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Placing Indigenous, Black, Newcomer Immigrant/Refugee, and
Racialized Survivors at the Center of Anti-Violence Work

 

Chapter One 
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1.1 Purpose of “Colour of Violence: Race, Gender & Anti-Violence Services” 

In a Canada-wide survey of Indigenous women and gender diverse
people during the pandemic, respondents said they were more worried
about domestic violence than COVID-19 itself. In our recent report, The
Road to Safety, Indigenous women in BC similarly self-reported an
alarming increase in gender-based violence during the first few months
of the pandemic. Gendered racism has also targeted Asian women
during the pandemic. More than two-thirds of reported victims of anti-
Asian racism are women, and many incidents occur in public spaces. 

The Colour of Violence: Race, Gender & Anti-Violence Services report by
Battered Women’s Support Services (BWSS) aims to better understand
and raise awareness on the experiences of Indigenous, Black,
newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors accessing
formal, institutional responses to gender-based violence. This report
focuses on the accessibility and adequacy of gender-based violence
services in British Columbia (B.C.) for Indigenous, Black, newcomer
immigrant/refugee, and racialized women and gender diverse
survivors.

The goal of this report is twofold: to shift our collective analysis of
gender-based violence, and to offer concrete anti-racist and
intersectional best practices in developing anti-violence
interventions. Based in anti-oppressive, anti-racist, decolonial,
and feminist principles, this report positions Indigenous, Black,
newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors accessing
safety and justice at the very center of our anti-violence work. 

This work is motivated by the urgency of our moment. Since the
outbreak of COVID-19, international data has shown that violence
against women and girls, particularly domestic violence, has intensified
and become a shadow pandemic. Crisis lines, including BWSS’s crisis
line, and violence against women shelters in Canada are reporting
increases of 20 to 50 percent, while national rates of reported fatal
femicide are also increasing. 

The pervasive reality of gender-based violence and its overlap with many
escalating crises — such as the pandemic, toxic drug supply, precarity of
poverty, climate catastrophe, and organized state abandonment and
violence — all disproportionately and deliberately impact Indigenous,
Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized women, girls, and
gender diverse people. Canadian Women’s Foundation, Women’s
Shelters Canada, Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada, Anita Olsen Harper
(National Aboriginal Circle Against Family Violence), and Jihan Abbas
(DAWN-RAFH Canada) collectively write: “It is no longer possible to
ignore the fault lines in society deepened by each ensuing emergency:
missing supports for women facing increased gender-based violence;
less care and fewer protections for disabled women; lack of safety for
migrant workers; anti-Black and anti-Indigenous racism. These cracks
are long-standing and have caused disproportionate harms in every
crisis Canada has faced.” Ensuring access to meaningful and holistic
safety for Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and
racialized survivors must become a pressing priority for us all. 
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https://www.aptnnews.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/COVID-SURVEY.pdf
https://www.bwss.org/wp-content/uploads/Road-to-Safety-FINAL-web.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1k3O4ozWB_sKabwxAdppuEhvbReVEmvEi/view
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/in-focus-gender-equality-in-covid-19-response/violence-against-women-during-covid-19
https://fw3s926r0g42i6kes3bxg4i1-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/20-08-CWF-ResettingNormal-Report3_v5.pdf
https://news.uoguelph.ca/2021/11/femicide-rates-on-the-rise-especially-during-pandemic-says-u-of-g-researcher/
https://theintercept.com/2020/06/10/ruth-wilson-gilmore-makes-the-case-for-abolition/
https://fw3s926r0g42i6kes3bxg4i1-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/20-08-CWF-ResettingNormal-Report3_v5.pdf


"Understand 
that racism exists 

and survivors 
experience it."

– Survey respondent



1.2 Understanding Gender-Based Violence (GBV)

Gender-based violence (GBV) is defined as violence that is inflicted
upon a person or persons due to their gender identity, gender
expression, or perceived gender. 

We understand gender-based violence to be inclusive of and
impacting cis women, trans women, and gender diverse people.
We affirm that trans women are women, and our use of the
terminology “women” throughout this report is inclusive of trans
women.  We use the term “gender diverse people” to refer to: a) those
whose gender identity, including their gender expression, as being on a
spectrum different than what is perceived as the dominant gender norm,
and b) and those who do not place themselves in the male/female
binary. 

The United Nations Office of the High Commissioner’s Independent
Expert on Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity notes that the roots of
violence against trans and gender diverse people is based in “the intent
to punish based on preconceived notions of what the victim’s gender
identity should be, with a binary understanding of what constitutes a
male and a female, or the masculine and the feminine. These acts are
invariably the manifestation of deeply entrenched stigma and prejudice,
irrational hatred, and a form of gender-based violence, driven by an
intention to punish those seen as defying gender norms.” The UN
Independent Expert further highlights that trans and gender diverse
persons of colour or ethnic minorities around the world “are particularly
at risk of violence, including of killing, beatings, mutilation, rape, and
other forms of abuse and maltreatment.”

Gender-based violence occurs within and stems from the context
of the entrenched unequal structural power oppressing women
and girls in our society. Gender-based violence frequently manifests
as violence against women (VAW) and disproportionately impacts cis
and trans women and girls. While terms like sexual assault often refer
to a singular act, we use “gender-based violence” to recognize that
violence is pervasive in our patriarchal culture and occurs on a
continuous spectrum. Gender-based violence serves as an umbrella
term for many forms of patriarchal violence, including its most severe
and physical manifestations such as assault and femicide.

The Asian Pacific Institute on Gender-Based Violence created the
Lifetime Spiral of Gender Violence to reveal the circular gender-based
violence experienced across one’s lifecycle, expressly illustrating the
patterns of victimization, and the different types of violence and
vulnerabilities experienced on the basis of gender.

The spiral also highlights the presence of different abusive actors
through infancy, childhood, adolescence, adulthood, and elderhood.
As the Asian Pacific Institute on Gender-Based Violence notes: “A
grandmother may withhold nutritious food for a baby girl, a brother
may perpetrate incest, a priest may molest a teen girl, a father may
insist on a forced marriage, a college student may date rape a
classmate, a co-worker may engage in sexual harassment, a husband
may batter during pregnancy, a brother- or sister-in-law may stalk, a
family may silence or shame, a community may ostracize [LGBTQIA2S+
people], an ex-boyfriend may kill.”
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https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/ie-sexual-orientation-and-gender-identity/struggle-trans-and-gender-diverse-persons
https://www.api-gbv.org/about-gbv/our-analysis/lifetime-spiral/
https://www.api-gbv.org/about-gbv/our-analysis/lifetime-spiral/
https://www.api-gbv.org/about-gbv/our-analysis/lifetime-spiral/


Graphic adapted from Asian & Pacific
Islander Institute on Domestic Violence's

Lifetime Cycle of Gender Violence (2007).
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Date violence, drug-facilitated rape; 
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Domestic violence, 
violence by fathers, mothers, sisters, 

brothers-in-law and natal family members;  

Sexual abuse includes marital rape, forced to  
watch and imitate sexual acts, extreme 

sexual neglect or coldness; Economic abuse 
includes ruined credit, gambling; Isolation,  

permanent or temporary abandonment; Battery  
during pregnancy; Coerced into criminal activity;  

Extreme exploitation of household labour;   
Sexual harassment by employers, other employees  

fathers, brothers-in-law, clergy, therapists, doctors;  
Victim-blaming, rejection by community; Forced   

into unprotected sex; Denying mothers access to,  
custody of children, international   

abduction/kidnapping; Intimate homicide, 
femicide; Withholding adequate food,  

clothing, daily necessities; Stalking, 
cyber-stalking. 

Physical abuse by adult children, 
caretakers; Spousal abuse; 

Exploitation of household 
labour, child care;  

Withholding health care, medications, daily 
necessities; Demeaning widowhood;
Coerced suicide pacts or mercy killings.

http://www.apiidv.org/


Transphobic/homophobic/sexist comments
"no homo"          slut-shaming 

misgendering          hiring discrimination 
"preferred" pronouns      chest/breastfeeding shaming 

rape jokes         fetishization of women and femmes 
 

The Pyramid of Gender-based Violence is another tool to help
understand gender-based violence. The Pyramid depicts specific
examples of gender norms and practices that construct the
gender binary, and thus produce and reinforce gendered and
transphobic degradation, oppression, and explicit violence. 

