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Gender-based violence (“GBV”) is not just a crisis today; it is an epidemic that has persisted for
generations, impacting individuals, families, and communities across the world. According to findings by
the Canadian Femicide Observatory, 187 women in Canada were killed in acts of GBV in 2024, a
staggering toll that is far more than a statistic. Behind this tragic statistic, there is a name, a life stolen
too soon, and loved ones left to grieve an unimaginable loss.

The Ontario Association of Interval & Transition Houses (“OAITH”) continues to document these losses
through their Monthly Femicide Snapshots, underscoring the urgent need for collective action and
accountability.

We will not let these tragedies be reduced to numbers, and together, we can bring change to ensure
they are never forgotten.

Working Together to Confront the Epidemic of Gender-Based Violence Head-
On

For 40 years, Barbra Schlifer Commemorative Clinic ("the Clinic") has stood unwavering in its
commitment to survivors, fighting for their rights, pushing for systemic reforms, and demanding a world
free from violence, one step at a time. But change does not come easily. Too many survivors are still left
to navigate broken systems, re-traumatized by legal barriers, institutional failures, and the lack of
coordinated, trauma-informed support.

The Clinic offers a comprehensive range of services, including Legal representation (in various areas of
law including Family, Criminal, and Immigration), Counselling, and Language interpretation, to support
women and gender diverse survivors of gender-based violence that includes sexual assault, sexual
harassment in the workplace, and abuse in intimate partner relationships. These services are designed
to address the multifaceted needs of survivors, ensuring they receive holistic support. In partnership
with Women's College Hospital, we are one of the resources available to survivors at the Sexual Assault
/ Domestic Violence Care Centre (SA/DVCC), providing on-site legal services to enhance the support
available to survivors. Counselling services provide emotional and psychological support, helping
survivors to heal and rebuild their lives. Language interpretation services ensure that survivors from
diverse backgrounds can access the resources without language barriers, fostering inclusivity and
understanding.



https://femicideincanada.ca/aboutus/remembering/2024-victims/
https://www.oaith.ca/oaith-work/we-count-femicide-because/monthly-femicide-snapshots.html
https://www.schliferclinic.com/legal-services/
https://www.schliferclinic.com/counselling-services/
https://www.schliferclinic.com/interpretation-services/

With every client we support and, every law and systemic barrier we advocate to change, we move
one step closer to gender equality, justice and lives free from violence.

Ending gender-based violence is a collective effort. It requires us to listen to survivors, amplify their
voices, work with partners to dismantle the structures that perpetuate violence. Across the country,
legal advocates, frontline organizations, and community leaders work tirelessly to challenge the systems
that enable violence and to support those affected. We deeply appreciate the dedication of all those
who contribute to the movement.

Driving Legal Change Through Strategic Litigation

The Clinic has been at the forefront of legal advocacy, shaping policies that protect survivors and
challenging the injustices deeply embedded in our legal system. You can read more about our legal
interventions, submissions and statements here. We advance justice through advocacy, action, and
strategic intervention, shaping the law through precedent-setting cases at every level of court.

Most recently, in February 2025, the Clinic appeared before the Supreme Court of Canada as an
intervenor in Ahluwalia v. Ahluwalia, advocating for the formal recognition of the tort of family
violence.

In Dunmore v. Mehralian, the Clinic intervened in the public interest, urging the Supreme Court to
expand the test for determining a child’s habitual residence in cases of alleged international child
abduction. The Clinic emphasized the importance of considering gender-based violence, access to justice
barriers, and precarious immigration status.

As an intervenor in R. v. Slatter, the Clinic promoted access to justice for women survivors of sexual
assault with intellectual disabilities by challenging harmful stereotypes used in credibility assessments.
Its advocacy helped secure a precedent, reinforcing fair and individualized evaluations of survivors'
testimony.

As an intervenor in R. v. Kirkpatrick, the Clinic played a key role in advancing the legal understanding of
conditional consent, emphasizing that condom refusal or removal without agreement invalidates
consent.

