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“The Power of Our Voices- Survivors and Justice Professionals Together”  
                                                        June 1, 2016 
                                                   

                                Be the Peace Institute 
                Victims and Survivors of Crime Week, 2016   
 

                     REPORT: INSIGHTS AND DISCOVERIES    
                                      

 
Executive Summary 
 

Developed and hosted by the Be the Peace Institute -- in partnership with Second Story Women’s 
Centre, the Nova Scotia Barristers’ Society Equity and Access Office, and Bridgewater Police Services-- 
two events were held in Lunenburg County, Nova Scotia.  With funding from Justice Canada to mark 
Victims and Survivors of Crime Week, 2016, the theme of the events was The Power of Our Voices.  
 

Justice Canada’s purpose with this funding is to give victims and survivors a more effective voice in 
the criminal justice system, raise awareness about issues they face, the services available, and to 
acknowledge the work and dedication of service providers in assisting victims, survivors and their 
families. 
 

For Be the Peace Institute and partners, the events were an opportunity to fill a gap in the discourse 
about victims/survivors of gender-based violence, (specifically domestic, intimate partner and 
sexualized violence). The organizers sought to bring the power of the voices of survivors of gendered 
violence together with the voices and vantage points of justice professionals, as well as other service 
providers, advocates and interested citizens. Rarely have all these voices been aired together in 
mutual discovery, articulating divergent views, and also in exploring changes needed to achieve 
equal, dignified and unbiased access to justice for all.  
 

Through creating a mutually respectful, non-judging, non-blaming space, with safety parameters, and  
framed by a larger social context to which we are all subject, the vast majority of participants felt 
welcomed, acknowledged, and validated for their contribution to the discourse.  
 

The first event involved survivors crafting ways to share their stories through story, arts, song and 
poetry. These were presented both live and via video at the second event on June 1st attended by a 
diverse group of 75 people. This experience included survivor stories and perspectives of a panel of 
legal professionals and service providers, inclusive of Indigenous and African Nova Scotian 
perspectives. Small group discussions focused on the following questions: “What does justice look 
like for survivors of gendered violence?” and “What changes are needed to the current criminal 
justice system or as alternatives to it, to be more effective in meeting their needs?”  
 

Insights and Conclusions 
 

The following are key insights from the engagement:  
 

 It is possible to have challenging conversations across a spectrum of diverse vantage points and 
opinions with respectful discourse, mutual support in being heard and acknowledged. Even 
among survivors and legal professionals who sometimes feel like inadvertent adversaries, it is 
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possible to find much common ground. Skilled framing, setting aside judgment, blame and 
assumptions about ‘the other’, creating ‘safe enough’ spaces, providing supports and preparation 
for those exposing vulnerabilities, and honouring each individual’s right to choose to participate, 
are all prerequisites. Generative conversations can result that bridge differences, overcome 
discomfort and open minds and hearts. 
 

 Furthermore, these conversations MUST be had among all the people who have a stake in the 
complexities of gendered violence -- from survivors, to justice professionals, service providers, 
government, advocates and citizens, if we are to make real progress in achieving equitable access 
to justice for all.  Participants greatly appreciated that they were all invited to the table.  

 

 There was substantial, and in some ways surprising agreement in the room that the current 
criminal justice system is not serving most survivors well and in many instances re-traumatizes 
those most vulnerable.  Change is needed to better serve justice and accountability and many 
legal professionals readily acknowledge and care deeply about this, even as they fulfill their 
imperative to uphold established law.   

 

 Changes to current criminal justice processes may improve the outcomes for some, yet still be 
insufficient for the majority.  A wider range of options is needed that might include specialized 
courts with specialty-trained personnel, use of a restorative approach and practices, Aboriginal-
inspired circles, and other best practice models. Any of these needs to be resourced at adequate 
levels to ensure they solve rather than aggravate the problems.     

 

 Survivors need substantially more support in all realms. This would include both immediate and 
long term trauma-informed counseling, assurance of security and safety, legal representation and  
more comprehensive preparation for court proceedings.  Assistance with navigation of the 
system, understanding and aligning  expectations with realities, and the implications of various 
choices, is currently insufficient. The impact of trauma coupled with long time-lines for court 
proceedings means skilled and sustained services must be available for longer periods of time.  

 

 While trauma-informed practice is a beginning skill-set for legal professionals in Nova Scotia, 
gender myths and stereotypes persist at all levels. Further gender and trauma training is essential 
for all first responders and legal professionals to avoid re-traumatizing survivors as they proceed 
through justice system processes.    

 

 It is becoming abundantly clear that a multidisciplinary, collaborative, inclusive approach is 
absolutely essential in grappling with the complexities and depth of harm gendered violence 
creates for individuals, family units and communities.  Service providers with critical roles in 
preventing, addressing and remediating harms cannot be most effective when working in silos.  In 
the largest context this requires close collaboration among first responders, schools, counselours, 
health personnel, police, lawyers, courts, non-profit service providers, governments and 
communities.  
 

