entry to a basketball court
by the referee for wearing leggings under her basketball uniform in
an attempt to comply with her Islamic beliefs. Cars have been
keyed, windows have been smashed, and the list goes on.

Policies need to be created to ensure that racism does not have a
place to show [Technical difficulty—Editor] in Canada. Online fo‐
rums, videos, and articles are a big contributor to the radicalization
of youth. Those who get Islamophobic ideas and misconceptions
often get it online. There is a great need to monitor the cyber world.
Greater task forces and resources need to be allocated here, so that
tragedies are stopped at the root.

The legislation on hate crimes in Canada also needs to be revisit‐
ed. The hate crime law does not go far enough to prosecute people
who spread hatred, whether online or offline. The RCMP shared,
during a meeting, that oftentimes there is not enough evidence to
prosecute people who have committed hate crimes, so their actions
go unpunished. Systems need to be in place to verify and provide
consequences, for those who commit hate crimes, in a more effi‐
cient manner.

The education system is another place that needs major reform.
We need to remember that the terrorist who murdered the family in
London was only 20 years old. Curricula are changed and politi‐
cized due to whichever party is in power, which is very problemat‐
ic. For example, in Alberta right now there is a lot of controversy
about the new curriculum, which many criticize for missing the
mark on indigenous and religious issues. When that curriculum is
taught in classrooms in the future, those students will be misguided
and begin to have a train of thought that leads towards possible dis‐
criminatory ideologies, sometimes with tragic consequences.
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School curricula need to be created keeping in mind the diversity
of students in our country. They especially need to involve experts
from various groups during the creation process. Textbooks need to
be reviewed by diverse voices to check for instances of uncon‐
scious bias and harmful language. Teachers and professors need to
be held accountable for the personal biases they spread in class‐
rooms. Many of us have experiences of teachers speaking out
against Islam in the classroom or spreading what the media has
falsely written.
● (1115)

I have had personal experiences while sitting in classes in univer‐
sity with 200 to 300 other students as a heated debate is led by the
professor in class as to whether the niqab ban in Quebec was right
and feeling like a spotlight is directly on me since I am the only
person wearing a hijab. It feels as though my rights are being debat‐
ed. Teachers need to be taught to include voices in an organic man‐
ner, and curricula need to have those voices integrated right from
the start.

One way to combat this issue is to increase diversity training in
education programs in university. From my personal experience, in
the five years I spent at university gaining my education degree, we
had only one diversity-in-classrooms topic, which is definitely not
enough.

I would like to end my talk today with a quote from the fifth
Caliph of our community, Hazrat Mirza Masroor:

If we truly want peace in our time then we must act with justice. We must value
equality and fairness. As the Prophet of Islam (peace be upon him) so beautiful‐
ly stated, we must love for others, what we love for ourselves. We must pursue
the rights of others with the same zeal and determination that we pursue our own
rights. We should broaden our horizons and look at what is right for the world,
rather than what is only right for us. These are the means for peace in our age.

Thank you so much for having me here today and for listening to
my remarks.

The Chair: Thank you very much.

Now we're going to go into our first round of questioning, begin‐
ning with Ms. Sahota for six minutes.

Ms. Jag Sahota (Calgary Skyview, CPC): Thank you, Madam
Chair.

I'd like to thank the witnesses for being here. We appreciate your
presentations. I'm sorry to hear some of the personal stories that ba‐
sically tell us that this is not the Canada that we want to be living
in. We want improvements. We want to change how we look at
each other so that visible differences—or other differences, for that
matter—shouldn't be the basis of how we treat each other.

Ms. Choudhry, you spoke about your personal experience and
how the teaching of equality needs to start at a young age. I want to
tell you a bit about my experience with the Ahmadiyya community.
My father ran a taxi company. We basically had people from all
over the world who moved to Canada and drove taxis with him. To
me, as a person, I don't look at people and their differences as the
basis for how I treat them. In fact, it's the exact opposite. I've grown
up with a lot of Muslim friends. Some of my best friends were
Muslim friends. The way I see them is just as human beings—that's
it. I'm hoping that eventually our younger generation doesn't focus

on the physical differences or the differences in religious beliefs—
all of that.

I've grown up like that. I see the name “Naeem Chaudhry” here,
under “Witnesses”. I call him “Uncle Chaudhry”. I remember stay‐
ing at my dad's best friend's house, staying there overnight, and his
children being our best friends. I'm saddened to hear these stories
when this happens in the Canada that I grew up in, where we
weren't necessarily taught these differences, and I appreciate the
fact that we need to start very young in targeting our younger gen‐
eration to teach them to treat everyone equally.

My question is going to be on the hate crimes. Can you speak to
the meaning of the term “hate crime”? You alluded to that in your
presentation, Ms. Choudhry.

I guess we have two Ms. Choudhrys, so the question is for both
of them, please.

