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PROLOGUE
The Law Reform Commission of Nova Scotia was created in 1991 by the Government of
Nova Scotia and the passing of the Law Reform Commission Act. The Commission was an
advisor to the Government, but not a government department. The independence of the
Commission enabled it to make recommendations for law reform in a non-partisan manner.
The Access to Justice & Law Reform Institute of Nova Scotia was incorporated in 2018 as a
result of a transition by the Law Reform Commission of Nova Scotia from a statutory body
to an incorporated institute. The same year, the Institute established the #TalkJustice Project
in order to bring a public voice to the center of justice reform in Nova Scotia. The goal was
to engage community members in justice reform by collecting first-hand experiences from
individuals who interacted with the justice system in the province. Essentially, the project
served as a community engagement tool to gather feedback for government and community
justice organizations to draw from when making policy and funding decisions.
Over the course of a year, the #TalkJustice Project collected 440 stories from citizens and
residents of Nova Scotia. Many stories discussed issues related to family justice, systemic
discrimination, services, the structure of the justice system, and self-representation in the
courts.
The demographic information provided by participants indicated that stories discuss the
experiences of individuals belonging to a wide range of ages1, gender identities2, and equity
seeking groups3. Participants also represent many regions across Nova Scotia4. Most
participants identified as being middle to low income. The majority of participants had
incomes below $60,000, with the median income being $40,000. The largest number of
respondents made under $10,000.
All individuals who contributed stories to the #TalkJustice Project provided consent to share
their experiences with the public. To protect the privacy of participants, their families, and
community members, information that could be used to identify any party has been
anonymized.

1 25-34 years old: 114 participants; 35-44 years old: 97 participants; 45-54 years old: 80 participants
2 Female: 295 participants; Male: 108 participants; Transgender: 4 participants; Gender Fluid: 3 participants
3 Persons with a Disability: 47 participants; African Nova Scotian: 40 participants; Acadian/Acadien: 36 participants; Mi’kmaq/

Indigenous: 32 participants; Immigrant or Refugee: 25 participants; LGBTQ: 20 participants; Persons of Colour: 7 participants
4 Halifax Regional Municipality: 259 participants; Rural Nova Scotia: 145 participants; Unknown: 40 participants
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STORIES FROM PARENTS
The education system creates an environment that legalizes child abuse
My 12yr old daughter was publically, verbally assaulted by a teacher. 10 teachers and staﬀ
watched but did not help her. No one from the school called us. RCMP and CPS were called
to help but we were told it was not in their mandate to help that the school and school
board needed to handle it. This has yet to happen. She has no champion noone seems
willing to protect her Rights. She's entitled to free legal representation however it does not
include this area of law. She has had years of mistreatment from her former school. We had
to change schools for her to be physically safe. As parents we were told, "be careful of the
relationships you make in the school your child is here for a very long time". The
umbudsman can not help. Human Rights commission is a joke. They'll help workers not
kids.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the Indigenous community
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S T O R I E S F R O M N OVA S C O T I A N S
Fear of retaliation is very real
As a Black woman I have had a lot of negative experiences with the criminal justice system
and have asked folks in my community to share their stories about their experiences because
I need to see change. Everyone I asked to submit their story is terrified to do so because they
are scared of have crown and police retaliate. That's how frightening crowns are to people.
Particularly when people are still in the system and vulnerable, families are terrified
to complain.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community

No justice for anyone
People who are already marginalized are further penalized and criminalized for choices they
make out of necessity and as last resorts. Very little consideration is made for peoples
circumstances and how things eﬀect them and little help is oﬀered to help heal harms done
to them and only focus on harms they may have caused.