In Bent v. Platnick, the Clinic intervened to advocate for a robust interpretation of Ontario’s anti-SLAPP
(Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation) legislation, particularly in cases involving sexual violence.
The Clinic’s intervention focused on two critical points: first, that disclosures of sexual violence are
matters of publicinterest and should be protected under anti-SLAPP provisions, as these disclosures play
a vital role in advancing societal goals like holding perpetrators accountable and creating a safer
environment for survivors to speak out. Second, the Clinic argued that the anti-SLAPP framework should
not allow plaintiffs to impose further harm on survivors through invasive discovery processes, and that
no adverse inference should be drawn from a survivor’s decision not to provide an affidavit in support
of an anti-SLAPP motion.
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https://www.schliferclinic.com/submissions-and-statements/
https://www.scc-csc.ca/pdf/case-documents/41061/FM090_Intervener_Barbra-Schlifer-Commerative-Clinic.pdf
https://www.scc-csc.ca/cases-dossiers/search-recherche/41061/
https://www.scc-csc.ca/cases-dossiers/search-recherche/41108/#summary
https://www.scc-csc.ca/pdf/case-documents/41108/FM040_Intervener_Barbara-Schlifer-Commermorative-Clinic.pdf
https://canlii.ca/t/jbjhg
https://www.scc-csc.ca/pdf/case-documents/38870/FM060_Intervener_Barbra-Schlifer-Commemorative-Clinic.pdf
https://canlii.ca/t/jr3vx
https://www.scc-csc.ca/pdf/case-documents/39287/FM090_Intervener_Barbra-Schlifer-Commemorative-Clinic.pdf
https://canlii.ca/t/j9kjw

Although the Supreme Court did not side with the Clinic’s position, the intervention was a powerful
reminder of the ongoing need to evolve our legal frameworks in ways that uphold the rights and
dignity of survivors.

The Clinic remains committed to this work, fighting to ensure that the justice system is not a barrier to
disclosure, but a place where survivors can be heard, supported, and protected.

Providing Trauma-Informed, Survivor-Centered Legal Support for survivors of
Sexual Violence

Since 2017, the Clinic has provided Independent Legal Advice (ILA) to survivors of sexual assault, offering
advice on a range of legal options, including criminal, civil, human rights, and disciplinary processes (such
as those who have experienced violence at the hands of registered health professionals). More recently,
the Clinic has also begun supporting survivors through the ILA Voucher Program, expanding access to
this essential service.

In addition, the Clinic delivers legal advice and representation services through #AndMeToo Project, an
initiative created to support marginalized women and gender-diverse individuals who have experienced
sexual assault or harassment in the workplace.

In 2023 the Clinic was engaged by the College of Registered Psychotherapists of Ontario (“the College”)
to conduct an Independent Review of its Complaints and Reports Processes. Through a comprehensive
legal analysis, we assessed the College’s frameworks, internal procedures, and anonymized case files,
focusing on twelve of the most complex cases through interviews and written submissions. Our final
report (published in October 2023) presented thirty-one targeted recommendations, many of which are
now being implemented. Undertaking this review reflects the Clinic’'s commitment to systemic reform
and trauma-informed practices.

In partnership with Women’s College Hospital and Aboriginal Legal Services, the Clinic developed the
fact sheet Reporting to a Professional Requlatory Body as part of the Not Okay Project. It offers clear
guidance on how to proceed if the person who assaulted or sexually harassed you is a member of a
regulated profession, such as a doctor, lawyer, teacher, or social worker.

The Clinic participated in the Canadian Network of Agencies for Regulation (“CNAR”) conferences in 2021
and 2023, where we both attended sessions and presented on the need for trauma-informed practice
for survivors. By engaging with CNAR’s programming, we enhance our understanding of the evolving
regulatory landscape, including frameworks governing healthcare and other regulated professions. This
ongoing education allows us to better serve the community through informed and effective advocacy.

In addition to delivering frontline legal support, the Clinic continues to advocate for meaningful
legislative reform and public education, working to strengthen protections for survivors and ensure
greater accountability across systems.
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https://www.schliferclinic.com/andmetoo/
https://crpo.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Barbara-Schlifer-Commemorative-Clinic-CRPO-Complaints-and-Reports-Process-Report-Jun1024.pdf
https://schliferclinic.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/NotOkay-RegulatoryBody.pdf

Advancing Systemic Reform and Legislative Advocacy: Bill 173

The Clinic’s efforts go beyond client work and the courtroom, extending into systemic advocacy to drive
lasting change. We fully support Bill 173, which rightly declares Intimate Partner Violence (“IPV”) an
epidemic in Ontario and calls for urgent, systemic action to address it. At the Clinic, we recognize that
gender-based violence is a pervasive and multifaceted crisis that includes, but is not limited to, IPV,
sexual violence, institutional violence, forced marriages, and workplace harassment. These acts are
rooted in and perpetuated by intersecting systems of oppression, including racism, colonialism, sexism,
homophobia, transphobia, and ableism. The resulting harm, whether physical, sexual, or psychological,
is significant, enduring, and profoundly impacts the survivor’s well-being. Bill 173 is a vital step toward
validating the lived experiences of survivors and ensuring meaningful, holistic support is available across
Ontario.

Recognitions of The Current State of Intimate Partner Violence in Ontario has been a collaborative effort.
The Clinic has been an active participant, alongside community partners, advocates, and researchers
working to end GBV and IPV. Together, we contributed to a comprehensive resource package that brings
forward evidence-based recommendations and reflects the collective expertise and lived realities of
women and gender-diverse people facing violence across Ontario.