 It is essential that survivors from all racial, cultural and gender backgrounds be included as equal 
partners and primary sources of intelligence in vetting both new models and changes to the 
current system, as well as in evaluating the outcomes of system changes.  

 

 While the criminal justice system certainly does not set out to harm survivors who report 
gendered crimes, it often inadvertently-- through its very structure and principles-- creates 
negative outcomes no one intends.  Ultimately, “we all drink from the same sexist groundwater,” 
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(Siobhan Bennett, CEO of the Women's Campaign Fund on CBC radio). Given the social context of 
patriarchy, misogyny, colonialism and protection of white male privilege in virtually all our 
institutions and systems, it behooves all of us to mine and analyze our own biases, privilege, 
stereotypes, beliefs and judgments, and take action to address our own complicity in promoting 
the very patterns and results we say we don’t want.  

 
Purpose and Objectives 
 

The purpose of the initiative was to illuminate the experience(s) of survivors of gender-based 
violence, with and within, Nova Scotia’s justice system, and to do so through the uncommon process 
of bringing together in dialogue the voices of survivors with those of justice system professionals, 
victim advocates, service providers and interested citizens.  Rarely are all those vantage points in the 
room together. The intention was to facilitate a conversation predicated on respectful inclusion and 
diversity of perspectives in order to achieve a better understanding of the challenges, needs, 
limitations and changes needed for unbiased access to justice.   
 

The objectives were to:   
 

a) Develop a shared understanding of the need for changes in the criminal justice system to 
better serve the diverse needs of survivors of intimate partner, domestic and sexualized 
violence and their families, while acknowledging the support and committed assistance of 
advocates and justice workers. 

 

b) Collaboratively identify priorities and strategies for change 
 

c) Empower survivors, service providers, justice system professionals to use their voices and 
experiences to influence positive change. 

 

The Events 
 

Two events were hosted. One event engaged survivors in crafting ways to share their voices and 
experiences with a wider audience using story, arts, poetry, and a video created-- to be shared at the 
June 1st event. Seven survivors bravely agreed to participate in some way.  
 

The second community-based event on June 1st gathered approximately 75 people, including 
survivors, justice system workers, (lawyers, police, judges, court administrators, victim services, 
corrections), health/mental health workers, educators, and interested citizens. The agenda can be 
found in APPENDIX  A.  
 

A fundamental feature of the event was the sharing of multiple perspectives:   
 

 survivors’ first voice perspectives in song, poetry, arts, story 

 sharing from the Support Coordinator at Second Story Women’s Centre 

 a perspective from the legal system by Equity and Access Officer of the Nova Scotia Barristers’ 
Society 

 a panel discussion among professionals who work in the system or with survivors who have 
gone through the legal system, including those in Indigenous and racialized communities. 
Panelists included a local judge, a Mi’kmaw victim navigator, Legal Aid managing lawyer, a 
journalist, an African Nova Scotian social worker/consultant, and a chief crown attorney.  Each 



4 
 

panelist had opportunity to share their unique vantage point and then participate in a 
discussion moderated by mediator Suki Starnes.    

 

Small group conversations throughout the day considered the questions:  
 

 “What does justice look like for survivors of gender-based violence?” 

 “What, in the justice system response, needs to change?” 

 “Where are the opportunities and leadership for creating better access to just processes and 
outcomes for victims/survivors of gender-based violence?”  

 

Ideas were generated in three general categories:  

 changes to the existing system 

 alternatives to the existing system 

 ‘something else entirely’  
 

The response to the event was overwhelmingly positive for the breadth and diversity of perspectives, 
the honest conversation, respectful environment, how deeply people were affected, and an 
empowering and hopeful outcome.  Care was taken to talk about the challenging nature of the day 
and need for sensitivity to the people in any room (potentially 25%) who might have direct 
experience with relationship or sexual violence regardless of their position or profession.  A quiet 
corner was designated for anyone who might want to step out for a time, and identified counselours 
in the room and afterward for anyone to access as needed. Subsequent to the event, a few people 
said they had to leave the room at a point because of the emotions arising, and one dealt on their 
own with a trigger over the following several days. In feedback forms and the closing circle 
reflections, participants described their experience of the event most often as informative, 
enlightening, empowering, emotional, hopeful, thought-provoking and inspiring.  

 
Pre-event Surveys 
 

Participants who registered in advance were invited to complete a brief survey to solicit their 
perspectives and aspirations for the event. Fifteen (15) surveys were returned to the organizers prior 
to the event and the results compiled anonymously and collated according to themes.    
 

Most (though not all) seemed to have experience with or opinions about how the criminal justice 
system is working for survivors of gender-based violence.  A summary of the responses to the 5 
questions are below— with more detail available in APPENDIX  B.  
 