As explained by the University of Alberta Sexual Assault Centre,
“It also illustrates that our foundational attitudes and beliefs can
contribute to an environment where sexual violence is allowed to
continue. Sexual violence is rooted in power, control, and
entitlement. When someone engages in sexually violent
behaviour, they are disregarding the needs, boundaries, and
autonomy of another person or person(s), and are instead
choosing to act in their own self-interest. As such, it makes sense
that the foundation of the Pyramid of Sexual Violence is made up
of the sort of attitudes and beliefs--for example, the belief that
someone is entitled to access another person’s body because
they’re married or because they bought them a drink--that
designate certain people as ‘less than’ others. Ultimately, these
attitudes and beliefs are directly connected to systems of
inequality that serve to dehumanize and devalue some folks, while
providing privilege to others.” 
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Pyramid of Gender Based Violence

When we overlay the Pyramid of Gender-Based Violence with the
Lifetime Spiral of Gender Violence, we build the additional layers
needed for a deeper, contextual definition of gender-based
violence.

genocide
femicide 
murder

sexual assault
genital mutilation

conversion therapy
transphobic femicide

anti-choice/forced births
forced sterilization

criminalization of sex work 
anti-trans legislation

gendered dress codes            gender reveal parties             gender pay gap
degradation of sex workers            internalized sexism              "boys will be boys" 

reinforcement of gender binary               entitlement to femme bodies
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https://www.ualberta.ca/current-students/sexual-assault-centre/create-change.html


                                         also referred to as intimate partner
femicide, captures the killing of women, girls, femmes, trans
and non-binary people by current or former partners. Globally,
cis men are the primary perpetrators of femicide, and most
femicides are committed by current or former male partners
within relationships where there was a history of intimate
partner violence.

Intimate Femicide, 

                                                   involves the killing of women,
girls, femmes, trans, and non-binary people by someone with
whom they did not share an intimate partner relationship,
such as familial femicide, ‘known perpetrator’ femicide,
stranger femicide, and femicide in the context of sex work or
sexual exploitation. 

Non-intimate Femicide

Femicide is the most extreme form of violence on a continuum of
gender-based violence and discrimination. The Canadian Femicide
Observatory for Justice and Accountability classifies femicide under
two broad terms. 
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https://www.femicideincanada.ca/about/types




1.3 What We Mean by Intersectionality
Intersectionality emerged in the twentieth century, concurrently with
anti-colonial struggles in Africa, Asia, Latin America, as well as in
Canada as the global women’s movement expanded. Based in the
thought leadership of Black feminists, including Angela Davis, Audre
Lorde, June Jordan, Patricia Hill Collins, Barbara Smith, bell hooks,
Kimberlé Crenshaw, Chicana feminist writer Gloria Anzaldua, and
Indigenous feminists such as Patricia Monture-Angus and Lee
Maracle, intersectionality provides another way of looking at social
inequities and, therefore, the possibilities for social change. 

"To artificially separate my gender (or any other part of my
being) from my race and culture forces me to deny the way I
experience the world. Such denial has devastating effects on
Aboriginal constructions of reality."

A decade later, Dr. Kimberle Crenshaw coined intersectionality to
provide an interlocking framework of systemic oppression. As she
explains in a recent interview: “We tend to talk about race inequality
as separate from inequality based on gender, class, sexuality or
immigrant status. What’s often missing is how some people are
subject to all of these, and the experience is not just the sum of its
parts.” 

The Black feminist visionaries of the Combahee River Collective
articulated: “[W]e are actively committed to struggling against racial,
sexual, heterosexual, and class oppression, and see as our particular
task the development of integrated analysis and practice based upon
the fact that the major systems of oppression are interlocking. The
synthesis of these oppressions creates the conditions of our lives.” 

–Patricia Monture-Angus
Survivors of colour face numerous barriers to accessing safety
and support when they experience gender-based violence, such
as lack of access to culturally safe services; mistrust of the legal
system and other state systems; and being minimized,
disbelieved, or further abused and penalized. In particular,
survivors of gender-based violence who are Indigenous, Black, and
newcomer immigrant/refugee face heightened barriers to justice
through the legal system, including often being criminalized for
reporting violence, having their children apprehended, or facing
deportation. 

Put another way, intersectionality describes the structural
relationship of multiple forms of inequality constituted through
and reinforcing one another, which then materially informs our
lived experiences. As an intersectional feminist organization, BWSS’s
analysis of gender-based violence includes a rigorous assessment of
colonialism, anti-Blackness, racialization, systemic poverty, gender
identity, sexual orientation, ableism, and citizenship status.  
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https://time.com/5786710/kimberle-crenshaw-intersectionality/
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/combahee-river-collective-statement-1977/


 The goal of intervening in gender-based violence is to end
the abuse through the survivor leaving the relationship and
accessing transition and shelter-related services. Services
are typically standardized to fit a homogeneous survivor
profile with little to no regard for the intersection of race,
settler colonialism, anti-Blackness, ethnicity, caste, class,
sexual orientation, transmisogyny, immigration status,
disability, and more.

A major intervention against an abuser is the police and
criminal legal system.

Many mainstream conceptions of gender-based violence in anti-
violence services reproduce this “one size fits all” approach that
centers white, middle class, cisgendered women victimhood. The
Native Women’s Association of Canada points out how “mainstream
gender-based analysis fails to meaningfully address the social,
political, and cultural realities of Indigenous women. Culturally
relevant gender-based analysis considers the historical and current
issues faced by Indigenous women, including the impacts that
colonization and intergenerational trauma have caused.” 

The definition of gender-based violence is limited to
interpersonal violence, which is both individual and binary
in focus, i.e., a woman as a victim and a man as offender.

Mainstream anti-violence service models responding to gender-
based violence have generally been developed without
consideration of a culturally relevant, intersectional gender-based
analysis. Many such services have the following characteristics:

This is further magnified for those who are low-income, single parents,
and/or working in criminalized or under-the-table economies such as
sex work or garment factories. These overlapping realities influence
how Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized
survivors are impacted by Canadian legal systems and experience
barriers to anti-violence services. 

A lack of disaggregated data magnifies these historical and social
barriers. All aspects of systemic, institutional, and governmental
responses to gender-based violence tend to default to frameworks
that are “race-neutral,” and Indigenous, Black, newcomer
immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors are almost entirely
excluded. A “race-neutral” approach is not neutral at all; rather,
such an approach takes the shape of centring the experiences of
white survivors. This “one size fits all” approach reinforces a white
supremacist status-quo. 
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https://www.nwac.ca/resource/a-culturally-relevant-gender-based-analysis/?wpdmdl=7601&refresh=624707f85d16a1648822264
https://www.bwss.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/07/NSRIW-MANUAL.pdf


We approach this report from the perspective that Indigenous,
Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors do
not experience gender-based violence solely as a tool of
heteropatriarchal control but, importantly, also as a tool of racial
control. 

By taking this approach, we are fundamentally reconceptualizing anti-
violence services in B.C. As a weapon of domination, racism is
inherently gendered and sexualized. Multiple forms of oppression are
simultaneous and cannot be separated from another. 

Therefore, ending gender-based violence requires dismantling
racism and all structural oppression. 

In our work at BWSS, we know that safety changes everything.
Accordingly, this report makes visible the racial social context of
violence – i.e., the colour of violence – and the experiences of
Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized
survivors. 

Calls for racial justice within anti-violence services are often
readily subsumed into the multicultural rhetoric of “diversity and
inclusion” that do little to shift these foundational characteristics
of anti-violence services or to dismantle structural white
supremacy. 

