Response to:
Moving Forward on a Strategy to Address Gender-Based Violence (Agency Feedback)
Summary
The Ontario Coalition of Rape Crisis Centres (OCRCC) thanks Ministry of Community and Social
Services and the Ministry of the Status of Women for the invitation to respond to Moving Forward
on a Strategy to Address Gender-Based Violence (Agency Feedback).
OCRCC believes that a gender-based analysis of violence is critical to fulsomely understanding
how certain issues or barriers impact different populations – women and men, girls and boys, and
diverse groups within these populations – differently. Specifically, OCRCC’s submission identifies
that gendered violence cannot be divided from a broader context – one in which the victimsurvivor, the violation itself (or threat of it), and the offender exist in a larger system of social
norms, values and relations. Ontario’s It’s Never Okay: An Action Plan to Stop Sexual Violence
and Harassment notes that “attitudes towards women, men, relationships and rape that are sexist
[and] misogynist” have “had the effect of downplaying sexual violence” and other forms of
gendered violence —and informing related problems such as high prevalence, low reporting and
access barriers for survivor-victims1. Likewise, the World Health Organization agrees that many
prevailing societal attitudes justify, tolerate, normalize and minimize sexual violence against
women, girls1 and other populations.
Specific responses to Agency Feedback Questions occur on page 3-10 of this submission.
Introduction
We believe that violence cannot be separated from a broader context – one in which the victimsurvivor, the offender, and the violation itself (or threat of the violation) exist in a larger system of
social norms, relations and inequities. This includes social differences informed by gender, race,
age, socioeconomic class and other social locations.
Consider, for example:
 A 2011 summary on police reported crime, which found that sexual crimes were by far the
most common offence committed against girls1
 Women and young women from marginalized racial, sexual and socioeconomic groups are
more vulnerable to being targeted for sexual violence2
 Over 80% of those who are sexually assaulted do not report due to humiliation or fear of revictimization in the legal process3,4.
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Certainly, sexual violence is a crime: an act in violation of the Criminal Code of Canada5. The
impacts of sexual violence can also be understood via a trauma and health framework: an
awareness of violence and abuse in women’s lives, critical for “understanding mental illness and for
assisting women in recovering and maintaining wellness”6.
However, we also advocate for a strong systemic understanding of sexual violence, which clearly
grasps and articulates the role that social inequity, social location, and socially-constructed barriers
contribute to the problem of violence in our communities. Understandings of sexual violence ought to
be rooted in a socially-contextualized analysis of violence7. This includes a recognition of
widespread societal sexual assault myths and misconceptions that function to minimize sexual
assault and its impact on victim-survivors8; and a recognition that gender, race, age and other social
determinants influence the targets of sexual violence, the perpetrators, and helping resources
available to survivors9. A gender-based violence framework supports this understanding.

About Us
The Ontario Coalition of Rape Crisis Centres (OCRCC) works toward the prevention and eradication
of sexual assault. The Coalition recognizes that violence against women is one of the strongest
indicators of prevailing societal attitudes towards women. Our membership includes sexual assault
centres from across of Ontario, offering counselling, information and support services to survivors of
sexual violence. We represent 29 English-language sexual assault centres in Ontario that offer:
 Face-to-face counselling
 A 24-hour crisis line: Over a one-year period, the Ministry of the Attorney General found that
Ontario’s 41 English-language and Francophone SAC agencies responded to 50,000 crisis
line calls
 Group counselling
 Hospital, police reporting & court accompaniment
 Social awareness: for example, Take Back The Night, Sexual Assault Awareness Month,
and December 6
 Public education program to educate students, professionals and community members about
sexual violence and sexual violence prevention
 Information on the legal system, community resources and strategies for coping
 Information and support for partners, families and friends of survivors
Conventional biomedical understandings of trauma and mental health often do not account for the
fact that “women and minorities experience different crime patterns, prejudice and bigotry” and other
inequities, and that these experiences “lead to different life stresses and ways of coping”10. Even
where attempts are made within a medicalized framework to address the intersections of violence
with sexism, racism, ableism and other components of social location, it is often at a superficial level.
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Certainly, these limitations to conventional approaches have implications for survivors of sexual
violence.
