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The United Church of Canada
Shining Waters Regional Council

Minutes of a meeting of the
Social and Ecological Justice Commission
Tuesday, February 18, 2025

“The Social and Ecological Justice Commission will encourage, support, and 
initiate justice work within Shining Waters Regional Council, viewing and 
acting on issues through the lenses of racial, social, ecological justice and 
economic equality.”

The Social and Ecological Justice Commission of Shining Waters Regional Council met on February 18, 2025, via Zoom. The meeting began at 1:00 p.m. 

Members Present: Susan Eagle (Chairperson), Lois Brown, Jennifer (Jay) Gordon, Irene Green
Staff: Shawn Redden, Celio de Andrade Santos, Kim Uyede-Kai.
Regrets: Alexa Gilmour, Don Ford
Guests: Rev. Evelyn McLachlan

Welcome
The chairperson constituted the meeting and welcomed everyone. Lois Brown offered an opening reflection based on Jeremiah 17:1-10, prayer, and an acknowledgement of the land. Susan Eagle stated our commitment to being a safe place for all.

There was a time of check-in.

Quorum
The chairperson declared that there was quorum present. 

Agenda
MOTION by Jay Gordon/Irene Green 			SW-SEJC-2025-02-18-1
That the agenda be approved as circulated. 
MOTION	CARRIED

Minutes
MOTION by Irene Green/Lois Brown			SW-SEJC-2025-02-18-2
That the Minutes of the meeting of the Shining Waters Social and Ecological Justice Commission held January 21, 2025 be approved as circulated. 
MOTION	CARRIED

Business Arising from Minutes and Updates
· Microgrant for plant wave device for Temperanceville United. Shawn sent an email to obtain information for issuing a cheque, but there has been no response yet from the contact.

· Executive Action on Proposals from PalNet and College Street UC.
Susan reported that the following proposals, endorsed by the commission at its last meeting, were approved by Shining Waters executive and forwarded to the 45th General Council for consideration with concurrence:
· SW EXEC 2025-02-04-06:  Peace Through Equal Rights in Israel/Palestine
· SW EXEC 2025-02-04-07: Calling on Canada to renounce Administrative Detention of Palestinians 
· SW EXEC 2025-02-04-08: Affirm the Imperative of a Palestinian State
· SW EXEC 2025-02-04-09: Harm Reduction Sunday (Sunday closest to August 31st - International Overdose Awareness Day)

Financial Update 
None available. Shawn advised there have not been expenditures to date.

Correspondence/Requests
· Request received from SJNORC. Letter attached.		Appendix 1
It was noted that the annual membership fee is already included in the budget for 2025.
Shawn will forward the invoice and requisition for payment to the bookkeeper. 
MOTION by Irene Green /Lois Brown 				SW-SEJC-2025-02-18-3
that the Social and Ecological Justice Commission approve payment of the invoice for $1000 annual membership to the Social Justice Network of Ontario Regional Councils (SJNORC).
	MOTION							CARRIED

· Alexa Gilmour – leave of absence (prior correspondence in event of election)
"For some time, I've been discerning a call towards a new way to serve our community. After soul-searching discussions with friends, family, and colleagues, I have entered the nomination race to be the next MPP for the New Democrats in the riding of Parkdale-High Park. If successful, I will run whenever the next provincial election is called." 
Received for information.

· Jeffrey Dale and College Street UC re: Harm Reduction project request for funding. 
Susan had a telephone conversation with Jeffery and suggested a Social Justice microgrant application. She also suggested he partner with another congregation. No application received to date. 

1:30 p.m.	Order of the Day: Rev. Evelyn McLachlan
The discussion was centered on the United Church's evolving stance on gambling, prompted by a community of faith’s decision to participate in a casino fundraising initiative (the community of faith is not located within Shining Waters Regional Council). Evelyn McLachlan raised concerns about the ethical implications, particularly the potential harm to vulnerable individuals and the church's historical opposition to gambling. She highlighted the difficulty in finding current United Church policies on the matter, noting that much of the available information is outdated and focused on smaller-scale fundraising like bingo, rather than large-scale casino involvement.
The conversation explored the complexities of modern gambling, including its mainstream acceptance and the financial pressures facing congregations. Participants discussed the need to clarify the United Church's current position, potentially through a review of existing policies or a new proposal for the upcoming General Council. They also differentiated between various forms of gambling, such as small-scale fundraising, charitable gaming, and for-profit casinos, emphasizing the need for nuanced consideration. The group agreed to research the relevant documents within the United Church Commons, focusing on the "Gambling Economy" report from the late 1990s, to better understand the church's official stance and determine appropriate next steps.