It is worth noting that most of the issues raised in the pre-event surveys also were raised during the 
events in the various discussion forums.   
The pre-event survey questions and summarized responses:  
 

1. In what ways is the justice system working well for survivors of relationship or sexualized 
violence?  

 

While there were specific mentions of things that are working well for survivors, e.g., Sexual Assault 
Nurse Examiner programs, the High Risk Case Coordination Protocol, better training for police, almost 
all respondents said they did not think the justice system was working well, if at all, for the vast 
majority of survivors; one claiming it was a “spectacular failure” in practice.  The issues they identified 
are well-known and well-documented, e.g., survivors not being believed, feeling re-traumatized, 



5 
 

humiliated, silenced, unprotected, and treated as if they themselves were on trial.  The criminal 
justice system was described as “the wrong tool for the job in all but a very small number of 
instances,” where the victim is capable of advocating for themselves in navigating the system, or in 
the very rare circumstances where clear corroboration by witnesses meets the burden of proof 
‘beyond a reasonable doubt.’  
 

2. What do you think are the 3 key issues/impacts for survivors in their experience with the justice 
system? 
 

The most frequently cited issues were: inadequate protection for the safety of survivors; inadequate 
resources for support/counseling throughout the justice process and in its aftermath for dealing with 
the long-term traumatic impacts of violence; insufficient help in understanding, navigating, and 
managing expectations of the justice system; persistent and pervasive victim-blaming and judgments 
of being ‘crazy’, especially if the accused is an RCMP officer or other prominent man, or in the harsh 
treatment by investigators or cross-examination by defense counsel that re-traumatizes the victim 
who then feels like they are the ones on trial.  Other issues in the court process were also noted, such 
as having to tell one’s story over and over, long timelines in processing cases, having one’s credibility 
destroyed, testifying in the presence of the accused-- all potentially extremely traumatizing and 
psychologically damaging.   

 

 

3. What areas need the most attention or change to make experiences for survivors more 
dignified, just or sensitive to survivors’ needs?   

 

More compassionate and trauma-informed responses by first responders (police, EHS, physicians, 
nurses) and the availability of immediate and ongoing supportive counseling/navigation assistance 
are primary needs.  Specialized courts and/or police investigators, crown prosecutors and judges with  
specialized training in domestic/intimate partner violence and trauma-informed practice, were seen 
as significant needs, as were alterations to court practices to minimize trauma and replication of 
emotional abuse survivors have already experienced.  Further exploration of what would constitute a 
satisfactory and “just” response should include: consideration of alternatives to court or criminal 
justice processes, including restorative approaches; increasing availability, funding for and 
standardization of men’s intervention programs; and resources for victims for re-location to escape 
predatory and violent partners while   rebuilding their lives and employment options.  From one 
respondent, “Non-profits that provide support services to survivors of intimate partner abuse is the 
singular most important support that prevented me from committing suicide after I fled an abusive 
(RCMP) spouse… providing support to diminish and ameliorate further deterioration of mental health. 
These were the ONLY and the PRIMARY supports available to me. This is where more monies and 
supports should be concentrated within the justice system at large in Canada.” 
 

4. What are the 3 most important questions we can consider at this event? 
 

Respondents very much wanted to bring a “human” voice to the complexities of this issue, both for 
survivors, and also for understanding the challenges of justice system professionals, in order to find 
common areas of concern and pathways for change. How to create better supports for survivors and 
modify system practices to better reach justice in the long term was an important question; as was 
asking survivors what they want/need from the justice system, considering whether the system can  
provide it, and if so, how can it do so with less trauma and more dignity? And if not, what alternatives 
exist for protecting, supporting and bringing justice to survivors while ensuring accountability and 
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deterrence for offenders? And how can we keep the lines of communication open between 
victims/survivors and justice professionals in the process of figuring that out?  And ultimately how 
can we ensure the successful re-integration of survivors, women, children into a level playing field 
within society at large?  

 

5. What do you hope will be experienced or accomplished by the end of this event?   
 

Respondents were looking forward to opening up conversation/dialogue and having greater 
understanding, connection, co-operation among both individuals and the systems involved.  Survivors 
being seen, heard, witnessed, believed and respected was paramount.  They sought to understand 
the challenges survivors face, including those in minority groups, what works and what doesn’t, as 
well as hearing from people in the system who are caring and compassionate and also want to 
further understand those challenges.  Respondents hoped for specific action(s), practical solutions 
and/or alternatives to address the issues identified through the event; a shared “list” of changes that 
can be made now, and in the short-term and long-term. 
 

 
The Social Context 
 

Participants were quite articulate in identifying the social contexts and consequences that entrench 
and perpetuate not only violence against women, but also the array of responses to survivors that 
disempower and marginalize them, and particularly if they are people of African Nova Scotian, 
Indigenous or immigrant descent. The legal process is not equal to all people.  
 

Participants identified long histories of patriarchy, colonialism and protection of white male privilege 
that continue to reflect gender and race inequality in many spheres of life. Such historical and socio-
cultural inequality disadvantages women economically, places undue burden on women as single 
heads of households or for protection of children where a male family figure is abusive, and 
negatively impacts women as they age. 

 

Respondents noted that as long as the misogyny underlying sexual violence is accepted or tolerated 
by society, and attitudes that associate shaming and blaming with sexual violence persist, we are 
unlikely to make real progress. So many questions arose that warrant deep exploration beyond the 
scope of 1-day events, such as the following:   

 “How do we prevent gendered violence?” 

