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Advocating for Advocacy: The ‘Harris Disorder’ and how women tried to cure it 
 
The following article was originally commissioned by Action Ontarienne contre la violence 
faite aux femmes as a context piece in training material for transitional support workers. 
While it outlines the roots of the provincial transitional housing and support program for 
women who experience violence, the context largely details the struggle to sustain women’s 
anti-violence advocacy in Ontario under the Harris regime and the impacts of that 
government’s policy on advocacy work to end violence against women. 

By Eileen Morrow 

Political and Economic Context 

The roots of the Transitional Housing and Support Program began over 15 years 
ago.  

At that time, political and economic shifts played an important role in determining 
how governments approached social programs, including supports for women 
experiencing violence.  Shifts at both the federal and provincial levels affected 
women’s services and women’s lives. 

In 1994, the federal government began to consider social policy shifts reflecting 
neoliberal economic thinking that had been embraced by capitalist powers around 
the world.  Neoliberal economic theory supports smaller government (including cuts 
to public services), balanced budgets and government debt reduction, tax cuts, less 
government regulation, privatization of public services, individual responsibility and 
unfettered business markets. Forces created by neoliberal economics—including the 
current worldwide economic crisis—still determine how government operates in 
Canada. 

A world economic shift may not at first seem connected to a small program for 
women in Ontario, but it affected the way the Transitional Housing and Support 
Program began. 

Federal government shifts 

By 1995, the Liberal government in Ottawa was ready to act on the neoliberal shift 
with policy decisions. Two decisions had devastating impacts on social programs 
across Canada—one was a structural policy change, the other a budget decision. 

Decision 1: How funding is delivered to provinces 

Between 1966 and 1995, Ottawa had shared its tax revenue with provinces through 
two mechanisms: 

• The  Established Funding Programs, which used “block” (set amount) funding 
to support health care and education; 

• The Canada Assistance Plan (CAP), which funded social programs like social 
assistance, social housing, child welfare, civil legal aid and community 
programs such as child care, attendant care, women’s counseling and shelter 
services. CAP funding was provided on a percentage basis—50/50. The 
federal government matched funds provided for the services by provinces. 
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The 1995 federal budget merged these two programs into one block funding 
program called the Canada Health and Social Transfer (CHST), fundamentally 
changing the way the federal government shares taxes with the provinces. (In later 
years, the CHST was split into the Canada Health Transfer (CHT) and the Canada 
Social Transfer (CST).) 

This decision changed how the money was transferred; it would now come to the 
provinces in the “block” arrangement—there would be no more matching funds. It 
also removed almost all accountability and direction from the federal government 
on how the money could be spent. 

Under the CAP arrangement there were national standards and requirements for 
use of transferred tax revenue.  They included: 

• Accessibility and adequacy: aid to anyone in need with an amount to meet 
their basic needs, defined as food, shelter, clothing, fuel, utilities, household 
and personal supplies. 

• Universality: no residency requirements for eligibility to receive assistance. 

• Right to appeal decisions of welfare agencies. 

• Right to refuse work as a condition for receiving assistance. 

Although it named health and social programs as the purpose of the funding, under 
the CHST, provinces could now decide where to spend the money virtually without 
restrictions.  

Decision 2: How much funding is delivered to provinces 

Along with the drastic change in how tax revenue was transferred, Ottawa 
implemented cuts to the 1995/96 and 1996/97 federal budgets that were 
unprecedented, including cuts to the block funding amounts transferred to the 
provinces. 

Over $7 billion in annualized funds for provincial social programs was cut over two 
years.  
 
As outlined in research by the Feminist Alliance for International Action (FAFIA), 
“never before in the history of Canadian fiscal federalism had the federal 
government reduced the actual amount of its financial contribution to social 
programs."1 
 
These decisions to change funding delivery and accountability, while cutting social 
program funding, reflect the federal goals of reducing government-funded 
programs, cutting deficits and government debt, removing regulations and shifting 
(reducing) the federal government’s social responsibility. 

Provincial government shifts—the Common Sense Revolution 

While the Ottawa Liberals were proudly claiming to forever change the fiscal 
governance of Canada, the Progressive Conservative Party was on the verge of 
becoming the new provincial government in Ontario.   
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On June 8, 1995, the “Mike Harris” government came to power.  The Harris 
government has had the most long-standing and destructive impact on women who 
experience violence and women’s services. Its impacts remain today and will affect 
women in Ontario for years to come. 

The Ontario Tories were even more dedicated to less government than the federal 
Liberals. They ran and won on a platform to ‘reform’ welfare—including cutting 
rates and introducing “workfare”—introduce tax cuts, balance the budget, 
drastically reduce overall government spending and maintain ‘law and order’. 

The Common Sense Revolution, a brief election document that outlined the Tory 
plan, spoke to rich and poor voters alike in the midst of an economic recession, 
promising to balance the books and create jobs while lessening the “tax burden” on 
“ordinary” Ontarians. 

They won a stunning and unexpected victory, going from 20 to 82 seats in the 130 
seat Legislative Assembly.   

Tory ‘common sense’ 

Federal government changes to cost-sharing and the parallel funding cuts were a 
gift to provincial Tory planners. They could use federal cuts as one excuse to cut 
spending on the provincial level, they could spend money coming from Ottawa on 
virtually anything they wanted, including tax cuts, and they didn’t have to follow 
any rules about access, accountability or adequacy of programs.   

The Harris government wanted to “run the government more like a business.”2 

By late September 1995, when they first stepped into the Legislature at Queen’s 
Park, the “common sense” agenda was already well under way.  

Here are just a few of their decisions: 

• All provincial ministries had been told to cut their budgets by a minimum of 
5%. Some cuts reached 10% to 20%. To reach the “target reduction” goal, 
Ministries cut and eliminated programs, including women’s and children’s 
services. 

• Social assistance rates and shelter allowances were cut by 21.6% and then 
frozen so that each year social assistance recipients fell deeper into poverty 
as a result of the rising cost of living. There was no further increase in the 
rates until 2004, when the Liberals began raising them again, largely to 
offset continuing inflation. With the rise in the cost of living, the rates 
reflected a cut of well over a third of the original support under social 
assistance.  

• Recipients of social assistance could no longer receive Ontario Student 
Assistance Program (OSAP) loans to attend university. At the same time, 
grants to colleges and universities were reduced and they were permitted to 
raise tuition fees to offset the reduced funding. Immigrants who were 
sponsored (largely immigrant women) into Canada had $100 deducted from 
their social assistance unless they could prove they had left an abusive 
relationship.  In 1998, when the federal government created the Child Tax 
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Benefit Supplement for poor families in Canada, Ontario clawed it back, 
dollar for dollar, from social assistance recipients. 

• Funding for social housing was frozen. 390 approved non-profit housing 
projects were stopped, representing 17,000 housing units in Ontario.  Social 
housing was downloaded to local municipalities.  Rent control was removed 
for private landlords. 

• Funding for legal aid was cut by $153 million in 1996. Between 1995 and 
1997, the number of family law legal aid certificates had dropped by 77%.  

• Healthcare, education and tax revenue sharing with local municipalities were 
cut.  

• Taxes were cut as promised—representing a $6 billion loss in government 
revenue for public services and social programs. 

• User fees increased as cuts were implemented. For example, social 
assistance recipients and seniors were now required to pay a $2 fee for each 
drug prescription they needed. People applying for public transit for people 
with disabilities were charged a fee to apply. Many other service fees were 
raised, while thousands of government staff were fired. For low and middle 
income people, the new fees ate up the money they received in tax cuts 
while they waited longer for the services they needed. 

• Eligibility for government programs and services was tightened across 
government in order to cut off recipients.  

• Pay equity for women in largely female workplaces (such as child care 
centres and women’s services) was disbanded and the employment equity 
strategy eliminated. 

• Entire local government structures and systems were amalgamated to reduce 
the costs of “duplication” of service and administration. 

The Tory goal was $6 billion in “savings” to fight the deficit and implement 30% 
“job-creating tax cuts” over three years. The money would be found by making cuts 
to what they called “waste” “mismanagement” and “unnecessary spending.”3 In the 
first two years of its eight years in power, the Mike Harris government had 
announced $5.5 million of the proposed cuts. 

Running the government “like a business” meant preparing government Ministry 
“Business Plans” for “consumers” of services, cutting costs, paring staff 
complements and installing corporate governance models and per unit valuation of 
‘products’ created by programs. Presumably the “savings” represented government 
‘profits’ that could then be turned into the proposed tax cuts to, in turn, be 
provided to the private sector. 

The Social Context—Marketing the Cuts 

As women’s advocates know, one common tactic of abuse is the power to define 
and/or re-define. Abusers can name what has value and what does not. They use 
lies and misinformation to turn away support. They have the power to create 
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rewards and punishments as they see fit and the power to determine what should 
be rewarded or punished. 

At an institutional and cultural level, Mike Harris and the Tories used the same 
power to justify and re-define their actions, characterizing themselves as coming to 
fix the government and protect “the people who pay the taxes and obey the laws.”4 
If they are the protectors and fixers, then it follows that things are “broken” and 
there are enemies to repel. 

Once in power, they often used the tactic of demonizing opposition to justify their 
decisions. Here are some examples: 

• Tory Cabinet Ministers and the Premier repeatedly pictured recipients of 
social assistance as “trapped” in a “cycle of dependency” that the Tories 
would help them escape. Much of their rhetoric was a lot less sympathetic.  
For example, Premier Mike Harris said: “We’re paying for a significant 
number of people, over a million, by the way, of families 300,000 to 
400,000, to sit home and do nothing.”5  The majority of these ‘do nothings’ 
were single mothers with children, many of whom are on social assistance as 
a result of violence.  

• Defending cuts to social assistance, Minister of Community and Social 
Services David Tsubouchi stated: “We had to fix this system. This system 
was broken… People have got to learn again to start to take responsibility for 
themselves and their families and not leave it to everyone else to do.”6 He 
calculated that social assistance recipients could live on $90 a month, based 
on a list of food items that he had created, and suggested that they buy 
dented cans of tuna, buy in bulk or haggle on the price of food.  Dismissing 
challenges to escaping welfare, such as lack of child care, the same Minister 
said: “The best solution would be to be able to get subsidized day care. If 
you can’t, maybe you have to look back at what we used to do 20 or 30 
years ago when your mother had to get out. You maybe just get somebody 
else to babysit for them.”7 

• Explaining the cut of a $37 per month nutritional allowance for pregnant 
women on welfare, Premier Mike Harris remarked: "What we are making sure 
is that those dollars don't go to beer, don't go to something else.”8 

• To restrict eligibility of people with disabilities to specialized public 
transportation and the newly implemented Ontario Disability Support 
Program, the government literally re-defined “disability,” repeatedly stating 
that they wanted to protect the services for “the truly disabled.”9 The 
implication is that some recipients were faking disability to receive assistance 
rather than work.  

• Anyone who opposed Tory policy became a “special interest group.”  The 
label was particularly useful for labour unions and equity-seeking groups that 
asked for “special favours and special privileges”10 from the previous NDP 
government. 

• The massive government resources they controlled were compared to family 
budgets, where as David Tsubouchi said: “When you got no money, you got 
no money, and you’ve got to make do with what you can do.”11 
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• The Tories also had no reluctance to pit marginalized groups against each 
other and the ‘taxpayer.’  Defending elimination of the Employment Equity 
Commission, Premier Mike Harris said: “Employment Equity covers the 
disabled, for example, but it’s the wrong way to deal with the disabled. What 
we are saying to an employer is, ‘Now here is a disabled person, only 50% as 
good as an able-bodied worker and you must hire them and pay them as 
much as an able-bodied person’.”12 Bob Runciman, the Ontario Solicitor 
General at the time, said: “I’m sure there are some segments and special 
interests within the black community that will be turned off by anything we 
say or do—I think that’s a given.”13 

• In ‘double-speak’ reminiscent of the ‘crazy-making’ that women often identify 
in relationships with abusers, the Tories became masters of re-definition. 
Budget cuts became “savings.” Cuts to staff and services were known as 
“finding efficiencies.”  The removal of rent controls was implemented through 
“tenant protection” legislation. Community services and public sectors were 
told they could do “more with less” by being more creative and innovative. 
Non-profit housing was called a “boondoggle” where millions were 
“squandered.”14 

It was not uncommon for the Harris government to dismiss the facts or play to 
stereotypes, myths and misinformation.   