Our focus in this study is on how we move forward so that what
happened in London, Ontario, doesn't happen again. Can you
briefly speak about the meaning of the term “hate crime”? Then
we'll go to how our government and we parliamentarians can make
things better or how we can address and support Muslim women.

● (1120)

The Chair: Very good.

We'll begin with the lawyer—

Ms. Faakhra Choudhry: Thank you.

The Chair: Oh, okay. We'll begin with you, Faakhra.

Ms. Faakhra Choudhry: Thank you so much for your question
and your kind remarks and sentiments.

I would say that a hate crime is any act that makes another group
feel persecuted or hated. This includes big things like keying some‐
one's car or smashing a window; however, it can also include things
that isolate people or leave people out of something they have the
right to fully....

For example, I brought the example of my friend who was on a
sports team in high school, and the only reason she was not allowed
to go and sub on at the last second was that she was wearing leg‐
gings under her shorts. I would also include that as a definition of a
hate crime, or at least a hate act. Even when people are shouting out
racial slurs or screaming them on the street when they're driving
past you, or things like this, that's where hate crimes start.

If we don't nip them at the root right where they're beginning, of‐
tentimes they can just become the climate of our society. There are
many countries in the world where it has started with people going
around and maybe insulting or shouting out hatred against minority
groups. Then no one stopped that. The police didn't stop it or they
felt like they didn't have the proper authority to do it and maybe the
legislation wasn't there. It escalated and escalated to the point
where it became systemic and part of the everyday world.
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It would be just to nip it exactly when it's starting off. Anything
that's spreading hatred should be stopped, especially online. It's
very easy to find a lot of hate groups online. Some are hiding in the
dark corners, as people have mentioned before, but there are many
that are blatantly spreading their hatred, even on social media and
things like that. It should definitely be monitored. Social media or‐
ganizations should also be encouraged to stop this hatred.

There are lot of things about freedom of voice and freedom of
speech and things like that, but of course it goes to an extent.

Thank you.
The Chair: Excellent.

Nafisah.
Ms. Nafisah Chowdhury: Thank you, Ms. Sahota.

I think the question was what is my definition of a hate crime. As
a lawyer, obviously I know that it can be a technical term. There are
laws surrounding hate that are enshrined in the Criminal Code.

I know there are certain criticisms of the laws and the bars that
have been set with respect to those laws, for example, the need for
attorney general consent and those kinds of things. It can set high
bars.

However, I don't really want to focus on the technical aspects of
what amounts to a hate crime and the technical drafting and the lan‐
guage surrounding that. It's an important question to look into, but I
leave that to the experts, who really practice in this area and can
speak in a more educated way than I can.

What I do want to focus on is hate speech and the fact that words
really matter. Words kill. We don't often think about that. As kids
we grew up hearing, “Sticks and stones may break my bones but
words will never hurt me.” However, words hurt. We know that if
we're not actively making efforts to ensure that the words that result
in injury and death are not being used and are not proliferating and
we do nothing to stop that, then it's just going to get worse. We see
this happening.

I understand—again, as a lawyer—that there's freedom of ex‐
pression and that it's a balancing act between free speech and regu‐
lating what people are able to say. However, as a society we've al‐
ready understood and accepted that when it comes to certain types
of speech, it is unacceptable and there's no place for it in society,
because real harm is associated with those kinds of hateful speech.

Also, it's proliferating online in particular, where people can
come out with a cloak of anonymity and feel free to be able to radi‐
calize people and send out these messages of hatred that others are
consuming. The other witness, Ms. Choudhry, referred to social
media platforms. There is a place for government in all of this in
regulating what's being allowed, what's being permitted and what
we're allowing other Canadians and other people to consume and
then to act upon. If there's a message here of what to take a produc‐
tive focus on, or something that's critical to focus on and that needs
further attention, it's regulating hate speech online.
● (1125)

The Chair: Very good.

Now we're going to go to Ms. Zahid for six minutes.

Mrs. Salma Zahid (Scarborough Centre, Lib.): Thank you,
Madam Chair.

Thanks to Ms. Nafisah Chowdhury and Ms. Faakhra Choudhry.
We'll have to use the first names to distinguish you before the com‐
mittee. I've known Nafisah Chowdhury for a long time and have
been at different events where I have heard her views on important
issues.

Thank you for your important testimony today.

My first question is for Ms. Nafisah Chowdhury. You have previ‐
ously stated in one of your interviews that legal problems require a
multi-faceted approach. Similarly, you've said that it's important
and very much needed to bring multiple perspectives to address is‐
sues like hate crimes and violence against women.

Can you please explain how to bring forward these multi-faceted
approaches to address issues like hate crimes and violence against
women? How can we challenge ourselves to look at these issues
from multiple perspectives? What do you feel acts as a barrier to
bringing the [Technical difficulty—Editor] be broken?

