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Support for survivors of sexual violence in our communities continues. Ontario sexual assault centres 
are operating, with some modifications to services that include the closure of their physical offices. 
Learn more and find your local sexual assault centre here.  
 
 
Some Facts: Global Emergencies, Pandemics and Gender   
Public health outbreaks have a gendered impact on women and girls1.  
 
Women and girls' roles in the home and community can increase their exposure to COVID-19 in ways 
that others may not experience: for example, women and girls often have ongoing domestic and care 
responsibilities. In paid work, women commonly have roles as frontline health professionals, in 
hospitality, as cleaners, as personal support workers in health environments, and as social sector 
responders2, among others.  
 
We also know that crisis events such as pandemics tend to worsen pre-existing social and economic 
vulnerabilities. Racialized communities, those living in poverty “and other groups that have traditionally 
been marginalized, tend to be harmed by a disaster more” than others, and have less access to 
helping resources; women face similar protection risks, “including sexual exploitation and abuse, 
unequal access to assistance, discrimination in aid provision…and violence” 3.  
 
The economic fallout from business closures, job loss and other impacts can also lead to increased 
household stress. This reality “can (1) increase the risk for intimate partner violence, (2) lead to risky 
coping strategies including survival sex, early/forced marriage, and (3) increase the risk of sexual 
exploitation and abuse”4.  
 
These phenomenon and potential harms are all informed by gender.  
 
 
COVID-19 and Social Distancing   
In March 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) a 
pandemic. The Government of Ontario declared a state of emergency, closing private schools, child 
care centres, restaurants, social venues, all facilities providing recreational programs, and all non-
essential workplaces. The public has been asked to invest in public safety and reduce the spread of 
COVID-19 by staying at home and limiting physical contact with others outside one’s own household.  
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While these recommendations support public health and safety, they create unique risks for those at 
risk of experiencing violence at home.  
 
It has also created unique access barriers for any and all survivors of violence who utilize sexual 
assault centres, shelters and other community supports in order to find support.  
 
 
At increased risk: Gender-based violence, violence at home and COVID-19 
We are well-aware that even before the COVID-19 pandemic, more survivors of gender-based 

violence were reaching out for support than ever before. For example:   

 While shelters for women and children experiencing violence provide a critical – and often life-
saving – service in our communities, many were at their limit in resources and shelter space5 
well before the COVID-19 pandemic.   

 In one year, Ontario Sexual Assault Centres took over 48,000 Crisis Line calls, supported over 
16,000 individual survivors of sexual violence; and provided 3000 prevention education 
workshops to youth and others in the community6. 

 With the rise of the #MeToo and #TimesUp movements in recent years, community-based 
sexual assault centres have seen a significant upswing in calls, leading to wait lists for 
supportive counselling to survivors of sexual assault across Ontario.  

 Rates of gender-based violence are high in Canada, pandemic or not: on average, every six 
days, a woman is killed by her intimate partner7. In the last year, Ontario Association of Interval 
& Transition Houses (OAITH) notes that 37 women died in Ontario as a result of intimate 
partner violence8.  

 
Today, we are facing an unusual situation, in which “self-isolating at home” is both the primary advice 
to deal with the current public health crisis; yet the most common location of violence and lethality for 
women experiencing intimate partner violence9. Since the virus started spreading, OAITH, which 
represents over 70 shelters across Ontario, states that 20 percent of their organizations have 
experienced an increase in calls10.  
 

“It’s never easy for a woman to leave an abusive relationship… however both the virus itself 
and the measures being put in place to control its spread have a particularly challenging 
impact on women who are living with an abuser.” Pamela Cross, legal director of Luke’s Place 
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It also means that those at risk of sexual violence at home -- as well as survivors of past sexual 
violence -- must contend with challenging support realities: for example, limited opportunities to safely 
and confidentially call a sexual assault centre; balancing one’s own support needs while caring for 
children now at home; and changes in access to group and individual counselling.  
 
Add to this that pandemic and other large crises, unfortunately, give way to increased incidences of 
gender-based violence: research shows that during times of natural disasters, including pandemics, 
women and children are at a high risk of sexual and intimate partner violence11. A report by the 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies notes that “both domestic violence 
and sexual violence (assault, sexual abuse, and exploitation) increase following disasters” including 
pandemics12 . Supporting this data, Durham Region – a community just east or Toronto, Ontario -- 
said domestic-related calls have increased by 14 per cent year-to-date, and there was a two per cent 
increase in the month of March. Sexual assault calls have also increased by 22 percent year-to-date13.  
 
Many women, girls, and trans and non-binary people now face a heightened risk of violence at home 
with COVID-19 isolation measures14.  
 
In recognition of this, the federal Government recently announced $40 million to support those 
experiencing gender-based violence in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. Of this, $30 million will 
be used to “address the immediate needs of shelters and sexual assault centres”, with up to $4 million 
being distributed to sexual assault centres across Canada. 
 
 
COVID-19 and community-based sexual assault centres in Ontario  
Supports for survivors of sexual violence in our communities continue. Ontario sexual assault centres 
are operating, with some modifications to services that include the closure of their physical offices. 
Continued services include15: 
 

 24-hour telephone crisis support: all 24-hour support and crisis lines continue without 
disruption  

 Counselling over telephone   

 Counselling over video  

 Some centres can provide support through web-chat and texting 

 Increased online presence and supportive social media  
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 Engagement of support-seekers through social media and web-based programming: for 
example, some centre are providing live stream self-care, education and support programs   

 Prevention education in online formats 

 Developing volunteer training in online formats. 

 Where possible, helping support-seekers with little or no income to access basic practical 
supports, such as grocery store and food vouchers. 

 
If you or someone you know has been affected by sexual violence, we are here to support you: Find 
the sexual assault centre nearest you, and check their website directly for service updates related to 
COVID-19.  
 
 
Getting Help: Resources for survivors of violence   
 

 If you or someone you know has been affected by sexual violence, we are here to support you: 
Find the sexual assault centre nearest you, and check their website directly for service updates 
related to COVID-19.  

 

 Social distancing? Here are some safety tips for women living with an abusive partner: Read 
about safety planning here.  

 

 Need help with Family Law during the COVID-19 pandemic? Luke’s Place Support and 
Resource Centre wants everyone supporting women leaving abuse to have up-to-date 
information about what family law services and supports are available across Ontario at this 
time: Read more here. 

 

 Having problems with housing, income supports or other needs during COVID-19? Here are 
some updates on the law and legal services related to COVID-19 from Steps To Justice. Read 
more here. 
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