We, at BWSS, have consistently noted “[O]veremphasizing a criminal
justice response and largely ignoring social structures that contribute
to violence against women in relationships can strengthen the
social/structural underpinnings of oppression. The model of intimate
partner violence service provision, which has largely been developed
from a white, able-bodied, heterosexual, middle-class woman’s
perspective, is encouraged to become more inclusive by adding
multicultural components. But simply adding inclusive components
does not necessarily shift the perspective that anti-violence service
provision was developed from.” 

Gender intersects with colonization, race, age, ability, sexual
orientation, class, religion, immigration status, and many other
factors that all influence how people understand and experience
gender-based violence, while simultaneously impacting the kinds
of structural supports available to survivors. 

The Canadian Research Institute for the Advancement of Women
emphasizes, “The goal of a feminist intersectional analysis is to
understand power relations and systems of power that create barriers
to women’s equality so we can work to remove those barriers and
redistribute power equitably.” This report subverts power relations and
structural barriers by actively centering and amplifying the voices,
experiences, and needs of Indigenous, Black, newcomer
immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors. 
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https://www.bwss.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/07/NSRIW-MANUAL.pdf
https://www.criaw-icref.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Feminist-Intersectionality-Primer-1.pdf


1.4 Why Colour of Violence?
The Colour of Violence: Race, Gender & Anti-Violence Services report
is part of a multi-year project by BWSS to examine the intersections of
race and gender for Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee,
and racialized women and gender diverse people experiencing
gender-based violence in British Columbia. While this specific report
focuses on how race and gender influence the accessibility and
adequacy of anti-violence services, the overall project will make
visible the layered safety needs of Indigenous, Black, newcomer
immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors. 

The Colour of Violence project explores the extent to which race
and gender influence system-based responses to gender-based
violence. We are examining elements of police and criminal legal
responses, as well as the intersecting involvement for Indigenous,
Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors with
child welfare, immigration, mental health, income, housing, and other
systems. We want to end all forms of gender-based violence against
Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized
women and gender diverse people in this province.

The central framework for BWSS’s Colour of Violence project draws
on the foundational work of INCITE! Women of Color Against
Violence. INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence was founded
after the international Color of Violence: Violence Against Women of
Color conference in California in 2000. By supporting grassroots
mobilization and critical dialogue among radical feminists of colour,
the Color of Violence conference was complementary to work done by
anti-violence agencies. 

As articulated by its organizers, the primary goals of this conference
were to:

Develop analyses and strategies around ending violence
that place women of color at the center.

Address violence against women of color in all its forms,
including: attacks on immigrants’ rights and Indian treaty
rights; the proliferation of prisons; militarism; attacks on
the reproductive rights of women of color; medical
experimentation on communities of color;
homophobia/heterosexism and hate crimes against
lesbians of color; economic neo-colonialism; and
institutional racism.

Encourage the anti-violence movement to reinsert
political organizing into its response to violence.
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https://incite-national.org/
https://incite-national.org/dangerous-intersections/
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They further emphasize: “INCITE! organizes from the framework that
locates women of color as living in the dangerous intersections of
sexism and racism, as well as other oppressions. Women of color who
survive sexual or domestic violence are often told that they must pit
themselves against their communities to address their experience of
violence. Communities of color, meanwhile, often advocate that women
keep silent about sexual and domestic violence in order to maintain a
united front against racism. Furthermore, women of color also
experience institutionalized violence such as law enforcement violence,
incarceration, and sterilization abuse… INCITE! recognizes that it is
impossible to seriously address sexual/domestic violence within
communities of color without addressing these larger structures of
violence, such as militarism, attacks on immigrants’ rights and Indian
treaty rights, the proliferation of prisons, economic neo-colonialism,
and the medical industry. We urgently need to build our collective
organizing power to address the unique ways in which violence
manifests in our lives. Therefore, INCITE! focuses our grassroots
organizing on the way in which sexual/domestic violence connects with
state violence.”

In the spirit of the Color of Violence anti-racist, feminist tradition,
this report places Indigenous, Black, newcomer
immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors at the center of our
work and asks the critical question: What does safety look like for
survivors of colour who are accessing anti-violence services in B.C.?

In her keynote address at the conference, Angela Davis stated
“[P]recisely because the primary strategies for addressing violence
against women rely on the state and on constructing gendered
assaults on women as ‘crimes,’ the criminalization process further
bolsters the racism of the courts and prisons. Those institutions, in
turn, further contribute to violence against women. On the one hand,
we should applaud the courageous efforts of the many activists who
are responsible for a new popular consciousness of violence against
women, for a range of legal remedies, and for a network of shelters,
crisis centers, and other sites where survivors are able to find support.
But on the other hand, uncritical reliance on the government has
resulted in serious problems. I suggest that we focus our thinking on
this contradiction: Can a state that is thoroughly infused with racism,
male dominance, class bias, and homophobia and that constructs
itself in and through violence act to minimize violence in the lives of
women?”

Much of the discussions and analysis of the Color of Violence
conference and the work of INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence
was subsequently captured in the 2006 Colour of Violence anthology.
One of the central principles of unity of the Color of Violence
anthology was that addressing violence against women of colour and
gender diverse people required accounting for all forms of violence,
including interpersonal violence, institutional violence, and state
violence. In the words of INCITE! Women of Colour Against Violence:
“INCITE! addresses violence against women of color (including trans
women) and trans/queer people of color as a combination of ‘violence
directed at communities,’ such as police violence, war, and
colonialism, and ‘violence within communities,’ such as rape and
domestic violence.”
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"We have white

supremacist system.
Doesn’t matter

which IBPOC
person is in

leadership role,
they still have to

work with this
racist system."

 
– Survey respondent



1.5 About Battered Women’s Support Services

Battered Women’s Support Services (BWSS) provides education,
advocacy, and support services to assist survivors of violence. We
work from a feminist perspective to eliminate gender-based violence
and promote gender equity. For over forty years, we have been
working towards ending violence against cis and trans women, girls,
femmes, transfeminine, and non-binary survivors of violence. The
founding women at BWSS recognized that gender-based violence
does not take place only between two individuals in isolation. Rather,
violence occurs in a social context and a world view that systemically
reinforces the power of some people to oppress others. 

Responding to gender-based violence through working to end racism
is challenging. Canada is a country that has extreme difficulty
recognizing how deep and profound racism is, and how racism is
instrumental in compounding the impact of gendered violence for
survivors who are Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee,
and racialized.

As an organization that grounds our work in intersectional and
decolonizing feminism, we advance critical race feminism in our
service provision, training programs, and advocacy. BWSS responded
to over 31,959 requests for services in 2019-2020, with 75 percent of
calls from all over B.C. Many of the survivors we support are racialized
women, Indigenous women, newcomer immigrant and refugee
women, young girls who have experienced sexualized violence,
LGBTQ2S survivors of violence, seniors and elders, and survivors in
the interior and northern regions of the province. 

Our specialized team of leadership, staff, and volunteers are fully
trained to provide crisis intervention, legal advocacy, Stopping the
Violence counselling and support, and information and referral
services to meet survivors’ individual complex needs. We also provide
gender-based violence prevention and intervention services, as well
as community education and training programs to end gender-based
violence. 

PAGE 16 COLOUR OF VIOLENCE: RACE, GENDER & ANTI-VIOLENCE SERVICES



Our key activities include:

Legal Services and Advocacy: BWSS offers free legal services and advocacy, including legal advice and representation on
family law, child protection, and immigration law matters, as well as legal advocacy workshops.

Crisis and Intake Line: BWSS Crisis Line team members are available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year. We
have dozens of trained individuals available to provide immediate crisis support and information.

Crisis Support / Victim Services Program: BWSS offers short-term, individual support and crisis intervention, including
safety planning and support with the criminal legal system and related legal advocacy.

Long-term Counselling: BWSS provides long-term, individual Stopping the Violence counselling for cis and trans women,
girls, femmes, and transfeminine people who are currently experiencing violence, survivors of violence including childhood
sexual abuse or adult sexual assault, and/or women survivors of Indian Residential Schools or foster care.

