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Attribution and Intended Audience 

Attribution 

This document was compiled and authored by Colin Chenard as a structural reference to 

constitutional rights and freedoms in Canada. The work synthesizes publicly available 

constitutional texts, statutory frameworks, and established principles of constitutional law into an 

organized reference format. 

The content focuses on defining the structure, scope, and limits of the Canadian Charter of 

Rights and Freedoms and related constitutional provisions. Its contribution lies in organization, 

clarity, and consistency of presentation rather than original legal analysis or interpretation. 

This work does not claim to replace judicial decisions, statutes, or professional legal resources. It 

is intended as an explanatory reference to support general understanding of constitutional 

structure. 

 

Intended Audience 

This reference is intended for: 

• Students seeking an accessible structural overview of constitutional rights in Canada 

• Educators requiring a neutral framework to support instruction 

• Policy readers and researchers seeking clarity on constitutional boundaries 

• General readers looking for a non-interpretive explanation of Charter operation 

This document is not designed as a legal textbook, advocacy work, or case law compendium. It 

is structured to support reference, orientation, and foundational understanding rather than legal 

argument or professional application. 

Readers requiring legal advice or detailed case-specific analysis are encouraged to consult 

qualified legal professionals and authoritative legal sources. 
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Executive Summary 

This document is a structural reference to constitutional rights and freedoms in Canada, with a 

specific focus on the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and related constitutional 

provisions. Its purpose is to explain how constitutional rights are defined, how they apply, how 

they may be limited, and how they are enforced within Canada’s legal framework. 

The document is organized by Charter structure rather than by case law or policy debate. Each 

section addresses a defined category of rights or constitutional mechanisms, including 

fundamental freedoms, democratic rights, mobility rights, legal rights, equality rights, language 

rights, Indigenous rights, reasonable limits, legislative override, and judicial remedies. The 

emphasis is on legal scope, institutional roles, and constitutional boundaries. 

Content is presented in a reference format designed for clarity and accessibility. Sections are 

written to stand independently, allowing readers to consult specific topics without reading the 

document sequentially. Supporting appendices provide quick-reference tools, comparisons 

between constitutional and statutory rights, and clarification of common misconceptions. 

This document does not attempt to interpret judicial decisions, evaluate policy choices, or 

provide legal advice. It does not advocate for particular outcomes or positions. Its function is to 

provide a clear framework for understanding what constitutional rights are, what they are not, 

and how they operate within Canada’s constitutional system. 

The reference is intended for students, educators, policy readers, and general audiences seeking 

an accurate and neutral explanation of constitutional rights and freedoms. It may also serve as a 

foundational context for further study, legal consultation, or policy analysis. 

  



4 

 

Methodology and Scope 

Methodology 

This document was developed using a structural reference methodology. Its organization 

follows the internal framework of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and related 

constitutional provisions rather than judicial chronology or policy debate. 

Content selection and presentation were guided by the following principles: 

• Alignment with the text and structure of the Constitution Act, 1982 

• Clear differentiation between constitutional rights and statutory protections 

• Emphasis on scope, limits, and institutional roles rather than outcomes 

• Use of neutral, descriptive language without legal opinion or case analysis 

Each section defines the legal function of a Charter provision, identifies how it applies, and 

outlines recognized constitutional constraints. Where necessary, related constitutional 

mechanisms are addressed to preserve contextual clarity. 

Appendices are used to support reference use through comparison tables, quick-reference 

mappings, and clarification of common misconceptions. These materials supplement, rather than 

reinterpret, the main text. 

This document does not rely on case-by-case judicial summaries. Where judicial interpretation is 

relevant, it is referenced only at the structural level to explain how constitutional mechanisms 

operate in practice. 

 

Scope 

This reference addresses constitutional rights and freedoms in Canada, with primary focus 

on: 

• The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms 

• Constitutional limits on government action 

• Legislative override mechanisms 

• Judicial enforcement and remedies 

• The relationship between Charter rights and Indigenous constitutional rights 

The document applies to federal, provincial, and territorial government action within the 

Canadian constitutional framework. 

The following are outside the scope of this reference unless directly required for structural 

explanation: 
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• Detailed case law analysis 

• Legal advice or opinion 

• Policy evaluation or advocacy 

• Provincial statutory rights regimes 

• Private law disputes not involving government authority 

This work is intended as a foundational reference, not as a substitute for professional legal 

counsel, judicial decisions, or comprehensive legal texts. Its purpose is to support accurate 

understanding of constitutional structure and operation. 

The scope may be expanded in future editions through additional appendices or structural 

updates as constitutional interpretation evolves. 
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1. What Constitutional Rights Are 

Entrenched vs. Statutory Rights 

In Canada, rights exist in two primary legal forms: entrenched rights and statutory rights. 

Entrenched rights are those set out in the Constitution and are legally superior to all other forms 

of law. They cannot be amended, limited, or removed by ordinary legislation. Any law that 

conflicts with entrenched rights may be declared of no force or effect by the courts. 

Statutory rights are created by legislation enacted by Parliament or provincial legislatures. These 

rights exist only within the framework of the statute that created them and can be modified, 

limited, or repealed through the normal legislative process. Statutory rights do not override the 

Constitution and must operate within constitutional limits. 

The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms establishes entrenched rights. Human rights 

codes, labor laws, and regulatory protections are examples of statutory rights. 

 

Role of the Constitution Act, 1982 

The Constitution Act, 1982 is the foundational legal instrument governing constitutional rights in 

Canada. It patriated the Constitution, established a domestic amending formula, and entrenched 

the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms as part of the supreme law of the country. 

Through this Act, constitutional rights became directly enforceable by Canadian courts without 

reliance on external legislative authority. The Act also defines the legal relationship between 

constitutional rights and other forms of law, including statutes, regulations, and executive action. 

The Constitution Act, 1982 does not grant rights in a general sense; it defines the framework 

within which rights exist, are interpreted, and are enforced. 

 

Supremacy of the Constitution 

The Constitution of Canada is the supreme law of the country. This principle means that all laws, 

government actions, and administrative decisions must conform to constitutional requirements. 