Feminist-identified anti-violence support, such as counselling and advocacy for survivors of violence,
were developed many years ago “as a reaction to the insufficiency and ill-fittingness of psychiatric
and psychological responses to women’s experiences of violence and social inequity.” This
understanding is concrete example of a gender-based violence understanding (and willingness to
better understand) the phenomenon of crimes against persons. In alignment, the recent It’s Never
Okay: An Action Plan to End Sexual Violence and Harassment11 acknowledges that sexual assault
centres hold a unique role in sexual violence work in Ontario12.
In addition to their core programs (crisis line, counselling, education and accompaniment services),
many centres have developed programs and services to meet the unique needs of individual
communities including Indigenous survivors of sexual violence, lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and
queer identified survivors of sexual violence, services for refugee, immigrant and racialized survivors
of sexual violence (including women raped in the context of armed conflict), services for Deaf
women and with disabilities and services for children, youth and men. These centres also offer
specific services to groups of women in institutional settings, including women residing in
correctional facilities, addiction treatment programs, shelters and youth residential programs.
Comprehensive community awareness and public education programs on sexual violence,
prevention of sexual violence, responding to sexual assault disclosures training for professionals,
sexual harassment in the workplace, online/digital sexual violence, human trafficking for the purpose
of sexual exploitation, impacts of sexual violence on survivor-victims, and other related subjects are
also offered by centers as part of their core services in Ontario communities. Community-based
sexual assault centre services for survivors, particularly supportive and crisis services, are rooted in
a comprehensive and socially-contextualized analysis of sexual violence13. For these reasons,
marginalized and under-served populations access our centres at a rate higher than most other
medical, mental health or justice-related services.
The Ontario Coalition of Rape Crisis Centres14 (OCRCC), a network of Ontario sexual assault
centres, is engaged in a broad range of research, public education and awareness activities dealing
with sexual violence.

We know there are some individuals who experience violence more than others because of
who they are and their gender. Based on your experience, as we think about defining genderbased violence, what is important for us to know?
An anti-racism/anti-oppression approach recognizes and challenge inequalities – including acts of
interpersonal violence informed or facilitated by sexism, racism, classism and other systemic
oppressions – that occur in our communities. Gender-Based Analysis (GBA+) is the name of the
theoretical framework tool the Canadian federal government uses to assess the impacts of policies,
programs or initiatives on diverse groups of women and men, girls and boys15. For the purpose of
this presentation/submission, we acknowledged that our understanding of gender-based violence
and GBA+ is an application of anti-racism/anti-oppression practice.
Social location has concrete impacts on one’s experience of sexual and other forms of violence.
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Canadian statistics tell us that the prevalence of violence experienced by males is not the same as
that experienced by women and girls; and some women and girls face additional threat. For
example:
 Women and girls accounted for 85% of victims of sexual offences who reported to a
sample of police services in 200216. 86% of sexual offences reported to the police in the
year 2004 were committed against this population17
 Comparably, in a 2004 report, males made up 29% of child victims, 12% of youth victims
and 8% of adult victims18
 Research suggests that trans-individuals (trans women and trans men) are at higher risk
of sexual violence than non-trans men19
 Young women from marginalized racial, sexual and socioeconomic groups are more
vulnerable to being targeted for sexual harassment and sexual assault20
 the Cedar Project in Canada showed a statistical connection between sexual violence
targeting Indigenous women today. Of the 259 women participating in the study, 28 per
cent reported that they were sexually assaulted during a seven-year period of the study.
41 per cent of that group were assaulted more than once21
 51% of all Canadian women have experienced at least one incident of sexual or physical
violence22. However, violence affecting Indigenous girls and women in Canada is even
worse. On average, Indigenous women aged 25 to 44 are five times more likely than other
Canadian women of the same age to die as a result of violence23
 Women and minorities “experience different crime patterns”24, including sexual violence,
than do white men.
By adulthood, the impact of sexual violence upon the lives of women is notable: about two-thirds of
Canadian women (64%) report feeling worried while waiting for public transit alone at night, while
just 29% of men share this concern25. A Canadian Gallup survey also generated important gender
differences, noting that 41% of women, but only 12% of men, expressed fear of walking at night in
their neighbourhood26. Accordingly, the prospect of gender-based violence alone impacts the
activities, choices and concerns of all women and girls.