The repeated characterization of social assistance recipients as psychologically 
“trapped in a cycle of dependency” was diametrically opposed to research showing 
that most people on welfare wanted to get off the system and find work, but either 
couldn’t find work or couldn’t earn enough at work to support their families. Many 
of the jobs for women and low-income people, and in particular women in 
marginalized communities, were in part-time, contract and temporary work where 
they earned often less than welfare rates. This is, of course, still true today. 

Because the majority of recipients of social assistance are women and children, and 
many are from marginalized communities locked behind barriers of racism, sexism 
and discrimination based on ability, culture, language and age, the demonizing of 
low-income people in Ontario was gender and equity based. 

Similarly, deep cuts to health care, education, legal supports, housing, community 
services and other social programs, although destructive to all public service users, 
had the most devastating impacts on women and children. 

The Judicial Context—(In)justice for Women 

At the same time that the Tories set themselves up to fix the “fiscal crisis” with cuts 
and restricted access to services, they also sought to strengthen ‘law and order’ in 
Ontario. The agenda was broad, encompassing not only crime per se, but also 
punishment of behavior and attitudes judged counter to the government’s socially 
conservative thinking. 

Funding for the criminal justice system 

One area where cuts were not on the table was the criminal justice system: police 
and courts. The Tories promised to build new privatized prisons, including ‘boot 
camps’ for young offenders in the style of prisons in the United States. 
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They increased funding for police forces and, where they considered women at all, 
focused their efforts on gender-neutral “victims’ services” for victims of crime. 
Support for these programs sprang from the generic “victims of crime movement,” 
which was dedicated to toughening the criminal justice system, particularly in cases 
where children or family members had been murdered.  In the Harris government 
thinking—that violence against women is primarily a crime prevention issue—these 
services were the appropriate responses. 

The first of these ‘law and order’ initiatives included:  

• $10 million to increases the Victim Witness Assistance Programs (VWAP) in 
Crown Attorney offices and the Victims Crisis and Referral Services (VCARS) 
(often linked to police services). The money also paid for a provincial Victim 
Notification System which was to provide ‘victims’ with information about 
release of offenders.  The VWAP programs in Ontario were doubled from 13 
to 26 and the VCARS sites went from 4 to 20. 

• An arms-length body was established in the newly formed Office for Victims 
of Crime and an Annual Day of Commemoration for Victims of Crime 
established annually on June 11. 

• The establishment of the Victims’ Justice Fund created through an otherwise 
symbolic Victims’ Bill Of Rights, which was specifically legislated to support 
victims of crime.  

• Of the new allocation, $500,000 was set aside for one-time community 
grants focused on violence against women with criteria based on finding 
management “efficiencies,” using automated technology and building 
‘partnerships’ to reduce budgets. 

• In response to media reports on chronic failures in the criminal courts in 
Toronto, the government opened two specialized ‘domestic violence’ courts in 
the area. 

• The Ontario Coroner’s Office announced a “super inquest” into the deaths of 
Arlene May and Randy Iles, which proposed to examine this murder-suicide 
as a way to make recommendations on “domestic violence” in Ontario. 

As the Harris years rolled on, the government continued to fund these kinds of 
initiatives, eventually developing a “strategy” in which the Domestic Violence Courts 
became a hub model with an attached VWAP and VCARS program, a partner assault 
response service (abusers’ counselling programs) and a DV court community 
advisory committee.  This model has now been installed in one form or another 
through all 55 court jurisdictions in Ontario. 

Access to justice 

Legal aid cuts 

With the massive cuts to legal aid—over $150 million over two years—access to 
justice for low-income people was severely restricted. For women, in particular, the 
loss of three-quarters of the funding for family law legal aid certificates was 
devastating.  Legal aid payments to lawyers were inadequate and hours for cases 
were capped. 
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Although a priority under the remaining program included certificates for abuse, 
many women still either did not qualify or could not complete cases in the allotted 
hours.  For women whose cases became lengthy—as many cases in family court do 
for women experiencing violence—or may have required additional time for 
translation or interpretation, for example, an already difficult family law system 
became worse. 

There were restrictions on issues covered under legal aid (e.g. property issues) and 
on types of issues covered, for example, on immigration and tenant rights issues.  

Lawyers reacted to the restrictions and cuts by refusing to take legal aid clients in 
many cases, making it harder for women to find a lawyer, especially in rural and 
Northern communities. To find a lawyer who understood the dynamics of violence 
against women and also took legal aid was a struggle. Some women lost their 
representation in the middle of cases when the cap on hours was reached. Many 
women found themselves without representation in family court. 

Lack of legal representation for women and low-income people in Ontario remains a 
serious access to justice issue despite the defeat of the Tories in 2004.  

Federal custody and access review 

By 2000, events at the federal government level made legal issues even more 
difficult for women. 

Attempts by the federal House of Commons to implement a fairer child support 
process by creating guidelines for judges in cases under the Divorce Act resulted in 
resistance by both federal MPs and members of the Senate who supported so-called 
‘fathers’ rights movement’ calls for ‘shared parenting’ or ‘joint custody’ of children 
in divorce cases. 

To remove resistance to passing the child support guidelines in the Senate, the 
federal justice department agreed to set up a cross-country consultation on custody 
and access.  This road show was heavily influenced by men’s and fathers’ rights 
groups. Women’s advocates, including delegations providing information on 
violence against women and the impact of abuse on children, were greeted with 
confrontation and hostility or dismissed and ignored. 

The final report of this circus was not surprisingly in favour of ‘shared parenting,’ 
criminal physical violence as the only acceptable determinant of abuse and reduced 
child support for shared custody arrangements, among other recommendations.  

Although the report didn’t translate into legislation, it did generate proposed 
changes to the Divorce Act (Bill C-22) that were never passed because the Liberal 
government fell.  The debates about that bill and the dust stirred up by the custody 
and access consultation, however, did affect the gains made by women in family 
courts and influenced the increasing support for joint custody decisions, parenting 
plans, mediation and arbitration processes in family courts.   
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‘Criminalization’ of women 

Cracking down on ‘fraud’ 

One of the most destructive of the Tory ‘law and order’ regimes was the 
surveillance and punishment of social assistance recipients, especially women. 

Having characterized the poor as “sitting at home and doing nothing” and welfare 
fraud as “rampant” in Ontario, it wasn’t hard for the government to declare that 
“clearly there’s a need to crack down on fraud”15within the social assistance system.  
The fact that there are a tiny number of convictions for actual criminal behaviour 
within the system was apparently not relevant. 

In the Harris system, any violation of the apparently endless rules and twists within 
social assistance mechanisms—intentional or not—could be deemed ‘fraud’. The 
government even set up a special 1-800 “snitch” line where anonymous callers 
could monitor and report their neighbours or family members who were ‘defrauding’ 
“the people who pay the taxes and obey the laws.”  

“Cracking down” could mean loss of assistance for failing to report money or gifts 
donated by family member, the value of a meal eaten at a friend’s home, or even 
errors made as a result of failures within the system to inform recipients of the 
rules. These ‘crimes’ could be punished with removal of assistance for three 
months, then six months, then for life, or a charge of fraud under the Criminal 
Code. 

Increasingly stringent eligibility criteria and heightened surveillance were designed 
to cut off recipients from social assistance and create the “savings” that 
government needed to “balance the books.” An attitude that recipients—mostly 
women and children—were stealing from the taxpayers permeated the system.  
Women were particularly targeted, however. 

“Spouse-in-the-house” rule 

In October 1995, the Tories re-introduced the old “spouse-in-the-house” rule 
removed by the previous NDP government.   

The original rule allowed social assistance workers to consider as “spouses” a 
woman and man who had been living together for three years or more in 
accordance with common law, thereby making the man’s income part of the 
woman’s income support under social assistance rules. 

The Harris government put a new twist on the rule, deciding that any two people of 
the opposite sex (and later of the same sex) who were co-residing for three months 
could be considered “spouses.” The definition of “spouse” rested on a series of 
intrusive and highly personal questions. For women, who constitute the majority of 
social assistance recipients, especially for single mothers, virtually any relationship 
jeopardized receipt of benefits and created surveillance and intrusion into women’s 
lives that was unprecedented. 

The re-introduction and expansion of the “spouse” definition resulted in the 
immediate loss of assistance for over 10,000 recipients (89% of them women) who 
had been eligible before.16 
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Women’s Services and Supports 

The reductions in public services such as social assistance, housing, legal aid 
funding, health care and education all had disproportionately negative impacts on 
women, especially women in marginalized groups. Services directly established by 
women for women were similarly targeted. 

Women’s services were devastated in the Harris years, and the momentum of 
women’s equality rights work between the mid-70s and early 90s came to an 
abrupt stop. Women became just another “special interest group.” 

Cuts to women’s services and supports included:  

• A 5% cut to core funding in women’s emergency shelters over two years. An 
estimated $9 million in core annualized funding was cut. 

• Elimination of all funding for program supports in second stage housing 
programs for women leaving abusive relationships. 

• A 5% cut to community-based sexual assault centres. 

• Shifting of focus for women’s centres from a generalist focus to economic 
security and violence against women priorities. Women’s centres were 
encouraged to engage in activities in support of workfare placement.  More 
funding was provided to women’s groups engaged in support of professional 
and business women.  Funding for women’s centres remains uncertain. 

• Funding reductions for crisis lines for women across Ontario, including for 
SOS Femmes, the only crisis line for Francophone women operating at the 
time.   

• A 5% cut to community counselling programs for women and children 
experiencing violence. 

• Budget reductions for multi-services agencies providing services to 
immigrant women. 

•  Cuts to Aboriginal social services, ethno-racial services and Francophone 
services for women and children. 

• Elimination of funding to all advocacy groups such as the Disabled Women’s 
Network of Ontario (DAWN) and the Ontario Association of Interval and 
Transition Houses (OAITH). Funding was now restricted to “direct services” 
described by Minister Responsible for Women’s Issues Dianne Cunningham as 
“core service with money going directly to the mother and the child with 
some level of support.”17 

• Disbanding of the provincial Advisory Council on Women’s Issues and 
reduction of almost 75% of the staff at the Ontario Women’s Directorate. 

• Closure of the Pay Equity Legal Clinic, set up to support women during the 
implementation of the Pay Equity Act passed in 1990 by the NDP, and the 
freezing of all funding to support pay equity implementation for women.  Pay 
equity for “proxy comparator” workplaces was eliminated. As noted above, all 
employment equity work was halted. 
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• Elimination of any funding for local anti-violence coordinating committees.  
Project grants were later restored and heavily linked to work on criminal 
justice issues and partnerships with police. 

• Ending of any government efforts to reduce racism and discrimination. 

The McGuire Report 

Women’s services were also specifically targeted by the Harris government when it 
commissioned a controversial report commonly called the ‘McGuire Report’ after its 
author, Martha McGuire. 

The report was a rambling review primarily of women’s emergency shelters, 
characterizing them as expensive, bad for children and used by only a small 
segment of women experiencing violence.  At the same time sexual violence was 
given little attention or discussion in the document.  The goals of the review 
exercise were to find the usual ‘efficiencies’ and ‘savings’ that were standard in the 
Harris version of governance. 

Some women’s advocates had been interviewed for the review by its authors—they 
universally denounced the report when it was released. 

The recommendations of the report were shocking.  For women’s advocates, it was 
clear that the government was planning to create a primarily criminal justice-based 
system in which women’s services would be severely limited or phased out 
altogether.  The report’s most startling recommendations were: 

• Shelters could be used by women for stays of approximately 24-48 hours 
while they obtained a restraining order and installed security measures.  
Neighbours could to be informed about the abuser and asked to report any 
breaches of the orders to police. 

• Sexual assault centres and other women’s crisis services could be 
amalgamated into services for victims of crime, such as “Assault centres” 
where women could receive crisis response.  This “one-stop shopping” model 
would supposedly be a less expensive way to serve more ‘victims’ and would 
also serve male victims of abuse. 

• The government should consider fewer prosecutions for woman abuse crime 
because they were costly and might result in a re-offence. 

