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October 25, 2022 

Re: Position on federal proposal denying charitable status to certain anti-abortion organizations 

Dear Imagine Canada 

While the BCHA is not a formal member of Imagine Canada, we have great respect for the work 
and advocacy that you do on behalf of the entire sector. Nevertheless, we disagree with the 
position Imagine Canada has taken with respect to the charitable status of anti-abortion 
organizations. 

Let us first be clear on the scope of the issue. According to the Abortion Rights Coalition of 
Canada (ARCC), over 200 anti-choice groups have charitable status as of October 2022.1 As 
Imagine Canada has recently recommitted to anti-racism and anti-oppression, we would hope to 
not have to spell out the damage that anti-choice mis/disinformation has on the reproductive 
healthcare of Canadians and in particular on the LGBTQ2S+ community; Indigenous and 
racialized communities; youth; people with disabilities; and other marginalized groups.2 

While we understand your position that existing legislation and case law should be sufficient to 
deal with dishonesty in the sector, it’s blatantly apparent that these tools are not being taken up 
by the Charities Directorate. We therefore support the government’s commitment to enacting 
such changes to protect the rights of pregnant people. 

In our view, the best way to do this is through a clear, legislated definition of what constitutes a 
charitable organization, which includes a strong public benefits test.3 Our basis for this begins 
from our view that the archaic Pemsel categories unjustly discriminate against non-religious 
worldviews. Other Commonwealth countries, including England and Wales, Australia and New 
Zealand, have all defined charity in legislation, leaving Canada as an outdated exception. 

 
1 Anti-choice and Pro-choice Groups in Canada. (2022, September 2). Abortion Rights Coalition of 
Canada. Retrieved from http://www.arcc-cdac.ca/publications.html  
2 MacDonald, B. (2022, October 3). “Towards a more just and equitable society: Where we are now.” 
Imagine Canada. Retrieved from https://www.imaginecanada.ca/en/Towards-a-more-just-and-equitable-
society-where-we-are-now   
3 Bushfield, I. (2018, September 17). “Toward a modernized charity framework for Canada.” BC Humanist 
Association. Retrieved from 
https://www.bchumanist.ca/toward_a_modernized_charity_framework_for_canada  
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Under the charitable purpose of ‘advancement of religion’, the CRA requires that there be “an 
element of theistic worship, which means the worship of a deity or deities in the spiritual 
sense.”4 This excludes the advancement of non-theistic worldviews, including Humanism, from 
qualifying as charities. Instead, groups like ours have purposes that are centred around 
promoting education about humanism and the promotion of human rights generally (a core 
Humanist value). On the other hand, several anti-choice groups classify their primary charitable 
purpose as the advancement of religion.1 

In our past submissions, we have recommended that any new statutory definition of a charity 
include a clear and strict public benefits test. This would provide greater clarity than the existing 
common law tests and could be framed to preclude organizations that undermine the rights and 
autonomy of others from accessing the privileges of charitable status.5 For example, it could be 
framed as requiring a commitment to uphold the values enshrined in the Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms and various human rights legislation, akin to the recent Canada Summer Jobs 
attestation. Notably, that attestation was upheld by the Federal Court.6 

Charitable status is a privilege, not a right. Its intent is to recognize the important work of civil 
society organizations to improve the wellbeing of Canadians. While this work can take many 
shapes and forms, it should not include those efforts to undermine the dignity and autonomy of 
segments of the population. 

Sincerely, 

 

Ian Bushfield 
Executive Director  

  

 
4 Religion. (2002, October 25). Canada Revenue Agency. Retrieved from 
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/charities-giving/charities/policies-
guidance/summary-policy-r06-religion.html  
5 Bushfield, I. (2022, September 21). “Federal Pre-Budget 2023 Consultation Response.” BC Humanist 
Association. Retrieved from https://www.bchumanist.ca/canada_budget_2023  
6 Right to Life Association of Toronto v. Canada (Employment, Workforce and Labour), 2021 FC 1125 
(CanLII), <https://canlii.ca/t/jjxvz>, retrieved on 2022-10-25. 
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