Specialized Support Groups and Programs: BWSS offers specialized support groups and long-term programming to survivors
dealing with violence and its effects. Some of our groups and programs include Indigenous Women’s Program, Advancing
Women’s Awareness Regarding Employment (AWARE) Program, Black Women’s Group, Latin American Women’s Drop-In,
Wildflower Women of Turtle Island Drum Group, YOUth Ending Violence, and Thrive Program.
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"Provide safety, women
with lived expertise,

compassion, empathy
and social justice,

advocacy and BIPOC
women supporting

BIPOC women." 
 

– Survey respondent



1.6 Methodology
The key research approach through the Colour of Violence project is a
“by and for” approach. All the work undertaken was
conceptualized and conducted by Black, Indigenous, and
racialized staff of BWSS, and our methodology affirms the
centring of Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and
racialized survivors as active experts—rather than passive
subjects—in knowledge production. Throughout this report, we
refer to those who have experienced gender-based violence as
“survivors,” though we recognize this is terminology that not everyone
chooses for themselves. 

The Colour of Violence: Race, Gender & Anti-Violence Services
report draws on three threads of work undertaken by BWSS
between October 2021 and February 2022. 

The first thread of work, and the bulk of this report, is our “Colour of
Violence: Intersections of Race and Gender for Racialized Survivors
Experiencing Gender-Based Violence in British Columbia” survey. To
better understand issues of accessibility, safety, and structural barriers
of anti-violence services in B.C. for Indigenous, Black, newcomer
immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors, BWSS created a survey
with 11 questions. The survey was available between November 2021
and January 2022 to any adult (19+) Indigenous, Black, newcomer
immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivor who identified as a cis or
trans woman or gender diverse person in the province of B.C. 
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This survey was available online through SurveyMonkey in English, as well as
through physical copies in various locations and downloadable versions in
English, Spanish, Tagalog, Farsi, Punjabi, Simplified Chinese, Vietnamese,
and French. Although physical copies of the survey were available in various
locations and in these multiple languages, all survey responses were
completed in English. Because English was the only language used for the
online version of the survey and for all the promotional communications for
the survey, it may have excluded large segments of the newcomer
immigrant/refugee population, especially those who communicate in
English as an additional language, or who do not communicate in English at
all. 

Respondents first completed a consent form that included information about
the survey, how answers would be reported, the voluntary nature of the
questions, and how to withdraw consent at any time. Respondents were
also eligible to enter a draw for one of four gift certificates from BWSS’s
social enterprise, My Sister’s Closet. Targeted in-person and street-based
survey outreach was also conducted in the Downtown Eastside of
Vancouver, where respondents were each offered a gift card. Emotional and
crisis support through BWSS’s 24/7 crisis lines were made available for
anyone participating in the research survey.

The surveys were completely anonymous, and all responses were treated as
confidential. No identifying information was collected in the survey and the
answers from each survey are being reported here in aggregated and
anonymized quotation form only. It is important to note that this survey is a
non-probability survey. The data reported on through this survey in chapter
2 is only intended to highlight the experiences of those who responded to
the survey and does not represent a random sample of actual population
demographics. 
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The Colour of Violence project also aims to challenge the
homogenization of “people of colour,” which fails to articulate
the differential ways that racism operates. Instead, this report
attends to the specific experiences of Indigenous, Black, and
newcomer immigrant/refugee survivors. In this report, the distinct
racial and socio-political context for diverse Indigenous, Black, and
newcomer migrant/refugee communities are analyzed as three
disaggregated (though, not mutually exclusive) demographics in
chapter 3 to effectively respond to the unique experiences of gender-
based violence as part of settler-colonial, anti-Black, and anti-
migrant racial structures. 

The second thread of work was our focus groups with workers of
colour. We held two online focus groups with 23 frontline workers of
colour in the anti-violence sector across B.C. to better understand
and identify the barriers to services for Indigenous, Black, newcomer
immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors. The first focus group
involved ten frontline staff from BWSS. 
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The second focus group involved thirteen frontline workers from
additional anti-violence organizations across the province and
included closed caucus spaces for Indigenous and Black frontline
workers. Caucusing was used as a facilitation tool to create structured
spaces that considered the unique and specific perspectives of
Indigenous workers and Black workers. The concept of race is
complex, layered, and mediated by numerous additional factors.
Within the caucus spaces themselves, dimensions of experience
including, but not limited to, socioeconomic status, disability,
sexuality, immigration status, and geographic location permeated
consideration around the accessibility and adequacy of provincial
anti-violence services and responses to gender-based violence. 

Both focus groups lasted approximately three hours. Designated
note-takers utilized a combination of verbatim and clean-copy
transcription to record the conversation. The input from the workers of
colour focus groups is presented in chapters 4-5 of this report. 



The focus groups addressed the structural barriers to anti-violence and GBV services in B.C. through questions such as:

What are some concrete steps, solutions, or ways of being/doing that GBV services or policymakers can take to end
violence against racialized survivors in this province?

What are the main structural barriers of gender-based violence services in B.C. for Black, Indigenous, immigrant/refugee,
and women and gender diverse survivors of colour? 

Do most GBV services understand the unique realities for racialized survivors who are navigating other systems such as
child services, police, immigration, social assistance?

What are some best practices for GBV services to understand and honour the specific realities for Black women; Indigenous
women; visibly Muslim women; recent immigrant and refugee women; women who are further minoritized across
race/caste/class/religion/sexuality/disability; gender diverse survivors, women in criminalized economies, and other
intersecting oppressions?
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Finally, BWSS hosted two public events  related to this Colour of
Violence: Race, Gender & Anti-Violence Services report. Key
insights from both panels are included within chapter 5 of this report. 

To commemorate the International Day for the Elimination of Violence
Against Women on November 25, 2021, BWSS hosted a public event
“Youth Survivors and Dating Violence – Let’s all Recognize the
Signs.” The event focused on centering racialized youth survivors in
experiences of dating violence and featured Eternity Martis, award-
winning author of They Said This Would Be Fun. 

On December 9, 2021, we hosted a second public event, “Colour of
Violence: Gender, Race and Anti-Violence Services.”  The event
featured a territorial welcome and opening remarks by Cecilia Point
(Musqueam Nation), followed by a discussion with invited panelists
Audrey Huntley, Sarah Jama, Farrah Khan, Elene Lam, Kelendria
Nation, and Andrea Ritchie. The event was moderated by Angela
Marie MacDougall (Executive Director of BWSS) and Leslie Varley
(Executive Director of B.C. Association of Aboriginal Friendship
Centres). 

Elene Lam was unfortunately unable to join due to a family emergency.  
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Sarah is a community organizer from Hamilton, Ontario. She is co-founder of the Disability Justice Network of Ontario (DJNO)
and holds a Social Sciences degree from McMaster University. Her lived experiences have fostered interests and a passion for
community engagement, disability justice, and activism. 

To provide context for their quotes in this report, the biographies of the panelists are included below:

Audrey is a paralegal, storyteller, and co-founder of No More Silence working with other Indigenous women, trans and two-
spirit people. Audrey finds strength in the strong community networks No More Silence is building across Turtle Island and
beyond. One of her recent works, the short film “Not Just Another Case: When Your Loved One Has Gone Missing or Been
Murdered” was created to empower Indigenous community members and provide alternatives to the mainstream institutions
that fail them. “Smudge, Don’t Judge: Assisting Trans and Two-Spirit Survivors of Violence,” a collaboration with Monica
Forrester of Maggies Sex Worker Action Project and Trans Pride Canada is geared to service providers and addresses the
homo and transphobia that prevents many Indigenous people from reporting or seeking assistance. Other initiatives that No
More Silence is involved in include Indigenous Land Defence Across Borders which took members of the group to Palestine in
2018 to meet and exchange experiences of settler colonialism with local activists. Currently, Audrey is completing a film on
Disability Justice in Indigenous Ceremony with Elder Wanda Whitebird. Together they are challenging the ableism the
prevents many Indigenous people with access needs from joining in ceremonies or cultural events.