The suggested “communications strategy” for release of the report was to include 
women of colour and immigrant women—who had very legitimate concerns about 
lack of access to women’s services—in the launch of the new model as a way to 
dampen resistance to the plan.  

The Agenda for Action 

Over 500 responses to the McGuire Report were sent to Minister Cunningham, who 
quickly distanced herself from the document. The government then released a short 
18-page Agenda for Action on the Prevention of Violence Against Women, a vague 
document that left much to interpretation.   

In the 1997 budget speech, Finance Minister Ernie Eves promised “$27 million over 
the next four years to support women and their families in breaking the cycle of 
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violence.”18   The first funding announcement—a $5.5 million package—came in 
June 1997, with the release of the new ‘agenda.’  

Some women’s work received one-time project funding—French language services 
for women, for example, received $700,000--but most of the money went to the 
systems originally outlined in the McGuire Report, in particular the criminal justice 
system and victims services as well as health services, education and generic 
community services.  Again victims’ services and domestic violence courts were 
expanded—the DV courts were quadrupled in the first announcement--and training 
programs for system players were central to the approach of the new plan. 

The Agenda for Action also first mentioned the need for child welfare to become 
involved, outlining a plan for child welfare training on violence against women that 
was then implemented as mandatory co-training of child welfare and violence 
against women workers. 

Before the year 2000, when amendments to the Child and Family Services Act 
expanded child protection powers and the definition of “emotional abuse” in the Act, 
screening tools for child welfare workers already identified “domestic violence” as a 
risk factor for child welfare intervention. Soon, women and women’s anti-violence 
services would experience a new and apparently permanent kind of surveillance and 
accountability thanks to the Harris government. 

Overall, the approach of the government remained the same as it had in the 
McGuire Report—shift funding into new initiatives within systems that had 
traditionally been unresponsive to women and children, while stalling funding and 
expansion of women-controlled services. This “coordinated” approach to provincial 
government policy on violence against women has remained the central theme on 
violence against women in Ontario ever since. 

The Ministry of Community and Social Services (MCSS), for example, had already 
implemented an approach of coordinated service delivery in children’s and 
developmental services within the Ministry under the Making Services Work for 
People framework.  Although attempts had been made to re-create this process 
with the violence against women prevention programs, the Ministry had not yet 
succeeded in making it happen as a result of resistance from women’s shelters. The 
framework focuses on service ‘tables’ for MCSS funded agencies, including generic 
programs, who together plan service development and delivery and “speak with 
one voice” on the issues. 

Beginning in the North, the Tories introduced “service system management” for 
violence against women programs in MCSS, a process which has since been 
implemented in all Ministry offices across Ontario.  As the eight-year period of 
Progressive Conservative control came to an end, its policies and approach to 
violence against women were firmly entrenched and irreversible, at least in the 
short-term. 

Report of the Auditor General of Ontario on Violence Against Women 
Programs 

In 2001, the Auditor General of Ontario conducted a review of the Ministry of 
Community and Social Services management of the Violence Against Women 
Prevention (VAWP) Program.  The goals of the audit were: 
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1. To monitor the services provided by its transfer-payment agencies to assess 
whether or not they were meeting the Ministry’s expectations; and 

2. To ensure that payments to transfer-payment agencies were reasonable and 
adequately controlled.19 

The overall review concentrated on women’s shelters and community counselling 
programs, the two central VAWP programs in the Ministry.  By and large, however, 
most of the commentary in the report of the audit applied to women’s shelters. 

The auditor (whose lack of expertise on issues of violence against women and the 
role of women’s anti-violence services is obvious in the report) concluded that the 
Ministry did not know where the funding was going, whether or not the government 
was getting “value for money” or whether the funding was providing the services 
that women and children needed.  

He further concluded that the reporting mechanisms were inadequate within the 
Ministry and that the government needed more detail and accountability from 
agencies in the VAWP Program. The report noted that MCSS had no program policy 
framework or basis for the funding allocations and expressed concern that MCSS 
had not moved on this issue since the previous funding formula for shelters had 
been abandoned. 

The audit report expressed concern about the wide difference in per person, per 
bed and per person/ per day costs across the province and the variations in 
occupancy rates among shelters. In one instance, the lack of academic 
qualifications for staff at one shelter where service was deemed inadequate was 
highlighted and the auditor recommended that MCSS provide guidance to shelters 
on better staff qualifications and governance capacity of shelter Boards of Directors.  

The average per bed cost was determined to be approximately $30,000, which 
coincidentally was the funding allotted to new shelter beds announced later in 
2003. 

The auditor’s report also recommended more detailed reporting of core services 
provided to women and children, more oversight of the relationships and 
interactions of VAW services within the community and more detailed justification 
from agencies applying for funding from the Ministry. 
 
The call for more stringent accountability and oversight of VAW governance, 
especially within women’s shelters in Ontario fitted well with the goals of the Harris 
government. The Ministry of Community and Social Services has been working 
towards increased oversight and ‘accountability’ of women’s shelters ever since.   

Impacts on Women and Children 

It is not within the scope of this background piece to adequately describe all of the 
negative impacts of Harris government policies on the diverse communities of 
women and children in Ontario.  Some examples of the impacts of Tory policies and 
attitudes include: 

• Deepening poverty for women and children, especially for single mothers. By 
2006, Campaign 2000 reported that the child poverty rate in Ontario had 
jumped from 15.1% in 2001 to 17.4% despite strong economic growth. A 
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low-income single parent was now living $9,500 below the poverty line and 
poverty rates in Aboriginal, immigrant and communities of colour were 
double the average. Adjusting for the rising cost of living, social assistance 
rates for single parents (90% women) had dropped by 43% over the 10 
since the Harris cuts of 1995.20 

• Women in shelters remained with or returned to abusers as a direct result of 
the cuts to social assistance and housing so that government policies were 
directly linked to continuing violence by abusers.21  

• The 1-800 ‘snitch’ line to report ‘welfare fraud’ was often used by abusive 
men to have their partners’ assistance cut off. In the report, Walking on 
Eggshells: Abused Women’s Experiences of the Ontario Works System, one 
woman reported being cut off four different times because of false reports by 
her partner. Each time her assistance was suspended during a period of 
investigation by social service workers.22  Abusers also used the social 
assistance system in other ways to maintain control: moving in to her home 
and threatening to report under the “spouse-in-the-house” rule, buying her 
groceries and then threatening to tell the welfare worker that she hadn’t 
reported the extra support, and so on.  The Harris policies became weapons 
for abusive men, deepening their control of their partners and children. 

• Women reported extreme measures to survive as a result of poverty, 
including eating less so their children could have food, not filling prescriptions 
for medicine, using food banks either at the shelter or in the community, 
‘couch and shelter surfing’ to maintain shelter, maxing out credit cards to 
buy food, engaging in sex work to earn money and returning children to an 
abusive partner instead of seeking custody so that children would have 
shelter and food. 

• Safe, adequate housing became more difficult for women to find. By 1998, 
shelters were reporting that availability of housing was dropping and market 
rental housing was less affordable. They also reported that women applying 
for priority on the waiting list because of abuse were being subjected to 
greater suspicion and levels of verification of abuse.23 Apprehensions of 
children by child protection as a result of inadequate housing increased.24 
Wait times for social housing, even on the abuse priority list, became longer 
in many communities. For example, Gillian Hadley, whose murder triggered a 
Coroner’s inquest, was facing a wait of over a year for rent-geared-to-income 
housing. She had been on the priority list for three months when she was 
murdered by her estranged husband. At the time, there was no women’s 
shelter or second stage housing program in her community.   

• Length of stay increased in many women’s shelters, particularly in urban 
areas where housing availability decreased. This created longer waits for 
space within emergency shelters for women.  Between 1999 and 2003 when 
the Tories were in their second term in office, over 50% of shelters reported 
that length of stays had increased again in that period.25 
 

• New child welfare reporting policies on ‘domestic violence’ have resulted in 
increased monitoring and intrusion into women’s lives, including increased 
supervision orders, orders to separate from partners, go to shelters and 
receive counselling, as well as apprehension of some children from their 
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mothers. In 24% of cases of child maltreatment substantiated in 2003, 
mothers/stepmothers were considered to have failed to protect children 
exposed to domestic violence.26 Exposure to domestic violence was the most 
common substantiated form of child maltreatment investigated in that year, 
representing almost a third of substantiated cases in Ontario.27 National 
transition home surveys showed a decline of 21% in child admissions to 
women’s shelters between 1998 and 2002 and a further decline of 12% 
between 2002 and 2004. Statistics Canada has speculated that the drop may 
be caused by fear of child welfare involvement.28 (Poverty and lack of 
housing are also likely to be factors.) 
 

• Many women have been forced to represent themselves in family and other 
legal issues because they are ineligible for legal aid and can’t afford a lawyer. 
As a result women face frustration by court officials, difficulty getting 
information for files and loss of legal rights. Increasing support for ‘joint 
custody’ has resulted in lost child support and continuing involvement with 
abusive partners ordered by courts. Between 1995 and 2002, court-ordered 
joint custody orders doubled in Canada.29 

• Women experienced the psychological impacts of stigmatization as a result of 
abuse and the poverty it created during the Harris years. Abused women 
interviewed about their experiences with Ontario Works compared the social 
assistance system to an abusive relationship: rules were often unspoken or 
vague so that women couldn’t avoid breaking them, responses were 
unpredictable and dangerous and suspicion was ever-present. They described 
feeling like “garbage” and being treated like “criminals.”30 ‘Criminalizing’ not 
only served to further separate already marginalized groups from the rest of 
the ‘honest, hardworking’ community, but it also set them and their children 
up for public denunciation and reinforced control by abusive partners. 

• Women experienced delays and less support and advocacy within women’s 
services as a result of increasing pressures on advocates.  As more women 
and children faced the impacts of the cuts to major social programs and 
small community supports alike, women’s advocates had to spend more time 
advocating for women to get the few supports available and had less time to 
spend providing them with emotional support and education on woman 
abuse. 

• With a ramped up ‘law and order’ approach and increasing focus on a 
gender-neutral ‘domestic violence’ approach within government, increasing 
numbers of women were charged as abusers in ‘dual charging’ incidents.  
Research by the Women Abuse Council of Toronto found, however, that the 
many abused women were being ‘sole charged’.31 Efforts to train police on 
identifying the ‘primary aggressor’ in domestic assaults resulted in a drop in 
dual charging, but the issue of ‘sole charging’ of abused women continues. 

Impacts on Women’s Anti-violence Services 

Because women’s community-based services had a short history in Ontario—barely 
20 years of growth largely occurring in the 1980s—they were still developing 
services to women, had never been adequately supported or funded by government 
and, within marginalized communities of women, still fighting for access in the 
services that did exist. 
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Clearly, with the rampant budget cutting exercise going on, women would not be 
receiving any funds to continue expansion of grassroots, women-controlled 
services. (In one session of the Legislature, Dianne Cunningham said she didn’t 
know what “women-controlled” meant.) 

Service delivery 

After years of growth and building of acceptance in sometimes reluctant 
communities, expansion of anti-violence women’s services—shelters, second stage 
housing, crisis lines, women’s programs for specific populations of women, 
community-based rape crisis centres, women’s centres and neighbourhood 
groups—all came to an abrupt halt in 1995 and began to shrink over the next two 
years.  

• Cuts to women’s frontline crisis services resulted in restructuring and cost-
cutting exercises internally. Shelters, second stage programs and sexual 
assault services experienced staff cuts and loss of programs for women.  As 
noted above, workers had to spend more time to achieve the same or fewer 
results for women in getting housing, legal aid, financial support and 
community services. 

• Rape crisis centres reported spending time with women on poverty issues in 
addition to the impacts of sexual assault. Some shelters set up food banks 
for women and children in the shelter where there were none existing in the 
community.  

• Second stage housing programs for abused women lost virtually all 
counselling and advocacy staff for women and children. Remaining 
administrative staff and volunteers then spent all of their time and efforts 
fundraising in the community to restore some of the program supports, or 
amalgamated with emergency women’s shelters, which then attempted to 
support the women in both facilities. Only a handful of independent second 
stage housing programs remain in Ontario today. 

• Since 1995, virtually all women’s anti-violence services organize numerous 
fundraising activities each year to fund program expenses, including 
expenses in programs designated as “core services” by government for public 
funding purposes. 