WTF
Before I was gonna leave prison, I was told I wasn't leaving and would be deported. I've been
fighting with that but in first of all this they had never informed me.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community

Woman fleeing violence trapped in system
A woman came to NS without documentation. She ended up homeless but because she was
not a citizen she was unable to receive IA or any monetary support from the Government.
She was also not deported because she did not have documentation from country of origin.
This left her in a situation where she was unable to receive help from any system players.
The immigration system should be more responsive.
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Institutionalized incompetence causes PTSD* - Man thrown away.
*Diagnosed by a psychiatrist
I was treated unfairly by just about everyone I needed to get help from in all branches of
government, my employer and the healthcare field. I literally (literally! I mean literally. I
have documentation.) have been rendered disabled by trauma from a decade of
incompetence, negligence, and lack of oversight and accountability. I am disabled and poor
as a result and have no access to JUSTICE.
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STORIES FROM ADVOC ATES AND
SERVICE PROVIDERS
Woman defends herself in court
I was supporting a woman in small claims court. She was self represented and facing
eviction from [building] for allegedly not following the court order to acquire the services of
a trustee. She was under a lot of stress leading up to the court appearance and identified as a
person with severe anxiety. She had done everything that she could to prepare for court, she
had copies of documents printed, a trustee and an advocate present but the amount of
intimidation, uncertainty and stress that she was under was insurmountable. During the
proceedings, she was yelled at and belittled by the housing authority representative for not
communicating with them to their standard. The adjudicator ended up being satisfied that
she had in fact done what she was ordered by the court to do. This appeal was unnecessary
and caused a great deal of harm to this woman. The court is not a welcoming place and
putting women in the position to have to defend their right to housing, is gross.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community

Pregnant, homeless woman forced to live in jail because of nowhere to go
I am an advocate and work for an organization that supports women. I am working with two
women in jail on remand who are there because they have nowhere else to go. One woman
is pregnant and if I can't find her housing CFS will take her baby when the baby is born.
These women have no money, no resources and no support. It is so frustrating to see people
housed in our jails because they are poor and without supports.
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STORIES FROM TENANTS
Homeless 2
I moved here in September 2017 and had rent for 3 months when I arrived. Promptly got a
job at [employer]. After 3 months, I was not making enough to pay rent, have food, etc. I
became behind in rent. I reached out to Community Services and was given a hard time. I
kept on receiving rejections. I gave up and continued on with part-time jobs and continued
to fall behind in rent, resulting in the sheriﬀ oﬃce locking me out of my apt. Spent the AugSept in shelter in Halifax and received 76$ the entire time. I started full time employment
during the time at the shelter. They did not help me obtain housing or help me in any way
other than the 76$. I went in debt trying to leave the shelter.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the Indigenous community

Trouble with bedbugs and racism
[Submitted through a translator] So, one time he saw bedbugs and they went to report to
the property supervisor. And, instead, she wrote a letter to the property manager who gave
him two weeks to leave the apartment. So, the letter was indicating that he should go to
court, because there were arguments and this woman, the caretaker, said that these people
who came from Africa came with these types of bedbugs. So, there was that argument, and
then he was afraid because she keeps on calling the police on black people who live in the
building. So, it went like that until the property manager wrote a letter to him when he
insisted to ask the police to bring some pesticide or some other treatment to do away with
these bedbugs. They told him to move in two weeks, he should move from the apartment.
So, he didn't move because we started also going around to get him help because he didn't
know where to go and he didn't know what to do. But eventually they brought another letter
telling him to go to court, but he didn't know where to go. So, when he went to ask the
caretaker, “Where is the court? Where do I go?” she was so furious, and told him “Look,
you should read here and see where the court is.” So, his children helped him to Google it
and to find out where the court is. So, he went there, the process went, he got a lawyer. The
process went until he was told that he had to move as soon as he found a new house to
move into. So, recently, when he found a new place to move into, he just left that apartment
and is now in a diﬀerent place.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community
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Bedbugs
[Submitted through a translator] She's saying that the case was with her son in law, but the
son in law was not able to come here today. So, what happened, where they was staying at
the [building], the property managers used to come always, always and check the house. So
it reached a time that they came in into the house and broke his bed, one of the legs of the
bed, and they found a bedbug, one of them, and then this person was saying, “See you have
bedbugs. You have to move. You have to get out of this house.” So, what happened, they
wrote a letter to him, ordering him to move from the apartment and he didn't have any place
to go. So what he did, he went with that letter to [immigrant settlement services] seeking
help, but [immigrant settlement services] had nothing to do with him. They didn't do
anything. So again, he had to come to here, the [immigrant settlement services], and the
[immigrant settlement services] supported him to get a lawyer. And then they got it all
finished. So the [immigrant settlement services]supported him so much back and forth from
the lawyer back and forth, back and forth, until the case was finished.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community