Ms. Nafisah Chowdhury: Thank you, Ms. Zahid. I appreciate
the question. It's a very big one, which is tough to address in a short
period of time.

I think maybe I'll start there. It's such a big issue that I think
sometimes we're caught as deer in the headlights. We see the im‐
pacts, right? We saw the Quebec mosque shooting. We've heard the
stories. The Mohammed Abu Marzouk story was widely reported.
We heard about the security guard at IMO who had his throat slit,
and now the London...I don't want to call it a “tragedy”. It is tragic,
but it shouldn't have happened, and calling it a “tragedy” makes it
seems like it was out of our control. These kinds of things shouldn't
be happening. I think, as a society, if we're acting together and if
we're actually putting things in place, we can avoid these kinds of
things from happening.

What happens when you're dealing with an issue as big as that,
which has so many sources and so many institutional reasons that
create them? There are also individuals and their upbringing, and
things that fall outside of the public sphere. We sometimes get a lit‐
tle frozen in trying to figure out how we even begin to tackle this
issue.

When I talk about a multi-faceted approach, I think it can't just
be a legal approach. You can't legislate away hate. We know that.
We can't just set a law and expect that people are going to abide by
it, that it's a panacea and we're living in a post-racial society. We
know that's never going to happen.

If we know that the laws are not sufficient, does that mean that
we do nothing from a legal perspective? Absolutely not. There's
still a place for government and legislation when it comes to trying
to minimize and deter those who are inclined to engage in hateful
acts and hateful speech and to proliferate hate. There's a place for a
legislative response.
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There's also a place for a policy response. It's [Technical difficul‐
ty—Editor] that policing, the RCMP. We have CSIS, our spy agen‐
cy. We've got the CRA. There's been a report recently about the un‐
fair targeting of Muslim charitable organizations. These kinds of
things set a tone in society. When our government agencies are seen
as targeting Muslim community institutions or being unfair to Mus‐
lim community institutions, there's a psychological impact of that,
as a society, which sort of underscores or reinforces this messaging
that Muslims are scary, Muslims are suspicious, Muslims are bad.
We have to be conscious of that.

From a government policy perspective, multi-faceted means set‐
ting aside the legislation. That needs to be addressed. Also, looking
from a policy perspective, it's addressing these systemic issues that
exist in our government agencies and addressing institutions and
the unfair targeting of Muslim community organizations. That's one
issue.

Then there's the [Technical difficulty—Editor]. We have the me‐
dia. Of course, the government doesn't regulate the media, nor
should it, but perhaps, from a government perspective, what can we
do to help change the narrative? There are programs. Help young
Muslims come up through the pipelines. Create opportunities for
folks who want to get in and who have a different perspective on
these kinds of issues. If you're not at the table, then you'll never be
able to tell the story, right?

I will say that it's not all gloom and doom. We've seen a number
of young Muslim journalists, for example, who have been rising
through the ranks, who have done well for themselves, but we need
more of it. There's a place for the government to step in and to en‐
courage people.

The education component is another sort of multi-faceted ap‐
proach—which Faakhra referred to—from a curriculum perspec‐
tive, teaching young people from a young age that these kinds of
issues matter.

Going back to the cultural piece, at the Institute of Islamic Stud‐
ies at University of Toronto, for example, Professor Anver Emon
there is hoping to put together an archive. They're in the planning
stages of that for a Muslim community archive. We can get our sto‐
ries together and gather them and preserve our history, which will
be of benefit, hopefully, to Canada, so that Canadians and journal‐
ists and media and cultural institutions can draw upon our narra‐
tives to hopefully recast the stories and the images of Muslims in
Canada.
● (1130)

There are many pieces to this. In my view, we should be pursu‐
ing them concurrently; we can't just focus on one at any given time.
At the same time, it's important for the government to know that
there is a role for it to play in those pieces that it can assist with.
[Translation]

The Chair: We'll now go to Ms. Normandin for six minutes.
Ms. Christine Normandin (Saint-Jean, BQ): Thank you very

much.

I'd like to thank the witnesses, Nafisah Chowdhury and
Faakhra Choudhry, for their testimony. I think that simply talking

about it is already a step in the right direction. People need to be
more alert when they see something unacceptable.

I'll draw a parallel with what I heard in a very good report yester‐
day on the CBC about elected officials and people being harassed
online. What struck me was that we realized that people who com‐
mit these acts often don't have a criminal record. They're just ordi‐
nary people, and it takes us by surprise.

Do you feel that Islamophobic gestures come from the average
person, or is there a typical profile of an attacker, harasser or hate‐
ful person?
[English]

The Chair: We'll start with Faakhra.
Ms. Faakhra Choudhry: Is the question on hateful behaviours?