• Changes to Ministry of Community and Social Services policies stemming 
from the ‘accountability’ driven agenda of the 2001 audit report have 
fundamentally changed the way many services now work with women and 
children. Shelter advocates have expressed concern that their work with 
women and children has been influenced by the need to fit the work into the 
requirements of ‘measureable outcomes’.  Without additional staff and core 
funding for administration, shelters have been expected to prepare 
increasing amounts of paperwork to provide the detail needed to maintain 
funding levels.  In some services the drive to provide the needed numbers to 
justify continued funding has changed programs for women in shelters from 
choices to requirements for service. Such a practice is diametrically opposed 
to the original intent of taking direction from women on their self-identified 
needs. 
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• Compulsory agreements and relationships with community systems, while 
they may have some benefit in coordinating women’s access to services, also 
create obligations for women’s organizations. Not only can funding be 
affected by these agreements, but participation in local coordination activities 
creates additional work for women’s services without corresponding increases 
in resources to do the work involved. In addition, some advocates have said 
that even if participation is not mandatory, it is at least recommended to 
ensure that if system players lack expertise on women’s issues, they cannot 
make decisions against the best interests of women and children.  

Women and children’s counselor-advocates 

As women and children experienced the profound pressures of declining support 
during the Harris years, women working as advocates and counselors also 
experienced increasing stress and difficulty finding ways to successfully advocate 
for women and children without adequate resources. 

• Because women’s services are part of the women-dominated workplace 
sector, and therefore part of the “proxy comparator” sector of pay equity 
legislation in Ontario, pay equity was stopped in some workplaces when the 
Tories abandoned it.  Many women’s agencies continued to pay the 
increases, but lack of funding meant that many women working in the 
women’s services sector did not receive “real” increases in salaries, 
sometimes for years on end. In 2003, shelters reported an average increase 
in salaries of 6% between 1999 and 2003. To continue paying pay equity, 
shelters adopted a variety of strategies from cutting staff positions, to cutting 
staff hours or benefits to eliminating cost of living increases.32 

• Women’s service workers experienced increasing levels of stress and 
exhaustion, burn-out, low morale and absenteeism. Workers were putting in 
more unpaid ‘volunteer’ overtime hours to make up for decreasing support 
for women and children.33  By comparison, the Auditor General of Ontario 
found that: “Between the 1993/94 and 1996/97 fiscal years, overtime 
expenditures (for OPP officers) increased by 140%, from $12 million to $29 
million, despite a relatively stable level of calls for OPP services during the 
same period.34  

• As government shifted funding out of women’s services into large 
mainstream systems, shelters, sexual assault centres and other women’s 
services lost experienced workers. Frustrated with low pay and high stress 
working conditions, and discouraged by continuing lack of ‘credibility’ in some 
communities, women with years of expertise in anti-violence work moved to 
higher paying jobs in systems like justice, government or child welfare, 
where they would be eligible for pensions and other benefits that they 
couldn’t get in women’s services because of chronic underfunding issues. 

Tories reject women’s advocacy work 

Just as the Harris government found ways to isolate and denounce marginalized 
women and communities in their rush to smaller government, they also found ways 
to weaken women’s advocate groups who might resist their policies. They used 
isolation and division to weaken the women’s anti-violence movement. They used 
funding and fear to diminish resistance.  
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Women’s groups among them, advocates on all issues had their funding 
discontinued. In the fall of 1995, groups like the Disabled Women’s Network of 
Toronto, the Ontario Association of Interval and Transition Houses and even the 
government’s own Advisory Committee on Women’s Issues found themselves 
stripped of all provincial funding. The Second Stage Alliance of Ontario, never 
funded by government, virtually disappeared after the program funding was 
eliminated because its membership was decimated. 

The Ontario Coalition of Rape Crisis Centres (OCRCC) closed its office and laid off 
its staff person. The Coalition has operated with volunteers from the local centres 
ever since.  

Women’s advocates in local women’s centres and shelters faced not only the 
pressures of frontline work under cuts to service funding, but also political pressure 
not to express their anger about losing funding or the impact of government 
policies on women and children. 

Annual government funding for women’s centres had only been granted by the NDP 
previous to the Harris victory.  Even then, for example, there were no “stand alone” 
centres for Francophone women, although some existing centres were offering 
bilingual service. After the election, the centres received less funding from the 
Ontario Women’s Directorate and funding became very insecure. Some centres lost 
funding altogether. Some had never received it and had no hope in the Harris years 
of changing that situation. After the destabilizing of the women’s centre network, 
the Ontario Association of Women’s Centres virtually disappeared as well. 

The government removed advocacy work for individual women from government 
funding contracts.  The “direct services” that shelters provided, for example, were 
not to include work “on behalf of” women and children. 

Constraints on ‘lobbying’ by registered charities became a tool of control over 
women’s services. When advocates in shelters reacted with anger to budget cuts, 
some were warned by government contacts that they were ‘lobbying,’ and could be 
jeopardizing their charitable status.   Some agencies were encouraged to remove 
any references in agency mission statements to political action or social change on 
behalf of women and children.   

One shelter in a rural community reported that staff had been chastised by a Board 
member connected to the PC Party for criticizing government budget cuts.  Many 
women’s services, dependent on government for core service funding, remained 
silent for fear of losing the few services women and children had in their 
communities. 

Their fears were not without substance. 

After one meeting with Dianne Cunningham, a group of women’s advocates in the 
London community where Cunningham was an MPP claimed that she had 
threatened them.  In a sworn affidavit sent to a member of the Legislature, a 
woman who attended claimed the Minister said words to the effect that “…you need 
to understand that groups or agencies that are seen not to be working with the 
government, providing an oppositional voice [at this point she made reference to 
Harmony House, an Ottawa second-stage housing project which has been strongly 
voicing opposition to the cuts] will be audited and their funding eliminated."35  
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Although other women at the meeting were also willing to swear to the alleged 
threat, Cunningham denied it referring to it as an “irrelevant situation” and calling 
suggestions that the different perceptions of the meeting be referred for 
investigation to a government committee as “a total waste of time”.36 

On more than one occasion the Minister implied that meetings with women’s 
advocates were positive and women were supportive of government initiatives only 
to have the same women publicly express shock and disbelief at the Minister’s 
interpretation. They were appalled that she would use their attempts to reason with 
government officials as a way to support anti-woman policies. 

 It was clear women’s advocates and government did not see things the same way. 
The Tories were adamant that whatever evidence of harm was exposed, they were 
not responsible for it. 

Even when programs were forced to close Minister Cunningham was unmoved when 
she stated: “I am aware of the fact that there are some first-stage housing and 
second-stage housing projects that are closing. I should tell you that the intent 
behind the ones I have been made aware of was that they would be closing 
because of the irregular funding coming from three different levels of government 
and because the way they have been providing these shelter services has not been 
efficient.”37 

As far as Cunningham was concerned, government was spending “vast amounts of 
money on these programs for women,”38 and it had no interest in hearing the 
critical voices of activists condemning the devastating impacts happening to women 
and children.  

Advocacy was no longer acceptable in Ontario. The new right wing government did 
not support the democratic principle of using public funds to ensure that the voice 
of marginalized groups was heard. When it was heard it was quickly dismissed or 
denounced. 

Did the Tories do anything for independent women’s advocacy? 

As a matter of fact, they did.  

There were a couple of important measures taken by the Tories that helped women 
and children who were experiencing violence in Ontario.  But the Tories themselves 
needed a lot of ‘help’ to take these initiatives: 

• Creation of the Transitional Support Worker Program in women’s services 
across Ontario (currently named the Transitional and Housing Support 
Program). An initial $5 million in funding was first announced for this new 
program in the provincial budget of 2000.   

• Expansion of the number of emergency shelters for women in Ontario and an 
increase in beds within some existing shelters—including the creation of new 
Francophone women’s shelters. A $26 million allocation for 300 new and 100 
‘refurbished’ shelter beds for women and children was announced in the 
provincial budget of 2001, along with a $9 million allocation for operating 
expenses to support the new beds. These beds were to be created over a 
period of four years. 
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Introduction of these progressive measures came only as a result of women’s 
advocacy action during this regressive period—although from the Tory perspective, 
they were certainly not intended as advocacy or equity initiatives.  

The ‘evolution’ of Tory action in support of addressing violence against women will 
be discussed in greater detail later in this paper.  

 

The Liberal Government Approach to Violence Against Women  

When the Tories were defeated in the June 2004 election, women’s advocates in 
Ontario frankly celebrated their exit and welcomed the Liberal Party with open 
arms. 

The Liberals began well with a promise to consult widely with women groups and to 
respond to the lack of support for women’s concerns under the Tories. They were 
well aware that a gender gap in voting by women gave them their seats in the 
Legislature.  

The new Premier, Dalton McGuinty, appointed his Parliamentary Assistant, Laurel 
Broten, to conduct his consultation on violence against women and to recommend a 
new approach. The Liberals clearly announced that they understood violence 
against women as an equality rights issue for women—a human rights issue—and 
promised to base their own policies and programs firmly in this context. 

Their election platform on violence against women was slim—a promise to restore 
second stage housing funds cut by the Tories, to do something about ‘date rape’ 
drugs and to urge the federal government to implement “reverse onus” on all 
domestic violence bail decisions. Despite this meager list, it was important that the 
Premier did put his name to the issue of violence against women, and a wide 
ranging consultation took place in the fall of 2004. 

Domestic Violence Action Plan 

By December 2004, the Liberals were ready to announce significant new funding for 
initiatives to address “domestic violence” and held a high-profile media event to 
announce their Domestic Violence Action Plan. The announcement consisted of a list 
of funding initiatives.  The actual plan and rationale for the initiatives wasn’t 
released until the following summer after women’s advocates began to question the 
lack of a framework and the continuing lack of program funding for women’s 
services and advocacy work. 

The initiatives included: 

• Increased funding for community counselling programs for women, children 
and men in generic community agencies. 

• Funding for repair and maintenance grants for shelters. 

• Funding for expansion of the Transitional and Housing Support Program 
(renamed from the Transitional Support Program originally funded by the 
Tories). 
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• Some additional supports for Aboriginal women, immigrant women, women 
with disabilities and for improved access to services by Francophone women. 
For the first time, a section of the plan dealt with the needs of the 
Francophone community: a response to years of lobbying in order to improve 
access to FLS for women, in accordance with the French Language Services 
Act and recent court decisions on minority linguistic rights. 

• Expansion of victims services in the justice system and of domestic violence 
courts. 

• Funding for “capacity  building” in women’s shelters—a $1.4 million 
annualized allocation that came from the cutting of school-based programs in 
the Ministry of Education which partnered with shelters to provide outreach 
and education to students. (There was no funding for women’s programs in 
shelters.) 

• Training for social housing providers, medical professionals, legal aid offices, 
judges and social service workers, among other professionals. 

• Funding for education materials for teens and for the Neighbours, Friends 
and Families initiatives. 

• Funding for coordinating committees. 

In addition to new funding, the Liberals for the most part, were easier to approach 
and more willing to consult with women’s advocates on their plans.  For example, 
the Ministry of the Attorney General holds occasional meetings on issues relevant to 
Ministry work that affects women who experience violence.  Work in this Ministry 
has been important to some positive new protections for women in family law. 

A review of the abuse priority for women under the Social Housing Act was 
undertaken with involvement of women’s advocates. It was intended to improve 
access to social housing for women after the Gillian Hadley inquest and remove 
barriers created during Harris government control. 

The Liberal government also stopped the freeze on social assistance rates and 
community service budgets, albeit in small amounts to date to offset cost of living 
increases. It allocated funding to slowly re-start social housing expansion. It also 
took on poverty as a priority issue and has recently released a Poverty Reduction 
Strategy which, although disappointing to women’s equality rights groups in some 
respects, does re-introduce poverty as a responsibility of government. 

Now in its second term in office, the Liberals have restored funding cut to shelters 
and second stage housing programs and promised a Sexual Violence Action Plan for 
Ontario in response to women’s pre-election campaigning, and the government 
appears to welcome a much closer and more collaborative relationship with 
women’s anti-violence groups.  