Audrey Huntley

Farrah has spent two decades raising awareness about the intersections of gender-based violence and equity through
education, policy, art creation, and advocacy. She is the founder of Possibility Seeds, a member of the Government of
Canada’s Advisory Council on the Strategy to Prevent and Address Gender-Based Violence, and the Manager of Consent
Comes First at Ryerson University. Farrah is co-founder of Use The Right Words: Media Reporting on Sexual Violence and co-
director of Courage to Act, the first national project of its kind to address and prevent gender-based violence on post-
secondary campuses in Canada.

Farrah Khan 

Sarah Jama 
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Kelendria is a Black woman of Trans experience of Caribbean descent who uses her perspective and unique experience to
bring awareness to the various issues surrounding trans people; especially trans women of colour. She has dedicated herself
to using her voice to impact change and bridge understanding across all communities. She provides advocacy, resolutions
and transitions for Trans identified peoples. Through her work in community space through advocacy, she strives to allow
folks to see that Trans, Non-binary, and 2spirit identified folks because of their multiple intersections are often times left out
in conversations. With collaboration and standing in solidarity with other community members she has been given the tools
of being able to communicate her experience which has allowed her to tell her own story in her own voice. It is her hope that
in time there will be more opportunities to empower other BIMPOC identified folks in the same which she has been. She
currently has her own consulting business “Kelendria Nation Consulting” where she works on prioritizing Transgender health
and inclusion in various settings including within in the health care system, non-profit organizations and other allied
organizations working towards Transgender, gender diverse and two-spirit inclusion within their organization.

Andrea is a Black lesbian immigrant survivor who has been documenting, organizing, advocating, litigating, and agitating
around policing and criminalization of Black women, girls, trans, and gender nonconforming people for three decades. As a
member of the national collective of INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence, she served on the editorial collective for the
Color of Violence Anthology. She is the author of Invisible No More: Police Violence Against Black Women and Women of
Color and co-author of Say Her Name: Resisting Police Brutality Against Black Women, Queer (In)Justice: The Criminalization
of LGBT People in the United States, and No More Police: A Case for Abolition. She co-founded the Interrupting
Criminalization initiative with Mariame Kaba, as well as the In Our Names Network, a network of over 20 organizations
working to end police violence against Black women, girls, trans and gender nonconforming people. She has authored
numerous research reports, articles, and opinion pieces on policing, criminalization, mass incarceration and immigration
enforcement.

Kelendria Nation 

Andrea Ritchie 
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We are deeply grateful to all the participants who
brilliantly and courageously shared their time and

insights with us. Their words, whether shared in this
report publicly or anonymously, powerfully

illuminate what is needed to end violence against
Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee,

and racialized survivors in this province.
 



Chapter Two 
Aggregated Data:  Survivors of Colour Seeking Safety
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"I felt unwelcome,

unheard, and
unable to connect. 

I felt like the
totality of my

experiences were
too complex to
pull apart and

deal with."

– Survey respondent



BWSS received 105 total responses by Indigenous, Black, newcomer
immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors (collectively in this
chapter referred to as “survivors of colour”) to our survey “Colour of
Violence: Intersections of Race and Gender for Racialized Survivors
Experiencing Gender-Based Violence in British Columbia.” This chapter
presents the aggregated data collected from all 105 survivors of colour,
followed by disaggregated data focusing on Indigenous, Black, and
newcomer immigrant/refugee survivors detailed in chapter 3.

2.1 Demographic Description of
Respondents

To better understand the specific experiences of Indigenous, Black, and
newcomer immigrant/refugee survivors, respondents were asked to
identify as Indigenous, Black, first-generation, and/or as racialized. 

Unlike aggregated data, which groups all information together,
collecting disaggregated data provided us with various sub-categories
of data to research and analyze unique barriers experienced by
Indigenous, Black, and newcomer immigrant/refugee survivors. The
distinct racial and sociopolitical context for Indigenous, Black, and
newcomer immigrant/refugee communities are analyzed in chapter 3 as
disaggregated (though, not mutually exclusive) demographics to
effectively respond to the unique experiences of gender-based
violence as part of settler-colonial, anti-Black, and anti-migrant racial
structures.

"REPAIR", MOLLY COSTELLO, 2020
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https://www.dropbox.com/s/l9ks2th94psrmue/BWSS-ColourofViolence-Survey2021-english.pdf?dl=0


TABLE 1. SEVERAL OF THE 105 RESPONDENTS
IDENTIFIED WITH MORE THAN ONE RACE-BASED
DEMOGRAPHIC:

35%

14%

36%

46%

of respondents (37 people)  identified as
Indigenous (First Nations, Metis, Inuit)

of respondents (15 people)  identified as
Black

of respondents (38 people)  identified as
First generation immigrant, refugee, or
migrant 

of respondents (48 people)  identified as
Racialized in Canada (Arab, Southeast
Asian, South Asian, East Asian, Latin
American etc.)
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 "I am of mixed African ancestry
(Nigerian and Zimbabwe) which has

resulted in a unique kind of exclusion
from both ancestral groups."

"Being from another country involves speaking other
language. In the bus or in the street for example, I
experienced few times xenophobia because of this.

People told me that ‘here, we speak English or we shut
up’, and also to go back to my country where I don't

steal jobs from other persons."

"I am an immigrant without any
family in Canada."

"Islamophobia." "Islamophobia, being Iranian (Persian)." "Come from stolen heritage."

"Filipino newcomer."
"I'm indigenous. I live on the reserve, but I am also

multicultural and have fair skin guilt."
"I experience anti-Asian racism."

 "fetishization, white male gaze."  

While racism is very real, the social construct of race and racial identity is complicated. Given the limitations of asking
about racial identification through the above categorizations, we invited respondents to share how they experience racial
discrimination in their own words. Below is what we heard: 
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"The services
available don't
primarily serve
Black, Indigenous
or racialized
people."

– Survey respondent



2.2 Gender, Race, and Intersectionality

As an intersectional feminist organization, BWSS understands that a survivor's experience of gender-based violence is informed not only by gender and
race, but also how gender and race intersect with other forms of structural oppression, such as class, socioeconomic status, citizenship, sexuality, gender
identity, disability, and more. One survey respondent described the impact of the lack of intersectional service provision: “My experience as a person of
colour has so many layers of intersectionality that our system and society still lacks. Services were and are never designed for or with people of colour.” 
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Age
Indigeneity

Education

Gender

CasteClass 
Background

Social Status

Sexuality

Spirituality

HIV Status 

Housing 
Situation

Occupation
Geographic

Location

Income
Life 

Experience

Skin Colour

Family Status

Refugee Status

Experience of 
Racialization

Religion
Citizenship 

Status

Disability

Work History

Innermost Circle: unique circumstances

Second Circle: aspects of identity 

Third Circle: types of discrimination impacting
identity 

Outermost Circle: larger forces and structures
reinforcing exclusion

Note: It is impossible to name every discrimination, identity, and
structure. These are just examples to help give you a sense of what
intersectionality is. 

Graphic adapted from CRIAW/ICREF's Intersectionality Wheel
Diagram published in: "Everyone Belongs. A Toolkit for Applying
Intersectionality"
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TABLE 2. OF THE 105 RESPONDENTS TO THE SURVEY, 94 VOLUNTEERED INFORMATION ABOUT HOW
STRUCTURAL OPPRESSIONS FURTHER INTERSECT WITH RACE AND GENDER.

50.00%

43.62%

37.23%

21.28%

12.77%

speak English as an additional language

are low-income, with low wages
or on social assistance

do not have secure or stable work

do not have secure or stable housing

are criminalized in some way (for
example, by immigration, policing,
and/or child welfare systems)

39.36%

31.94%

10.64%

27.66%

9.57%
8.51%

have a disability

are lesbian, gay, bisexual, asexual,
pansexual, queer

are trans, two-spirit, non-binary,
gender diverse

are a single parent or the primary
caregiver of children

are part of a visible religious minority

live in a rural community

50.00%

43.62%

37.23%

21.28%

12.77%

39.36%

31.94%

10.64%

27.66%

9.57%

8.51%
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"Islamophobia. Stereotypes about who I should be
as a woman coming from the Middle East, no equal
opportunity to employment although I am always

told 'You are overqualified.'"