Sorry, I just wanted to clarify it.
[Translation]

Ms. Christine Normandin: Yes, I'm talking about hateful be‐
haviours.
[English]

Ms. Faakhra Choudhry: There are definitely people who make
good choices in society and people who make not so great choices
in society. I definitely don't think it's everyone in society who's go‐
ing around spreading hate and making hateful comments.

For example, I can remember at university that there was a time
when someone decided they were going to put Islamophobic
posters all around the campus. They decided after school one day
that they were going to print out hundreds of these posters and put
them around the university. Of course, when we saw those posters,
we were not surprised, because this is the narrative that we've been
living in. We see it in the media and all these things, but we were
silent, of course. What came out of that is that every time there's a
tragedy— something comes out in the media or something negative
happens—a lot of positive comes out afterwards as well. We've
seen this with the London, Ontario tragedy as well, where we've
had a chance to see the amazing things that happen, the amazing
people in the world and the amazing acts they do.

A lot of times people are just holding their opinions in, even if
they're positive. Many times when they're negative, they like to
proclaim them and shout them out, but many times when they're
positive, they don't feel the need to stand with people, hold vigils,
give support or be an ally. When things like this happen, then you
really see the beautiful fabric of Canada and the beautiful multicul‐
turalism get together.

I definitely do not think that everyone has these hateful thoughts
in their mind. Maybe they have prejudices that come from birth.
Some people are trying to unlearn them; some people are accepting
them, but there are many people in Canada who are, in fact, being
allies, whether it's for Muslim groups, whether it's for Black com‐
munities or whether it's for indigenous groups. We saw that with
the indigenous community when that horrible gravesite was found.
I see so many people in my neighbourhood now who have orange
shirts in their windows. That's amazing to see as well.

Thank you.
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● (1135)

The Chair: Go ahead, Nafisah.
Ms. Nafisah Chowdhury: Thank you, Ms. Normandin. Bon‐

jour.

I agree very much with the comments of Faakhra. I think that the
majority of Canadians are not hateful people or are not intending to
cause harm, but we're all human. This goes for every single one of
us on this call, myself included. We have our own prejudices and
we have our own biases. They are informed by our surroundings,
our environments and our upbringing, to the extent that if we're not
examining what our biases are and if we're not having conversa‐
tions about them, then unfortunately, we can act out on them.

Drawing it back to online again, what's happening is that people
are finding their echo chambers. Where you already have a predis‐
position to a particular viewpoint—even if, in the past, you may
have not been inclined to do anything about it—when you find your
echo chamber that's encouraging you and goading you on, unfortu‐
nately, that's creating situations for people who might not otherwise
have spoken out about their personal prejudices. They're finding
that the Internet is a safe space for them and they're encouraged to
put that out there. That, in turn, encourages other people, so it pro‐
liferates that way.

I like to think that people inherently are good and that, given a
choice, most people wouldn't want to harm their neighbour, their
friends or their colleagues. If you know someone and they've been
humanized to you, it's much more difficult to hate them, dislike
them or to see them as foreign, suspicious and scary. Some of over‐
coming these barriers requires us to know each other and get to
know each other. That means we need more participation in every
aspect of society.

I started on Bay Street 14 years ago and there was nobody who
looked like me. It just didn't exist in the Bay Street firms. I saw this
as an opportunity to speak to my colleagues. I was always very
open and I encouraged people to ask me questions. I know if they
don't ask me questions, then they're probably assuming and that's
not good. I found the discussions to be really eye-opening. People
just have questions. They don't know any better and assumptions
are made, yet when they have an opportunity to have an honest
conversation with someone, people are open to expanding their
horizons. Once you become friends with someone, those things fall
away and we're just two people having a chat. It would be good to
have programs that encourage people to get to know each other.

I do think that as a society—as Canadians—we also have to be
aware that just because we pride ourselves on being a multicultural
and diverse society that lauds diversity, this somehow means that
Canadians don't harbour these racist sentiments. Unfortunately,
many Canadians, both in cities and in rural neighbourhoods, contin‐
ue to harbour these unfortunate sentiments. I don't think they do so
maliciously. I think a lot of it is in ignorance, but it exists. I think
we would be silly to think that we're a post-racial society. We're
not.

[Translation]
The Chair: Thank you very much.

[English]

Now we're going to Ms. Mathyssen for six minutes.

Ms. Lindsay Mathyssen (London—Fanshawe, NDP): Thank
you, Madam Chair.

Thank you to the witnesses for coming before us today and shar‐
ing your thoughts.

I want to build from this past conversation. We've had a lot of
conversations here at this committee on a variety of issues, but we
just finished the study on sexual misconduct in the military. We
were talking about women not being hired or brought into the mili‐
tary. The military has been trying to ensure that it has more women,
not only as leaders but also just as service people, and ensure that
there is a greater mix and that greater attention is drawn to this.