Racism by property manager
[Submitted through a translator] She's saying that since she came to Halifax it has been six
years, but she has gone through stress in the house. She also lives with [tenant's name]. So,
the first time she was taken into a house, it was so small. So, she complained because she
was with her family and they had taken her to a very small space. So, after some time, they
took her into a bigger space, but the person who had left the space had bedbugs and the
person who had left threw all their belongings from the house. And, after a few days, they
started telling her, “You are the one who has come with the bedbugs”. So, when she tried to
tell them, “No, it's not me,” they didn't listen to her. Then, again, after some time, she tried
and killed all the bedbugs, but after some time rats came. When she tried to report them,
they did nothing about the rats. they run for mouthy. And the rats were destroying things in
the house, food in the kitchen, but they didn’t do anything. And then she found that her
carpets in the kitchen were pulled up, so she called the property manager asking “Can you
make the carpets for me?” The property manager doesn't want to do that. So, she just leaves
it like that. And then she is still left with those carpets today. The drawers in the kitchen,
they are just like that too, in that they were not in right, and they refused to fix them. So,
later, the cockroaches came. And then now, when she told them, “Give me the something
like a pesticide to kill the cockroaches,” they say, “No, you have bedbugs.” So, when she
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tries to negotiate with them, they called the cockroaches bedbugs, so they could change and
try to tell her what is not actually in the apartment. So, she tried to negotiate with them,
and they give her two weeks to leave the place. And they were telling her that everyone is
running away from her, no one wants to live near her because she has cockroaches, she has
everything, she has rats.
So, she was so frustrated, she went to [immigrant settlement services] What she did, she
went and spoke with her tutor, someone who teaches her English, and the person now
supported her. When the person was now talking to the property manager, because the
person was Canadian, white Canadian, the property manager listened to this person. But,
when she was talking to the property manager, because she is black, the property manager
paid no attention. But now the property manager recently heard the grievances from a fellow
Canadian. So, she also came here to the [immigrant settlement services] and told her story
so they have supported her. But the property manager never listened to her and she
perceived that it's because she is black. This made her feel like she has no value to live. She
felt like, where she was outside of society, she started to feel like “this is not our home.”
Then she felt like her mind was not right. In the car or on the bus or when she's going out,
she feels like she’s not herself. She was not coordinating. She was afraid she might catch like
mental health or something like that. Like she felt she has no reason to live. No one wants
her and she’s always being told “People are running away from you.”
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community
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STORIES FROM PARENTS
Moms must always be perfect to keep kids
I am a mom who was recently incarcerated and when I went to jail my kids were placed in
care. Now I am out and I can't get them back. They are living with their father who is angry
and abusive and he has spent years and years in jail.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community

Red flagged
Women who are red flagged and there is no set time when they can get their children back
and stop having them from losing their child after birth. Should there be a limit on the time.
This red flagged situation need to stop. Give the mothers a chance.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community
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S T O R I E S F R O M N OVA S C O T I A N S
Woman shares negative experiences with justice system to lobby for change
This Justice System has threatened me, bullied me, used me to coerce my husband into
bending to their will. The Justice System has let me down, persecuted me, took a toll on my
physical and mental health. It has put a huge strain on my marriage and my relationship
with our families and friends. I have major trust issues now. And, before this nightmare is
over, depending on how severe and how long the punitive measures will be, this Justice
System could very well make me homeless, maybe even take my life.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the Indigenous community

Being black in this world
Got charged with a crime I did not commit. I was no where around when the crime was
committed. It took up 8 years of my life and people still look at me as if I done it.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community

“This is a ridiculous question”
If I was going to seriously answer this. I would say the system needs to get back to basics.
It's very convoluted and focuses too much on the rights of the accused versus supporting the
victims. Victims are basically raped over and over by the current 'justice' system.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the Indigenous community