The Liberals have also been open to reforming both family law and social assistance 
during their terms in office.  Their initiatives in these areas include: 

• Passing a clause in the Children’s Law Reform Act to require judges to 
consider “domestic violence” in custody and access decisions, except in cases 
where someone has acted in self-defence or in defence of another person. 
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• Ensuring that decisions made in religious arbitration of family matters will not 
be recognized in Ontario courts and creating information in consultation with 
women’s advocates to inform women of their rights in family law cases. 

• Tabling legislation to broaden applicants for restraining orders and tightening 
the process to make the orders more effective. 

• Abandoning the Tory appeal on the decision in favour of women in the 
‘Falkiner’ court challenge on the ‘spouse-in-the-house’ rule. 

• Ending the lifetime ban on social assistance recipients and increasing social 
assistance rates over a number of years, as well as introducing a benefit for 
children in Ontario in all low-income families. 
 

• Including ‘women’ and ‘single mothers’ in recognized disadvantaged groups 
under the new Poverty Reduction Act. 

• Taking some positive action to begin new construction of low-income 
housing. 

The ghost of Tory past 

While the Liberals have taken a more genuinely supportive role in responding to 
violence against women, they have also continued the approaches undertaken by 
the Progressive Conservative regime. The Liberal approach has continued and 
strengthened the ‘coordinated’ service approach begun by the Tories. 

The Domestic Violence Action Plan identified five sectors that are fundamental to 
addressing violence against women: justice, education, health, child welfare and 
community services, of which women’s anti-violence services form only one part.  
The Liberals continue to use the “service system management” strategy within the 
Ministry of Community and Social Services and continue to focus on ‘measurable 
outcomes’ based largely on psychological treatment models as a performance 
evaluation measurement for violence against women programs. 

The Liberals have continued to move forward with implementing the 2001 auditor’s 
report recommendations.   A recent review of shelter funding and extensive 
collection of financial data from women’s shelters across Ontario was based on both 
the recommendations of Coroner’s inquests in Ontario and the Auditor General’s 
2001 report.  Allocation of new program funds comes with “program guidelines” 
outlining the government’s goal and requirements for the service content, detailed 
reporting of hours and types of service and in some cases, staff qualifications. 

In 2009, the Ministry will be completing a process to create “guidelines” for shelter 
policies and practices and while they are not mandatory, shelters are “strongly 
urged” to adopt and follow the guidelines as transfer agents of the government. 

The Domestic Violence Action Plan also provided funding for “capacity building” for 
women’s shelters that was described by Sandra Pupatello, then Minister of 
Community and Social Services and Minister Responsible for Women’s Issues, as a 
way for shelters to support fundraising efforts in order to become more financially 
independent of government. 
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Under Sandra Pupatello, the Liberal government also created the first mandatory 
relationship between the independent grassroots women’s shelter movement and 
child welfare and made core funding contingent upon signing a ‘collaboration 
agreement’ with the child welfare system.  In quick succession, additional 
mandatory agreements have been created between services receiving funding for 
the Transitional and Housing Support Program and housing services, as well as 
mandatory agreements to participate in “service system management” processes.  

It has been the Liberal government that has supported and promoted the first “one-
stop shopping” service for women experiencing violence—a co-location model 
established primarily as a coordinated service linking criminal justice system 
response with some elements of the community social service system.  

Yet under the Liberals, women’s provincial networks and advocacy/equity-seeking 
groups remain largely unfunded, except for project grants, while local service 
coordination groups now receive annualized funding for their work. 

The current government, while more supportive ideologically, remains fairly inactive 
in response to calls for funding of women’s equality rights and advocacy work, pay 
equity advancement, expansion of publicly funded, organized child care, equity 
based budgeting and planning, social assistance rate increases reflecting the cost of 
living and large scale social housing initiatives.   

New initiatives on poverty reduction and affordable housing for Ontario have 
brought some new hope to these two issues, but ongoing resistance to overall 
equity rights policy development and budgeting is at odds with government 
commitment to women’s equality as the path to ending violence against women. 

While the Liberal government was a welcome change from the hostility of the Harris 
years, much work remains to restore the gains made by women in Ontario before 
1995. 

Women Fight Back 

Despite pressure to be silent, equality activists fought back against the attacks on 
women.  

When the cuts to shelters, rape crisis centres and social supports for women first 
surfaced, advocates took to the streets, spoke out in the media, organized 
community meetings and mobilized support, sometimes even within the 
membership of the Progressive Conservative Party itself.  As part of its ‘law and 
order’ agenda, the Tories had actually promised to build shelters for women in their 
pre-election literature.  Even conservative women didn’t understand why 
government would want to risk services for battered women and their children. 

Women’s services like women’s centers, shelters and rape crisis centres had strong 
ties to their communities because they had worked hard to educate at the 
grassroots and to make connections throughout their areas to seek financial 
support as services grew.  Advocates successfully raised questions about Tory 
policy on the cuts and were eventually able to put the government on the 
defensive. 

Very early in the fight back was the first attempt to organize across sectors to resist 
Tory policies and demand that government stop the measures that would reverse 
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women’s gains in Ontario. The Ontario Women’s Declaration was initiated by 
Francophone women’s advocates and issued on December 6th, 1995. The 
Declaration outlined the cuts that had already taken place and those that were 
planned, as well as the impacts that could be expected from the cuts. It also placed 
the cuts in a context of violations to women’s equality rights in Canada, including 
rights under the Charter of Rights and Freedoms and international agreements 
signed by Canada.  

The Declaration held the Tories accountable for violating women’s equality rights 
and charged them with illegal acts against women’s human rights. It demanded 
that the Harris government stop the cuts and increase women’s rights with a list of 
progressive measures by International Women’s Day, 1996.  The organizers of the 
Declaration made links with women’s anti-violence and community groups, as well 
as unions, across Ontario to sign on to the demands. 

The Ontario Women’s Declaration was important for its proactive approach to the 
cuts and the strategy of organizing across a broad cross-section of groups. 

The early efforts of women’s advocates across Ontario significantly raised 
awareness of the Harris agenda against women’s equality and laid the groundwork 
for successful action throughout the Harris years.  They were not able to reverse 
the cutbacks in the short term, but they were able to stop further losses with 
education and media events, direct action, legal strategies and coalition-building. 
Here are a few examples of women’s victories during and after the Harris upheaval: 

McGuire Report rebellion 

Between the fall of 1995 and December of 1996, women’s groups had been 
protesting the policies and cuts of the Harris government not only in the area of 
women’s services, but also in all of the supports women need to escape violence. 

Reacting to the these attacks on women, the Assaulted Women and Children’s 
Counsellor/ Advocate Program at George Brown College in Toronto organized an 
event to mark December 6, the National Day of Remembrance and Action on 
Violence Against Women. The organizers invited representatives from provincial 
advocacy groups to form a panel to discuss the cuts and their impact on women.  
Minister Dianne Cunningham was invited to make opening remarks at the event. 
Also present: government staff from the Ontario Women’s Directorate and Martha 
McGuire, of Martha McGuire Consultants, a company conducting an ‘assessment’ of 
government response to violence against women. 

The Minister and government representatives were unaware that the one of the 
invited activists had obtained some sections of the consultant’s unreleased report 
on “Phase 1” of her work.  The activist shared the information with other panelists, 
who agreed to confront government representatives about the contents of the 
document at the event. 

After the Minister made her opening remarks at the event she left, ostensibly to 
rush off to the Legislature, so the panelists and audience of women’s advocates 
were not able to question her. 

As the panel members spoke it was clear that they knew the secret contents of the 
consultant’s report. Women’s advocates in the room were outraged to hear that 
government was planning to restructure women’s services into gender-neutral 
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social services linked to hospitals and other systems.  It was evident from the 
sections the women had that the Tories would completely dismantle independent 
women-controlled services in Ontario, if the recommendations of the report were 
adopted. 

Needless to say, there was pandemonium in the room.  Panelists demanded to see 
the entire report but their request was rejected. 

During the questioning, an activist from the Francophone community walked over 
to the consultant and simply picked up the report sitting in front of her.  When the 
consultant attempted to retrieve the document, another Francophone advocate 
passed it to audience members, who hustled it from the room in seconds. 

The report was copied and distributed across the province.  Michele Landsberg, 
prominent feminist columnist of the day, was present in the room to witness and 
write about the action. The NDP also held a press conference at Queen’s Park to 
share the report findings with media. The ensuring outrage from women across the 
province, in the Legislature itself and from media coverage made the Tories back 
down from the discredited report.  

After two weeks of confrontation on the report, Cunningham officially released it 
under the name A Framework for Action on the Prevention of Violence Against 
Women in Ontario. The government invited submissions in response to the report 
and were quickly deluged with documents denouncing its recommendations. 

A lot of the ‘framework’ outlined in the McGuire report continues to weaken 
women’s leadership on ending violence against women, but as a result of the direct 
action of advocates that day, the elimination of independent women’s anti-violence 
services was prevented.   

The significance of that action for women and children cannot be overstated.  

Students from the film course at the College were taping at the event and 
fortunately, women from the Francophone community quickly requested the tape, 
developed it into a short bi-lingual video and thereby preserved the moment for 
herstory. 

The May-Iles Inquest 

On March 8, 1996 (International Women’s Day), Randy Iles bought a rifle from 
Canadian Tire in Oshawa with a Firearms Acquisition Certificate he had been 
ordered to surrender and drove to the Collingwood home of Arlene May, where he 
sent her three children out of the house, shot her and then killed himself.  Iles had 
been in court 11 times and let out on bail four times from different court 
jurisdictions with confusing bail conditions that became less stringent as time 
passed and his violence escalated.  

In the heightened climate of the cuts and protests by women’s anti-violence 
advocates, and in the wake of media reports on the failures of the criminal justice 
system in ‘domestic violence’ cases in Toronto, the Ontario Coroner’s Office 
announced a “super inquest” into the deaths of Arlene May and Randy Iles in 
September of 1996.  The inquest didn’t begin until the following February. It was to 
provide broad recommendations for change addressing woman abuse within 
systems and services.  
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The Ontario Association of Interval and Transition Houses (OAITH) and the 
Metropolitan Toronto Committee on Violence Against Women and Children 
(METRAC) received legal standing at the inquest. Although no funds were available 
at the time to support advocate groups intervening in such processes, Geri Sanson, 
a Toronto human rights lawyer, acted as counsel to the groups on a pro bono basis. 

In July 1998, after almost five months of difficult testimony and tension within the 
process, the jury released 213 recommendations, most within the criminal justice 
system and largely supportive of those suggested by women’s advocates.  

The Harris government immediately claimed that 85% to 90% of the 
recommendations had been “implemented or were being implemented,” but 
women’s advocates didn’t agree. The government refused to allow either OAITH or 
METRAC to sit on a so-called implementation committee, which itself released 
another 173 recommendations for a “5-year implementation plan.”    

One of the many recommendations suggested by the women’s groups was the 
creation of a “Women’s Advocate Program” to be implemented in shelters and other 
community-based services (e.g. in services for marginalized women).  The program 
was to support individual women within systems and to have independence in order 
to provide “unfettered critique” of systems on behalf of women as a group. 

The jury supported the recommendation in essence, but changed the language to 
“victims’ services” a juror later said, in order to be more palatable to government. 
Unfortunately, with the existence of already established “victims services” in Crown 
Attorney’s offices and police systems, government was able to ‘confuse’ the two 
and ignore the jury’s intent. 

During the inquest, evidence was also presented on the pilot DV courts announced 
by government and other ‘law and order’ strategies of the Harris government, but 
suggestions by the women’s advocates were also included, for example, checklists 
for police investigations, risk assessment training and training for Crown Attorneys 
on arguing against bail and using legal arguments under Section 7 and 15 of the 
Charter of Rights and Freedoms.  

The recommendations that received the least attention from government were 
those in the family law system, legal aid, community services and women’s 
services, but even there some action had to be taken.   

In the subsequent Ontario Budget Speech 2000, Minister of Finance Ernie Eves 
announced that the Tories would be spending an additional $10 million to support 
women and children who had experienced “domestic violence,” under the 
government’s “safe communities” agenda.39 In September of that year the funding 
was finally announced. There would be frontline support to women in women’s 
services under a new $5 million program entitled the Transitional Support Worker 
Program.  Another $5 million was announced for child witness groups that would 
likely be established in generic community counselling programs. 