We also recognize that, unfortunately, some community-based programs meant to support survivors
are often less accessible to women from diverse racial and socioeconomic populations. And while
most anti-violence workers will agree that the justice system’s ability to address sexual violence is
tepid overall, its response to racialized women as sexual assault complainants is decidedly poor. For
example, in Canada, the Sisters In Spirit campaign reveals that women of Indigenous descent are
overwhelmingly represented as murdered, violated and missing cases that are not adequately
investigated by police27.
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Even though laws and social policies aimed at increasing equity have changed in an effort to
mitigate inequality between women and men, gender stereotyping persists generation after
generation. Young boys and men continue to often have more opportunities, power and privilege in
academics, athletics, employment, the criminal justice system, and their intimate relationships.
Opportunities (and the subsequent marginalization of others) is sustained by the privilege associated
with a preferred gender, race, religion, class, sexual orientation, age and physical ability. All these
facts and patterns inform women’s experiences of violence – which, in terms of prevalence and
ability to escape abusive situations, continue to be different than the experiences of men28.
As you can imagine, to not apply a gendered lens to these issues would invisibilize many important
contexts that inform or facilitate violence in our communities. We believe that a gender-based
analysis is critical to fulsomely understanding how certain social issues, problems or barriers impact
different populations differently. Services, resources and programming must reflect this approach.
Based on your experience, what is or isn’t working well to:
 Prevent gender-based violence?
 Support survivors of gender-based violence?
 Respond to offenders or those at risk of committing gender-based violence?
Prevention
We believe that education on sexual violence – including information on myths and misconceptions
and attitudes informed by misogyny – is an effective strategy for preventing gender-based violence.
Ontario sexual assault centres have been doing public education work in Ontario communities for
more than 40 years. Community-based sexual assault centres currently provide comprehensive
community awareness and public education programs on violence, intimate partner violence,
unhealthy relationships, prevention of sexual violence, responding to sexual assault disclosures
training for professionals/friends/allies, gender-based harassment in the workplace,
online/digital violence, human trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation, impacts of
violence on survivor-victims, and other related subjects. In addition, strong resources for
professionals in a diversity of sectors exist on workplace violence, harassment, and creating a
safer work environment. These programs are delivered in person, with students, professionals
and other members of the public, and encourages critical discussion on complex issues:
“Conversation is gold [and] it’s the most efficient early-learning system we have”29. These are
but a few examples of education and training that addresses prevention and systemic attitudinal
shifts, as opposed responding to incidences of victimization.
Public education and training offers opportunities for gender-based, including sexual violence,
prevention; innovative ways to challenge sexual assault myths and victim-blaming; skill building to
appropriately responding to survivors; and reaching out to diverse and young populations, using a
variety of new formats and technologies.
Public education promotes a focus on prevention of violence as opposed to simply catching
and imprisoning offenders. Ideally, we wish to see less gendered victimization than anything else.
Education on sexual violence, for example, contributes to the prevention of sexual assault by:
28
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supporting young people and adults to understand their rights
identifying the continuum of sexual violence (from harassment to rape)
supporting people to challenge sexual assault myths
knowing the laws concerning sexual assault and consent
educating bystanders to better understand how to recognize sexual violence, and intervene
and support someone else who is being targeted.

Public education can also draw connections between systemic issues (i.e. prevailing societal
attitudes justify, tolerate, normalize and minimize sexual violence against certain marginalized
populations, women and girls30; attitudes and factors that contribute to rape culture31) and women’s
day to day experiences. The implementation of an Ontario-wide Action Plan, It’s Never Okay: An
Action Plan to Stop Sexual Violence and Harassment32, announced by the Wynne government in
March 2015, succeeds in connecting systemic components to the crime and individual acts of sexual
violence in our communities.
Last, education helps others learn how to respond to survivors who disclose their experiences, and
direct them to helpful supports in the community. Research indicates that many survivors of violence
wish to acknowledge or talk about their experiences, but fear the reactions of others. When survivors
receive a positive response from their disclosures, the benefits of talking about one’s experience of
sexual violence are in fact “associated with improved psychological health, increased comfort,
support, and validation, and desired outcomes such as penalizing the perpetrator and protecting
others”33. Other research shows that young survivors in particular are most likely to disclose to a
peer, family member or someone with whom they have a prior trusting relationship (that is, not
necessarily to a social worker or other professional)34. For this reason alone, it’s important to proactively offer information about gender-based violence in communities and provincially.