 “How do we get good programming to youth, and especially for boys on healthy masculinity?” 

 “What role does/could community play?” 

 “What can be done at institutional levels within all systems in Canada, (education, religious 
institutions, taxation laws, marriage, judicial system) for survivors to regain their power and 
rightful place in society?”  

 “How could we hold perpetrators of misogyny and violence accountable for the harm they 
wreak on society- perpetrators who operate with impunity? Can anything be done?” 

 

The long-term impacts of these societal forces, coupled with failures in the criminal justice system 
means the vast majority of victims of gender-based violence are reluctant to disclose or report, and 
offenders who escape accountability feel empowered to continue violent and misogynist behavior.   
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Pathways for Change 
 

Through a variety of small group discussions at the June 1st event, participants were asked to consider 
what needs to change in the current criminal justice system, or as alternatives to the current system, 
or any other innovative ideas for a better system response.  The array of ideas are summarized below 
in 2 categories.   
 

Changes to the current criminal justice system:  
 

Collaborative safety planning, investigations and support were seen as important elements of a 
survivor-centred response.  These would require coordination among professionals/organizations, 
managing consent from the survivor for sharing of information, (similar to current parameters for the 
High Risk Case Conferencing).  This would ideally provide the time, support and expertise to develop  
individualized ‘treatment plans,’ mobilize community/family supports, minimize re-traumatizing 
victims by requiring they retell their story multiple times to different service providers, and offer 
navigation of options and potential impacts of each on the survivor and their family.  This type of 
“Hub Model” could also deal with upstream issues and enact best practices in collaborative case 
management all the way along.   
  

Adopting successful models/best practices from other courts (family courts, therapeutic courts with a 
court-monitored approach, specialized DV courts), were offered as examples of better responses that 
should be expanded.  
  

Participants were very surprised to learn the victim does not have their own legal counsel in court, as 
distinct from the role of the Crown Prosecutor in presenting the case.  Insufficient preparation, 
understanding and expectations of the entire court process could be remedied through legal aid 
counsel provided for victims, equivalent to that of offenders, (Ontario has shown some leadership in 
this).   
 

Other ideas included:  

 Adjustments to court processes to minimize re-traumatizing, eg., avoid requiring the victim to 
face the accused in a courtroom; accompaniment to ones vehicle after court, etc.  
 

 Dedicated, specialized crown prosecutors, police, judges – adequately trained (to understand 
trauma impacts on perceived credibility of the victim, the patterns and manipulations 
characteristic of abusive relationships, etc.), and adequately resourced to pursue essential 
witnesses and multiple avenues for accountability of offenders 
 

 More collaboration between crown and defense to pursue “just” solutions that include 
ongoing safety of victim/family/children.  
 

 How can the survivor-- instead of only the perpetrator/accused – be assumed to be, and 
treated as, innocent until proven guilty? 

  

 Ensuring the safety of victims, eg., accompaniment by police to retrieve belongings, no-
contact orders that can be enforced, with follow-through on all breeches, (by mail, e-mail, 
phone, text, as well as in-person) and potentially pre-emptive incarceration as needed, 
(Duluth Model).   
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 Changes to the criminal code to include “domestic terrorism” (researcher, Michael Johnson) - 
the systematic psychological/emotional abuse and implied threat of violence used to control 
the victim.  
 

 Uniform application and consistent enforcement of current laws regarding cross-examination, 
Rape Shield laws, etc.    
 

 Trauma-informed training as integral in professional schools for police, lawyers, judges, social 
workers, counselours and first responders. Their first reaction/response to a survivor can 
affect the course of her/his life.  
 

 More resources for non-profit community based organizations providing counseling and 
support (women’s centres and men’s intervention programs) 

 

Alternatives to the current criminal justice system:  
 

It is clear from the conversations that survivors need and deserve greater choice and options for 
pursuing justice for themselves, their families and their offenders, and that credible research and 
experience exists to inform these possibilities. It begs the questions:  What is the remedy or repair a 
survivor seeks?  Can the justice system provide it? If not, what other structures or processes can offer 
a possibility of that?   
 

A restorative approach and practices should become a viable option within certain clearly defined 
parameters. Ideas included Aboriginal-informed processes and technologies, such as healing and 
sentencing circles with the empowerment that comes from survivors regaining voice, choice and 
agency. These and a range of other restorative processes, which focus on acknowledging and 
repairing the harms done, must take into consideration a range of key elements, including:  

 a safe space for survivor participation 

 skilled and trauma-informed facilitation 

 screening/assessment of readiness to participate with a period of individual therapeutic work 
prior to coming together 

 attention to power differentials that may preclude safe engagement 

 involvement of the broader family/community and the impact of the harms on them   
 

Beyond these, participants posed deeper social remedies that included resources in educating  
children and youth, and ongoing youth focus on healthy relationships;  gatherings of men to explore 
healthy masculinity and men serving as role models to younger men/boys; boys learning how to be a 
“good guy” and not leaving that to social media. One current example is Sir John A. MacDonald High 
School’s initiative to become a trauma-informed school. 
 