Crowns lie
In Court and the crown is describing my friend as having a lengthy criminal record when we
know this is the first time he has ever been charged. My friend's lawyer dossn't object or say
anything. How is the ok?
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community
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Justice system doesn’t care about black people
Case where my friend was in jail for over a year and I didn't know anything about advocating
for justice. 2 week trial, Supreme Crt everyday. Mother in hysterics. Brutal, traumatic, in crt.
Blizzard and he was convicted of murder. The pain. The sentencing was terrible. I remember
lying in bed with intense anxiety.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community

The justice system
If someone sells weed you get life in jail, but if you are a pedophile you get a slap on the
wrist. The justice system is not fair and punitive.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community

Assault case dismissed
I was physically assaulted by 2 years ago. The case was dismissed without my knowledge. I
went to court with my elder to explain the court process to me. The crown prosecutor
wouldn't allow me to speak with my elder. I felt lost, scared. I had no idea that I was signing
for a peace pond. The crown said, "Look at his stack of charges, he's going away anyway!”
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the Indigenous community

Racism strikes again
the man who molested me when i was 7-10 years old only got 12 and got out in 8
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the Indigenous community

Not like me
over representation of minoritities in the criminal justice system
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Bad vibes the first time we spoke
I was put on a CSO order, when I spoke with her on the phone I felt very nervous to do any
of the conditions for exception to my house arrest, due to her cutting me oﬀ every minute
during our conversations. Even though that lady in the justice system has control over my
movements for the next 90 days, I will not allow her to make me feel like that again caus i
meet on the 14th so i will inform her how i felt after our conversation.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community

Inadequate justice for women
There needs to be more justice for women. ... Women's voices needs to be heard ... Personal
experiences with the justice system made me feel that way.

Need help? Than LIE!
How abkut if you are in mental.health court you could receive mental health help and not be
turned away BECAUSE you are in mental.health court. I was instructed to.lie by my lawyers
to my doctor and the mental.health system saying I was not part of mental.health court. I
was given wrong information by the court itself about i how was to be assessed. I felt as if I
was being set by to be put in jail. How can me lying to my doctors about what I'm going
through actually help me. But you can't get help except from a private practice which I can't
aﬀord. The native (I'm native) person who was assigned to help me was unreachable after
several messages. Then I get a conditional discharge if I plead guilty they say they will lessen
my charge, but then they didn't. Still haven't gotten any actual mental health help at all.
Have a criminal record and am no better oﬀ mentally what so ever except now I've learned to
get through the system you just hAve to lie through your teeth to everyone and tell them
what they want to or its jail for me..wtf is wrong. So my friend gave me 300 bucks yo go to a
mental health private practice twice. The doctor tells me to lie to the court about what's
really going on with me, the mental health assessment man at the court is telling me to lie
to the doctors, the court lied when it said it would lessen my charge. As a person In thier
30's and with no prior interaction with the justice system i was very disappointed.
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Seniors abuse prevalent within families, courts not doing anything to stop it
Lawyer lets Senior sign a POA on Son's request despite warnings from other family member.
... Judge ruled a person incompetent without any doctors confirmation. ... POA is not
required to be accountable for missing funds or for Income taxes not filed. ... Judge makes
assumptions in closing remarks without any evidence shown. Judge charges Plaintive for
bringing a matter up in court without reason according to the judge.
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STORIES FROM PARENTS
A fathers struggle
The family court system is years behind the times, and needs to come into reality that both
parents can be good loving parents. But it is biased and the judges are blind to reality. I
caught the mother and her two lawyers in many lies and the judge allowed it. Why waste my
time and the tax payers money? We do have laws in Canada that protect innocent people,
criminal code of Canada. Perjury fraud and deception are in this book. The Canadian Charter
of Rights and Freedoms is for all Canadians not just a select few. Section 15 states that we
are equal before and under the law. Time for judges to open their eyes and see what is going
on, if people lie hold them accountable.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the Indigenous community

People who help themselves lose their kids
- kids were taken from her ... - car accident ... - treated for depression ... - actively seeking
to help herself ... - feels like she is making no progress with case ... - keeps getting new
caseworker
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the Indigenous community