Shawn provided the following links to documents in the United Church Commons (What We Believe and Why/Economic Justice): Economic Justice
Economic Justice, A Gospel (2000E147).doc
Gambling (1980G151).doc
Gambling Advertisements (1997G112).doc
Government-Related Gambling and Revenues Therefrom (1997G562).doc
Lottery Funding, Division of Mission in Canada (1993L527).doc
Lottery Funds (1986L527).doc
Report on Gambling and Lotteries (1977R231).doc
The Gambling Economy (1998G121).doc

Other Business or Updates:
· SJNORC Meetings and election response 
Susan and Shawn reported that a special meeting of SJNORC was called to discuss and coordinate a response to the election call. SJNORC has organized an online panel discussion on election issues entitled “More than Tariffs” for Sunday, February 23, 3:00-4:15pm. A special election mailing was sent to the Region, which included the registration details for the event and an election resource prepared by ISARC. 
Link for MailChimp: https://mailchi.mp/united-church/ontario-election-2025

Microgrant Applications
· Leading from the Heart (Jay) – None received.
Influencer strategy will be made. 
· Ecological Justice (Jay) – None received. 
· Social Justice (Irene) - None received.

Staff Report 
· Kim Uyede-Kai: Kim shared information about an upcoming event, Minds Under Siege: Weaponizing Trauma for War (Part 2), featuring Naomi Klein and Gabor Maté on March 5 from 6:00 to 7:30 PM. She encouraged participation, noting the insightful discussions and meaningful questions from attendees. The suggested registration fee is $25. She then attempted to share her screen but faced technical issues before discussing a letter she received from Michael Blair regarding an urgent demand sent to Toronto Mayor Olivia Chow in December. The letter urged the adoption of the Toronto Ombudsman’s recommendations on housing, anti-racism, and refugee support, but there has been no response from the mayor's office.

Kim mentioned that the Crisis in Our City Network initiated the letter, but she was unaware of the group before receiving the correspondence. Since then, she has not heard if any follow-up occurred or if the issue was addressed in a council meeting on February 5. She noted that Alexa, who is currently on leave, was previously involved in these matters. The discussion concluded with Kim stating she would check if others had received updates but clarified that there was no immediate action needed from their group.

· Shawn Redden: Shawn had no additional report beyond what is covered in other agenda items with the exception of Daring Justice. The Daring Justice newsletter was distributed in early February and a Special Election news a few days ago. Shawn suggested that Celio focus on the promotion for the upcoming Planet-Care-Share event, and that a March newsletter be considered following the next commission meeting. Agreed.

Lois and Irene do not think they are receiving Daring Justice. Celio checked and they are on the list. Jay mentioned they only want Daring Justice, not all regional mailings. Celio already updated for Jay to receive only Daring Justice.  

Reports from sub-committees: 
· Israel/Palestine (Lois) (Shawn – staff)
Report from Pal-Net received for information.			Appendix 2

Proposal to General Council						Appendix 3
The Executive received another Proposal from Pal-Net Shining Waters “The IHRA Antisemitism Definition - a Threat to Charter Rights”. Executive Minister Peter Hartmans forwarded asking the commission if we had any wisdom or comment to offer.

	MOTION by Lois Brown/Jay Gordon 			SW-SEJC-2025-02-18-4
that the Social and Ecological Justice Commission endorse the proposal “The IHRA Antisemitism Definition – a Threat to Charter Rights” and recommend that the Executive forward the proposal to the General Council “with agreement”. 
	MOTION							CARRIED.	                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

· Homelessness & Poverty/Income Inequality (Susan, Irene, Alexa) 
GLI Update (Irene) Shawn and Susan attended the recent national GLI network zoom gathering. Ann McRae is preparing a draft of what may be needed in an election-preparedness kit. She is also revising the template for the bumper sticker with Emily Dwyer (UCC Government Relations Officer). There will be buttons and lawn signs. 
Celio checked and there are 14 lawn signs at the Guthrie office. Celio will check with Donna to see whether there are any at the Pharmacy office. 