 
Outcomes and Evaluation 
 

In the closing circle, more than half the total participants remained. Each person had opportunity to 
share a reflection or what stood out for them from the day, (there was also the option to ‘pass.’) 
What was shared was heartfelt and hopeful. Some excerpts: 

 “Very inspiring! Never talked about sexualized violence and intimate partner violence so 
honestly and respectfully before.” 

 “The coming together of ‘both sides’; amazed at the good discussion, honest and in a 
respectful manner.” 
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 “Really enjoyed the panel- I hear women’s stories every day, but today really got me.” 

 “Incredible opportunity before us; a definite readiness and engagement to see change.” 

 “Humbled to be part of this process and by the vulnerability and courage of everyone in the 
room, by opportunity to hear victims’ voices – gives me new hope.”  

 “Impressed with survivor bravery and participation of police force. So many remained all day.” 

 “Very powerful for me to be here.”    

 “My heart is still hurting.” 

 “Great organization, emotion, direction to my work.” 

 “Appreciate inclusion and diversity of the day- of gender, position, perspectives, voices.” 
    

Forty-five feedback/reflection forms were returned at the event, summarized below. Detail is 
available in APPENDIX  C.  
 

Participants described the event most often as informative, enlightening, educational, empowering, 
motivating, exciting and inspiring, even as others used the terms challenging, unsettling, thought-
provoking.  
 

Learnings that were shared involved understanding the criminal justice system better, eg., that victim 
services is only provided when there is a criminal charge, that survivors do not have their own legal 
counsel in court, (as distinct from the role of the crown prosecutor), that victims have different 
expectations of the system and what it can accomplish, and that there are legal professionals in the 
system who do understand and care, are trauma-informed, and are also human. Many mentioned 
restorative processes and ‘Aboriginal-informed’ circles that can have a positive impact. They learned 
of new services and agencies, that the women’s movement is instrumental in change, that language 
has power,( e.g., in the media), and can re-victimize, and that there is so much more to learn.   
 

Participants were surprised by the diversity of perspectives, the participation of so many from the 
legal profession and their level of compassion, and the amount of support and agreement about the 
need for change.  They cited the powerful feelings that arose, and how many people in the room 
were directly affected by abuse.    
 

Many wrote about how critical it is to network with other disciplines and professions, and that a 
multi-agency, collaboration approach and engagement between survivors and professionals is 
essential as we search for new ideas, connections, solutions.    
 

Also important among the outcomes were that survivors felt validated, acknowledged and supported 
in the need for more resources and more effective forms of support, counseling, navigation, in the 
short and long term. A number of participants mentioned the impact on their work and how to 
incorporate more trauma-informed and restorative approaches. 
 

Many mentioned the format of the day with the balance of information and discussion; survivors’ 
perspectives with an impressive panel of professionals; conversation with arts and creativity; variety 
and diversity.    
 

In a debrief session with survivors who shared at the event, there was a sense of validation, (“that I 
am not crazy”), empowerment, and the “opportunity to do something worthwhile in recovery.” They 
were surprised so many people wanted to speak with them after their sharing, and were so 
compassionate toward them. Other quotes from them:  

 “Being at this event, it’s like putting the pieces of a puzzle together. It’s finally making a little 
bit of sense out of what was non-sensible, this many years later, because I have this support.”  
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 ”All of a sudden, it’s okay to talk about it, and an important opportunity to build a 
replacement experience.”  

 “Meeting such diverse people, the men there who stayed, whatever continues in this 
exchange, in this face to face, it helps me feel more empowered.” 

 “Even though it’s uncomfortable, I would rather hear it- it’s the silence that exploits and 
shames… I can only see greater good, the more things are exposed.”  

 “Whatever BTPI is doing- this is a good thing, and I need more of it! BTPI needs to continue to 
have these courageous events, forums.”  

 

Conclusion 
 

The events hosted for Victims and Survivors of Crime Week were successful in meeting their 
objectives and fulfilled an important need in our community.  Being inclusive of all who have a stake 
in the issue, bringing diverse voices together, creating respectful space for challenging and 
uncomfortable conversations, greatly enhanced peoples’ understanding of not only survivor’s 
experiences with the justice system, but a greater appreciation for those who work in justice, and the 
potential changes desperately needed.  
 
With thanks to our partners, and to Justice Canada for the funding to host this experience. 
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APPENDIX A:   AGENDA 
 

  “The Power of Our Voices- Survivors and Justice Professionals Together” 
                                        June 1, 2016          8:30 am – 4:00 pm 
                                                               AGENDA 

 

8:30 am        Welcome, Purpose, Opening/Context 
Songs by Mary Knickle and Hodgepodge                              

 
9:15 am A Survivor Perspective and A System Perspective     
                       A “survivor lens”- Sally Hutchinson, Support Coordinator, Second Story Women’s 
Centre 
  A perspective from the legal system- Emma Halpern, Equity and Access Officer,  
                                                                                             Nova Scotia Barristers’ Society  

 9:35 am Voices of Survivors- In story and arts 

 
10:05 am Nutrition break 
 

10:20 am Small Group Conversation/Activity- “What does justice look like for survivors?”  