Mrs. Chowdhury, when you talk about getting to know the peo‐
ple within your workplace and ensuring that there is a multicultural
workplace, at least at a federal level, there is—

● (1140)

The Chair: I'm sorry, Ms. Mathyssen, could you raise your mi‐
crophone closer to your nose. We're getting some popping sounds.

Thank you.

Ms. Lindsay Mathyssen: I thought I had done that well before.

Within the workplace, of course, the federal government has an
employment equity strategy and act, but there continue to be a lot
of racism and accountability problems within that Employment Eq‐
uity Act.

Can you maybe talk about strengthening that equity act? I know
it's only at a federal level, but it would have lots of implications for
provincial levels as well, by setting that bar or that standard....
What would be the benefits from that investment in under-repre‐
sented groups and bringing more of them into that Employment Eq‐
uity Act?

Ms. Nafisah Chowdhury: Those are the types of strategies that
are critical, because they send a message. I think there is a symbolic
benefit to it apart from the practical benefits. When the government
sends a message at the highest level of government that this is
something that's important to our country, that's important to us as a
society and actually legislates it such that there are consequences
for.... You can pay lip service to something, and they say that talk is
cheap. You can talk the talk or you can walk the walk. Sometimes
people need to be given that additional push in order to walk the
walk.

That's why I think these programs are very important. They're
going to draw criticism. Balancing and all those kinds of things al‐
ways have to happen. From a symbolic perspective and from a
practical perspective, there are huge benefits to those kinds of pro‐
grams.
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Most of my practice, about 90% of it, is employment law. I don't
practise at the federal level. Most of my practice is provincially reg‐
ulated. I see issues and challenges that come up in the workplace all
the time. I mostly manage [Technical difficulty—Editor] side. I act
for employers and businesses, and understand the day-to-day chal‐
lenges that employers face. At the same time, it's so important to
have diverse workplaces and to have employers who are empow‐
ered to know how to manage diverse workforces.

To the extent that there are resources available.... Big corpora‐
tions that I represent do okay in this sphere. The smaller businesses
struggle a little bit more. They don't have the resources and they
don't have the time to understand. Often, people will hire from their
own communities or those kinds of things.

That being said, I'm seeing more and more that workforces are
becoming more diverse. That's just a reflection of Canadian society.
We'd like to see management start to reflect Canadian society as
well so it's not just the entry-level positions. That's a whole other
topic that I could get into sometime, but it's a very good one, so
thank you for raising it.

Ms. Lindsay Mathyssen: In getting rid of a lot of the barriers
that people of colour, Muslim people, indigenous people and Black
people face, but mainly when we talk about new immigrants and
the removal of barriers in terms of the requirements within a specif‐
ic profession, both of you would see that within your individual
professions. Perhaps you could talk about the impact that has on the
community as well.

The Chair: Faakhra.

Ms. Faakhra Choudhry: Thank you for the question.

It's really important to remove those barriers. I was thinking
while Nafisah was talking and I agree with all the points that she
brought up. It is important to increase the diversity in the work‐
place. It is a symbol and gives power to all the diverse groups, just
in Canada in general, when we start seeing more diverse work‐
places, more diverse schools, more diverse [Technical difficulty—
Editor]. It is really important that the people hired are not just
viewed as diversity hires, because often they can receive backlash
for that from their management, from their co-workers, from vari‐
ous other groups. They might be feeling that as well.

Removing those barriers is very important so that they're able to
receive the education, receive the same quality training, receive the
same opportunities. Then when they go to those workplaces, they
feel confident in their ability to execute whatever their job require‐
ment is, and it's not about, “This one person is Black, and this other
person is Muslim. They were hired, but they might not have the
qualifications.” Every single person who is in the workplace must
have confidence as well, not just the person who is going in.

It's amazing that the workplaces are getting more diverse. Of
course there are some that are still plainly one type of ethnic group
or [Technical difficulty—Editor] the first person who is entering
that workplace. It is really important to have those conversations.
Many times that person might not want to be the person who is an‐
swering all the questions, representing the whole faith or the whole
race, or whatever the situation might be.

When they have that confidence, then removing those barriers is
very important, as was mentioned.

Thank you.
● (1145)

The Chair: Very good.

Now we'll go to Ms. Wong for five minutes.
Hon. Alice Wong (Richmond Centre, CPC): Thank you,

Madam Chair.

I was really impressed by all of the witnesses. Having been a
teacher myself and having had a lot of my own students go to law
school and having met a lot of wonderful female lawyers, I will say
that your performance in fighting for something worth fighting for,
because we can all—

The Chair: I'm sorry, Ms. Wong. Can you raise your mike closer
to your mouth? It's popping.

Hon. Alice Wong: I'm sorry. Yes.

I think it's important to note that education plays a very impor‐
tant role. You can see that, even with young kids. Some of my own
relatives, both boys and girls, come home and say, “They call me
bananas” or “They tell me to go back to China.” Actually, they
were born here.