Expertise exists in our sectors. For example, sexual assault centres already provide comprehensive
community awareness and public education programs on sexual violence, prevention of sexual
violence, responding to sexual assault disclosures training for professionals, sexual harassment in
the workplace, online/digital sexual violence, human trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation,
impacts of sexual violence on survivor-victims, and other related subjects.
The provincial Draw The Line campaign (created and lead by OCRCC and Action ontarienne, and
adapted by other organizations in Ontario) has successfully challenged sexual violence through a
bystander approach since 2012. Draw-The-Line.ca. ‘Draw The Line’ is an interactive campaign that
aims to engage Ontarians in a dialogue about sexual violence. The campaign challenges common
myths about sexual violence and equips bystanders with information on how to intervene safely and
effectively.
In addition, the Centre for Research and Education on Violence against Women and Children
(CREVAWC) has developed strong resources for professionals in a diversity of sectors on workplace
sexual harassment. CREVAWC also has considerable expertise in developing education and
training on changing social norms using a bystander approach. These are but a few examples.
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Supporting survivors of gender-based violence
Feminist-identified anti-violence support, such as peer counselling models, counselling models
situated in acknowledging social justice discourse, other counselling models and advocacy for
survivors of violence, were developed many years ago “as a reaction to the insufficiency and illfittingness of psychiatric and psychological responses to women’s experiences of violence and
social inequity.” In particular, feminist approaches to therapeutic interactions act as “a corrective to
the pathologization and misnaming of these experiences as illnesses and disorders”35 in women’s
lives, emphasizing that women are not to be blamed for the violence they experience nor their
traumatic reactions, including complex coping responses, to it. The first rape crisis centre in Ontario
opened in 197436, driven by an explicitly identified need for more comprehensive and sociallycontextualized support to women survivor-victims.
Community-based sexual assault centre services for survivors, particularly supportive and crisis
services, are rooted in a comprehensive and socially-contextualized analysis of sexual violence37. In
this way, Centre counselling models can differ in essential ways from medical and mental health
frameworks for understanding sexual violence prevalence and its impacts. Anecdotal information
suggests that specific sexual assault centre counselling competencies includes such things as:
 a holistic, anti-oppression approach that does not focus solely on symptoms or diagnoses
 the ability to therapeutically frame sexual violence as a social problem, as opposed to a
mental health malfunction that the survivor must be cured of38
 an ongoing recognition of the skills and knowledge survivors bring to healing work
 holding “perpetrators accountable for [their acts of] violence” and the impact of these acts39
 a recognition of widespread societal sexual assault myths and misconceptions, which
function to minimize sexual assault and its impact on women victim-survivors40
 a recognition that gender, race, age and other social determinants influence the targets of
sexual violence41.
The community-based work of sexual assault centres suggests a long history of incorporating social,
relational and other contexts into their approach with service provision. In fact, much mainstream
and medical understandings of complex issues experienced by survivors (i.e. self-harming coping
strategies, dissociative responses such as eating problems, and concurrent challenges such as
addictions and trauma) were informed by strategies developed by the anti-rape movement, including
“community actions for survivors,” various forms of feminist-informed counselling models, and
publications on the subject of sexual violence and its impacts, “ranging from the work of feminists in
medicine, such as Judith Herman (1992), to survivors’ own stories”42.
Sexual assault centre staff and volunteers hold expertise related to the realities of sexual violence,
its prevalence, as well as the barriers facing survivor-victims in relation to their healing. Today,
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Centres directly serve, without charge, hundreds of thousands of survivors43 in Ontario who have
experienced recent or historical sexual violence. We know that while sexual violence impacts many,
The majority of sexual violence survivors do not want to make a formal complaint to police 44 —
instead, these survivors disclose their experiences in safe, confidential spaces: for example, to
friends, family members, and at sexual assault centres.
Yet while the issue of sexual violence prevalence has begun to garner more acknowledgement since
the implementation of the It’s Never Okay: An Action Plan to End Sexual Violence and
Harassment45, resources for directly supporting survivors have not kept pace.