 

11:00 am      Panel of Diverse Voices- Key Messages   
 Ingrid Brodie, Chief Crown Attorney, Western Region 

 Judge Paul Scovil, Bridgewater 

 Cathy Benton, QC, Legal Aid 

 Robert Wright, MSW therapist, consultant 

 Denise John, Victim Support Navigator, Mi’kmaw Native Friendship Centre, 
former RCMP officer 

 Lezlie Lowe, journalist  

 
11:40 am      Panel questions/discussion  

  

12:30 pm      LUNCH   
 

1:15 pm       Songs by The Raging Grannies 
 

1:30 pm       Open conversations and idea generation 

“What needs to change?  Where are the opportunities and leadership for creating  
better access to just processes and outcomes for victims/survivors?”               

 

2:45   Convergence and sharing- capturing ideas and themes  
 

3:20 pm  Closing circle/reflections 
 

4:00 pm      End  
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APPENDIX  B:   PRE-EVENT SURVEY FINDINGS 
 

 
The following questions were sent by e-mail to those who registered for the event. Sixteen were 
returned.   
 

1.  In what ways is the justice system working well for survivors of relationship or  
     sexualized violence?  
 

The majority of respondents claimed little evidence/experience that the system is working for 
survivors in any capacity, or at all.  The law, termed a ‘blunt stick’ is not designed for “he said, she 
said” situations, which often lack witnesses.  The court process was cited as often traumatic for the 
few cases that reach this point, and our approach to sexual assault described as “a spectacular 
failure” in practice.  
 

When the system does work, it’s for a limited few, who are comfortable with and capable of 
advocating for themselves and navigating the system or when the incident both “fits” into the 
adversarial nature of the court system and also is witnessed by others, which is rare enough that the 
system does not work for a vast majority of cases. 
 

Parts that DO work well are the High Risk Case Coordination Protocol Framework; SANE responses; 
better training for police; victims registering with Correctional Services to receive information during 
the offender’s sentence; and when justice system professionals listen and answer to evidence of 
neglectful or unhelpful behaviour.    
 

2.  What do you think are the 3 key issues/impacts for survivors in their experience  
     with the justice system? 

 

The most frequently cited issues were:  
-  Inadequate protections for victims’ safety/security, peace bonds being insufficient and routinely 
breeched;   
 

-  Inadequate support/counseling that should be instituted from the beginning of a justice process, 
with much better preparation of a victim for court processes and what to expect, assistance in 
navigating the system requirements, and continuing throughout the justice process and post-trial 
recovery.  Lack of funding to those who help the most-- women’s centres—was cited as a significant 
issue. 
 

-  Respondents felt victims are treated with a lack of respect, dignity and intelligence, with victim-
blaming being persistent and pervasive both in investigation phase and in cross-examination by 
defense counsel. Victim experiences include not being heard or believed, and being deemed “crazy” 
(especially if the accused is an RCMP officer or prominent person). 
 

-  A common refrain was how the investigative and court processes re-traumatize, humiliate and 
dehumanize the victim. This ranged from unhelpful responses by police or other first-responders, to 
having to tell one’s story over and over again, and strategies employed in cross-examination designed 
to destroy credibility, intimidate and use past behavior against the victim; treating the victim more 
like a perpetrator.  The onus of proof on the victim was described as an unfair burden since it is 
frequently impossible to achieve the standard of proof required. Testifying in front of the accused  
can be threatening and psychologically damaging, and having defense lawyers make arguments for 
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perpetrator’s innocence replicates the emotional abuse and disbelief victims have already 
experienced.    
 

-   Logistical realities, including lack of timeliness in processing DV cases, and only 8:30am- 4:30pm 
access to government-based services.  
 
The long-term impacts of failures in the system are greater reluctance for victims to report, and 
offenders who escape accountability are empowered to continue violent and misogynist behavior.   

 

3. What areas need the most attention or change to make experiences for survivors  
    more dignified, just or sensitive to survivors’ needs?   
 

 Responses of first responders (police, EHS, physicians/nurses) immediately after the incident 
need to be sensitive, trauma-informed and supportive 

 Immediate availability of a support person/advocate/navigator to: 
o Explain what is happening and offer options 
o Educate about what to expect from the system and about long-term supports in the 

community 
o Improve understanding about what the survivor has to do for the court 

 Assistance to victims for re-location to escape predatory and violent spouses to include 
financial, socio-emotional, training/education/employment assistance due to loss of 
income/employment when fleeing 

