
What are the main/most common gaps in local policies/laws for survivors facing criminalization in
Montreal?  

Participants highlighted the following gaps:

Access to Justice: Lack of accessible legal counsel for survivors, particularly for those involved in multiple areas of law
such as immigration, family, criminal, and child protection. For survivors living with precarious immigration status,
their access to legal representation in immigration matters is limited and there is a need for preventative legal
supports. Many women are afraid to access the legal system due to fear of being criminalized or deported.
Lack of Education: inform Courts on what retaliation looks like in the context of coercive control.
Training for police officers on coercive control. 

Organizations make attempts to work with police to improve their responses, inform and train, but those efforts
have not always been successful.  There are committees evaluating these issues, but survivor-serving
organizations are often not included in those spaces.

When we talk about police as the first point of contact for many women, we must also talk about reimagining
that first response—because for many survivors, it is not a door to safety, but a barrier.  

Stronger bridges between service delivery and policy-making: Meaningful inclusion of more organizations that
work directly with survivors in shaping policies. Survivors should not only be consulted—they should be co-creators
of the solutions.
Criminalization is a major barrier: survivors can often be arrested for offences related to their survival. For example,
sex work, possession of drugs or even being misidentified in violent incidents. This can perpetuate silence as survivors
will be afraid to reach out for help due to the fear of arrest or deportation. Abusers and traffickers can exploit this by
deliberately pushing survivors into contact with law enforcement through petty crimes, knowing they will be
discouraged from obtaining help.
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What kind of services are available to criminalized survivors in Montreal?

Participants noted the following:

Significant changes in Quebec law, including the introduction of civil protection orders and other legal tools that
can offer survivors more options. These developments can allow us to look at each survivor’s circumstances
holistically.
There are consultations with survivors where information is provided about the system and the steps involved.
There is training with police and Crown Attorneys 

There is currently a lot of work being done to ensure front-line officers are getting more information about
coercive control and identifying a pattern of abuse.
Training may involve asking Crown Attorneys to identify who the main perpetrator is and assess whether accusing
a person in that specific circumstance is the correct decision. 

Regroupement des maisons pour femmes victimes de violence conjugale provides a booklet to help women
identify patterns of coercive control and explain how to document their experiences. 
Legal information clinics support survivors by: 

Explaining how the system works, 
Explaining why lawyers may make a decision that appears unfair (i.e., exclude certain things in court), 
Assuring survivors the situation is not their fault,
Guiding clients in the process so it is less violent, and
Building trust and confidence, as there is a lot of distrust in the system.

Women’s shelters offer many external services to criminalized survivors and assist in identifying coercive control.
West Island Women’s Shelter created tools for shelter workers and for front-line workers to help women identify
what they’ve been through.
Fédération des Maisons d'Hébergement pour Femmes au Québec is available to support survivors that have
experienced domestic and family violence.

What more is needed to address criminalization of survivors, and what work are you
engaged with?

Participants discussed the following:

Participants noted that Canada should follow suit with England, Scotland, and Australia to criminalize coercive
control as an offence and share best practices with the Canadian government, while avoiding criminalizing
survivors.
Despite being a documented, known factor for homicidal risk, breaches of conditions are minimized. Add to
Criminal Code s.495.2 an obligation for officers to address conditions and bring the breaching individual to judge
under Criminal Code s.524. 
Police officers unequally apply their discretionary power in Quebec. The Criminal Code should require officers to
arrest in the context of intimate partner violence by changing “may arrest” to “must arrest.” 
Add first-degree murder for homicide when committed in the context of intimate partner violence.
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Criminalize deepfakes, where an individual creates non-consensual videos and images using a survivor’s face. 
There needs to be stronger legal responses to the distribution of intimate images without consent. This is
an area where the law needs to evolve quickly. Advocate for increased sentencing and more serious
consequences for this kind of digital violence that is used to silence, shame or control survivors. 
Need to mandate corporations to take these images down.

Breaches of conditions must be taken seriously rather than minimized. Arrest should be mandatory in certain high-
risk situations, especially when conditions are violated in ways that endanger survivors. Unfortunately, enforcement is
inconsistent, and survivors are left vulnerable.

Be cautious about how legal changes can be weaponized by the abuser. It is essential to have a trauma-informed
approach. Women going through the legal process are not given the same benefit of doubt or access to support.

The survivor’s best interest does not always align with the legal framing of the accused’s rights. While the accused
benefits from legal protections and representation, survivors must navigate a system that was not designed for
them.

Ensuring that legal reforms don’t reinforce existing power imbalances. Survivors must be at the center of these
discussions—not just as subjects of protection, but as agents of change. This means building systems that are
consistent, fair, and rooted in the realities of those impacted.
Funding is needed for:

Police to have experts in domestic violence 
Domestic violence resources; and
Partners, such as the Crown. The Crown has expertise but is thin in resources.

Address the broader systemic failure where survivors’ fear of persecution, stigma, and lack of trust in institutions
discourages them from coming forward. There needs to be cross-sector training to understand these dynamics. We
need cultural and institutional change to build systems that don’t punish survivors.
Reinforce training and adjust how we care for survivors. We need to rethink how we talk to clients and how we
train legal professionals. 

Barbra Schlifer Commemorative Clinic acknowledges the financial support of 
Women and Gender Equality Canada.