Where a conflict arises between a constitutional provision and another law, the constitutional 

provision prevails. Courts are empowered to review legislation and government action to 

determine whether they are consistent with the Constitution. 

Constitutional supremacy applies to all branches of government, including: 
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• Parliament 

• Provincial legislatures 

• The executive branch 

• Administrative bodies exercising delegated authority 

This principle ensures that constitutional rights operate as binding legal constraints rather than 

policy guidelines. 

 

Who Constitutional Rights Apply To 

Constitutional rights in Canada apply differently depending on the specific right and its legal 

scope. 

Some rights apply to individuals generally, regardless of citizenship. These include many legal 

rights and fundamental freedoms, which protect persons within Canada’s jurisdiction. 

Some rights apply specifically to citizens, such as certain democratic and mobility rights. These 

rights are tied to legal status rather than residence alone. 

Constitutional rights primarily constrain government action. They regulate how governments 

may exercise power and do not generally apply to private individuals or private entities unless 

those entities are acting on behalf of government or exercising delegated governmental authority. 

Governments themselves do not possess constitutional rights. They are the entities bound by 

constitutional obligations. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section establishes the legal foundation for understanding constitutional rights in Canada. 

Subsequent sections build on these definitions by examining specific categories of rights, their 

limits, and the mechanisms through which they are interpreted and enforced. 

  



9 

 

2. The Charter of Rights and Freedoms – Structure 

Sections 1–34 Overview 

The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms is divided into numbered sections that define the 

scope, limits, and application of constitutional rights in Canada. These sections are part of the 

Constitution Act, 1982 and are legally binding. 

• Section 1 establishes that Charter rights are subject to reasonable limits prescribed by 

law. 

• Sections 2–5 address fundamental freedoms and democratic rights. 

• Sections 6–14 define mobility and legal rights. 

• Section 15 sets out equality rights. 

• Sections 16–23 establish language rights. 

• Sections 24–29 address enforcement, remedies, and interpretive provisions. 

• Sections 30–34 define application, exceptions, and related constitutional clarifications. 

The structure of the Charter reflects a progression from rights definition to limitation, 

enforcement, and scope. 

 

Categories of Rights 

Charter rights are commonly grouped into functional categories based on subject matter. These 

groupings are organizational rather than legal classifications, but they assist in interpretation and 

application. 

The primary categories include: 

• Fundamental freedoms, such as freedom of expression, religion, and association. 

• Democratic rights, including voting and eligibility for public office. 

• Mobility rights, governing movement, residence, and employment within Canada. 

• Legal rights, which apply to criminal and quasi-criminal processes and state interaction. 

• Equality rights, addressing equal protection and benefit of the law. 

• Language rights, defining the use of English and French in federal institutions and 

education. 

Each category operates independently but within the unified constitutional framework of the 

Charter. 

 

How Courts Interpret the Charter 
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Courts interpret the Charter through constitutional analysis rather than ordinary statutory 

interpretation. Interpretation focuses on the purpose, scope, and practical effect of a right rather 

than solely on textual wording. 

Judicial interpretation considers: 

• The nature of the right 

• The context in which it is exercised 

• The relationship between the right and competing state objectives 

• The constitutional framework as a whole 

Charter interpretation evolves through judicial decisions. Courts do not amend the Charter but 

clarify how its provisions apply to specific factual and legal circumstances. 

 

Who Enforces the Charter 

The Charter is enforced through the judicial system. 

Individuals or entities may bring Charter claims before courts when alleging that government 

action has infringed a protected right. Courts have authority to: 

• Assess whether a Charter right is engaged 

• Determine whether a limitation is justified under Section 1 

• Grant remedies where a violation is found 

All levels of government are subject to Charter review, including federal, provincial, and 

territorial authorities, as well as administrative bodies exercising delegated power. 

Legislatures remain responsible for enacting laws, but courts ensure those laws operate within 

constitutional limits. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section outlines the internal structure of the Charter and the institutional mechanisms 

through which it operates. Subsequent sections examine specific categories of rights, limitations, 

and enforcement tools in greater detail. 
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3. Fundamental Freedoms (Section 2) 

Section 2 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms guarantees a set of fundamental 

freedoms. These freedoms protect certain forms of individual activity from unjustified 

government interference. They do not operate in absolute terms and are subject to constitutional 

limits. 

 

Freedom of Expression 

Freedom of expression protects the ability to convey meaning through words, actions, or other 

forms of communication. This includes spoken, written, symbolic, and artistic expression. 

The protection applies broadly to expressive activity but does not guarantee a right to any 

specific platform, audience, or method of dissemination. Government restrictions on expression 

are assessed based on whether the activity falls within the scope of expression and whether any 

limitation is justified under constitutional standards. 

Freedom of expression constrains government action. It does not impose obligations on private 

individuals or private organizations unless they are acting under governmental authority. 

 

Freedom of Religion 

Freedom of religion protects both the holding of religious beliefs and the practice of religious 

observance. This includes the right to adopt, change, or abandon religious beliefs without 

government coercion. 

The protection extends to sincere religious practices but does not exempt individuals from 

compliance with generally applicable laws. Government action is assessed based on whether it 

interferes with religious belief or practice and whether such interference is constitutionally 

justified. 

Freedom of religion also includes protection from compelled religious observance or belief. 

 

Freedom of Association 

Freedom of association protects the ability to join with others for collective purposes, including 

social, political, and workplace-related activities. 
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This freedom does not guarantee any particular outcome of collective action, nor does it require 

governments to recognize or facilitate specific associations beyond constitutional requirements. 

Limitations may arise where collective activity conflicts with other legal obligations or public 

interests. 

The scope of protection is focused on the ability to form and maintain associations, not on the 

success or influence of those associations. 

 

Freedom of Peaceful Assembly 

Freedom of peaceful assembly protects the ability to gather collectively for expressive or 

demonstrative purposes. 

The protection applies to assemblies that are peaceful in nature. Government regulation of time, 

place, and manner may be permitted where such regulation is lawful, neutral, and justified within 

constitutional limits. 