 The Court system: 
o Minimizing the amount of times that a victim/survivor must tell their story, from the 

time that charges are laid up to and including the court processes  
o The justice system is fundamentally grounded in adversarial antagonism, the very 

problem it is put forward as the solution to… 
o … in which it is a positive, virtuous thing to destroy the victim’s credibility   
o Specifically DV trained and knowledgeable Crown Attorneys to manage DV cases. 
o Specialized Sexual Assault courts with customized court processes where all involved 

are trauma-informed and where there are professionals/court support workers 
present and on-sight to support victims/survivors at all times  

o More pre-trial prep AND post-trial support/assistance 

 Testifying in court 

o Shouldn't have to see or hear the perpetrator in court or be cross examined in 

courtroom, give testimony at different times  
o We need better ways to cross-examine the witness, ones which do not place blame or 

guilt on victims/survivors 
o Not to make the survivors to feel they are the guilty one and they have to prove 

otherwise 
o Feeling respected as an actor, not being "just a victim." Being "somebody" who has a 

life to live, things to offer, things to do, to become  
 

 Men’s intervention programs- greater numbers of, and a standardized approach, to address 
the perpetrators’ behaviours and issues. 
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 Alternatives to court processing of/justice system intervention in DV cases where the victim is 
not interested in proceeding through the formal justice system and the accountability of the 
perpetrators can be still be achieved.  
 

 Venue and forum for victim impact statements to be made public (if chosen by victim) and 
response to statements by the Crown as restorative justice. 
 

 Venue/forum to bring perpetrator of violence and victim(s) together with supervision and 
support, (may not happen immediately could be years later).  
 

 Further exploration of what would constitute a satisfactory and “just” response 
 

4.  What are the 3 most important questions we can consider at this event? 
 

 How can we bring a “human” voice to the complexities… 
o … survivors face when they enter the criminal justice system? Their stories, 

experiences in the justice system, how have they felt about it?  
o … in the experiences of criminal justice professionals that prevent them from 

approaching survivors with compassion and a trauma-informed “lens”? 

 Where are the common areas of concern and where are the points that we can imagine 
change happening? 

 For survivors:  

o How can survivors be seen as credible, not crazy.  
o How do we create supports in and around the system to best support survivors 

immediately and modify the system to better reach justice in the long term? 
 

 Is the adversarial court system the best response?  
o Is it meeting the needs of survivors of relationship or sexualized violence? 
o How can we honor and respect the needs of victims/survivors by asking What they   

need/want from the system? What do they want to see happen?  
o What is the justice system, as it is currently operating, actually provide for them?   
o What role should the justice system be playing?  
o Where does it fit in the spectrum of services survivors need? 
o Can we imagine better responses? What examples currently exist?   
o How can we make it a more dignified response that doesn’t replicate the trauma and 

builds trauma-informed supports into the system?  
o How could the "holding the abusers accountable" be a HEALING experience for 

survivors?  And Justice as a system that heals society?  
o How to offer more support and 100% availability of support throughout the process.  
o Can there be a role for both justice and mediation? 
o How to support the changes to happen? 

 How can we keep the lines of communication open between victims/survivors and 
professionals? 

 How do we help those outside the system (media, citizens) understand their role in fostering 
justice? 

 In the aftermath of relationship violence:  
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o What can be done to offset the financial losses to women caught up in the aftermath 
and recovery from domestic abuse and originally as a result of violations to the Act of 
Marriage by non-compliant and abusive partners? 

o How can we address and ensure the successful re-integration of survivors women, 
children into a level playing field within society at large?  

 

5. What do you hope will be experienced or accomplished by the end of this  
    event?   

 

A. Opening up conversation/dialogue 
B. Survivors being seen, heard, witnessed, believed and respected.  
C. Greater understanding of: 

o The experiences, issues and needs facing survivors of relationship or sexualized 
violence in the justice system  

o Different experiences and perspectives of minority groups 
o What helps and what does not 
o As victims/survivors we have rights and dignity that requires respect in all aspects of 

the legal process  
o That the legal process is not equal to all people.  

 

D. Identify ideas/preliminary plans/a shared course of action that honors and respects survivors’ 
needs with : 

o Specific action(s), practical solutions and/or alternatives to address the issues 
identified through this event  

o A shared “list” of changes that can be made now, and in the short-term and long-term 
 

E. Greater understanding, connection, cooperation between: 
o Individual participants   
o Systems  
o The challenges survivors face when they are traumatized and must deal with a system 

that does not make accommodations for that, and the people in the system who are 
caring and compassionate and understand those challenges  
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APPENDIX  C:  FEEDBACK 
 

       “The Power of Our Voices: Survivors and Justice Professionals Together”     June 1, 2016                                               

                                         Feedback/Reflections 
 

Feedback and reflections were compiled from the closing circle, in-person comments at the event, 
and in the feedback forms returned. The responses were overwhelmingly positive.  Forty-five 
feedback forms, with 7 sentence-completion questions, were returned at the event. Results are 
paraphrased here in participants’ own words.     
 

Three words I would use to describe this event:  
 

The words most commonly used (30 citations) to describe the event were “informative,” 
“enlightening,” and “educational.”  Also used frequently to describe the event were “empowering,” 
“motivating,” “encouraging,” “hopeful,” “exciting” and “inspiring.”  Participants also found the 
experience emotional, challenging, unsettling, thought-provoking and impactful. Given the subject 
matter we were also pleased to see words like “authentic,” “real,” “respectful,” “productive,” 
“supportive,” “transparent,” “meaningful” and “worthwhile.”    
 