We are heartened to see the recent public conversation on sexual violence —a topic that is typically
invisible, even more so than other forms of violence. We applaud the Ontario government’s
commitment to responding to these issues through new initiatives, such as a public education
campaign46; and through a 7% increase to sexual assault centres in 2015. However, this
percentage is not enough to meet service demands currently experienced by a historically underresourced sector which, for many years, saw cutbacks, (5% in 1995) nominal increases (5% 20042005; 3% 2007-2008) and no increases at all (2005-2007 and 2007-2009). Without strong
investment in front-line community-based sexual violence services, the pressure on resources that
are already stretched simply continue to increase.
We want this province to be safe and supportive to survivors. In order to do so effectively, sexual
assault centres must have the capacity to respond to survivors needs, including responding to
increasing demands for support. Certainly, raising the public’s awareness of resources available and
encouraging victims to come forward is an important component of supporting survivors. However,
without capacity to respond to these needs, these efforts will be ineffective at best, and irresponsible
at worst.
Please support Ontario’s centres to offer the best response to survivors possible. We recommend a
20% funding increase to Ontario’s sexual assault centres.
Responding to offenders or those at risk of committing gender-based violence
The majority of sexual assault centres in Ontario do not directly respond to or provide services for
offenders of gender-based violence. We may not be the right population to speak about offenders.
However, we assert that there is a serious dearth in direct services addressing the needs of
offenders of sexual violence.
We recommend that your Ministries connect with agencies connected to Partner Abuse Response
(PAR) and other offender and at-risk agencies. We hope that you receive more helpful responses
from these experts on this question.

How can we work towards ensuring that the strategy reflects the diverse needs of Ontarians
(e.g. Indigenous people, other racialized groups, seniors, LGBTQI2S, immigrants)?
The overall strategy – and related resources, programs and services – must include concrete
considerations on how to address, engage and support different populations of survivors of violence;
43
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as well as acknowledgement that support, education and recovery from violence may look different
for different communities.
More, resources, programs and services should aim to identify and mitigate access barriers (to
support and education) for different populations (as example, but not limited to):
 Newcomer, refugee, undocumented survivors
 Racialized survivors
 Survivors with disabilities
 Deaf survivors of gendered violence
 Indigenous persons
 Rural survivors
 Working class and survivors living in poverty
 LGBTTQI community
 Trans47 survivors, trans people, trans-identified persons and trans communities
 Young survivors
 Older survivors
 Survivors labeled with mental health diagnoses
 Survivors engaged in sex work
 Survivors from faith communities
Planning and implementation for a gender-based violence strategy ought to engage experts from
these populations. Concrete considerations may include (as example, but not limited to):
 Allocating resources appropriately, so to reflect the challenges, gaps and access needs
experienced by particular populations
 including specific reference to and representation of the above-mentioned groups in strategy
announcements, resources, programs and consultations
 where appropriate, when talking about systemic issues that impact those experiencing
violence, include racism, homophobia, Canada’s colonial history and residential schools, and
lack of resources allocated to Northern, rural and isolated communities
 where appropriate, reference barriers and concerns that different populations of experiencing
violence may face (for example, prevalence of sexual violence against persons with
disabilities; dismal state response to missing and murdered Indigenous women in Canada;
challenges to finding healing and support services that include culturally-relevant or
indigenous methods of healing and processing trauma).
Agencies and experts working within these communities of survivors can help you in planning and
implementing these actions.

47

Trans is an umbrella term that refers to all of the identities within the gender identity spectrum. There's a ton of diversity there, but
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language as we can. The trans gender identity umbrella include several categories that overlap.
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In closing
OCRCC believes that a gender-based analysis is critical to understanding how certain social issues
– particularly violence–can impact different populations differently. Understandably, a gender-based
violence approach is also important in devising relevant policy, strategies, programs, serviceplanning and allocation of resources.
We endorse a gender-based violence strategy in Ontario. Please consider OCRCC as a helpful ally
and resource to you in this endeavor. In addition, we ask that you consider ways to implement the
recommendations identified in this submission.
Thank you for your commitment to working to address the needs of survivors in our communities.

Nicole Pietsch,
Coordinator,
Ontario Coalition of Rape Crisis Centres (OCRCC)

Tel: 905-299-4428
Email: ocrcccoordinator@hotmail.com
Web: www.sexualassaultsupport.ca
Campaign: www.draw-the-line.ca
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