We urge policymakers and institutions to act on the many comprehensive recommendations that have
been made over the years and remain pending, including:

RELENTLESS RESILIENCE- Addressing Gender-Based Violence through Grassroots Excellence (Aura
Freedom International) in Chapter 12, highlights that women and girls with disabilities in Canada remain
at high risk of violence and abuse in many forms including neglect, physical and sexual abuse, and
financial exploitation. These harms are often inflicted not only by intimate partners or family members,
but also by caregivers and healthcare professionals.

We understand the heightened vulnerability of survivors with disabilities, and the urgent need for
action that takes their experiences into account.

Intimate Partner Violence During the COVID-19 Pandemic: A Literature Review emphasizes the key role
healthcare professionals play in identifying and responding to IPV. Every visit to an emergency
department presents an opportunity to ask about IPV and offer support. Healthcare providers can help
survivors access community resources, listen without judgment, and advocate for policies and programs
that promote safety and financial independence. Initiatives such as the "signal for help" campaign have
created discreet pathways for survivors to communicate their experiences, even when it is unsafe to
speak openly. Expanding education and screening across all healthcare disciplines can ensure that
survivors have a safe and supportive space to disclose abuse.
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https://www.ola.org/sites/default/files/node-files/bill/document/pdf/2024/2024-03/b173_e.pdf
https://womanact.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/BILL-173-The-Current-State-of-Intimate-Partner-Violence-in-Ontario-1.pdf
https://aurafreedom.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/AF_RelentlessResilience_Beijing25_Cdn_ParallelRpt_Feb2020.pdf
https://cjen.ca/index.php/cjen/article/view/148/166

Justice for EVERY Survivor

We recognize the deep pain and frustration expressed by those who have spoken out about the lack of
justice for women who have suffered abuse at the hands of regulated health professionals. The
experiences of these survivors are harrowing, and we recognize the structural barriers that have
historically allowed such misconduct to persist without adequate redress. No survivor should feel
unheard, unprotected, or without a path to justice.

Our mission has always been to advocate for all survivors, including those who have experienced
abuse in institutional settings such as the healthcare profession. This unwavering commitment is
reflected in decades of dedicated, compassionate work to support and uplift those who have been
harmed. We stand with them, as we have always stood with all survivors, regardless of who has
harmed them or where the abuse took place.

Our legal team, counsellors, and advocates work tirelessly. The Clinic has never and will never prioritize
one survivor over another. Our work has always been and will always be rooted in the belief that every
survivor deserves justice, dignity, and support.

The Clinic aims to ensure that local practices adhere to international human rights standards, driving
systemic change, and improving outcomes for women in the community. You can read our submission
to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (“CEDAW”) here.

The systemic challenges in holding medical professionals accountable are well-documented. Reports
indicate that the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Ontario (CPSO) has dismissed a substantial
number of complaints related to sexual assaults, with many cases resulting in minimal disciplinary action
despite the severity of the allegations. Survivors frequently encounter opaque, protracted, and re-
traumatizing complaint processes that fail to deliver meaningful justice. This lack of accountability has
contributed to a broader mistrust in regulatory systems meant to protect patients.

A Call to Action: Committing to Legal Advocacy and Systemic Accountability

The fight against gender-based violence aims to prevent future harm and seek justice for past abuses.
While legal reform is gradual, systemic change is progressing, bringing us closer to a just and equitable
future. We work with policymakers, legal professionals, and advocacy organizations to ensure survivors
receive justice.

Partnering with Osgoode Hall Law School, we educate future legal professionals through trauma-
informed, anti-oppressive practices, empowering them to continue our mission and create a ripple effect
in the legal field.

Our commitment extends to community outreach and public awareness campaigns, aspiring to end of
gender-based violence globally. In addition, the Clinic supports research initiatives to better understand
the root causes and effective interventions. By amplifying survivor voices, we aim to influence policy
changes that reflect their needs.
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https://schliferclinic.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/CEDAW-89th-Session-Barbra-Schlifer-Commemorative-Clinic.pdf

We call on all those who seek justice to join us in advancing the rights and well-being of all survivors. Our
fight is a shared one, that is, ensuring that all survivors, regardless of the circumstances of their abuse,
have access to justice, support, and healing. We invite dialogue, collaboration, and collective action so
that we can drive forward the changes necessary to protect and empower every survivor.

For those seeking legal support, resources, or justice, our doors remain open.

Together, we can build a safer, more inclusive society for everyone. We will keep pushing for systemic
change because every survivor deserves more than justice. They deserve a future free from violence.

For more information on the work of the Clinic, please visit

www.schliferclinic.com

For any further information or if you are in need of our services, please feel free to contact us here.
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http://www.schliferclinic.com/
https://www.schliferclinic.com/contact-us/