I learned that … 
  

Change within the current justice system is both needed and possible in realistic, implementable 
ways, and that ‘I am not alone’ in feeling this way.  Many working within the system concur with this, 
although there are still those stuck in a ‘nothing’s going to change’ mode.  
 

Several people mentioned that thinking outside the box and collaboration among all parties involved 
is absolutely necessary to tackle the complexity of these issues- an interdisciplinary approach to 
involve lawyers, police, therapists, social workers, doctors, teachers, regulatory bodies, etc.  

 

Some learned that every victim has different expectations, and solutions need to be as diverse as the 
victims. While there was a comment that alternatives like restorative justice may not be effective, 
several mentioned learning that Aboriginal informed processes and technologies are being reclaimed, 
have a place in moving forward in our justice and healing, and the Mi’kmaw Legal Support Network 
uses pro-healing circles outside the criminal justice system where offenders are held accountable, 
elders have a key role, and “social accountability” to the community is powerful. 
 

Others learned that:  
 

 Language has real power 

 First contact with a defense lawyer is in jail cells and they sometimes feel they are aiding in 
cycle of abuse 

 Lawyers can be trauma-informed in their work (judges should be too); and this needs to be 
part of the education of so many other professions 

 I’m still frustrated 

 Women’s movement is instrumental in leveling power and helpful in considering ways to 
reform legal system 

 There are agencies/services I did not know about 

 I have much to learn 
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 Be the Peace Institute exists and is awesome  
 

I was surprised by … 
 

 The well balanced agenda and the amount of support and agreement from diverse 
perspectives that the current system isn’t working 
 

 The participation of many from the legal profession, (not just social services), their level of 
compassion; and a judge willing to sit on a panel.   

 

 How little I know about the victim’s experience 
 

 The lack of support for victims within the court system, eg., victim services is only offered if 
you’re part of a criminal process; we seem to support the accused more than the victims. 
Some were also surprised the victim does not get their own legal counsel or that the Crown 
can disagree with the victim. 

 

 How many people are concerned and the level of thought already put into this.  The openness 
to change in the room, willingness to share and the appetite to collaborate.  
 

 The powerful feelings that arose, and the amount of women here today who have been 
directly affected by abuse and the number of survivors willing to speak  

 

One way my perspective has shifted is…  
 

Realizing how critical it is to network with other disciplines and professions and the need to look at 
big picture/alternative solutions to achieve desired outcomes for clients.  Survivors want more 
options with the possibility of Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR), healing circles, use of a trauma-
informed lens to approach issues.   
 
Having a better understanding of the struggles survivors face, that survivors want to be validated, I 
will be thinking more about them. We need better language and a better understanding of how 
language can re-victimize; less black and white thinking. 
 

There are many caring people in the system; police are human too – less resentment. 
Others wrote:  

 I feel heard, connected and witnessed and that I have something to offer to the conversation 

 Justice system is about “the law”, not about justice 

 My heart is hurting still 
 

The most important outcomes from this event are… 
 

Most frequently mentioned were networking; hearing from multiple disciplines; collaboration;  
engagement between survivors and professionals; having honest conversations; and the motivation 
to work together to make change and bring humanity to the “systems.”  A multi-agency approach 
was mentioned frequently, with public awareness to be integrated into the conversations and search 
for alternatives; new ideas and connections.   
 

Also prominent was validation of victims and advocacy for more resources for support earlier in the 
process, for those in crisis, and to inform them of options and alternatives.  
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Increased education, (also on Aboriginal issues), awareness, learning about the justice system and 
becoming more informed about DV in the community were mentioned by several participants; the 
changing of society, culture and better community response, including  cultural sensitivity for judges, 
lawyers, police, crown. Thinking more about language, and people realizing this is a real, tangible 
issue that one cannot shy away from. But many left with a feeling of hope. 
 

I am challenged to…  
 

Participants cited dedicating specific aspects of their work to support survivors of violence; 
advocating for change in the treatment of survivors; applying and maintaining support for alternative 
(restorative) approaches; and working in a more trauma-informed way. They are challenged to 
communicate more with colleagues and partners and broaden perspectives. Many said they would 
like to continue or be more involved in this work for change.  

 

Comments about the format, facilitation, speakers ranged from good to challenging to 

excellent to amazing, knowledgeable, powerful, diverse and brave;  with particular mention of the 
multi-media, variation, very good balance between: system and survivors’ perspective; information 
and discussion, music and art; in a non-judgmental/non-blaming space.  And of the issues raised, 
most said they were important, challenging, thoughtful, inspiring and timely.  
 
Some final quotes:  
 

“One of the best events I’ve attended.” 
 

“It was immensely powerful and the format was so thoughtful, with the balance of system/survivor 
perspective, information and music, discussion and art.”  
 

“Participants needed to be better prepared to understand their own biases before hearing survivors.”   
 

“I thought it was tremendous. It was very personally impactful for me (I'm a survivor) and I needed to 
take a few breaks to pull myself together, but I was riveted during the survivor stories and film, and 
also during the panel discussion. Kudos on pulling together such a strong group and thank you… for 
your work. I'm really excited to see what BTPI does next.” 
 