Two years of hell
August marks two years without my daughter who will be two in October. This has been a
horrific journey of court dates and awaiting for a decision to be released. An interim order
was granted for the father to have custody but no factors were considered when and if the
father was going to allow out of province visitations between my daughter and I. As I result
I have spent tremendous amounts of money flying from [province] to maintain somewhat of
a relationship given that the father won't allow for visitations to occur in [province]. Given
that I have been paying my own legal fees, it hasn't been feasible to go to the maritimes
more than the three visits that have occurred. The police were called three times during one
visit and I had to visit my daughter at his home under his terms. My concern is that given
the lengthy time for this court, nearly two years and there's still no decision released. The
judge is to retire in June and I knew that I would hear of a written decision in June but here
I am, waiting and anticipating to have a decision just to hold my daughter again. For my
22

family to see her. There's been no grounds for neglect, alcohol abuse and honestly, why is it
easier for parents who seek addictions counselling to get their kids back but it's so hard for
me to see her in [province]. I was her primary care giver. I feel a lack in justice on behalf of a
mom who's fought for two years to even just have a visit in [province] but the interim order
gave dad the option of allowing for it. Of course he wouldn't allow for it. It's a messy
situation and I feel justice hasn't sought the best interests of my child. The law says a child
should be placed with a parent who's willing to allow for a relationship with the other
parent. That's not my case. I feel like the judge should see right through but that's my
opinion I suppose. For those going through the same thing, hang on. It'll hopefully get
better.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the Indigenous community
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STORIES ABOUT THE PRISON SYSTEM
Prison injustice to women with child
My experience with prison and pregnancy (losing a child) was a hige example of how
backwards our systems are, how a mother with child was locked into a jail cell while dealing
with the emotions of pregnancy. We keep letting our systems fail women and children
without having proper supports, justice and resources in line for more options regarding
one's individual needs
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the Indigenous community

Woman forced to wait for medical attention after miscarriage
I had a miscarriage when I was in [prison] and nothing was done at first then I was taken to
the hospital around 7:30 am and it happened 11:30 pm previous night. They had other
inmates clean my cell. No councilling or support thru this ordeal. I had it in my toilet the
whole time while waiting for them to just take me out.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the Indigenous community

Transgender female discriminated against by prison staﬀ
I am a transgender female. I went to prison for 2 months in [prison name] in [municipality]
and in that 2 months i was 100% isolated from every other female inmate because i am
transgender and apparently i am such a threat. They treated me like male. they medically
isolated me as well and treated me for something i never had to begin with and they tried to
give me medication that i was allergic too. i also Cant do any programs that involves other
female inmates So in the 2 months i tried to get help on the outside but i had no luck what
so ever every time i was going to court the judge at the time would NOT allow me to talk
what so ever.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the LGBTQ+ community
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Cops using excessive force
Me being transgender i need blood tests to monitor my estrogen the medical staﬀ there are
not properly trained they would give me blood tests but all the request i had put in for it
they were thrown out they would NOT talk to my doctor that specializes in transgender
females so i couldnt get any medical dosage changes or anything.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the LGBTQ+ community

They need better health care in [prison]
Medication- Don't think its right how medication when being prescribed to you, the
methadone program and other medication. They lower your dose to where the jail-health
care think you should be on. For example: I am on 145 mills and I had been taken down to
120 on my methadone.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community
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S T O R I E S F R O M N OVA S C O T I A N S
Traﬃc stop
Okay, so on [date] at 1130 AM on [street name], a police oﬃcer stopped me. When I asked
her what was wrong, she said to me that I didn't stop at the traﬃc stop. “Where?” when I
ask her, she said to me, “On [street name].” I told her that on [street name] I already
stopped, and also my son he’s with me and he vouched for me. Then she gave me a ticket.
When she gave me the ticket, I told her, “I did everything I was supposed to” and she said,
“you didn’t do everything.” I told her that I don’t have any choice and that I can’t agree with
the oﬃcer. But I don’t have any experience and I don’t want any more problems, so I tell her
okay and I take the ticket. My plan was to go to court, but on the day before I had some
friends who read the ticket for me. The oﬃcer said that she stopped me on [street name],
but the ticket she gave me said another street [note: street name unintelligible]. I was
coming from [municipality] and my face was toward the East, toward [street name]. There
was no stop sign facing me, only one from another direction. Then I take the ticket to the
court and the court dismissed it. But I still feel bad because I didn't any mistake, but the
police oﬃcer lied. She said to me, when I stopped on [street name], she said it was another
place. Then, I feel bad because so many people are innocent like this. By the way, the court
dismissed it saying no evidence, nothing to support it because the oﬃcer didn’t come to
court.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community