Homelessness (Susan)
Susan will soon have a report ready from her attendance at the Canadian Alliance to End Homelessness Conference held last Oct 29-3, 2024, and anticipates sharing it at the next meeting. She also suggesting the idea of hosting a conversation.

Refugees (Alexa) – no report

· Ecological Subcommittee (Don, Jay, Susan)
Jay will host the first Planet-Care-Share conversation on March 25. It was advertised in February Daring Justice. Celio will send another notice immediately after the election, and then a reminder 10 days – 2 weeks before the event. 

· Right Relations - Right Relations Subcommittee (Lois, Staff: Kim)
Lois was contacted by Dave Gordon. They would like to resume the Living into Right Relations Circle meetings. Lois will meet with Kim. Jay raised a question about the future of the gibimishkaadimin canoe trip and the situation with the Indigenous Church. It was agreed we would ask Kim to update us at the next meeting.  (Note: Here is the website for the program with the current information for 2025: https://gibimishkaadimin.wixsite.com/home)

· Anti-Racism Subcommittee (Staff: Kim)

SJNORC (Alexa, Staff: Shawn) – addressed above.

ISARC (Susan) – The ISARC Election Materials was circulated with the agenda and shared in our special Election mailing as noted above. Susan noted that there was no presentation to a pre-budget meeting because election was called.

New Business - None

Next Meeting: Tuesday, March 18, 2005  
Reflection Volunteer:

Closing Prayer and Adjournment 
Susan invited us to hold in prayer Don as he deals with office changes, and Alexa as she continues with campaigning.
Blessings on this Commission. 

MOTION by Jennifer (Jay) Gordon/ 			SW-SEJC-2025-02-18-5
That the SEJC meeting is adjourned. 
MOTION							CARRIED













Appendix 1 – Letter from the Social Justice Network of the Ontario Regional Councils

February 1, 2025

Rev. Peter Hartmans, Executive Minister,
Shining Waters Regional Council 59 Line 4 North
Oro-Medonte, ON L0L 2L0

Dear Peter,
I am writing to report on the achievements of the Social Justice Network of the Ontario Regional Councils (SJNORC) in 2024 and to outline the Network's plans for 2025.
As you know, SJNORC is the continuation of the former Social Justice Network of the Ontario Conferences (SJNOC), which was established many years ago to coordinate the dialogue between the United Church and Queen's Park on social justice issues. Ensuring that the church spoke with one voice was, and remains, critical to effective advocacy.

In addition, the network has provided a channel for the United Church to participate in and support other Ontario-focused networks, most notably the Interfaith Social Assistance Reform Coalition (ISARC). If you are not familiar with the history ofISARC, either Rev. Susan Eagle, the United Church representative and Minister at Grace United Church in Barrie, or I would be pleased to provide additional information.

Our original impetus was to improve coordination and credibility across the United Church's Ontario conferences following differences on the issue of Sunday shopping. Over time, SJNORC has also provided valuable learning opportunities through the sharing of information on innovative ministries underway across Ontario. We also keep members apprised of social justice initiatives undertaken by the General Council Staff and by KAIROS Canada, representatives of which regularly participate in our meetings.

Prior to the change in church governance at the beginning of 2019, the seven UCC conferences in the Province of Ontario agreed unanimously to continue to support the work of the Network during the transition. As you know, the governance of SJNORC is set out in the Covenant between the Network and the Regional Councils.

The reconfigured SJNORC held its first meeting at Church House in the Spring of2019 and met again that Fall at the time oflSARC's annual Religious Leaders Forum. In 2020 we had to respond to the challenge of COVID, as did other faith communities, by gathering virtually. Tiris continued in 2021, 2022, and 2023.
 
However, our experience over many years was that face-to-face dialogue offered a richness that could not be replicated in a ZOOM call, as helpful as that technology has become. Therefore, in 2024, we decided to resume in-person gatherings in order to promote renewal and reengagement.

In view of people's time constraints and recognizing our responsibility to act as good stewards of our limited resources, our plan was to hold one of our two meetings in person with a one-day agenda.

Our spring meeting on June 12 was virtual. Our fall meeting was held in-person at Church House in Toronto on November 21, with an opportunity for those who could not come in person to join online. The timing was coordinated with ISARC's 2024 Religious Leaders Forum "A Broken Ontario: Responding, Acting and Pushing Back," which took place the previous day. Several of our members were able to participate in both sessions.