I'd just like any of the witnesses today to comment more on the
importance of really having that education done. What can the
communities do, for example, on the true meaning of different reli‐
gions? Definitely the international media hasn't helped at all be‐
cause they only tell horror stories and yes, unfortunately, there are
lots of [Technical difficulty—Editor] in the world, but then we were
educated by the international media to actually, unfortunately, build
our own biases.

Would any of you like to comment more on the education part
and on how your community can actually get involved in the class‐
rooms or schools so that they truly understand what Muslim means
or how the religion itself is about peace and harmony?

I belong to a multi-faith group in Richmond, and we work so
nicely together. We have kids reciting their own literature. It was a
beautiful scene, and that whole Number Five Road in Richmond is
called the “Highway to Heaven”. We have all religious groups with
their temples and schools on the same street. We are very proud of
that harmony, but that harmony needs to be built right from a very
young age.

Please, any of you, feel free to comment on that.
The Chair: I see Nafisah.
Ms. Nafisah Chowdhury: Sure, I'm happy to speak to the issue.

It's been a while since I've been back in the school system. Look,
I went through the public school system, right from junior kinder‐
garten through to high school. I grew up in Scarborough, east of
Toronto. I guess it's part of Toronto, but on the east side. I don't
know if the curriculum has really changed a lot since I went
through the system.
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What really stood out to me is that it wasn't really part of the cur‐
riculum at all. You don't learn about other people's religions, faith
systems or cultural practices and those kinds of things. Maybe you
pay some lip service here and there for a celebratory event, but in
terms of an actual deep dive into what are people's belief systems
and these tenets that Canadians live their lives by....

The only time I learned about it was when I was a high school
student and I signed up for an elective class, which was [Technical
difficulty—Editor], one of my favourite classes. I absolutely loved
it. I loved learning about.... I obviously know my own faith tenets,
but learning about others was so eye-opening. It was a learning ex‐
perience that continues to pay dividends now in my career decades
later. But it was an elective course. It was me and 25 other students
who happened to be in the course. Nobody else was in it. I'm hope‐
ful that from a curricular perspective that more attention will be
paid to this for young folks who are coming up through the system
so that they're learning these things from a younger age and it's not
just 30 people out of a 2,000-person school who are getting this
kind of education.

I think that is important. The multi-faith events happen and cer‐
tainly those who participate I'm sure get a lot from it, but often‐
times you're preaching to the choir. I think that's also true of the
world religions classes, for those of us who were interested in tak‐
ing it, because we obviously had an interest in it and we wanted to
learn. We wanted to not be ignorant, wholly ignorant, of these kinds
of things.

How do you get to those folks who are not part of this choir?
That's the challenge. From an interfaith perspective again, you can't
force people into those kinds of programs.

I think, Ms. Wong, you spoke about how we get a lot of training
by international media. That's just the reality of our society. If that's
the case, the folks who are not in the choir, if that's how they're be‐
ing educated, then we have to start thinking about how we can en‐
sure that where they do get their education from reflects the educa‐
tion they need to be getting. If that's going to be the source, let's do
what we can to ensure that source has the right messaging in it, or
at least counter-narratives to the harmful messaging that it contains.
● (1150)

Hon. Alice Wong: Chair, how much time do I have?
The Chair: None.

Now we're going to Ms. Sidhu, for five minutes.
Ms. Sonia Sidhu (Brampton South, Lib.): Thank you, Madam

Chair.

Thank you to all of the witnesses for joining us today.

My question is for Nafisah Chowdhury.

You said in your statement that hate and racism is a disease that
we we need to stop. A recent study found that more than 6,000
right-wing extremist channels, pages and accounts on social media
are linked to Canadians. I have spoken to members of our local
Peel Islamic Cultural Centre, other Muslim community groups,
many ethnic groups, and they have expressed concerns about these
right-wing groups.

Can you tell us if you believe that the toxic online environment
contributes to the recent hate incidents? What are your recommen‐
dations to combat that?

Ms. Nafisah Chowdhury: The short answer is yes. I think that
the online toxicity is a huge contributing factor to the rise in Islam‐
ophobia and the rise in racist conduct, quite frankly, beyond Islam‐
ophobia.

Again, it's just going back to these echo chambers where people
are finding themselves in groups, online discussions or social media
channels where the worst elements of their prejudices are being
spoken to and being encouraged. Then they're being given a plat‐
form to come together, to organize and to attack, unfortunately, up‐
on this hateful messaging. It really is unfortunate that these plat‐
forms exist, and it's a very difficult task that government has in
terms of trying to regulate it. I understand that it's a difficult task. I
understand the challenges that come with it, particularly when
we're living in a free and democratic society where freedom of ex‐
pression is something that, rightfully, we hold dear in our society.
We need to toe that line between censorship and tackling things,
again, that are actually resulting in death.