What’s in a name?
Our justice system sucks especially living in a Black community so many times for no reason
you can be just a bystander to something and be targeted for no reason. My friend, for
instance, was living the fast life one day decided he had enough of the life went to school got
a good job and has been living right. Anytime he gets pulled over because of who he is and
our last name, they search him his car etc for no reason they question his whereabouts.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community
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Police harassment
The police were harassing me because I'm mentally ill. They'd stop me every other day and
give me hell. They take me to the hospital when there's no need to do that. It was happening
a couple times a week when I was living in [municipality]. I was homeless.

Police harassment 2
I've been harassed by police because when I walk out in public they always pull me over and
ask me my name and where I live. I tell them unless you've got something on me, leave me
alone. I have to go to court next month because I was charged for something I didn't really
do. I went to Community Justice and they are helping me.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community

Perverted cops split loonies!!
2 police oﬃcers had picked me up late one night who knew me and thought I may have been
out doing crime. I was doing that (stealing loonies and quarters from coin operated
machines in apartment buildings) and they found a bunch of loonies in my jacket. I was on
parole but they said they weren't gonna take me back. One of the men went into a stal and
the other started talking to me and asking if I ever dated a cop (more or less asking if I
prostituted). Telling me that the other cop liked my legs. I told him that I didn't do that.
They asked me to take them to the building I got the loonies from. I did then they said we
told you we werent gonna take you back to jail, but what did I think was fair. I said just let
me out, keep the loonies. They said that wasn't fair, that they'd split them with me. They did
then ddropped me oﬀ around the corner from the crack house I always went to ($75 each).
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community

The married woman in trouble with the law. And not over!
The time that I hit the cop I paid a fine. Because he hit me first. He called me a "Black Bitch"
he got changed for it. And got 100$ fine in 1985.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community
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Reporting domestic abuse - disadvantages of new domestic violence laws
I was assaulted by an ex-boyfriend. I called the police and gave a statement not realizing I
would have to appear in court to testify to it. I called the police for my immediate safety and
not to be further engaged with the justice system, but recent domestic violence laws force
women to be traumatized by continuing to engage with the justice system afterwards. I am a
student who had to leave class multiple times over a few weeks to answer private phone
calls from victim services from police and the courts, constantly retraumatizing me and
making me unable to focus in school. I had to sacrifice my time and my priorities so that I
would not be charged for not testifying at trial due to my severe anxiety - I had to call the
Crown, wait for them to call back, and tell them that I felt my anxiety would not make me a
good witness and justice would not be served by putting me on the stand. After that
experience, realizing I searched for women advocacy groups and there were none that I fit
into, it really discouraged me to engage with the justice system. I felt I would never tell
another woman to call the police for her immediate safety without being ready for what was
to come (sacrifices, retraumatization, constant calls from multiple people - police, victim
services, courts).
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the African Nova Scotian community

No justice for domestically abused women
About 2 years ago, I was beaut up by a ex-boyfriend (I am female) and because it was his
name on the lease, I was arrested and put in jail for 3 days, even though it was him who
abused me. I stood up for myself and he called the police. At the beginning of this year the
charges were dropped.
- The contributor self-identified as a member of the Indigenous community
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#TALKJUSTICE PROJECT

APPENDIX:
ACCESS TO JUSTICE
FOCUS GROUP FINDINGS
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JUSTICE IS ABOUT RESPECT
A major theme that emerged from our talk was that of discrimination and a lack of respect
shown by employers and those involved in the justice, educational and government systems.
Discrimination and a lack of respect are major access to justice barriers as they prevent
people from:
• getting jobs and having financial security;
• being in positions of decision-making and authority;
• accessing services;
• being protected by police; and
• accessing the justice system for help and addressing injustice.
Participants identified the need for more representation from members of the African Nova
Scotian community in decision-making positions and greater accountability for those
members of the system that abuse their power.