I am pleased to report that our return to Church House was a great success. Several new members attended. The General Council staff were wonderful hosts, and they provided us with insights into their new initiatives and priorities. We also had a full report from KAIROS, as well as our usual exchanges on what is happening in each Region.

In the wake of COVID, we requested assessments of$1000 from each Regional Council in both 2023 and 2024. This was one-third less than the initial level established in 2019 and even less, considering the assessment holiday in 2022. We were able to do this by keeping a close watch on our spending.

In 2025, we again request each Regional Council to provide $1000 in support of SJNORC. This will allow us to continue to coordinate the United Church's annual support for ISARC. It will also permit us to gather in-person in November-at the time of ISARC 's Religious Leaders' Forum-while meeting virtually this spring.

I would appreciate your bringing the proposed 2025 assessment to your Executive Committee for approval. Payment should be remitted to the General Council Office, to the attention of Carla Hacker in the Finance Department.

In 2025, we are looking forward to strengthening our Network and supporting its ongoing mission to make the case for greater social justice in the Province of Ontario. We trust we can count on the continuing support and active participation of [name] Regional Council.

Yours sincerely,

Charles A. Barrett,
Representative ofEOORC and Chair ofSJNORC







Appendix 2 - Report to the Social and Ecological Justice Commission of Shining Waters

Report to the Social and Ecological Justice Commission of Shining Waters
From Palestine Network Shining Water
February, 2025

PalNet SW met on Jan. 28, 2025. 13 members were present.

Working Groups
The Divestment Group is connecting with Trinity St. Paul’s and East End United congregations in Toronto as test groups to encourage the use of the divestment resource Raising our Voices created by PalNet SW. It is difficult to get Boards of Trustees to agree to evaluate their congregation’s holdings, or to delve into the details if they are already screening. Raising our Voices may perhaps best be used as an educational tool, and our focus may need to move to individuals rather than congregations. 
The Education Group has set the date of April 16, 2025 for the first of their three-part webinar series with instructor Dan Epp-Tiessen, “From Scripture to Gaza” that shows how scripture has been weaponized, contributing to the horrifying outcomes we see in Gaza as well as in the West Bank.

Palestine Land Exercise
The Toronto PLE group has been given permission to change the wording of the script (it is currently too long, needs to be engaging for people new to the issues, and a version available to engage younger audiences). The Toronto group is in the process of planning a read-through, the Hamilton group will conduct the exercise on Feb. 14, and the Kairos West group is also planning to hold a session soon. 

Holy Land Service
The group offered heartiest congratulations to Barbara Lloyd and members of the Middle East Working Group of Trinity St. Paul’s, Bloor St., and Bathurst churches in Toronto for the moving, insightful, and passionate annual Holy Land service on January 26, 2025 in the sanctuary at Trinity St. Paul’s. The preacher this year was Shadia Qubti, a Palestinian who has recently graduated from the Vancouver School of Theology and works as a Community Engagement Animator at Trinity-Grace United Church in Vancouver. She addressed the group via Zoom in the early days of the ceasefire and titled her reflection “Between Fear and Peace: Decolonizing Hope in Times of Uncertainty.” You can watch the video of the service here (Shadia’ presentation is at minute 48:00): https://www.youtube.com/live/7SOzCQqxmeY.

Draft UNJPPI Proposal to GC 45
George Bartlett presented a draft PalNet SW proposal for submission to GC 45, The IHRA Antisemitism Definition - a Threat to Charter Rights that speaks to the ways the IHRA (International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance) definition of antisemitism is being used to stifle criticism of Israel by conflating criticism of Israel with antisemitism. The proposal asks that a) the UCC formally endorse the Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism (JDA), b) communicate this endorsement to the Canadian government and urge it to withdraw support for the IHRA definition, and c) develop educational resources about what is and what is not antisemitism, as well as strategies to help UCC members better advocate for an end to the occupation of Palestine. 

Palestine Network SW endorsed the draft proposal in principle, aware that there would be some revisions responding to feedback from the group. Robin Wardlaw is to submit it for approval to Shining Waters Region. 