The announcement didn’t represent a lot of money, and the same budget provided 
another $10 million to specialized ‘domestic violence’ courts, but it was a turning 
point of sorts. Not only had the Tories been stopped from eliminating services 
operated by women, they would now be forced to increase some level of support in 
women’s shelters. 
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The Emergency Measures campaign 

The spring and summer of 2000 was not only important because it introduced the 
Transitional Support Worker Program, however.  It was also significant because of 
high profile murders of women and children and the reaction of media and women’s 
advocates to them. 

By 2000 “Team Harris,” as it was called, had been re-elected to the shock and 
sadness of women’s equality activists.  He had re-taken Queen’s Park in June of 
1999.  It was hard to know what to do next and the toll of the cuts was eating away 
the energy of advocacy groups trying to stay afloat with few resources and growing 
pessimism. 

Then in late spring and summer of 2000 a rash of horrific murders happened in 
cities close to major media outlets in Ontario. One of them was the murder of 
Gillian Hadley. 

Reacting to the spate of murders, women’s advocates met and formed a coalition 
called the Cross-Sectoral Violence Against Women Strategy Group (CSVAWSG). The 
coalition was significant because it included not only activists from women’s anti-
violence services and provincial women’s anti-violence networks, but also women 
from labour, neighbourhood groups, women’s centres, legal services, anti-poverty 
groups, women’s health organizations, ethno-racial and Aboriginal groups, older 
women’s organizations, child care and faith groups. 

Working from debate and consensus, the group developed a list of “emergency 
measures” in three broad areas that it wanted all parties in the Ontario Legislature 
to support: 

• A $50 million fund for community-based services for women and children 

• A further $50 million for legal reforms and services in legal aid, criminal and 
family law 

• Core resources for economic security and workplace safety 

Among the community-based service demands were funding for a province-wide 
crisis line, more women’s shelter beds, restoration of funding to second stage 
housing programs, increased funding to sexual assault centres, funding for 
increased interpreter services and for services for Francophone women, Aboriginal 
women, women with disabilities, women’s centres and women’s advocacy groups 
working with marginalized women. 

By September the CSVAWSG had over 80 groups on an endorsement list for the 
Measures, rising to over 160 as the campaign went on. A Declaration of 
Commitment was created for political party leaders to sign. It committed them to 
work on the Measures in the upcoming Legislative session.  Invitations were sent to 
the parties asking them to meet with representatives of the campaign. 

Both the NDP and the Liberal parties agreed to sign on and met with about 40 
group representatives at Queen’s Park to privately discuss the Measures and then 
publicly sign the Declaration of Commitment.  The Tories sent a parliamentary 
assistant who said she couldn’t sign because they weren’t aware of what was in the 
document, although it had previously been hand-delivered to their offices. 
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Women’s advocates continued to campaign on the Measures in the media and with 
Opposition parties. The Opposition raised the issue in the Legislature on numerous 
occasions in the fall of 2000 and women’s advocates highlighted the campaign 
during November Woman Abuse Prevention Month and on December 6.  When the 
Tories released a report on Victims of Crime at the central police station in Toronto, 
members of the CSVAWSG, who were coincidentally meeting that day, found out 
about the media event and attended, stealing the spotlight and monopolizing media 
coverage of the event. 

During the same period, the government tabled the Domestic Violence Protection 
Act, legislation it had announced in response to media pressure at the time of the 
murders.  The Act was problematic, had no connection to the facts of the Gillian 
Hadley case and was prematurely rushed into the Legislature to stop questions 
about government inaction on ‘domestic violence.’ 

At the media launch of the Act, CSVAWSG members appeared and took over the 
podium when Attorney General was finished speaking. They answered questions 
and talked about the measures women wanted. Shortly thereafter, only accredited 
journalists were permitted into government press conferences. 

CSVAWSG eventually forced the three key Cabinet Ministers to meeting with the 
group: John Baird, Minister of Community and Social Services, James Flaherty 
Attorney General and Helen Johns—whose new title “Minister of Citizenship, Culture 
and Recreation, and minister responsible for seniors and women” was jokingly 
referred to by women’s advocates as “Minister for the Marginalized.” 

By spring, when Ontario Budget Speech 2001 was read, the Tories had decided to 
provide $26 million in funds for 300 new and 136 refurbished shelter beds over the 
following four years.  They also agreed to fund a province-wide crisis line at the 
Assaulted Women’s Helpline as well as regional crisis line services for Francophone 
women.  Additional funds for interpretation services for immigrant and refugee 
women were also funded, along with smaller education and training grants.  

Within the Liberal Party, the campaign resulted in the Party becoming more vocal 
on the issue of poverty in its Opposition to Harris government economic and social 
policy. The shift from relative silence to confrontation of the Tories on anti-poverty 
issues was a boost to discouraged anti-poverty activists and was a harbinger of 
current action by the Liberals on poverty issues. 

The Emergency Measures Campaign was important not only because women’s 
advocates were able to completely reverse government plans to destabilize feminist 
women’s services, but because it also built on the broad, proactive organizing 
strategy of the earlier Ontario Women’s Declaration work. It demonstrated a more 
powerful strategy for women’s anti-violence political action—proactive action and 
coalition building and solidarity on violence against women issues across social 
change sectors. 

The Gillian Hadley Inquest 

Gillian Hadley was murdered by her estranged husband, Ralph on June 20, 2000.  
The murder was exceptionally high profile because Gillian had attempted to escape, 
naked, out of the house with her baby and was screaming for help to neighbours 
who were on their way to work during the morning rush hour. 
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Among others, one couple stopped to help. In response to Gillian’s desperate pleas, 
the woman took the baby and the man and a nearby youth attempted to physically 
pull her away from Ralph. He responded by pulling a gun, dragging her from the 
surprised men into the house, and slamming the door. He then shot her and killed 
himself.   

The graphic and terrifying scene was a magnet for public and media fixation.  Many 
of the circumstances were similar to the murder-suicide of Arlene May and soon 
media interest began to focus on why this woman was killed if recommendations in 
the May inquest had been implemented.  In fact, the May inquest recommendations 
received more media attention after the murder of Gillian Hadley than they had 
when the May inquest was held. 

The Ontario Coroner responded by calling another inquest into the death of Gillian 
Hadley. The purpose of the new inquest would be a review of the May 
recommendations as well as an examination of the circumstances and system 
failures that led to Gillian’s death. The inquest took place almost a year after her 
murder in January of 2001. The jury released 58 recommendations in February 
2001. 

The Ontario Association of Interval and Transition Houses (OAITH) was the only 
women’s advocate group with legal standing at the inquest. 
 
Although they presented fewer recommendations, the jury in the Hadley inquest 
took a broader view of the ‘domestic violence’ issues. Gillian had been unable to 
find housing, had to leave her job because of harassment by co-workers connected 
to Ralph and was forced to apply for welfare.  Advocates had tried to present 
recommendations on broader social issues in the May inquest but the jury was 
advised to ignore them and they did. This jury was different. 
 
For the first time in Ontario an inquest had directly linked the murder of women to 
broad prevention and social development policy.  

They recommended raising social assistance rates to reflect the cost of living, 
development of new subsidized and second stage housing for women and training 
for housing managers and providers. In response to OAITH concerns about new 
policy on reporting ‘domestic violence’ to child welfare, they agreed that a 
differential response within child welfare for child exposure to woman abuse should 
be developed. 

Again the jury recommended adequate funding of women’s services, including 
shelters. Again they recommended a “program of government funded independent 
trained advocates for abused women, both inside and outside of the criminal justice 
system,” reinforcing the May-Iles recommendation for the Women’s Advocate 
Program suggested by OAITH and METRAC. 

Recommendations on broad social program reform were in direct contradiction to 
the Harris agenda. Despite their success in making the link between poverty and 
violence, this time advocates would get no new services for women, or any social 
change. The government did provide training, however, for housing and social 
service workers. 
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On the second anniversary of Gillian’s murder, over a year after the inquest had 
released its recommendations, the CSVAWSG organized a press event for members 
of the jury who were dissatisfied with progress on the implementation.  Only the 
NDP sought answers from the government that day but didn’t get any.  It was clear 
that the subject of broader social programs was not a welcome one for a 
government pledged to get rid of them. 

Charter challenges of Harris government policy 

During the Harris years, women won successful challenges of provincial government 
policy under the Charter of Rights and Freedoms that should be celebrated.  

One was a challenge of the new ‘spouse-in-the-house’ rule mentioned previously; 
two others were challenges on proxy pay equity adjustments under the Pay Equity 
Act, which the Tories had discontinued. 

Four women launched the challenge to the ‘spouse-in-the-house’ rule. They won 
their case against the government at the Ontario Court of Appeal. The Court ruled 
the regulation discriminated against them as single women and that it violated their 
rights by creating a rule that applied to them only because they received social 
assistance. The Harris government launched an appeal to the Supreme Court but it 
was later abandoned by the Liberals. 

In the case of proxy pay equity, there were two Charter challenges launched on 
behalf of a number of women supported by a group of unions.  They won the first 
challenge in 1997 and settled the second with the Attorney General of Ontario.  
Women received over $400 million of pay equity as a result of the challenges. 

The ‘Step it Up’ campaign 

The election of the Liberal government in 2004 brought hope to discouraged 
women’s advocates. The Liberals had been critical of Tory policy, supported the 
Emergency Measures and promised to implement inquest recommendations that 
the Harris government ignored. 

They started well by consulting widely and have initiated more supportive social 
development policy, but in key ways their approach has also mirrored the direction 
already in place under the Tories.  Nevertheless, women’s advocates believed that 
the new government was more accessible and supportive of independent feminist 
women’s services. After the Harris attacks, women’s advocates have been much 
more open to cooperating with government frameworks and policies.  

Not all women’s advocates saw the new government as a champion of women’s 
rights, however. By the end of the Liberals first term, the pre-election rhetoric 
against Tory policies affecting women had more or less faded. It became clear that 
the core Liberal policy direction would be local community responsibility and that 
coordinating bodies rather than women’s advocate leadership was the option for 
‘strategic direction’ favoured by the new regime. 

The Liberals boasted of a perspective on violence against women founded on 
women’s equality and equity rights but they carried on the same gender neutral 
approach and reinforcement of systemic power as their rivals in the Harris regime. 
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Although the new government gave some maintenance funding to women’s services 
in their first term in office they largely ignored, or responded minimally to sexual 
violence and sexual harassment, workplace violence, pay equity, employment 
equity, women’s poverty and the funding crisis in women’s community and shelter 
services.  Their attitude began to change, however, with the approach of the 2007 
election as women began to mobilize.  

The Harris government had enacted legislation to establish a set date for provincial 
elections. Women’s advocates were able to plan well in advance a strategy to 
influence political campaigns and push for change as the parties competed for 
votes. (Liberals are generally elected by women voters.) 

Women began organizing in the summer of 2006. Together they agreed on the 
need for a province-wide, cross-sectoral campaign with unified messages.  Working 
largely through email and periodic teleconferences, the group developed the Step it 
Up Campaign, a campaign based on 10 Steps to End Violence Against Women. They 
set up a website filled with educational and action materials and created posters, 
buttons, stickers, banners and handout materials in English and French. A grant 
from the Canadian Women’s Foundation and donations from labour unions provided 
most of the financial support for the campaign. 

The campaign also created a “Platform for Parties” that outlined concrete steps and 
funding that a new government could reasonably put in place within the coming 
term of office. 

The campaign launched in Toronto and Ottawa in November of 2006 and for a full 
year women organized actions, media events and contacts with political parties well 
before the election took place.  The Step it Up Campaign was a victory for women’s 
anti-violence activists in a number of ways: 

• It was supported in its entirety by the New Democratic Party and, after 
meetings with key Liberal policy advisors to the Premier, persuaded the 
Liberal Party to add promises to its party platform.  The Tories were less than 
receptive to women’s contacts and the Green Party offered some fairly vague 
support. 

• It reached out to grassroots women at the local level through local women’s 
services.  

• It brought together women’s advocates from across communities and sectors 
in the social change movement in the same way that the Emergency 
Measures campaign had done five years before. 