31

RESPECT IN EDUC ATION
Justice requires being respected at school and in training programs.

One of the first issues discussed was that of a lack of respect in the education system. One
participant noted that the education system has historically perpetuated a lack of respect by
failing to give young people the tools to feel proud of their African heritage and focusing too
much on African people as slaves.
Disrespect is not confined to the public education system but we heard stories about how it
can occur in training for jobs. One participant told a story of being called out by a teacher in
a training program for being late and was told in front of the class that she needed an
“attitude adjustment”. When a white student was late the next day, she was not similarly
humiliated in front of the class.
Failing to show respect in education can be harmful as it can shake your confidence and lead
Black youth into believing that they aren’t as smart as white people. As well, where Black
students push back against a lack of respect and stand up for themselves they are
stereotyped as “snappy” and “disrespectful”.
Being disrespected in education leads to a lack of confidence in the education system and
your own abilities and this can put your education and future employment at risk.

32

R E S P E C T I N E M P LOY M E N T
Justice requires being treated fairly in the hiring process and being respected
in the workplace.
Participants discussed being discriminated and disrespected in employment. Discrimination
begins at the application stage: if people apply for jobs and put their real addresses they will
not get called back. One participant applied for a job multiple times and on the third time
put in a fake address and only then did she get called back.
While quota systems for diversity in employment were meant to fight discrimination, these
can also be used to perpetuate discrimination. Discrimination can also occur when you selfidentify as African Nova Scotian on the job application. As well, when the quota has already
been filled, some people thought they were automatically disqualified.
The quota system can also be used to perpetuate discrimination and racism past the
application phase and into the workplace. People and their work are devalued and they are
treated as if they are only in the workplace to fill the quota.
Discrimination and disrespect in employment mean that members of the African Nova
Scotian community are not well represented in positions of authority. This in turn
perpetuates discrimination and disrespect as those in power and making decisions do not
come from the community and do not understand your experience.
A lack of African Nova Scotian people in important roles can mean a lack of role models for
youth. As well, dealing with this lack of respect in the workplace and in the job search can
wear you down and risk your job prospects.
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RESPECT FROM THE JUSTICE SYSTEM
Justice requires representation in and respect from members of the justice system.

Where there is discrimination in education and employment this discrimination will also be
seen in the representation of members of the African Nova Scotian community in the justice
system.
One participant told a story of how he was involved in a discrimination case at the Human
Rights Commission. The only staﬀ he dealt with were white and as such, they could not
relate to his experience as an African Nova Scotian person who was being discriminated
against. As a result, no one at the Commission treated his claim for discrimination with the
full respect it deserved and his case was thrown out.
A lack of respect and a lack of representation from members of the African Nova Scotian
community can therefore perpetuate discrimination and injustice.
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RESPECT FROM THE GOVERNMENT
Justice requires being respected by people working in Government.