UNJPPI Education Series: It Didn’t Start on Oct. 7: Zionism and its Victims 
UNJPPI is presenting a series of 9 one-hour illustrated talks by Phillip Sherwood of UNJPPI that traces Zionist / Israeli efforts to take the land of historic Palestine, dispossess the Palestinian inhabitants, and deny them fundamental human rights and self determination. The series began on Jan. 21 and has been attended by hundreds of people from across Canada. Several members of PalNet SW are attending. 

Respectfully submitted,

Robin Wardlaw (chair)
Judi McCallum (secretary)























Appendix 3 - Proposal to General Council from Palestine Network Shining Waters

The IHRA Antisemitism Definition - a Threat to Charter Rights 
Origin: Palestine Network Shining Waters Region

1. What is the issue? Why is it important? 
Briefly describe (approximately four sentences) the issue and its significance. 
Many United Church people are concerned about what is happening under Israel’s military occupation of Palestine.  Yet they take no action over fear that they will be or be accused of being antisemitic.
The widespread promotion of the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA)  working definition of antisemitism likely contributes to this fear. It lists 11 of what it identifies as illustrative examples of antisemitism, 7 of which refer to criticism of the State of Israel. Many scholars have criticized this focus on Israel, and a more recent definition has been developed without this focus. This Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism (JDA) is endorsed by a growing list of scholars in the fields of Holocaust history, Jewish studies, and Middle East studies.
Unfortunately, last Fall the Canadian government posted a Canadian Handbook on the IHRA Working Definition of Antisemitism (IHRA Handbook) on its website. It includes suggestions on how to use the IHRA definition in various fields, including law enforcement, to fight antisemitism. 
The IHRA working definition and its use in the manner recommended by the IHRA Handbook is part of a widespread movement to silence criticism of the State of Israel. 
The United Church of Canada should endorse the JDA. The United Church should also develop resources and strategies to help its people understand what is and what is not antisemitism, and how to work for peace based on justice and equal rights for all people in Israel and Palestine. 

1. What is happening now?
Provide a description of the current practice or policy in question, identifying/citing the source of this information.
On 22nd December 2023 the CBC published a report entitled 'Chilling effect': People expressing pro-Palestinian views censured, suspended from work and school. It sets out numerous examples of employees and students who have ‘faced firings, suspensions or calls for them to not be hired based on their publicly stated political stance on the Israel-Hamas war.’
More recently, on 9th October 2024, the CBC reported that a British Columbia government Health director was fired for expressing pro-Palestinian views.  And on 29 November 2023 CTV reported on Ontario medical doctors who were disciplined for speaking out at Israel-Gaza protests.   
Even employees employed by the media reporting these stories suffer the same fate. Here’s a story of a firing at CTV; here’s one at Global News. 
Reports like these can seriously inhibit individuals who might otherwise criticize Israel over its ongoing human rights violations or worse in Gaza and the West Bank and East Jerusalem. And those of us advocating within the United Church for Palestinian rights know that the fear of being labelled antisemitic restrains many United Church people from speaking out on Palestine.
Even actions by the Canadian government, including its recent publication of the IHRA Handbook, can have the effect of undermining the constitutionally protected freedom of expression of people in Canada. 
1. What is the recommendation?
Describe how the General Council might respond to the issue.
It is recommended that General Council take the following actions: 
1. [bookmark: _Hlk189427742]Formally endorse the Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism (JDA) definition of antisemitism in preference to the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) working definition of antisemitism.

1. Direct the General Secretary to,
1.  communicate this endorsement of the JDA definition in preference to the IHRA definition to governments and government agencies in Canada that have adopted the IHRA working definition of antisemitism; and
1. communicate with the Canadian government, and urge that the IHRA Handbook and IHRA working definition not be promoted for use in law enforcement, the legal system, education and educational institutions, government programming, work places and civil society, in the manner recommended in the Handbook, because the IHRA working definition does not sufficiently respect the rights of Canadians guaranteed by the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.

1. Direct the General Secretary to work with the United Network for Justice and Peace in Palestine and Israel (UNJPPI), the Justice for Palestine Network, and other partners and allies to,
1. develop educational resources concerning what is and is not antisemitic, with a particular focus on advocacy on issues related to Palestine and Israel; and
1. develop strategies for using the educational resources together with other tools and resources to increase the understanding of United Church people and their efforts to help end the Israeli military occupation of Palestine and to bring equal rights and justice for all people living between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea.