There's a harm principle here. As a society.... Decades ago when
we first came up with our hate speech laws, these discussions hap‐
pened. It was recognized and accepted that words can kill. I re‐
member learning in my first-year constitutional law class about
screaming “Fire!” in a crowded theatre and the impact that that has.
You cause a stampede and people die just from one word. Words do
have an impact. When people are finding these forums online that
are unregulated and that allow them to, with the cloak of anonymi‐
ty, proliferate these very, very harmful messages and recruit others
into this hateful ideology that they're teaching, it's a problem. There
are going to be impacts. There are going to be consequences. Peo‐
ple will continue to die, unfortunately, unless we do something
about it. We can't expect that, if we just turn a blind eye and pretend
that it's not happening, things are going to be better. It won't. It
won't get better.

Even though it's a difficult thing for the government to do—to
have to regulate, to figure out how to regulate it—it's something
that the government must do. I don't envy the task of government,
and your task as legislators. You have a difficult road ahead, but it's
a critical road that needs to be taken immediately. It can't be sort of
put on the back burner.

As a society, as Canadians, we don't shy away from things just
because they're hard. We have to do them. That means talking to
the people who are experts in this field to come up with a way to
have laws, regulations and policies in place that curb that harmful
stuff that's going on in a way that still respects our liberties.

● (1155)

Ms. Sonia Sidhu: Thank you.

My next question is for the representative of Ahmadiyya com‐
munity. We have an engaged and committed Ahmadiyya communi‐
ty here in Brampton. I commend their work across Canada in fight‐
ing hate. We have a vaccine clinic at Masjid Mubarak...raising
funds for the community, and we are always grateful for their work.
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However, Ms. Choudhry, another aspect of this study is focused
on cyber-bullying, which is more frequently experienced by young
Canadians. Are you aware of young members of your community
being cyber-bullied for their religion?

Ms. Faakhra Choudhry: Many times, with regard to cyber-bul‐
lying, those who are going through it keep it private. Many times,
even parents.... It can be happening in the same household. Their
child can be feeling so many types of emotions and going through
so many breakdowns, and they have no idea because when you
have a phone, a tablet or whatever you use, you can keep your life
very, it seems, in categories: your online world, your impersonal
world, your home life, your school life.

In my personal experience, I know that there are people who,
when they post things, for example, on Twitter, will get a lot of
backlash just because they might be Muslim or just because they
might be Ahmadiyya Muslim—especially on Twitter. If you go on
Facebook, if you go outside of just your friend group and you post
on another forum, if you go on any other type of social media like
Instagram, if you're posting on a public picture, there are many,
many people who will reply back with hateful things. Oftentimes,
it's the same people who are just going to the different social media
accounts and going to different posts just to copy and paste their
same hateful comments over and over again. They don't want to
have a reasonable dialogue with you if you try to engage with them.
All they want to do is spew their hate.

I've had that personal experience for sure, but I do believe that
the extent of it is not understood by myself or even parents, teach‐
ers or whomever it may be because many times people just keep it
inside or just accept it as a normal thing that happens online, which
is one of the worst things. It shouldn't be accepted as normal.
[Translation]

The Chair: Thank you.

We'll now go to Ms. Normandin, then to Ms. Mathyssen.

Go ahead, Ms. Normandin.
Ms. Christine Normandin: Thank you very much,

Madam Chair.

Ms. Chowdhury, I'd like to come back to the comment you made
in response to my last question. You talked about the preconceived
notions that we may sometimes have unconsciously, that can res‐
onate with others and that may be ignored or, worse, condoned.

I’d like your perspective [Technical difficulty—Editor]. The con‐
cept of “ordinary sexism” has been developed, which covers small,
everyday gestures that go unnoticed but contribute in an insidious
way to hatred in general. Our study is on violent crime and online
hate. Would it also be appropriate to address what we might call
“ordinary Islamophobia”, if such a thing exists?
[English]

Ms. Nafisah Chowdhury: Yes. Absolutely. I think we call it the
unconscious bias or microaggression that folks deal with on a day-
to-day basis. As women we've all experienced it. I'm sure everyone
in this group discussion has experienced what it feels like, as wom‐
en, to have to deal with these microaggressions. When we're having
these kinds of discussions and we're talking about intersectionality,

a woman from a marginalized group or racialized community has to
deal with the same sorts of microaggressions that may impact them
as a woman. Compound that with having to deal with the fact that,
on top of that, they are a visible Muslim. If they are a Black Mus‐
lim woman, it's one step even worse—they're Black, Muslim and
female.

Yes, there absolutely are day-to-day things that we women have
to put up with to begin with, and all of the other difficulties or the
microaggressions that come with it are layered on. If the govern‐
ment already has a strategy to deal with these things or to look at
these things and come up with ways to overcome them, then I
would absolutely encourage that. There are other categories, like
microaggressions, that come from being a visible Muslim. It's not
just women. Muslim men also face it. As diverse communities, we
also have to be careful about.... Faakhra has talked about being
from the Ahmadiyya community. She's a minority within a minori‐
ty. That further compounds the issues.