This freedom does not preclude enforcement of laws related to public safety, access, or order, 

provided those laws comply with constitutional standards. 

 

Application and Limits 

All fundamental freedoms are subject to Section 1 of the Charter, which permits reasonable 

limits prescribed by law. Determining whether a limit is permissible requires constitutional 

analysis by the courts. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines the fundamental freedoms guaranteed by Section 2 of the Charter. 

Subsequent sections address other categories of Charter rights and the legal frameworks that 

govern their limitation and enforcement. 

  



13 

 

4. Democratic Rights (Sections 3–5) 

Sections 3 through 5 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms establish democratic rights 

related to participation in the political process. These rights govern voting, eligibility for public 

office, and the operation of legislative bodies. They are constitutional constraints on government 

action and are subject to defined structural limits. 

 

Voting 

Democratic rights include the right of citizens to vote in federal and provincial elections. This 

right applies to elections for legislative bodies and is tied to citizenship status rather than 

residency alone. 

The right to vote protects meaningful participation in the electoral process. Government action 

that affects voting eligibility, access to the ballot, or the integrity of elections is subject to 

constitutional review. 

Voting rights do not guarantee any particular electoral outcome. They ensure access to the 

process by which representatives are selected. 

 

Elections and Eligibility for Office 

Democratic rights also include the right of citizens to be qualified for membership in legislative 

bodies. This protects eligibility to run for office, subject to lawful and constitutionally valid 

requirements. 

Governments may establish rules governing elections, including: 

• Electoral boundaries 

• Voting procedures 

• Campaign regulations 

• Qualification requirements 

Such rules must operate within constitutional limits and may be reviewed where they restrict 

democratic participation beyond what is justified. 

 

Parliamentary Duration and Limits 
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Section 4 of the Charter sets limits on the duration of legislative bodies. Parliaments and 

legislatures are subject to maximum terms, after which elections must be held. 

Section 5 requires that legislatures sit at least once every twelve months. This provision ensures 

ongoing legislative accountability and continuity of democratic governance. 

These provisions regulate the structure and timing of democratic institutions rather than 

individual participation alone. 

 

Application and Limits 

Democratic rights apply to government institutions and electoral processes. They do not regulate 

internal political party operations except where those operations intersect with statutory or 

constitutional election frameworks. 

As with other Charter rights, democratic rights may be subject to reasonable limits prescribed by 

law, though such limits are assessed with particular attention to their impact on democratic 

participation. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines the democratic rights protected by the Charter and the constitutional rules 

governing elections and legislative operation. Subsequent sections address mobility rights, legal 

rights, equality rights, and the mechanisms through which Charter rights may be limited or 

enforced. 
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5. Mobility Rights (Section 6) 

Section 6 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms establishes mobility rights related to 

movement, residence, and employment within Canada. These rights protect certain forms of 

geographic and economic mobility while recognizing constitutional and legislative limits. 

 

Entry and Exit 

Mobility rights include the right of citizens to enter, remain in, and leave Canada. This 

protection prevents the government from arbitrarily denying citizens the ability to return to the 

country or to depart from it. 

The right to enter Canada is specific to citizens. Permanent residents and other non-citizens are 

subject to statutory immigration and border controls, which operate within constitutional limits. 

Restrictions on entry or exit imposed by government action are subject to constitutional review 

where they affect Charter-protected rights. 

 

Residence and Movement Within Canada 

Mobility rights protect the ability of citizens and permanent residents to move to and take up 

residence in any province. This includes the right to live in a province of choice without 

discrimination based on provincial origin. 

These protections constrain government actions that would restrict interprovincial movement or 

impose residence-based barriers that are not constitutionally justified. 

Mobility rights do not prevent governments from establishing neutral residency requirements 

where such requirements serve valid administrative or regulatory purposes and comply with 

constitutional standards. 

 

Employment and Economic Activity 

Section 6 also protects the right of citizens and permanent residents to pursue a livelihood in any 

province. This provision addresses barriers to employment based on provincial residence. 

Governments may impose employment-related restrictions where they are justified, including: 

• Residency requirements linked to social programs 
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• Licensing or qualification standards 

• Measures addressing regional economic conditions 

Such limitations are assessed based on their purpose, scope, and consistency with constitutional 

principles. 

 

Application and Limits 

Mobility rights apply to government action at both the federal and provincial levels. They do not 

guarantee employment, economic outcomes, or access to specific professions. 

As with other Charter rights, mobility rights may be subject to reasonable limits prescribed by 

law, particularly where limits are connected to public policy objectives recognized within the 

constitutional framework. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines the scope and limits of mobility rights under the Charter. Subsequent 

sections address legal rights, equality rights, language rights, and the constitutional mechanisms 

that govern limitation and enforcement. 
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6. Legal Rights (Sections 7–14) 

Sections 7 through 14 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms establish legal rights that 

apply primarily to interactions between individuals and the state. These rights govern how 

government authority may be exercised in matters involving law enforcement, detention, 

prosecution, and adjudication. 

Legal rights do not prevent governments from enforcing laws. They regulate how enforcement 

occurs. 

 

Life, Liberty, and Security of the Person 

Section 7 protects the right to life, liberty, and security of the person and provides that these 

interests may not be deprived except in accordance with the principles of fundamental justice. 

• Life relates to state actions that may result in death or exposure to serious physical harm. 

• Liberty includes freedom from physical restraint and, in some contexts, control over 

fundamental personal decisions. 

• Security of the person addresses serious state-imposed psychological or physical harm. 

Section 7 does not prohibit deprivation of these interests. It requires that any deprivation occur 

through lawful processes consistent with fundamental justice. 

 

Search and Seizure 

Section 8 protects against unreasonable search and seizure by the state. 

This right regulates government actions involving: 

• Searches of persons, property, or information 

• Seizure of physical or digital materials 

The focus is on reasonableness, not absolute prohibition. Searches conducted under lawful 

authority, with appropriate justification, and in a reasonable manner may be constitutionally 

valid. 

Section 8 does not restrict private individuals acting independently of government authority. 

 

Detention and Arrest 
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Sections 9 and 10 address detention and arrest by the state. 