"Haven’t been able to complete my
education due to past abusive

relationship, been a single mom,
prioritized putting roof over our heads

and food on the table."

"Islamophobia."

"I’m over 50, and I still experience racism. Being
followed in stores, and in health care especially."

"I am a mother and treated accordingly
when it comes to my position."

"I am overweight and have experienced fat
phobia."

"no acknowledgement for credentials." "Queerphobia." "Neurodiverse."

"autistic."
"I am a newcomer with a precarious

immigration status."
"childhood sexual abuse survivor."

Respondents also offered additional comments, such as:
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2.3 Intersectional Lived Experiences Impact Safety 

Intersectional demographic data is not simply additional or
additive identity-based information about survivors, but rather,
crucially informs how survivors of colour experience safety and
accessibility. 

Gender-based violence is experienced at a quantitatively higher rate by
survivors of colour and is also experienced qualitatively differently. The
compounding vulnerability for survivors of colour who experience
additional systemic discrimination must be centrally considered when
developing structural supports for gender-based violence — whether
through community anti-violence services such as transition houses and
sexual assault services, or governmental systems such as the police and
the criminal legal system. 

The intersection of gender and race with other structural
inequalities both increases vulnerability to gender-based violence
and informs institutional responses to the violence experienced by
survivors. While this report does not capture the full scope of
intersecting realities for survivors of colour, there has been decades of
crucial work on intersectional feminism and gender-based violence,
which we briefly canvass below. Survivors of colour who are single
parents, are low-income with precarious work and housing, are queer
and/or trans, have disabilities, live in rural communities, and/or
experience any form of state scrutiny are not only subject to higher
probabilities of gender-based violence, but also face structural barriers
in accessing safety from violence. 

For one survey respondent, this bears down as: “I have child welfare
involved in my life and have been attacked by police.” Mothers and
primary caregivers seeking safety from gender-based violence must
navigate complex safety planning for themselves and their children.
This includes constantly tracking for physical safety, the gendered
stigma of being an “unfit parent,” and becoming economically
independent including securing housing. Nearly 40 percent of visibly
homeless people across Canada are women, 25 percent of whom
cited domestic abuse as a factor leading to loss of housing. 

The involvement of child services in mothers’ lives exacerbates this
vulnerability since most provincial child services agencies will get
involved if they believe a mother has not taken adequate steps to
protect her children, including from witnessing domestic abuse or for
not securing adequate housing. This creates an impossible bind for
low-income mothers experiencing violence. The involvement of child
services rips apart and devastates families, while also having a serious
ripple effect in any parallel immigration, family, and criminal legal
proceedings. A legal study in B.C. found that most child protection
decisions to remove children permanently from their parents
overwhelmingly involved Indigenous single mothers who "experienced
extreme domestic violence, mental health challenges, addictions, and
poverty." 
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Despite its absence in most anti-violence information, LBTQIA2S+
survivors of colour experience high rates of gender-based violence.
According to the most comprehensive recent study available, 67
percent of LBQIA2S+ women (women whose sexual orientation is
lesbian, bisexual, or otherwise not heterosexual) have experienced
intimate partner violence in their lifetime, compared to 44 percent of
heterosexual women who reported similar experiences of abuse.
Almost half (49 percent) of LBQIA2S+ women had been physically or
sexually assaulted by an intimate partner since age 15, almost double
what was indicated by heterosexual women. 

Trans people in Canada are more likely than cisgendered people to
experience violence. According to Canada’s first national report on
the health and safety of racialized trans and non-binary people,
released by Trans PULSE Canada, 72 percent of racialized trans and
non-binary respondents said they were verbally harassed, 49 percent
had experienced sexual harassment, and 1 in 3 reported being
sexually assaulted. Almost 25 percent of racialized trans and non-
binary respondents said they experienced physical violence,
compared to 17 percent of non-racialized trans and non-binary
respondents. As the Trans PULSE Canada project highlights
“Overwhelmingly, racialized respondents reported high levels of
discrimination, violence and assault, as well as anticipated and actual
negative experiences with police and the legal system.” Despite these
high rates of violence, trans survivors, especially those who are
racialized, often face barriers to accessing anti-violence services.
Marlene Ham, Debbie Owusu-Akyeeah, and Jade Byard Peek write
that the construction of domestic violence by anti-violence
organizations as a binary and gendered problem of men abusing their
partners has resulted “in the othering of different forms of GBV, 

including homophobic and transphobic violence, that manifests in
both private and public spaces.”

Several survey respondents named the racial and religious intersection
of Islamophobia. Sidrah Ahmad of the Ontario Council of Agencies
Serving Immigrants details how Islamophobia is gendered, and thus
connected to gendered violence. She writes “Through gendered
Islamophobia, Muslim women are constructed in the following ways:
as victims of their religion and of ‘uncivilized’ Muslim men; as exotic
and hyper-sexualized, as in the image of the haremgirl; as weak and
passive women who need to be rescued, presumably by Western
powers or colonial intervention; and, as being affiliated with terrorism
by default.” On the homogenizing and racist assumption that
gendered violence is a product of one’s culture or religion, Ahmad
further writes, “When gendered violence is perpetrated in white non-
Muslim Canadian contexts, the violence is viewed as being rooted in
patriarchy, rather than in Canadian culture or the country’s major
religious institutions. In contrast, when gendered violence is
perpetrated within Muslim communities in Canada, there is an
exclusive emphasis on culture as the sole source of patriarchal
violence.” 

"Intersectionality — understanding how different systems
can collide to create the conditions that fosters violence and
within which survivors are placed under."

 – Survey respondent
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https://transpulsecanada.ca/results/report-health-and-well-being-among-racialized-trans-and-non-binary-people-in-canada/
https://www.vawlearningnetwork.ca/our-work/infographics/transwomenandipv/Trans-Women-and-Intimate-Partner-Violence.pdf
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https://www.vawlearningnetwork.ca/our-work/briefs/brief-34.html


Survivors of colour with disabilities also face unique struggles intersecting with
gender-based violence. Women with a disability are three times more likely to
experience violent victimization and four times as likely to be sexually assaulted
than women living without a disability. Yet, only one out of ten survivors with
disabilities get the support they need at a shelter or transition house, with the most
cited reason being lack of accessibility. Further, gender-based violence is itself a
disabling event; for example, traumatic brain injury is common amongst survivors
of intimate partner violence and up to half of all women accessing gender-based
violence supports have a brain injury. According to the Disabled Women’s
Network of Canada, “Violence against women and girls with disabilities is not just
a subset of gender-based violence — it is an intersectional category dealing with
gender-based and disability-based violence. The confluence of these two factors
results in an extremely high risk of violence against women with disabilities.” 

This violence increases for survivors of colour with disabilities; rates of disability for
Indigenous and Black women are above 30 percent. As Canadian Women’s
Foundation, Women’s Shelters Canada, Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada, Anita
Olsen Harper (National Aboriginal Circle Against Family Violence) and Jihan Abbas
(DAWN-RAFH Canada) jointly write, “The process of racialization is deeply
intertwined with the process of ableism and together, they perform the function of
marginalization by pathologizing those bodies that are not seen to be in service to
the colonial project — a project that privileges white, heterosexual, cisgender,
masculine, able bodied subjects.” Survivors of colour with disabilities are routinely
subjected to infantilizing stereotypes that make them more vulnerable to gender-
based violence and act as a barrier to reporting the violence, including institutional
violence from caregivers. 
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Unbeknown to most, women in rural areas in Canada experience the
highest overall rates of intimate personal violence. Rates of police-
reported intimate partner violence experienced by women in rural
areas are 75 percent higher than that for women in urban areas. In
B.C., the police-reported rates of intimate partner violence against
women are more than 1.5 times higher in rural areas than urban areas.
Rural and remote communities are often characterized as close-knit
communities with no guarantees of privacy or anonymity, which can
create additional barriers to reporting violence and accessing support
services. Access to justice is severely limited, particularly when taking
into account the unique geography, demographics, and the socio-
cultural contexts of remote and rural communities.