	CRIMINALIZATION & SURVIVORSHIP: MONTREAL FORUM
	PARTICIPANT RECOMMENDATIONS
	What are the main/most common gaps in local policies/laws for survivors facing criminalization in Montreal?
	Participants highlighted the following gaps:
	Access to Justice: Lack of accessible legal counsel for survivors, particularly for those involved in multiple areas of law such as immigration, family, criminal, and child protection. For survivors living with precarious immigration status, their access to legal representation in immigration matters is limited and there is a need for preventative legal supports. Many women are afraid to access the legal system due to fear of being criminalized or deported.
	Lack of Education: inform Courts on what retaliation looks like in the context of coercive control.
	Training for police officers on coercive control.
	Organizations make attempts to work with police to improve their responses, inform and train, but those efforts have not always been successful.  There are committees evaluating these issues, but survivor-serving organizations are often not included in those spaces.
	When we talk about police as the first point of contact for many women, we must also talk about reimagining that first response—because for many survivors, it is not a door to safety, but a barrier.
	Stronger bridges between service delivery and policy-making: Meaningful inclusion of more organizations that work directly with survivors in shaping policies. Survivors should not only be consulted—they should be co-creators of the solutions.
	Criminalization is a major barrier: survivors can often be arrested for offences related to their survival. For example, sex work, possession of drugs or even being misidentified in violent incidents. This can perpetuate silence as survivors will be afraid to reach out for help due to the fear of arrest or deportation. Abusers and traffickers can exploit this by deliberately pushing survivors into contact with law enforcement through petty crimes, knowing they will be discouraged from obtaining help.


	What kind of services are available to criminalized survivors in Montreal?
	Participants noted the following:
	Significant changes in Quebec law, including the introduction of civil protection orders and other legal tools that can offer survivors more options. These developments can allow us to look at each survivor’s circumstances holistically.
	There are consultations with survivors where information is provided about the system and the steps involved.
	There is training with police and Crown Attorneys
	There is currently a lot of work being done to ensure front-line officers are getting more information about coercive control and identifying a pattern of abuse.
	Training may involve asking Crown Attorneys to identify who the main perpetrator is and assess whether accusing a person in that specific circumstance is the correct decision.
	Regroupement des maisons pour femmes victimes de violence conjugale provides a booklet to help women identify patterns of coercive control and explain how to document their experiences.
	Legal information clinics support survivors by:
	Explaining how the system works,
	Explaining why lawyers may make a decision that appears unfair (i.e., exclude certain things in court),
	Assuring survivors the situation is not their fault,
	Guiding clients in the process so it is less violent, and
	Building trust and confidence, as there is a lot of distrust in the system.
	Women’s shelters offer many external services to criminalized survivors and assist in identifying coercive control.
	West Island Women’s Shelter created tools for shelter workers and for front-line workers to help women identify what they’ve been through.
	Fédération des Maisons d'Hébergement pour Femmes au Québec is available to support survivors that have experienced domestic and family violence.


	What more is needed to address criminalization of survivors, and what work are you engaged with?
	Participants discussed the following:
	Participants noted that Canada should follow suit with England, Scotland, and Australia to criminalize coercive control as an offence and share best practices with the Canadian government, while avoiding criminalizing survivors.
	Despite being a documented, known factor for homicidal risk, breaches of conditions are minimized. Add to Criminal Code s.495.2 an obligation for officers to address conditions and bring the breaching individual to judge under Criminal Code s.524.
	Police officers unequally apply their discretionary power in Quebec. The Criminal Code should require officers to arrest in the context of intimate partner violence by changing “may arrest” to “must arrest.”
	Add first-degree murder for homicide when committed in the context of intimate partner violence.

	Criminalize deepfakes, where an individual creates non-consensual videos and images using a survivor’s face.
	There needs to be stronger legal responses to the distribution of intimate images without consent. This is an area where the law needs to evolve quickly. Advocate for increased sentencing and more serious consequences for this kind of digital violence that is used to silence, shame or control survivors.
	Need to mandate corporations to take these images down.
	Breaches of conditions must be taken seriously rather than minimized. Arrest should be mandatory in certain high-risk situations, especially when conditions are violated in ways that endanger survivors. Unfortunately, enforcement is inconsistent, and survivors are left vulnerable.
	Be cautious about how legal changes can be weaponized by the abuser. It is essential to have a trauma-informed approach. Women going through the legal process are not given the same benefit of doubt or access to support.
	The survivor’s best interest does not always align with the legal framing of the accused’s rights. While the accused benefits from legal protections and representation, survivors must navigate a system that was not designed for them.
	Ensuring that legal reforms don’t reinforce existing power imbalances. Survivors must be at the center of these discussions—not just as subjects of protection, but as agents of change. This means building systems that are consistent, fair, and rooted in the realities of those impacted.
	Funding is needed for:
	Police to have experts in domestic violence
	Domestic violence resources; and
	Partners, such as the Crown. The Crown has expertise but is thin in resources.
	Address the broader systemic failure where survivors’ fear of persecution, stigma, and lack of trust in institutions discourages them from coming forward. There needs to be cross-sector training to understand these dynamics. We need cultural and institutional change to build systems that don’t punish survivors.
	Reinforce training and adjust how we care for survivors. We need to rethink how we talk to clients and how we train legal professionals.