• Section 9 protects against arbitrary detention or imprisonment. 

• Section 10 establishes rights upon arrest or detention, including: 

o The right to be informed of reasons 

o The right to retain and instruct counsel 

o The right to challenge the legality of detention 

These provisions regulate the exercise of state coercive power and ensure procedural safeguards 

during detention. 

 

Trial and Procedural Rights 

Sections 11 through 14 establish rights related to criminal and quasi-criminal proceedings. 

These include: 

• The right to be informed of charges 

• The right to be tried within a reasonable time 

• The presumption of innocence 

• The right to a fair and public hearing by an independent and impartial tribunal 

• Protection against self-incrimination 

• The right to an interpreter where necessary 

These rights govern the fairness and structure of legal proceedings. They do not guarantee 

acquittal or prevent lawful conviction. 

 

Application and Limits 

Legal rights apply primarily to state action in criminal and regulatory enforcement contexts. 

They do not regulate purely private disputes. 

As with other Charter rights, legal rights may be subject to reasonable limits prescribed by law, 

provided such limits comply with constitutional standards. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines the legal rights protected by Sections 7 through 14 of the Charter. 

Subsequent sections address equality rights, language rights, Indigenous rights, and the 

constitutional mechanisms governing limitation and enforcement. 
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7. Equality Rights (Section 15) 

Section 15 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms guarantees equality before and under 

the law, and equal protection and benefit of the law, without discrimination. Equality rights 

regulate how laws and government actions apply to individuals and groups. 

Equality under the Charter is a legal standard, not a general social objective. 

 

What Equality Means Legally 

Equality rights require that laws and government actions not impose distinctions that result in 

discriminatory treatment based on specified or analogous grounds. 

Legal equality under Section 15 focuses on: 

• The effect of a law or action, not solely its intent 

• Whether a distinction disadvantages individuals or groups in a manner recognized as 

discriminatory 

• Whether the law denies equal protection or equal benefit 

Equality does not require identical treatment in all circumstances. In some cases, differential 

treatment may be necessary to ensure substantive equality within the legal framework. 

Section 15 applies to government legislation, policies, and administrative decisions. 

 

What Equality Does Not Mean 

Equality rights do not guarantee: 

• Identical outcomes for all individuals 

• Uniform treatment regardless of relevant differences 

• Protection from all forms of disadvantage or inequality 

Section 15 does not prohibit all distinctions. It regulates distinctions that engage discrimination 

within the meaning of the Charter. 

Equality rights do not override other constitutional provisions and must be interpreted within the 

broader constitutional framework. 
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Application Limits 

Equality rights apply only to government action. They do not regulate private conduct unless a 

private entity is acting under governmental authority or implementing government policy. 

As with other Charter rights, equality rights may be subject to reasonable limits prescribed by 

law. Where a law creates a distinction, courts assess whether that distinction violates Section 15 

and, if so, whether it can be justified under Section 1 of the Charter. 

Governments retain authority to enact laws that differentiate between individuals or groups 

where such differentiation is constitutionally valid. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines equality rights as protected by Section 15 of the Charter, clarifying their 

legal meaning, limits, and application. Subsequent sections address language rights, Indigenous 

rights, and the constitutional mechanisms governing limitation and enforcement. 
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8. Language Rights (Sections 16–23) 

Sections 16 through 23 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms establish constitutional 

language rights related to the use of English and French in government institutions and 

education. These provisions define specific obligations and do not create a general right to 

bilingualism in all contexts. 

 

Federal Obligations 

Language rights impose binding obligations on federal institutions. 

English and French are the official languages of Parliament and the Government of Canada. 

Federal laws, records, and proceedings must be available in both languages, and individuals have 

the right to use either language in parliamentary debates and federal courts. 

Federal institutions are required to provide services in English or French where required by law. 

These obligations apply to federal departments, agencies, and administrative bodies exercising 

federal authority. 

Language rights at the federal level are institutional obligations rather than individual guarantees 

of service in every circumstance. 

 

Provincial Scope 

Language rights apply differently at the provincial level. 

Certain Charter language provisions apply only to specific provinces based on constitutional text. 

For example, some language rights are limited to New Brunswick, which is constitutionally 

designated as officially bilingual. 

Outside these explicit provisions, provinces retain authority over language policy within their 

jurisdiction, subject to applicable constitutional requirements. Provincial language laws must 

comply with Charter obligations where those obligations apply but are otherwise governed by 

provincial legislative authority. 

The Charter does not impose uniform language policy across all provinces. 

 

Minority Language Education Rights 
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Section 23 of the Charter establishes minority language education rights for citizens belonging to 

official language minority communities. 

These rights provide access to primary and secondary education in the minority official 

language, subject to conditions related to: 

• Citizenship 

• Language background 

• Sufficient student numbers 

Minority language education rights require government provision of educational facilities and 

instruction where constitutional thresholds are met. They do not mandate identical educational 

structures in all jurisdictions. 

 

Application and Limits 

Language rights apply to government institutions and publicly funded education systems. They 

do not regulate private communication or private education unless government authority is 

engaged. 

As constitutional rights, language protections are subject to interpretation within the Charter 

framework. Certain language rights are not subject to limitation under the notwithstanding 

clause, while others operate alongside broader constitutional provisions. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines the scope and application of language rights under Sections 16 through 23 of 

the Charter. Subsequent sections address Indigenous rights and the constitutional mechanisms 

governing limitation and enforcement. 
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9. Indigenous Rights (Sections 25 and 35) 

Sections 25 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and Section 35 of the Constitution 

Act, 1982 address Indigenous rights within Canada’s constitutional framework. These provisions 

recognize and protect Indigenous-specific rights that exist independently of the Charter’s general 

rights guarantees. 

Indigenous rights operate as constitutional constraints on government authority, distinct from 

Charter rights. 

 

Constitutional Recognition 

Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982 recognizes and affirms existing Aboriginal and treaty 

rights of the Indigenous peoples of Canada. These include First Nations, Inuit, and Métis 

peoples. 