At least half of all Indigenous peoples in B.C. live in rural areas and
small towns. The Centre for Research & Education on Violence
Against Women and Children notes that “Indigenous women living in
rural and northern Canadian communities experience higher rates of
IPV than those living in urban communities, and these cases of
violence tend to be more severe.” Additionally, a growing proportion
of newcomer immigrant and refugees are resettling in rural areas of
B.C., in large part due to both the private sponsorship refugee
resettlement program as well as targeted immigration programs that
funnel newcomers into rural areas to boost the labour and economic
needs of rural communities. In the case of migrant workers, Amy
Cohen and Susana Caxaj’s research demonstrates that migrant
women farmworkers in B.C. face intensified sexual harassment and
unwanted pregnancies. 

These intersectional lived experiences demonstrate how safety is
not a one-size-fits-all approach. On the contrary, an intersectional
feminist approach requires us to pay careful attention to how
Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized
survivors who are living at the intersections of different forms of
marginalization are made more vulnerable to gender-based violence
due to multiple unequal power relationships.  

"My experience as a
person of colour has so
many layers of
intersectionality that our
system and society still
lacks.  Services were and
are never designed for or
with people of colour."

– Survey respondent
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2.4 Data Tables: Survivors of Colour Accessing Safety
TABLE 3. NINETY-ONE RESPONDENTS TO THE SURVEY ANSWERED WHY THEY DID NOT CONTACT ANTI-
VIOLENCE SERVICES AFTER EXPERIENCING GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE: 

4.40%

29.67%

28.57%

31.87%

6.59%

said they did not feel comfortable or safe with someone who did not understand their racial and cultural
background. 

said they did not feel safe as a trans, two-spirit, or gender diverse person of colour.

said they did not feel they would receive support in their language.

said they were worried about government systems being contacted, such as immigration enforcement, involuntary
mental health services, child services, housing, and/or income assistance.

said they were afraid the police would be contacted, and they did not want to be involved with the police or the
criminal legal system.

19.78% said they already feel under surveillance, for example, as a visibly Black, Indigenous or Muslim woman; or because of
precarious immigration status; or due to involvement in under-the-table work, sex work, drug trade, street economies etc.; or
because they are already “in the system” in a way they don’t like.

30.77 % percent said they were afraid of their abuser and retaliation by the abuser or the abusers’ family and/or friends.
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THESE RESPONSES POINT TO THE UNIQUE POSITIONING OF SURVIVORS OF COLOUR WHO ARE SUBJECTED
TO NUMEROUS, OVERLAPPING FORMS OF VIOLENCE AND PRECARITY INCLUDING INTIMATE PARTNER
VIOLENCE, TARGETED STATE SURVEILLANCE, AND SOCIAL MARGINALIZATION. 



said always

TABLE 4. WE ASKED SURVIVORS, "WHEN YOU HAVE EXPERIENCED GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE, HAVE YOU
FELT COMFORTABLE CONTACTING ANTI-VIOLENCE SERVICES?" 

32%

15%

7%

said sometimes 

said mostly 

OF 100  INDIVIDUALS WHO RESPONDED...

20% said never

26% said almost never
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The empirical data we gathered further highlights the lack of safety for survivors of colour after experiencing gender-based
violence. 



TABLE 5. WE ASKED SURVIVORS, "WHEN YOU HAVE EXPERIENCED GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE, WHAT ARE
SOME SERVICES OR SUPPORT SYSTEMS THAT HAVE KEPT YOU SAFE? CHECK ALL." 

Importantly, of the 21.9 percent of respondents who offered additional insight into the “Other” kind of supports they received, most comments indicated
that no one helped the respondents. A sampling of responses read: “no one really,” “no one,” “none of the above,” “myself,” “none,” “nothing. I asked
for counseling and got a nine month wait,” “me,” “none,” “none of the above kept me or my children safe,” and “none really because going back 15 years,
women of colour didn’t have resources and looked as burden to society.”

Friends and Family 

Police

Victim Services

Transition or Safe House

Anti-Violence Services

Sexual Assault Services

Crisis Lines or Counselling

Culturally Relevant Resources

Other (add responses)

105 RESPONDENTS GAVE 275 RESPONSES

67.62 percent of respondents (71 responses)

14.29 percent of respondents (51 responses)

19.05 percent of respondents (20 responses)

16.19 percent of respondents (17 responses)

16.19 percent of respondents (17 responses)

32.38 percent of respondents (34 responses)

20.95 percent of respondents (22 responses)

21.90 percent of respondents (23 responses)

19.05 percent of respondents (20 responses)
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1 2 3 4 5

Friends and Family 21 responses 10 responses 19 responses 18 responses 31 responses

Police 52 responses 13 responses 9 responses 4 responses 6 responses

Anti Violence Services 40 responses 9  responses 15 responses 11 responses 9 responses

Sexual Assault Services 42 responses 7  responses 11 responses 12 responses 6 responses

Crisis Phone Line or Counselling 30 responses 11 responses 14 responses 14 responses 20 responses

Culturally Relevant Services 38 responses 12 responses 10 responses 8 responses 10 responses

Other 27  responses 3  responses 7 responses 7 responses 5 responses

TABLE 6. WE ASKED SURVIVORS "WHEN  YOU EXPERIENCED GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE, ON A SCALE OF
1-5 (WITH 1 BEING LOW AND 5 BEING HIGH), HOW MUCH HELP AND SUPPORT DID YOU RECEIVE FROM"
(101 RESPONDENTS): 
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Based on these responses, we calculated the weighted average of how supportive these various institutions were to survivors of colour experiencing
gender-based violence. A weighted average is more accurate than a simple average and considers the scalar nature of the response and the varying
degrees of importance, on a scale of 1-5, of the responses. 

Sc
al

e 
of

 1-
5

3.28

1.8 2.29 2.14
 

2.81
2.23 2.18

Weighted Average 
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Support Racialized Survivors Received from Institutions
& Informal Systems After Experiencing GBV



2.5 Survivors of Colour Accessing Anti-Violence Services

Notably, many respondents did find crisis lines and counselling
supports to be particularly helpful for them after experiencing
gender-based violence. When asked about the different systems or
services that keep respondents safe, 32.38 percent of the 105
respondents indicated crisis lines and/or counselling (Table 5).
Further, on a scale of 1-5, the help that all respondents received from
crisis lines and/or counselling was a weighted average of 2.81, which
is slightly higher than the weighted average of anti-violence services
and sexual services (Table 6). 

As indicated in Table 4, only 7 percent of respondents said they were
“always comfortable,” and 15 percent said they were “mostly
comfortable” contacting anti-violence services when they had
experienced gender-based violence. In contrast, 32 percent of
respondents said they were “sometimes comfortable,” 26
percent said they were “almost never comfortable,” and 20
percent said they were “never comfortable” contacting anti-
violence services when experiencing gender-based violence. This
included any anti-violence service, such as transition houses, victim
services, counselling, sexual assault services, women’s centres, and
crises lines.

When asked about the different systems or services that kept
respondents safe (Table 5), of the 105 respondents, 19.05 percent
said it was victim services, 19.05 percent said it was transition or safe
houses, 16.19 percent said it was anti violence services, and 16.19
percent said it was sexual assault services. Further, on a scale of 1-5,
the help that all respondents received from various anti-violence
services and sexual assault services was a weighted average of 2.29
and 2.14, respectively (Table 6). 

"I have never accessed services and I don’t trust any of the
services."

– Survey respondent

– Survey respondent

"Most of the services didn’t help me. They weren’t there for me.
They took down all my information but didn’t do anything."
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"I never sought help. I didn’t know there
were these options as an immigrant

child/teen."

"All of them were nice, but none of them
were that helpful."

"I was uncomfortable."