People from the community can sometimes be disrespected by people working in
Government who are meant to assist them, such as persons working in the Department of
Community Services. Rather than being helped by people working in Government,
participants were left on their own to figure out what funding and services were available
and how to apply for them.
As well, sometimes those working in Government can show disrespect by failing to
understand your needs. One worker required a participant to attend school full time even
though she had a newborn at the time.
People working in Government are given a lot of discretionary authority. They can determine
whether to punish you or help you and there is very little you can do to enforce your rights.
We heard an example of how one income assistance worker would hold everyone’s cheques
if he felt like he was being disrespected.
Being treated with disrespect by people that work in Government can be harmful as it can
aﬀect your quality of life such as how much money you have to live, eat and even whether or
not you are allowed to look after your own child.
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RESPECT FROM THE POLICE
Justice requires being respected by police.
We heard from participants about the harm that can come from being discriminated and
disrespected by police. As one participant noted, “the biggest gang is the police.”
Being discriminated and disrespected by police is dangerous and puts you at risk by
compromising your safety. One participant told a story of a police oﬃcer breaking
someone’s arm while arresting them.
One participant told a story of being out at night when a fight broke out. She could not leave
the scene of the fight as her car was being blocked by police. She was yelled at to leave and
shoved by police who would not listen to her explain that they were blocking her car. She
was with her boyfriend who is likewise African Nova Scotian and she knew as the situation
was escalating that her boyfriend was at risk of abuse by police so she had to leave her car
and come back another time to get it.
Like the diversity quota system in employment, measures developed to address
discrimination and disrespect in the community can also perpetuate discrimination and
disrespect. Participants spoke of the community policing program and how this program
ended up promoting disrespect. Some participants felt that police showed disrespect in the
program by dropping in at agencies and in community without making appointments and
arrangements ahead of time. This showed disrespect as it left the impression that police did
not think the time and activity of those in community was important. This disrespect does
not make community engagement feel genuine.
It was noted that this disrespect may start at the training level. One participant talked about
disrespect from teachers to students that goes on in training members of the justice system.
Disrespect in training oﬃcers may promote disrespect overall and give them an idea that it
is alright to disrespect members of community.
As well, one participant discussed how this disrespect is also perpetuated by the media. The
media only reports when things go wrong in the community. This perpetuates disrespect
and discrimination and new oﬃcers that come into the community come in with a
stereotyped view of the community as dangerous. One participant noted that confronting
members of the community with an aggressive stance because you have a stereotype of
everyone in community as dangerous can then provoke an aggressive response as emotions
are high.
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Police oﬃcers have a great deal of discretionary authority. Where members of the police are
not willingly showing respect and are discriminating against members of the community,
some participants noted that they must be held to account. One participant noted that while
police don’t have to be friends with everyone they have to be professional.
One participant noted that if you are pulled over by an aggressive police oﬃcer, you could
call 911 and request that another oﬃcer come to the scene. Another participant
recommended that in order to promote accountability and transparency for police oﬃcers,
they should have to wear body cameras and people should be able to record their actions.
Disrespect and discrimination from police can lead to physical harm, a lack of safety in the
community and the inability to be able to access justice. One woman in the group told a
story of how she called the police after getting into a fight with her partner but was arrested
herself. She was left with the feeling that she will not call the police again for protection
because this puts her at risk.
Finally, disrespect by police breeds disrespect for the police and for the justice system and is
a major access to justice obstacle as people do not trust the police and do not trust the
justice system.
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ELEMENTS OF RESPECT
Participants identified a number of elements of respect to combat the disrespect and
discrimination that leads to a denial of access to justice:

1. Highlight accomplishments of the community
• In education there should be greater respect for the accomplishments of persons with
African heritage in schools.
• The media perpetuates discrimination, stereotyping and disrespect for community by
only highlighting negative stories and not positive ones.

2. Greater representation: Greater representation of persons from African Nova Scotian
community to account for the lived experience of African Nova Scotian people in
decision-making:
• Policy: Programs such as the quota system and community policing can be used to
discriminate and disadvantage if the people they are meant to help are not part of
designing the program.
• Programs: Requirements such as the educational requirement for income assistance for
a young mother just set her up to fail and jeopardized her well-being.
3. Promoting greater understanding: In the same way members of the community are
stereotyped, so justice actors are stereotyped. Programs that are introduced to promote
greater trust and understanding such as the community policing program, must be
genuine and carried out with respect.

4. More community-based services: The Family Resource Center was raised as an
example of something that was working well in the community. There was
confidentiality, services available, and people are there that understand your experience.

5. Greater accountability and transparency: Where decision-makers with a lot of
discretionary authority are not able to respect members of community and continue to
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discriminate against them they should be held to account and their decisions should be
made more transparent.
• Police: Police should be made to wear body cameras and people should have access to
another police oﬃcer if they are confronted by an aggressive police oﬃcer.
• Government Workers: Government workers need to take people’s circumstances into
account such as the situation where the mother of a newborn was told to go to school
as a condition of receiving assistance.
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