The Constitution does not create these rights. It constitutionally recognizes rights that predate 

Confederation and arise from Indigenous occupation, treaties, and legal relationships with the 

Crown. 

Section 35 applies to all levels of government and constrains legislative and executive action 

affecting recognized Indigenous rights. 

 

Relationship to the Charter 

Section 25 of the Charter provides that Charter rights must not be interpreted in a way that 

abrogates or derogates from Indigenous rights or freedoms that exist under the Constitution, 

treaties, or other legal sources. 

This provision establishes that Charter interpretation must accommodate constitutionally 

recognized Indigenous rights rather than override them. It functions as an interpretive safeguard 

within the Charter framework. 

Indigenous rights recognized under Section 35 operate alongside the Charter but are not derived 

from it. 

 

Distinction Between Charter Rights and Aboriginal Rights 
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Charter rights are individual rights that apply broadly to persons subject to Canadian jurisdiction. 

They regulate government action through general rights such as expression, equality, and legal 

protections. 

Aboriginal rights are collective and specific. They arise from Indigenous peoples’ historical 

presence, legal traditions, and treaty relationships. These rights may include practices, land-

related rights, governance arrangements, and treaty obligations. 

The legal analysis applicable to Aboriginal rights differs from Charter analysis. Courts assess 

Aboriginal rights based on recognition, justification, and reconciliation within the constitutional 

framework rather than through the Charter’s limitation provisions. 

The notwithstanding clause does not apply to Section 35 rights. 

 

Application and Limits 

Indigenous rights constrain federal, provincial, and territorial governments. Governments may 

regulate in ways that affect Indigenous rights only where constitutional justification requirements 

are met. 

These rights do not confer general legislative authority on governments. They establish 

constitutional boundaries that must be respected in lawmaking, administration, and policy 

implementation. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines the constitutional recognition and scope of Indigenous rights in Canada and 

clarifies their relationship to the Charter. Subsequent sections address constitutional limits on 

rights, enforcement mechanisms, and remedies. 
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10. Reasonable Limits (Section 1) 

Section 1 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms establishes that the rights and 

freedoms guaranteed by the Charter are subject to reasonable limits prescribed by law. This 

provision governs how governments may justify limits on Charter rights within the constitutional 

framework. 

Section 1 does not negate Charter rights. It defines the conditions under which limits on those 

rights may be constitutionally valid. 

 

The Justification Clause 

Section 1 provides that Charter rights are guaranteed subject to reasonable limits that can be 

demonstrably justified in a free and democratic society. 

This clause applies to all Charter rights unless otherwise specified. It permits governments to 

limit rights through legislation or government action, provided that the limitation meets 

constitutional justification requirements. 

Limits must be: 

• Prescribed by law 

• Clearly articulated 

• Applied through lawful authority 

Unwritten policies or discretionary practices without legal foundation do not satisfy the 

requirements of Section 1. 

 

The Oakes Test 

Courts assess whether a limitation is justified under Section 1 using a structured analytical 

framework commonly referred to as the Oakes test. 

The test examines: 

1. Whether the objective of the limiting measure is sufficiently important to warrant 

overriding a Charter right 

2. Whether the means chosen are rationally connected to that objective 

3. Whether the measure minimally impairs the right 

4. Whether the overall effects of the measure are proportionate to the objective pursued 
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This framework is applied case by case and does not guarantee that a particular limitation will be 

upheld. 

 

Burden of Proof 

The burden of proof under Section 1 rests with the government. 

When a Charter infringement is established, the government must demonstrate that the limitation 

is reasonable and justified. Individuals bringing a Charter claim are not required to prove that a 

limitation is unjustified once an infringement has been found. 

Failure to meet the justification standard may result in the law or action being declared 

inconsistent with the Constitution. 

 

Application and Limits 

Section 1 applies only after a Charter right has been found to be infringed. It does not authorize 

governments to disregard rights in advance. 

Reasonable limits analysis is a constitutional safeguard that balances individual rights with 

collective interests through judicial oversight. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines the constitutional framework governing limits on Charter rights. Subsequent 

sections address legislative override mechanisms, remedies, and enforcement processes. 
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11. The Notwithstanding Clause (Section 33) 

Section 33 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, commonly referred to as the 

notwithstanding clause, allows legislatures to temporarily operate legislation notwithstanding 

certain Charter rights. This provision establishes a defined legislative override mechanism within 

the constitutional framework. 

Section 33 does not suspend the Charter. It operates within constitutionally prescribed limits. 

 

What the Notwithstanding Clause Allows 

Section 33 permits Parliament or a provincial legislature to declare that a law or a provision of a 

law shall operate notwithstanding specific Charter rights. 

The override may apply only to: 

• Fundamental freedoms (Section 2) 

• Legal rights (Sections 7–14) 

• Equality rights (Section 15) 

The declaration must be explicit and included within the legislation itself. Courts may review 

whether a valid declaration has been made but do not assess the political justification for its use. 

 

What the Notwithstanding Clause Does Not Allow 

Section 33 does not permit legislatures to override: 

• Democratic rights (Sections 3–5) 

• Mobility rights (Section 6) 

• Language rights (Sections 16–23) 

• Indigenous rights recognized under Section 35 

• The reasonable limits clause (Section 1) 

The notwithstanding clause does not authorize action outside legislative authority or exempt 

governments from constitutional requirements unrelated to the overridden rights. 

 

Time Limits 

A declaration made under Section 33 has a fixed duration. 
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• An override remains in effect for a maximum of five years 

• The declaration may be renewed through re-enactment 

• Renewal requires legislative action 

This time limitation aligns the override mechanism with electoral cycles, ensuring ongoing 

legislative accountability. 

 

Jurisdictional Scope 

Section 33 may be used by: 

• Parliament, in relation to federal legislation 

• Provincial legislatures, in relation to provincial legislation 

Each legislature may only apply the notwithstanding clause within its own jurisdiction. The 

clause does not allow one level of government to override rights in matters outside its 

constitutional authority. 