1. Background information:
Provide details the General Council needs to make an informed decision on the proposal.
Principles Based Approach to the Justice Work of the United Church
On 19 October 2024, General Council decided that the principles-based approach it approved for justice work in 2023 applies equally to justice work regarding Palestine-Israel. At that time, it also affirmed that those approved principles allow for,
· the adoption of Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) strategies, 
· the joining of the Apartheid Free Communities Movement, and 
· joining in the consensus of the international human rights community in rejecting Israel’s apartheid system of laws and legal procedures affecting the Palestinian peoples.

We understand that an objective of the principles-based approach is to enable the General Council Office to promptly respond in an effective way to justice issues as they arise. On issues related to Israel and Palestine, frequently the United Church’s action takes the form of a letter to the Canadian government. Often these are shared through the United Church website, with the suggestion that readers take similar action. The actions are often also shared by UNJPPI, on its website and through its newsletters. 

Despite these and other efforts, our experience is that many United Church people are reluctant to support actions critical of the State of Israel. There may be different reasons for this. However, with Israel being self-defined as a homeland or state for the Jewish people many United Church people may equate criticism of the State of Israel with antisemitism. This is exactly what the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) working definition promotes. As explained below, there is growing criticism of the IHRA definition for that very reason. The State of Israel is subject to the same international law requirements as any other country. A person’s desire not to be antisemitic should not shield Israel from criticism when it violates international law requirements. 

This suggests that there is a real need for education within the United Church on what is and is not antisemitic

Competing Definitions of Antisemitism
The FAQs document issued by the GCO after the October 2024 General Council meeting references two competing non-binding definitions of antisemitism – the IHRA and JDA definitions. The FAQs states that the United Church uses the JDA rather than the IHRA when considering antisemitism. However, there is no indication that the General Council ever formally endorsed the JDA. For the reasons set out below, GC45 should formally endorse the JDA. 

Significant Differences between the IHRA Contemporary Examples and the JDA Guidelines
The actual definitions of antisemitism set out in the IHRA and JDA documents are both very short. They are each only one sentence long. Neither specifically refers to Israel. It is what follows the one sentence definitions that makes clear why the JDA document is to be preferred. In the IHRA document, what follows the definition are called ‘Contemporary examples.’ In the JDA they are called “Guidelines”. 

International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA)
Critics of the IHRA document point out that 7 of its 11 IHRA Contemporary Examples specifically refer to the State of Israel. The 7th contemporary is example perhaps the one that best illustrates the problems. It states that one example of antisemitism is: 
· Denying the Jewish people their right to self-determination, e.g., by claiming that the existence of a State of Israel is a racist endeavour.

Based on what is now well documented, can it any longer be denied that from its very creation in 1947-1948, the State of Israel has been a racist endeavour? The events around its creation are well-established. The Jewish population in the new State of Israel became a majority at that time by the expulsion of 750,000 Palestinians. Those Palestinians and their descendants have never been permitted to return. This is in violation of the right internationally recognized for all refugees. Also, there are more than 65 Israeli laws that discriminate against Palestinians in Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territory and deny them equal rights to Jewish Israelis. In addition, now there are over 800,000 Jewish Israelis living in illegal settlements or colonies in the Occupied Palestinian Territory with full rights of citizenship and Jewish nationality while Palestinians living there have no such rights. With these differences in rights, why is it antisemitic to claim Israel is a racist endeavour? When black South Africans had substantially fewer rights than white South Africans, there was no difficulty naming South Africa as a racist endeavour. Why the difficulty with respect to Israel? 

Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch and United Church of Canada partner B’Tselem have now followed many Palestinian organizations in naming Israel as an Apartheid State. Effectively, that is calling the State of Israel a racist endeavour. The websites of each of the three noted organizations named here includes a short video or graphic that explains why they reached their conclusions. They are well worth watching.

Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism (JDA)
Turning to the JDA, as the heading to that document indicates, it “was developed by a group of scholars in the fields of Holocaust history, Jewish studies, and Middle East studies to meet what has become a growing challenge: providing clear guidance to identify and fight antisemitism while protecting free expression.” It has now been signed by 370 scholars.

Section B of the JDA definition document sets out 5 guideline examples that on the face of them are antisemitic. Section C sets out 5 guideline examples that on the face of them are not antisemitic. 