• It focused on ending violence against women as an equality rights issue 
rather than concentrating only on service needs for women and children. It 
successfully created a unified message that addressed intersectional issues 
and broad social change for women in Ontario.  The messages of the 10 
Steps and the campaign as a whole remain relevant to any future political 
action. 

• It successfully forced the Liberals to make two important platform promises: 
to restore the funding cut from women’s shelters and second stage housing 
programs in 1995 and to develop a sexual violence action plan for Ontario. 
Liberal contacts also agreed that the party needed to develop a more positive 
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and supportive relationship with women’s advocates than they had in their 
first term. 

Deterioration of Women’s Rights in Ontario 

The women’s fight backs and resistance to abusive power was an inspiration, but 
the Harris legacy in particular has had disastrous consequences for women’s rights.  
The Tory attack on women and equity-seeking communities intensified challenges 
that the women’s anti-violence movement was already facing and created new ones 
to surmount.  

Prior to the Harris victory of 1995, violence against women was named in Ontario. 
The agents of violence against women—men—were named.  The naming of 
patriarchal oppression of women and the social, political and economic inequities 
that woman face clearly formed the roots of violence and highlighted the changes 
needed to stop it. 

The women’s anti-violence movement had some clear challenges even then, of 
course.  

The movement was relatively new and struggling in the public consciousness, but it 
had been moving fast in the 1980s to gain public policy support.  Government’s 
willingness to fund crisis services for individual women shifted anti-violence work 
heavily to a reactive position. It was not willing to fund social change or systemic 
advocacy work. Political action became harder to sustain as time passed. In the 
tension between service and social change for women, service work was already 
becoming the clear winner. 

At the same time, growing public funding (however minor) of women’s anti-violence 
services caught the attention of systems and services that had previously dismissed 
women’s experiences, colluded with abusers and scoffed at feminist activists angry 
about women’s oppression. Now women’s services had to compete for funds and 
credibility. 

Academics paid attention and sought out activists to learn about violence against 
women and to base their research on the issue, creating reams of studies and 
reports that captured women’s experiences, counted the hits and slaps, developed 
endless lists of recommendations and proposed new ‘best practice’ models of 
‘service delivery’ for women and children. 

Much of this attention was good. Research provided support for the development of 
programs and change within systems. It also gave women’s advocates access to 
policy makers and systems where they engaged in tireless and determined 
education and training. There was progress in engaging with the systems, but while 
women changed systems and government, systems and government often changed 
women’s advocates, too.  Being “at the table” had its benefits and costs. The 
debate of about whether the costs outweigh the benefits is still alive, but less 
engaged today. 

Internally, equity seeking women’s activists were challenging the movement itself. 
Aboriginal women, women of colour, immigrant women, women with disabilities, 
young and older women, Francophone women, lesbian and transgendered women:  
disadvantaged communities among women were tired of blocked access, 
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discrimination by women against women, barriers to participation and lack of 
inclusive processes and services for survivors.    

Marginalized and excluded women were taking their seat at every table, fed up with 
their voices being silenced or reframed by privileged women who had access to 
decision-making and resources that they were entitled to share, but didn’t get. 
They were transforming the anti-violence movement into a space for every woman 
and forging the intersectional links between all forms of women’s oppression.  Their 
challenges could make the movement a truly representative mechanism for 
powerful social change. 

Enter the Harris government.  The ‘revolutionary’ neo-liberal shift brought about 
rapid changes in a number of destructive ways that either increased challenges 
already present for women’s anti-violence activists or created new barriers to 
equality: 

Fear and the drive to survive 

The massive cuts, mean-spirited policies and relentless propaganda of the Harris 
years were more than just a catalog of insults and punishments. The themes of 
personal responsibility and individual failings, of service amalgamation and rejection 
of difference were replayed many times to support a unprecedented dismantling of 
entitlements and rights in Ontario.  

Hostility and open attacks on the rights of women and marginalized communities—
such as the ‘spouse-in-the-house’ rule, the abandonment of pay and employment 
equity and the cuts to women’s services—were strong signals that if you were 
disenfranchised, you must be flawed (lazy, dependent, selfish) and you were the 
author of your own misery. 

It was equally clear that if you insisted on opposing the new reality, you could be 
punished. Women on social assistance learned that, as did women’s advocates who 
loudly denounced government policy. It was easy to isolate and discredit “special 
interests” in a deliberately created climate of fear and blame. 

As resources shifted to the criminal justice system, where law and order is never 
gender-sensitive and Charter and equality rights are often considered an ‘excuse’ 
for being ‘soft on crime,’ arguments for equity rights and women’s equality were 
ignored.  How were advocates to keep their hard-won seat at the table, gain 
ground, or even survive in such a climate?   

It was hard to keep eyes on the prize and harder still to mobilize against abusive 
power. While the policies of the Tories were almost universally opposed by women’s 
groups, especially at the beginning, advocates eventually felt it necessary to ‘lay 
low’ and “play the game” to keep from losing the services they still controlled. 
Standing still and holding on became equated with moving forward. Within a few 
brief years, women’s advocates had adapted, as women do, to the new reality and 
shifted their efforts to the survival and support tasks of fundraising and community 
relationship building. 

Although they found it worrisome that social change and equality rights work was 
diminishing, they felt that they had no resources or time to address the issue and 
little optimism that things would change. 



 

 
34 

Gender neutrality isn’t neutral 

The rise of gender neutrality as backlash against women’s activism became 
entrenched in Ontario government policy and programs. Regrettably, it has also 
contaminated much of the discourse and attitudes of community-based supports 
and even some women’s anti-violence services. 

In the language of Harris Ontario, there was no violence against women. There was 
‘family violence’ and ‘domestic violence.’ Action to address ‘domestic violence’ was 
an issue of crime prevention or mental health couched in the terms of “safe 
communities” and “vulnerable communities.” 

Women became “victims of crime” or “domestic violence victims,” “service users,” 
and worse, “consumers” as though safety, security and women’s equality are 
“products” that women obtain from services with an effective “business plan”. 

The language of gender neutrality is prevalent even within the Ontario Women’s 
Directorate where women should be able to count on a gender-specific focus.  
When advocates on a provincial conference planning committee on violence against 
women suggested that it should be entitled “Violence Against Women: An Equality 
Rights Issue,” they discovered that the title eventually chosen was: “Finding 
Common Ground: Working Together To Reduce Domestic Violence.” 

Evidence of the shifts in language and visibility of male violence against women is 
now present in the literature and materials not only of programs within systems 
and government but also within the websites, brochures and materials of some 
women’s services. Hansard, the transcript of government discussion and questions 
at the provincial Legislature used to title those items “Violence Against Women” or 
“Abused Women’s Services,” for example. Now the most often used title is 
“Domestic Violence.” 

Another common version of gender neutralizing violence against women has been 
the focus on children.  The child-focussed approach is a strategy that has been used 
with success by anti-poverty activists to win public sympathy and support for 
ending poverty.  While the strategy has been widely championed, it has often 
served to hide the feminization of poverty and the depth of discrimination and 
poverty within marginalized communities in both Ontario and Canada. 

Similar approaches have seeped into anti-violence work because outrage at the 
impacts of violence against women on children is often universal, while support for 
women often depends on whether or not they are judged “worthy victims.” Focus 
on children in government policy and programs, as well as in service fundraising 
efforts and public education is not problematic because it supports children—as it 
should—but because if often disappears the primary target of control, women.  This 
has affect important decision-making areas such as family law and child welfare, 
where is it critical to understand violence against women as a means to protect 
children. 

Gender neutrality has been a bonus for male organized resistance to women’s 
equality rights. So-called fathers’ ‘rights’ groups have gained significant ground by 
denying violence against women, claiming that violence by women against men is 
‘equal’ and successfully intimidating already tentative politicians into hiding violence 
against women under a gender neutral basket. 
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This strategy has worked within systems where mental health and clinical 
approaches to violence against women prevail.  Compassionate system workers 
without a clear sense of the different impact and intent, or magnitude and social 
consequences of male violence easily fall prey to common patterns of thinking that 
all violence is the same and it can all be addressed in the same way. 

Debating language is not an idle exercise.   

Capitulating to gender neutral descriptions of violence against women hides the 
nature of male domination and its mechanisms of control. Gender neutral language 
leads to individual, gender neutral responses that separate a woman’s experience 
of violence from her social location and the other forms of control that she 
experiences in the world.   

Refusing to name the issue as violence against women and to deal with it, however 
uncomfortable that has become, disrupts progress on the best solution to ending 
violence against women—equality for all women. 

On a day-to-day level, giving in to gender neutral framing of the issue prevents 
women’s advocates from successfully arguing against proposals such as “one-stop 
shopping” for women, inclusion of services for men who have experienced violence 
and system-controlled co-location services.   

Unless women have insisted on educating and practicing from an equity-based 
framework, they may find it impossible to mount any effective effort to resist the 
collected voices of gender neutral systems and services. Taken to its extreme, 
women’s advocates who accept gender neutral language may find it hard to 
rationalize the continued existence of women-only services in the future. 

Coordination and partnership—finding ‘common ground’ 

Local coordination of services for survivors was not originally a creation of the Tory 
government. It was a process initiated by women’s groups seeking to educate and 
change the way systems mistreated women and children and colluded with abusers.  

It was never necessary to force women’s advocates to meet with community 
systems. Women usually called the meetings and they were eager to work with 
anyone who supported women and children to be free. 

Feminist and equity advocates trained and educated community professionals in 
every system and service that women contacted: teachers, doctors, police officers, 
lawyers, social workers, legal aid staff, prosecutors, child welfare and social 
assistance workers, university and college instructors, child care workers, probation 
officers, mediators, settlement workers, interpreters, elders and Band councilors, 
town councilors, political aides, spiritual leaders and housing providers—and 
virtually anyone that might play a role in women’s lives. 

When the Tories were elected, however, they superimposed their cost reduction, 
amalgamation and efficiency agenda on the process. They embedded ‘community 
responsibility’ and the downloading of decision-making (within available funds, of 
course) not to educate or support women and children, but to find ‘savings’ that 
could be diverted into their priorities.  
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Government frameworks like ‘service system and outcomes management’ adopted 
the rhetoric of community control and decision-making while the power and 
control–and the resources—remained with the Province.  In the Harris world, 
‘partnership’ became mandatory. When the Liberals took over, it became 
contractual. 

Many of the mandatory protocols and agreements now characterized as 
‘partnerships’ in addressing ‘domestic violence’ can, in fact, be used to hold only 
the women’s movement services to account. In most of the current agreements, 
there is no way for women to hold the systems accountable, and the government 
will not dare to use funding contracts to pressure police, child welfare and housing 
systems the way it has sometimes threatened women’s services in order to ensure 
their agreement and participation.   

In a mechanism including systems that often require ongoing education and 
persuasion to appropriately support women and children, it is unlikely that finding 
‘common ground’ will result in women’s liberation. In feminist thinking, women’s 
rights are human rights. They are not up for negotiation at the ‘tables’ of power.  

For Francophone women (as it can be for women from other minority groups) 
participation in coordinating committees is often a discouraging process: FLS are 
perceived as a “want” and not a “right”, the lone participant has to defend FLS in 
sometimes hostile situations… For that reason, many Francophone women 
representing services choose not to participate, decreasing the visibility of FLS 
needs in the community.  

More disturbing is the impact on women’s advocate independence, one of the 
unique elements of women’s services that give them flexibility and freedom to 
critique responses to violence.  The development of service system management 
aspires to hear “one voice” in unison on community needs and service delivery.  
While systems continue to re-victimize women and children, is it beneficial to 
surrender feminist voices to these processes? 

From the vanguard to the sidelines 

Cooperation with powerful systems would be less problematic and more beneficial 
to women if government were brave enough to openly support the leadership of 
women’s equality activists in local collective processes. Unfortunately, it is not at 
this point. In fact, since the election of the Tories in Ontario outspoken feminist 
advocates have often been isolated and sidelined by government.   

At many of the community ‘partnership’ tables, grassroots women’s advocates take 
on enormous amounts of work to build relationships with local systems.  At the 
same time, they are often outnumbered in voice and perspective by system 
players, or their leadership has been displaced by ‘professionals’ that they have 
sometimes trained and educated. It is not uncommon to hear advocates talk about 
having to ‘pick their battles’ or ‘hold their tongues’ in order to maintain good 
relations. They keep themselves in check because they are in the minority.   