 

Application and Limits 

Use of the notwithstanding clause does not remove judicial oversight entirely. Courts retain 

authority to: 

• Interpret the scope of the declaration 

• Assess whether the declaration applies to the law at issue 

• Determine whether the declaration has expired or was improperly enacted 

Section 33 establishes a legislative tool that operates alongside judicial review within defined 

constitutional boundaries. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines the scope and limits of the notwithstanding clause. The following section 

addresses remedies and enforcement mechanisms available when Charter rights are infringed. 

  



29 

 

12. Remedies and Enforcement (Section 24) 

Section 24 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms establishes the mechanisms through 

which Charter rights may be enforced. It defines who may seek remedies, the authority of courts 

to grant relief, and the limits that apply to available remedies. 

Remedies address constitutional violations after they occur. They do not operate as prior 

restraints on government action. 

 

Who Can Bring a Claim? 

Any individual or entity whose Charter rights or freedoms have been infringed or denied by 

government action may bring a claim before a court of competent jurisdiction. 

Claimants must demonstrate: 

• That a Charter right is engaged 

• That the infringement results from government action or authority 

Charter claims may arise in criminal, civil, administrative, or constitutional proceedings, 

depending on the nature of the alleged infringement. 

Private disputes between individuals are generally outside the scope of Charter enforcement 

unless government authority is involved. 

 

What Courts Can Order 

Courts have broad discretion under Section 24 to grant remedies that are appropriate and just in 

the circumstances. 

Available remedies may include: 

• Declarations that a law or action is unconstitutional 

• Orders invalidating legislation or specific provisions 

• Injunctions preventing ongoing or future violations 

• Exclusion of evidence obtained in violation of Charter rights 

• Damages, where appropriate 

The selection of a remedy depends on the nature of the violation and the constitutional principles 

engaged. 
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Limits on Remedies 

Remedies under Section 24 are subject to constitutional and institutional limits. 

Courts do not: 

• Rewrite legislation 

• Assume legislative or executive functions 

• Grant remedies unrelated to the Charter violation 

Remedies must respect the separation of powers and operate within judicial authority. In some 

cases, courts may suspend the effect of a declaration of invalidity to allow legislatures time to 

respond. 

 

Application and Interaction with Other Provisions 

Section 24 operates alongside other constitutional mechanisms, including: 

• Section 1, which governs justification of limits 

• Section 33, which permits legislative override in defined circumstances 

Remedies do not negate the possibility of future legislative action within constitutional limits. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section defines the enforcement mechanisms and remedies available under the Charter. It 

completes the structural overview of constitutional rights, limits, and institutional roles within 

Canada’s constitutional framework. 
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13. What the Charter Does Not Do 

The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms establishes constitutional limits on government 

action. It does not operate as a general code of conduct or a comprehensive replacement for 

statutory law. Understanding what the Charter does not do is essential to accurate constitutional 

analysis. 

 

Does Not Apply to Private Actors 

The Charter regulates government action. It does not generally apply to private individuals, 

private organizations, or private disputes. 

Exceptions may arise where a private entity is: 

• Exercising delegated governmental authority 

• Implementing government policy or legislation 

• Acting as an instrument of the state 

In the absence of government involvement, disputes between private parties are governed by 

statutory and common law rather than the Charter. 

 

Does Not Override Jurisdiction 

The Charter does not alter the constitutional division of powers between federal and provincial 

governments. 

A law that falls within a government’s jurisdiction does not become unconstitutional solely 

because it engages Charter rights. Constitutional analysis addresses how power is exercised, not 

which level of government possesses it. 

Jurisdictional limits remain governed by the Constitution Act, 1867 and related constitutional 

provisions. 

 

Does Not Guarantee Outcomes 

The Charter guarantees legal rights and procedural protections. It does not guarantee specific 

outcomes in legal, political, or social processes. 

For example, Charter rights do not ensure: 
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• Success in litigation 

• Adoption of particular policies 

• Uniform results across jurisdictions 

Courts assess whether rights have been infringed and whether limitations are justified. They do 

not resolve policy debates or enforce preferred outcomes. 

 

Does Not Replace Legislation 

The Charter does not function as a comprehensive legal code. 

Most rights are implemented and given practical effect through legislation, regulations, and 

administrative processes. The Charter operates as a constitutional constraint on those instruments 

rather than as a substitute for them. 

Legislatures retain primary responsibility for lawmaking within constitutional limits. 

 

Section Purpose 

This section clarifies the boundaries of Charter application and addresses common 

misconceptions regarding its role. It reinforces the Charter’s function as a constitutional 

framework rather than an all-encompassing legal authority. 
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Appendix A: Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms Quick 

Reference 

 
Charter Structure Overview 

Charter 

Section(s) 
Subject Area Core Coverage 

1 Reasonable Limits Permits limits on rights where justified by law 

2 Fundamental Freedoms 
Expression, religion, association, peaceful 

assembly 

3–5 Democratic Rights Voting, elections, parliamentary duration 

6 Mobility Rights Entry, exit, residence, employment 

7–14 Legal Rights Life, liberty, security, detention, trial rights 

15 Equality Rights Equal protection and benefit of the law 

16–23 Language Rights Official languages and minority education 

24 Remedies Enforcement and judicial remedies 

25 
Indigenous Rights 

Safeguard 
Protection against Charter derogation 

26–29 Interpretive Provisions Scope and interaction of rights 

30–34 Application Provisions Territorial scope, definitions, exceptions 

 

Rights by Category 

Fundamental Freedoms (Section 2) 

• Freedom of expression 

• Freedom of religion 

• Freedom of association 

• Freedom of peaceful assembly 

 
Democratic Rights (Sections 3–5) 

• Right to vote 

• Eligibility for legislative office 

• Maximum parliamentary duration 

• Requirement for regular sittings 

 

Mobility Rights (Section 6) 
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• Entry into Canada (citizens) 

• Exit from Canada 

• Interprovincial movement 

• Employment mobility 

 

Legal Rights (Sections 7–14) 

• Life, liberty, and security of the person 

• Protection against unreasonable search and seizure 

• Protection against arbitrary detention 

• Right to counsel 

• Fair trial rights 

• Presumption of innocence 

 

Equality Rights (Section 15) 