Certainly, there are challenges that we face by being Muslim. I
can only speak for myself, but as part of my identity, I feel that
more as a Muslim person, as a visible Muslim person, than as a
woman. If I had to rank which one I feel the impacts of more, it
would be the fact that I have this cloth on my head, which sort of
screams to the world what my religious beliefs are, and some of the
fallout from that.

I don't know if that answers your question.

● (1200)

The Chair: That's very good.

You have the final question, Ms. Mathyssen.

Ms. Lindsay Mathyssen: Thank you, Madam Chair.

I think that is key, that intersectionality, and understanding it and
applying it to the legislation, ideally, that we bring forward. Cer‐
tainly, legislation on online hate is well overdue and much required.

This is for both of you. I had put forward what was long asked
for by the Muslim community, the national action summit on Islam‐
ophobia, which hopefully will occur this summer. I'm asking you to
maybe each put forward a couple of recommendations that you
would like to see come from that summit, and then the actions tak‐
en by the government to fulfill them.

The Chair: We'll start with Faakhra.

Ms. Faakhra Choudhry: Thank you for the question.

I'm so glad to hear there is a summit happening in the summer on
this topic, because it's so important.

Some of the recommendations I made in my introductory re‐
marks as well, so I can just repeat them quickly.

For me and for my community, monitoring online hate and on‐
line hate groups, hate speech, social media and having restrictions
on things like this is really important to discuss at the summit. We
have gone through those throughout our talk, so I'm sure everyone
here is aware of that.
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As well, it's really important that in education—we've talked
about this as well—we talk about the curriculum, how teachers,
professors, are trained, that they be trained properly, and that the
curriculum incorporate diverse voices, which doesn't just mean
having a math textbook and having a diverse name or having a di‐
verse picture. That is not really diversity in the curriculum. It's hav‐
ing diversity in the curriculum in a proper way, like Nafisah men‐
tioned before.

When I was attending school, kindergarten to grade 12, and uni‐
versity as well in Alberta, there were not many diverse topics. It
shouldn't be up to the teachers to sometimes bring in a topic, or
sometimes talk about current events, because oftentimes maybe the
teachers are also not fully aware of all of the diverse groups of stu‐
dents that are around them and all the diverse groups that are in
Canada. They also bring their prejudices and biases. Oftentimes it
can feel as though your teacher is misrepresenting your group.
When you're a child, when you're a student, you do not feel great at
all when your teacher, whom you look up to, who is in charge of
30-plus students in the class, is maybe spewing hate about Muslim
groups or Black communities or indigenous groups, or whatever the
situation may be.

Teacher training definitely needs to happen, as well as professor
training, curriculum changes, and looking at online hate. Thank
you.

The Chair: Very good.

Nafisah, have you a brief final comment?
Ms. Nafisah Chowdhury: Thank you so much.

Thank you to all the attendees today for the opportunity to speak.

Ms. Mathyssen, thank you for being a proponent of this national
summit. I really appreciate it.

I echo what Faakhra said. Regulating online hate is really criti‐
cal. I really do see that as being a very important piece that the gov‐
ernment needs to move on, because only the government, really, is
empowered and able to address this in a way that can make a differ‐
ence, that needs to make a difference. That would be number one.

Number two, I know there has been some discussion about the
appointment of a special envoy. I like that suggestion, provided that
it's resourced, because we don't want just the envoy who is sitting
there in a symbolic way so that we can say, “Okay, we have an en‐
voy.” It would be nice to have someone who is dedicated to ad‐
dressing this topic and to helping the government address this topic,
who is properly resourced to be able to provide the feedback and be
the guidance that the government can use on this topic. There are
other community groups who will have other suggestions, and I'm
sure they will have very good suggestions.

Very briefly, those are my comments.
● (1205)

The Chair: Wonderful.

Before I do my final thanking of the witnesses, we have Mon‐
sieur Serré.

Mr. Marc Serré (Nickel Belt, Lib.): Just quickly, Madam Chair,
can you ask the witnesses to provide any other additional recom‐
mendations in writing to the committee?

The Chair: Yes.

If there are things that you wanted to say that we didn't get to, I
would invite the witnesses to please send that to the clerk, and it
will be part of our report.

I want to thank both of you for excellent and amazing testimony
today. We are going to do great things together, and I appreciate it
very much.

While we're in the public realm, I also want to thank the clerk
and the analysts, all of our interpreters and those technicians who
have worked in the room throughout this long session so much for
their work. You've done excellent work in the committee. You've
been amazing.

Now we are going in camera for our final committee business.

[Proceedings continue in camera]
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