There is nothing wrong with trying to coordinate services to better support women 
and children. Putting women’s advocates in the role of ‘the one who always has to 
raise issues’ or the ‘lone feminist voice at the table,’ however, is not especially 
helpful to women.  
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Fundraising: tool of independence or silence? 

Ever since governments started funding women’s services while ignoring social 
change, advocates have debated the pros and cons of private fundraising as a way 
to support women’s liberation work. This paper is not going to address those 
debates.  It is important, however, to look at the impact of neo-liberal rhetoric and 
policy on the fundraising activities and focus now driving much of the work of 
women’s services. 

Fighting the loss of women’s rights takes time, resources and human effort. It is 
exhausting, hard work and frankly, often pretty thankless. People—women—do it 
out of passion and conviction.   

As the Harris years passed services fell farther behind financially as budgets froze 
and cost of living rose. Services are now forced to engage in increasing levels of 
private fundraising, not only to support programs that women’s groups had yet to 
persuade government to fund, but for ‘core’ services that government claims, 
wrongly, that it does adequately fund. 

The debate about whether or not to fundraise for what is an essential service is 
over. There is now no choice but to fundraise.   

Fundraising resources for women’s anti-violence core services is problematic on 
many levels, not the least of which is the growing gap in parity among services 
based on their access to money—a key factor in power imbalances among women. 

It is also disturbingly effective in silencing voices of dissent and critique. Just as 
advocates have reported feeling constrained in community ‘partnerships’, they have 
also reported feeling restricted in what they can say or do in communities where 
they depend on private individuals and corporate donors for organizational survival. 

As private fundraising has become crucial to maintaining service it has not created 
the hoped-for freedom for women’s advocates to ‘do and say whatever we want’. 
Instead it has eaten time and shifted the focus from ‘challenging communities to 
change’ to asking communities for ‘change’.  

The ‘privilege’ of fundamental rights 

For feminist activism, more worrisome than the constraints on advocate voices and 
action is the notion that government has effectively insinuated a message into the 
public consciousness that women’s rights—indeed all equity rights—are a notion we 
can buy into or not. 

Dianne Cunningham said about the Harris cuts to women’s anti-violence services, 
“…it is all of our responsibilities to find different ways of supporting women and 
children. Government cannot do it all. Persons have to accept responsibility for their 
family members and themselves if they want to have self-esteem and be 
successful.”40   Her message was that you can have rights if you can do it yourself 
with a little help from your friends; otherwise you’re on your own. 

Sandra Pupatello, who was also “responsible for women’s issues,” initiated the 
Liberal proposal to encourage shelters to do more private fundraising rather than 
relying on more public funding. She explained her reasoning this way: “What we 
said to shelters is that they cannot be subject to the whim of the government of the 
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day for whether or not they will be stable… What we are saying to this sector is ‘we 
need you to be strong’.”  Her message was that you can have your rights if you can 
raise enough to buy them. 

Women’s safety, personal security and equality are rights under the Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms that government has a social responsibility to ensure and 
protect. Those rights have been dismissed with these messages. Human rights 
become an individual responsibility, instead of a universal entitlement. 

The idea that human rights protections can be abandoned because they are a drain 
on the ‘taxpayer’ somehow made ‘common sense’ during the Harris years. The 
Tories were able to refuse food and shelter to social assistance recipients for life 
without consequences. They were able to “systematically target the bodies, social 
relations, and self-identities of women”41 through the ‘spouse-in-the-house’ rule. 
They were able to isolate and demonize anyone seeking equity as wanting “special 
privileges”. 

The pathology of violence against women 

Even before the Harris government began its assault on government responsibility 
in 1995, grassroots women’s advocates were challenged by systems as 
‘unprofessional’ and ‘untrained’ because they didn’t always carry the stamp of 
legitimacy provided by academic credentials. 

They listened to women and children and they analyzed the repetitive patterns of 
abuse and violence women experienced from men in their homes, schools, 
workplaces and streets and in every community.  Rape crisis and shelters workers, 
women’s centres, women’s activist coalitions and women in marginalized groups 
were writing the book on response to women who experience violence from their 
own ‘on the ground’ research.   

As the ‘study’ of women’s experiences flourished, many theories arose from 
different quarters to share space with feminist analysis. Men were violent because 
of substance abuse. Women were beaten because they had low self-esteem. It was 
poor relationship or communication skills. It was poor impulse control. It was “sick” 
behavior. It was battered woman’s syndrome. It was the Stockholm syndrome. It 
was anger. 

One prominent example of a theory that competes with a feminist analysis is 
Battered Woman’s Syndrome.  This ‘syndrome’ grew out of the ‘learned 
helplessness’ theory posed in 1979 by Lenore Walker, which was modeled on earlier 
research experiments with dogs. Essentially a woman who has ‘learned 
helplessness’ is one who does not leave her abuser because, through repetitious 
cycles of violence within her relationship, she perceives that there is no way out, 
and so becomes a passive victim.  

The Battered Woman’s Syndrome has been successfully used by some women to 
defend against criminal charges in cases where women have murdered the abuser. 
But women’s advocates also critique this ‘syndrome’.  Theories such as BWS, which 
depend on ‘diagnosis’ of violence and a medical/ clinical social work response make 
the woman’s experience of violence an individual one, rather than the result of 
social, economic and political realities that give power to men and subjugate 
women as a group.  
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BWS also was based on the examination of white, middle class women. Women 
who exhibit assertiveness, aggression or other behaviours not consistent with 
passivity have not been able to use the ‘syndrome’ to their advantage. In 
particular, women’s advocates of colour have challenged this theory as one which 
denies the lived experiences of women of colour who experience violence. 

Advocates, including feminist academics, were successful in challenging some of the 
more despicable clinical “diagnoses” of women who experienced male violence, but 
the ‘credibility’ of many grassroots survivor advocates and feminists was often 
challenged as more ‘qualified’ professionals entered the work.   

Within the perspectives and policies embedded during the Harris years, however, 
competing approaches to violence against women were irrelevant. The government 
was hostile to feminism, equity perspectives and “special interests”. It wanted 
conservative approaches with systems and familiar methods trusted by the 
mainstream.  Those were the traditional therapeutic approaches that would fit well 
within generic services and supports. 

Moreover, if a women’s service is criticized as having staff with “no qualifications 
whatsoever” as determined by a government auditor, it might be forgiven for 
deciding that service survival depends on hiring only workers with academic social 
work credentials, rather than activists promoting equality rights, social change and 
differential responses. 

The combination of competing approaches to violence against women, many of 
which were developed within a clinical social work and therapeutic model and 
government hostility to activist approaches has had impacts not only in mainstream 
systems, but within women’s services as well.  More women’s services advertise 
only for counselors with university or post-graduate degrees in social work and 
there are now fewer activists working in women’s anti-violence services. 

Loss of these activists within women’s services diminishes activism in the 
community as well as the capacity of women’s services to carry out equality rights 
work for women.  Gradually priorities shift within the organization until social 
change is no longer on the agenda of the women’s service. 

Visions of the Transitional and Housing Support Program 

How did the Transitional and Housing Support Program arise in the confusion and 
complexities of Ontario politics?  

 As mentioned previously, activists working on the May-Iles inquest first came up 
with the idea of making a suggestion to the inquest jury (Recommendation 137 of 
the OAITH METRAC recommendations) to create a Women’s Advocate Program to 
be placed in women’s services and shelters across Ontario. 

The vision behind the suggestion was one that would, if the recommendation was 
implemented, put an advocate in services all over the province. The hope was that 
these advocates, as the jury recommended, could work to challenge systemic 
oppression of women on an individual and group basis within their communities.  
They would also be free to participate; it was hoped, in social justice work as part 
of their mandate.  In addition, they could link with other women’s advocates to 
share strategies and break isolation while within their own services keep frontline 
women’s advocates informed and involved in social change work. 
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As we know, of course, the Harris government had outlawed “advocacy”.  At the 
same time, it was forced by women’s activism to create some additional service for 
women.  Supporters within the government bureaucracy saw a chance to provide 
women’s shelters, in particular, with some much-needed staff resources, but they 
could not create an “advocates” program.  

Based on the recommendations of the inquest jury, they were able to develop a 
program that would allow women’s advocates in shelters to interact with systems in 
a way that could facilitate individual advocacy even if the word wasn’t used.  They 
called it the Transitional Support Worker Program. The Tories provided $5 million to 
support almost 120 of these workers across Ontario.  (Since the inception of the 
program until 2008, approximately 16 of these positions are designated 
Francophone positions, half of these added only in 2006 by the Liberals.) 

Government has often used the strategy of promoting goals in one policy area 
using mechanisms in another.  In this case, the government was eager to deflect 
growing concern about the lack of housing by creating a housing supplement 
program. The program designated a portion of these supplements to ‘victims of 
domestic violence’ and tried to make it part of the Transitional Support Worker 
mandate to find landlords who would be willing to rent to ‘victims’ and set up 
agreements for private landlords to rent to women this way. 

 Women’s advocates consulted on the implementation of the program opposed this 
plan at the provincial level and argued against it at the local level, where 
community groups were assembled to compete for the workers and in some cases, 
become the “lead agency” holding the funding while the worker served women in a 
number of other agencies as well. 

In Northern and rural communities, this strategy was particularly prevalent as a 
result of ongoing disparity of service between North and South in the province. 

Advocates were successful in insisting that housing was only one system that the 
workers might assist women and that any systemic support of women should be 
identified and directed by women themselves. In addition they argued, it was not 
the role of women’s advocates to implement the government’s rent supplement 
program or seek out landlords for rent top ups. Moreover, women’s advocates did 
not support a process whereby women’s experience of violence would be shared 
with private landlords by women’s services workers. 

As mentioned above, the jury in the Hadley inquest also recommended a network of 
women’s advocates across Ontario because they were not convinced that such a 
program had been achieved.  They were right. 

The Transitional Support Worker Program was flexible in its intention, but too vague 
to ensure that all services would see a role for these workers as systems advocates 
and social change workers. In some cases, the workers act more as counselors than 
advocates. In others they do take on more of a community activist role for women. 

In the Domestic Violence Action Plan, the Liberals ‘tweaked’ the program into the 
Transitional and Housing Support Program.  Once again, the program has become 
focused on housing support and the transitional support work that before the Harris 
cuts was provided in second stage housing programs, where they existed. Under 
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the Liberal plan, of course, receiving the funding is contingent on developing a 
written agreement to collaborate with community housing services. 

Housing is a key concern for women in abusive relationships and the funding of 
housing advocates in many communities is a wise use of public funds.  But it is not 
the original vision of the women’s advocates who first hoped to reinvigorate 
women’s equality and social change work in Ontario with some much-needed 
resources—both financial and human. 

Advocates needed—apply within 

The destruction of the Harris years, the creeping gender neutralizing of violence 
against women, the shifts in internal women’s services priorities, increasing local 
coordination focus and the power and privilege imbalances between systems and 
women’s grassroots services in Ontario have severely hampered efforts to highlight 
social change action for women’s equality as the most direct path to ending 
violence against women. 

In a column near the end of the Tory era entitled, Tories wage a sinister war on 
women, Michele Landsberg interviewed a group of women’s advocates from the 
anti-violence movement about the impacts of the Harris policies.  The women 
talked about some of the impacts on both women’s lives and women’s rights. “If 
this keeps on,” said Ghislaine Sirois of Action ontarienne contre la violence faite aux 
femmes, "in five years we won't know there was ever a vibrant women's 
community in Ontario." 

It is just over five years later. Her words now seem somewhat prophetic. Today the 
voices of women’s equality advocates and social change activists are pretty 
indistinct, splintered and exhausted from trying to be heard above the din. Yet, in 
the face of all of their obstacles and challenges, Ontario women need strong 
feminist women’s advocates more than ever. 

In some communities where they are supported by their agencies, the Transitional 
Support Workers or Transitional and Housing Support Program staff can, and have 
taken on the responsibility of that work. 

These social justice advocates, where they exist, are critically important to 
protecting women’s rights and educating communities and co-workers on the need 
for social change. They have a unique opportunity to fire up their inner passion for 
women’s liberation and to keep the political organizing flame alight in their 
community. 
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