• Equality before the law 

• Equality under the law 

• Equal protection and benefit of the law 

• Protection from discrimination 

 

Language Rights (Sections 16–23) 

• Official languages of Parliament and government 

• Language of courts and legislation 

• Minority language education rights 

 
Limits and Overrides 

Provision Function 

Section 1 Allows justified limits on rights 

Section 33 Legislative override of certain rights 

Section 24 Judicial remedies for rights violations 

 
Rights Not Subject to Override (Section 33) 

The notwithstanding clause cannot override: 
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• Democratic rights (Sections 3–5) 

• Mobility rights (Section 6) 

• Language rights (Sections 16–23) 

• Indigenous rights (Section 35, Constitution Act, 1982) 

 
Application Summary 

• The Charter applies to government action 

• It binds federal, provincial, and territorial authorities 

• It does not generally apply to private actors 

• Courts enforce rights through constitutional review 

 
Appendix Purpose 

This appendix provides a structural reference to the Charter’s contents. It is intended for quick 

orientation and cross-reference and does not replace the detailed explanations provided in the 

main sections of this document. 
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Appendix B: Comparison of Charter Rights and Statutory Rights 

 
Overview 

Rights in Canada exist within two primary legal frameworks: constitutional (Charter) rights 

and statutory rights. While both affect how individuals interact with government and 

institutions, they differ in source, authority, scope, and enforcement. 

This appendix compares these two categories to clarify their distinct legal roles. 

 
Source and Legal Status 

Charter Rights 

• Established by the Constitution Act, 1982 

• Constitutionally entrenched 

• Form part of the supreme law of Canada 

• Override conflicting legislation 

Statutory Rights 

• Created by federal or provincial legislation 

• Not constitutionally entrenched 

• Subordinate to the Constitution 

• Must comply with Charter requirements 

 
Authority and Permanence 

Charter Rights 

• Cannot be amended or repealed by ordinary legislation 

• Amendment requires constitutional procedures 

• Remain in force unless constitutionally altered 

Statutory Rights 

• May be amended, limited, or repealed through the legislative process 

• Subject to change by the enacting legislature 

• Can vary between jurisdictions 

 
Scope of Application 
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Charter Rights 

• Apply to government action 

• Bind federal, provincial, and territorial authorities 

• Apply uniformly across Canada, subject to constitutional text 

Statutory Rights 

• Apply within the jurisdiction of the enacting body 

• May apply to public or private actors, depending on the statute 

• Often sector-specific or policy-specific 

 
Enforcement Mechanisms 

Charter Rights 

• Enforced through the courts 

• Claims brought under Section 24 of the Charter 

• Courts may declare laws of no force or effect 

Statutory Rights 

• Enforced through statutory mechanisms 

• May involve tribunals, regulators, or courts 

• Remedies are defined by the statute 

 
Limits and Overrides 

Charter Rights 

• Subject to reasonable limits under Section 1 

• Certain rights may be overridden temporarily under Section 33 

• Some rights are not subject to override 

Statutory Rights 

• Limited by the terms of the statute 

• Can be overridden or modified by subsequent legislation 

• Must remain consistent with constitutional limits 

 
Examples 

Charter Rights 
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• Freedom of expression 

• Right to vote 

• Protection against unreasonable search and seizure 

• Equality before and under the law 

Statutory Rights 

• Human rights protections under provincial codes 

• Employment standards 

• Consumer protections 

• Privacy rights established by legislation 

 
Relationship Between Charter and Statutory Rights 

Statutory rights operate within the constitutional framework established by the Charter. Where a 

statutory right conflicts with a Charter right, courts assess the statute for constitutional 

compliance. 

Statutory rights may extend protections beyond Charter guarantees but cannot reduce or negate 

Charter protections unless permitted by constitutional mechanisms. 

 
Appendix Purpose 

This appendix clarifies the distinction between constitutional and statutory rights in Canada. It is 

intended to support accurate legal understanding and prevent conflation of different sources of 

rights within Canadian law. 
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Appendix C: Charter Sections Mapped to Common Misconceptions 

 
Purpose 

This appendix identifies common misunderstandings about the Canadian Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms and maps them to the relevant Charter provisions. It clarifies what the Charter does 

and does not provide as a matter of constitutional law. 

 
Section 1 – Reasonable Limits 

Common Misconception 

Charter rights are absolute and cannot be limited. 

Charter Reality 

Section 1 explicitly permits reasonable limits on Charter rights where those limits are prescribed 

by law and demonstrably justified. 

 
Section 2 – Fundamental Freedoms 

Common Misconception 

Freedom of expression guarantees access to any platform or audience. 

Charter Reality 

Section 2 protects expression from unjustified government interference. It does not require 

governments or private entities to provide platforms or amplification. 

 
Sections 3–5 – Democratic Rights 

Common Misconception 

The Charter guarantees specific electoral outcomes or political representation. 

Charter Reality 

These sections guarantee participation in democratic processes, not particular political results. 

 

Section 6 – Mobility Rights 

Common Misconception 

Mobility rights prevent all residency or employment requirements. 
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Charter Reality 

Section 6 permits reasonable residency and employment limitations where constitutionally 

justified. 

 
Sections 7–14 – Legal Rights 

Common Misconception 

Legal rights prevent arrest, detention, or prosecution. 

Charter Reality 

These sections regulate how state power is exercised. They do not prohibit lawful enforcement or 

adjudication. 

 
Section 15 – Equality Rights 

Common Misconception 

Equality rights require identical treatment in all circumstances. 

Charter Reality 

Section 15 addresses discriminatory effects, not uniform treatment or guaranteed outcomes. 

 
Sections 16–23 – Language Rights 

Common Misconception 

The Charter requires bilingualism in all public and private settings. 

Charter Reality 

Language rights impose specific institutional obligations. They do not establish universal 

bilingual requirements. 

 
Section 24 – Remedies 

Common Misconception 

Any Charter breach automatically results in damages or invalidation of laws. 

Charter Reality 

Section 24 provides discretionary remedies that must be appropriate and just in the 

circumstances. 

 
Section 25 – Indigenous Rights Safeguard 
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Common Misconception 

Charter rights override Indigenous rights. 