The guideline examples in Section C address the concerns that have been raised with respect to the IHRA. They make clear that the following are not antisemitic:
· Supporting the Palestinian demand for justice and political, national, and human rights
· Criticizing or opposing Zionism as a form of nationalism, or arguing for a variety of constitutional arrangements for Jews and Palestinians 
· Evidence-based criticism of Israel as a state, including of its policies and practices, domestic and abroad, such as the conduct of Israel in the West Bank and Gaza, and comparing Israel with other historical cases, including settler-colonialism or apartheid.
· Boycott, divestment and sanctions
· Criticism that some may see as excessive or contentious, or as reflecting a “double standard,” is not, in and of itself, antisemitic.

Problems with the IHRA Document Amplified by Recent Canadian Government Action
Last Fall the Government of Canada published the IHRA Handbook and posted it on its website. While acknowledging that the IHRA definition and document do not amend Canadian law, the uses the Handbook proposes for the definition seriously risk undermining the rights guaranteed to all people in Canada by the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. It is part of the Canadian constitution, and it guarantees the freedom of opinion and expression, freedom of peaceful assembly and freedom of association, subject only to reasonable limits prescribed by law that “can be demonstrably justified in a free and democratic society.”

In the Handbook section with the heading “Practical Uses of the IHRA Definition in the Canadian Context’, the Handbook provides guidance on how the definition might be used in each of the following fields: (a) law enforcement, (b) the legal system, (c) education and educational institutions, (d) government programming, (e) workplaces, and (f) civil society. Looking at the suggestions there set out, it is easy to see how they would help suppress criticism of the State of Israel. The result would likely be more examples like those set out in Section 2 of this Proposal, or even worse. 

The United Church needs to speak out in support of the Canadian Charter rights and against the suppression of those rights in the manner suggested by the IHRA Handbook. 

Some Who Have Adopted, Rejected or Opposed the IHRA Definition
Some governments in Canada have adopted the IHRA working definition of antisemitism. This includes the Government of Canada. Very few if any, however, have adopted the definition by statute or law. Instead, the definition has been adopted by resolution, motion or policy.  Perhaps this is to decrease the likelihood of a court challenge to the law for violating Charter rights. Unfortunately, however, even without being embodied in a statute or by-law, it can still have serious consequences for peoples’ rights.

Recognizing the serious risks to free speech and related rights, a number of groups have spoken out against the IHRA definition’s adoption. What follows is a small sample. 

Canadian universities and their faculty associations have almost universally opposed the adoption of the IHRA, over concerns of the impact on academic freedom. Examples: 
Feb 27, 2020 Open Letter from 650+ Canadian Academics Opposing the IHRA Definition of Antisemitism. The Open Letter was prepared by Independent Jewish Voices Canada See - https://www.ijvcanada.org/open-letter-from-canadian-academics-opposing-the-ihra-definition-of-antisemitism/ 

Dec 9, 2021 - the Jewish Faculty Network held a press conference to launch the new group and to celebrate the recent Canadian Association of University Teachers’ motion challenging the IHRA Definition of Antisemitism. See https://jewishfaculty.ca/

At the United Nations:
April 4, 2023 Joint Letter – strongly urges the UN not to endorse IHRA definition – signatories include Amnesty International, United Church of Canada partner B’Tselem, Canadian Friends Service Committee, Canadians for Justice and Peace in the Middle East (CJPME), Catholics for Justice and Peace in the Holy Land (CJPHL), United Church partner Defense for Children International – Palestine, Global Ministries of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) and United Church of Christ, Global Ministries of the United Methodist Church, Human Rights Watch, Independent Jewish Voices Canada, Mennonite Church Canada Palestine-Israel Network, UNJPPI,  https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/04/04/human-rights-and-other-civil-society-groups-urge-united-nations-respect-human

For the body transmitting this proposal to the General Council:
Please select the appropriate option and provide the key discussion points for items being forwarded to the General Council:
□ Agree
□ Disagree without forwarding to the General Council
□ Disagree and forwarding to the General Council
□ Take no action at this time
Comments_____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Who will present (by prerecorded video) this proposal on behalf of the transmitting body?

Email contact:


If you have questions regarding this proposal, please send them to: GC45@united-church.ca
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