Charter Reality 

Section 25 prevents Charter interpretation from derogating from constitutionally recognized 

Indigenous rights. 

 
Section 33 – Notwithstanding Clause 

Common Misconception 

Section 33 suspends the entire Charter. 

Charter Reality 

The clause applies only to specific rights, is time-limited, and does not affect democratic, 

mobility, language, or Indigenous rights. 

 
Charter Application Generally 

Common Misconception 

The Charter applies to all private interactions. 

Charter Reality 

The Charter regulates government action. Private conduct is governed by statutory and common 

law unless government authority is involved. 

 
Appendix Purpose 

This appendix is intended to clarify frequent misunderstandings about Charter operation and 

scope. It supports accurate reference use and complements the structural explanations provided 

in the main text. 
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Appendix D: Glossary of Constitutional Terms 

 

Aboriginal Rights 

Collective rights recognized and affirmed by Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982, arising 

from Indigenous peoples’ historical occupation, practices, and treaty relationships with the 

Crown. 

Charter 

The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, a constitutional document entrenched in the 

Constitution Act, 1982, that sets out specific rights and freedoms and constrains government 

action. 

Charter Infringement 

A government action or law that limits or interferes with a right protected by the Charter, subject 

to justification under constitutional standards. 

Citizen 

A person holding Canadian citizenship. Certain Charter rights, including democratic and some 

mobility rights, apply specifically to citizens. 

Collective Rights 

Rights held by a group rather than by individuals. In the Canadian constitutional context, 

Aboriginal and treaty rights are collective rights. 

Constitution Act, 1867 

The constitutional statute that established Canada’s federal system and divided powers between 

federal and provincial governments. 

Constitution Act, 1982 

The constitutional statute that patriated the Constitution, entrenched the Charter, and established 

a domestic amending formula. 

Constitutional Supremacy 

The principle that the Constitution of Canada is the supreme law of the country and prevails over 

all other laws. 

Delegated Authority 

Power exercised by an administrative body or entity under authority granted by legislation. 

Democratic Rights 

Charter rights related to voting, eligibility for office, and the operation of legislative bodies, set 

out in Sections 3–5. 
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Entrenched Rights 

Rights that are constitutionally protected and cannot be amended or removed by ordinary 

legislation. 

Equality Rights 

Rights set out in Section 15 of the Charter guaranteeing equality before and under the law and 

equal protection and benefit of the law without discrimination. 

Executive Action 

Actions taken by the Prime Minister, Cabinet, government departments, or administrative bodies 

in the exercise of governmental authority. 

Fundamental Freedoms 

Rights set out in Section 2 of the Charter, including freedom of expression, religion, association, 

and peaceful assembly. 

Government Action 

Legislative, executive, or administrative conduct carried out by federal, provincial, or territorial 

authorities, or by entities exercising governmental authority. 

Indigenous Peoples 

First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples recognized in the Constitution of Canada. 

Judicial Review 

The authority of courts to assess whether laws or government actions comply with the 

Constitution. 

Legal Rights 

Rights set out in Sections 7–14 of the Charter governing interactions between individuals and the 

state in enforcement and adjudicative contexts. 

Legislative Override 

The use of Section 33 of the Charter by a legislature to declare that a law operates 

notwithstanding certain Charter rights. 

Mobility Rights 

Rights set out in Section 6 of the Charter relating to entry into Canada, interprovincial 

movement, residence, and employment. 

Notwithstanding Clause 

Section 33 of the Charter, which allows legislatures to temporarily override certain Charter rights 

under defined conditions. 

Permanent Resident 

A non-citizen authorized to live in Canada on a permanent basis. Some Charter rights apply to 

permanent residents. 
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Prescribed by Law 

A requirement that a rights limitation be grounded in clear legal authority, such as legislation or 

regulation. 

Private Actor 

An individual or organization acting independently of government authority. The Charter does 

not generally apply to private actors. 

Reasonable Limits 

Limits on Charter rights permitted under Section 1 where they are prescribed by law and 

demonstrably justified. 

Remedy 

Relief granted by a court under Section 24 of the Charter to address a rights infringement. 

Section 1 

The Charter provision allowing reasonable limits on rights. 

Section 24 

The Charter provision establishing enforcement and remedies for rights infringements. 

Section 25 

The Charter provision ensuring that Charter rights are not interpreted to derogate from 

Indigenous rights. 

Section 33 

The Charter provision permitting legislative override of certain rights. 

Section 35 

The constitutional provision recognizing and affirming Aboriginal and treaty rights. 

Statutory Rights 

Rights created by legislation rather than the Constitution, subject to amendment or repeal 

through legislative processes. 

Treaty Rights 

Rights arising from treaties between Indigenous peoples and the Crown, recognized under 

Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982. 

 

Glossary Purpose 

This glossary defines terms as they are used within this document. Definitions are intended to 

support consistent understanding and reference use and do not replace statutory language, 

judicial interpretation, or professional legal guidance.  
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Disclaimer 

This document is provided for general informational and educational purposes only. It is 

intended to serve as a structural reference to the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and 

related constitutional provisions. 

This work does not constitute legal advice, legal opinion, or legal interpretation. Constitutional 

rights and their application depend on specific facts, statutory context, and judicial interpretation. 

Readers should not rely on this document as a substitute for professional legal counsel or 

authoritative legal sources. 

While care has been taken to ensure accuracy and neutrality, this document necessarily 

summarizes complex constitutional principles. It does not attempt to catalogue all case law, 

exceptions, or evolving judicial interpretations. 

Nothing in this document should be read as endorsing, opposing, or evaluating any policy, 

government action, judicial decision, or political position. References to rights, limits, or 

enforcement mechanisms are descriptive only. 

The omission of specific cases, perspectives, or applications does not imply a judgment 

regarding their importance or validity. This document is designed to clarify constitutional 

structure, not to resolve legal disputes or debates. 

Constitutional law is subject to change through judicial interpretation, legislative action, and 

constitutional amendment. Readers are encouraged to consult up-to-date legal sources when 

applying these principles in practice. 

 

 