"Kind of helpful, not really." "No one was helpful. I helped myself."
"They were sometimes helpful. Some

services are better than others."

"No services were that helpful. I was my
own advocate."

"Was judged and looked down at."
"The services I went to were very

helpful."

"The services available don't primarily
serve Black, Indigenous or racialized

people."

"I felt unwelcome, unheard, and unable
to connect. I felt like the totality of my
experiences were too complex to pull

apart and deal with."
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TABLE 7. OF THE 100 RESPONDENTS WHO PROVIDED FURTHER INFORMATION ON THE KIND OF SUPPORT
THEY RECEIVED WHEN ACCESSING VARIOUS KINDS OF ANTI-VIOLENCE SERVICES, ONLY:

28%

22%

12%

18%

18%

said they received support that was available in
a language they were most comfortable with.

said they received support that was attentive to
their racial, cultural, and ethnic identity.

received culturally relevant support.

received support from a worker who was themselves
Black, Indigenous, immigrant/refugee, or racialized.

received support in a way that was attentive to
other state systems, such as child services,
policing, immigration, and social assistance.
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Given that only 12 percent of respondents said they received culturally
relevant support through anti-violence services (Table 7), it is not
surprising that many respondents accessed culturally specific and
culturally relevant resources instead of, or in addition to, anti-
violence services. Culturally specific and culturally relevant
organizations include Aboriginal Friendship Centers, immigrant serving
agencies, places of faith, and cultural, linguistic, or ethnic specific
organizations. When asked about the different systems or services that
keep respondents safe, 20.95 percent of the total responses indicated
culturally relevant resources (Table 5). This is noticeably higher than the
percent of respondents who found various anti-violence services helpful. 

However, on a scale of 1-5, the help that all respondents received from
culturally relevant resources was comparable to that of anti-violence
services and sexual assault services, at a weighted average of 2.23 (Table
6). This might be explained by complementary research highlighting that,
while cultural organizations provide culturally relevant and multilingual
services, many of these organizations are ill-equipped to address
gender-based violence. Sometimes, cultural organizations even directly
and indirectly discourage survivors from acting on gender-based
violence, so as not to bring “shame” or “dishonour” to their families or
communities. The Asian Pacific Institute of Gender Based Violence
explains, “Cultures nourish pride, resilience, belonging, intersectional
identities, and connection to community. But culture is used to justify
gender violence and inequality by evoking traditional beliefs and
practices about how women and girls should be treated.”
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https://www.bwss.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/07/NSRIW-MANUAL.pdf
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2.6 Survivors of Colour and the Police

When asked about the different systems or services that keep
respondents safe, only 14.29 percent of the 105 respondents felt that
the police protected them (Table 5). Further, on a scale of 1-5, the
help that all respondents received from the police was a
weighted average of 1.8, the lowest average of all (out of
friends/families; police; anti-violence services; sexual assault
services; crisis phone line or counselling; and culturally relevant
resources in Table 6). As one respondent wrote “Police definitely
needs to be trained better. They are clearly not emotionally trained to
deal with our situations.” Another respondent similarly described their
experience: “Dealing with the police when reporting an unwanted
sexual act, they did not take it seriously.”

Rates of reporting gender-based violence to police are low for all
survivors. Compared to other Criminal Code offenses such as physical
assault, sexual assault is one of the most under-reported crimes in the
country. In a 2014 national survey, 28 percent of Canadians worried
that police and other authorities would not take their reports of abuse
seriously. The most recently available self-reported data from the 2019
General Social Survey on Canadians’ Safety shows that only 6 percent
of sexual assault incidents in the previous twelve months were brought
to the attention of police. Not only are rates of police reporting low,
but they are decreasing. In 2019, only one in five spousal violence
victims reported their victimization to the police, compared to 28
percent in 1999. 

Further, the widely documented toxic culture of misogyny, racism, and
homophobia in Canada’s police forces, including the Royal Canadian
Mounted Police (RCMP), acts as a deterrent in reporting gender-
based violence. In a recent report reviewing the record of misogyny,
racism, and violence against women in the RCMP, the Canadian
Feminist Alliance for International Action highlights, “Over the last
decade, numerous reports from legal experts and human rights
organizations have documented violence against women by RCMP
Officers, including harassment, sexual assault, rape, and sexualized
verbal abuse. In addition, reports from international, regional, and
domestic inquiries, as well as from journalists and civil society
organizations, have documented RCMP failures to protect women
from violence by men in the community — including sexual assault,
domestic violence, human trafficking, and murder.”

These responses about the lack of support from police can also be
interpreted alongside the explicit concern that 28.57 percent of
respondents had about contacting anti-violence services out of fear of
further engagement with the police or the criminal legal system (Table
3). As one respondent put it bluntly, “I am afraid of the cops. Everyone
down here is afraid of the cops.” 

– Survey respondent

"Police don’t believe victims." 
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"Dealing with the police
when reporting an

unwanted sexual act, they
did not take it seriously."

– Survey respondent



While there is no Canada-wide disaggregated data available on the
reporting rates for survivors of colour, existing research points to the
barriers to police reporting for survivors of colour. In a 2018 study of
mostly women of colour experiences of the barriers to reporting sexual
assault, Alana Prochuk of West Coast LEAF writes, “fear of not being
taken seriously by the police and other criminal justice system actors
was one of the most commonly cited barriers to reporting among
participants in this project.” A more recent 2022 study on immigrant
women’s experiences with the police within a context of intimate
partner violence found that “general fear of the police and fear of
police being racist or culturally insensitive continue to be important
reasons why women do not call the police.” In a national survey of
racialized trans and non-binary people, only 11 percent of
respondents anticipated fair treatment from the police and legal
system in reporting a sexual assault, and 84 percent of respondents
said they did not report any transphobic physical or sexual assault to
the police. In fact, 73 percent of racialized trans and non-binary
respondents to the survey worried about being stopped or harassed
by police or security themselves. In the Downtown Eastside
neighbourhood of Vancouver, a women’s safety audit of mostly
Indigenous and women of colour found that only 15 percent of 157
women said they would go to the police if they felt unsafe. 

"At that time, I felt embarrassed and didn't feel I would be
believed or would be interrogated or blamed by police."

– Survey respondent

The failure of police forces to address the epidemic of gendered
colonial violence against Indigenous women, girls, two-spirit, and
gender diverse people has been widely documented and condemned.
According to Reclaiming Power and Place: The Final Report of the
National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and
Girls, “Survivors of intimate partner and sexual violence told us that
this stereotyping and mistrust creates a reluctance to reach out to the
police for help. On an individual level, many survivors described being
met with indifference or victim-blaming from the police, and many
also described memories of similar treatment experienced by their
parents or grandparents when they were children. On a much larger
scale, the historic denial of and unwillingness to investigate the
disappearances or deaths of many Indigenous women, girls, and
2SLGBTQQIA people have, for many years, sent the message that the
police are indifferent to such violence.” 

For Indigenous and Black peoples in Canada and the U.S., the
collective experience of being targeted by police and the criminal
legal system as offenders — through profiling, arrest, prosecution, and
incarceration — yet dismissed by police and the criminal legal system
when seeking protection as victims is often described as being “over-
policed and under-protected.” 

This is not a symptom of a broken system; rather, it flows from the
very creation of police forces to enforce settler-colonialism,
enslavement, capitalist accumulation, and empire. 
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Robyn Maynard elaborates “In Canada, the RCMP,
formerly the North West Mounted Police, was explicitly
created to help clear the plains of self-sufficient
Indigenous communities and to entrench control over
their lands and resources. The RCMP have also played a
role in suppressing labour movements, including the
1919 Winnipeg General Strike. Law-enforcement
policing of Black men and women has been endemic in
cities across Canada since the 19th century and draws its
lineage from the surveillance of enslaved Black people
who ran away from conditions of bondage.” A recent
national poll shows that more than one in every two
people supports the call to defund policing and reinvest
that funding into community-based safety services and
upstream solutions, such as universal childcare and
housing.

"I felt the RCMP victim services were totally
useless and mansplained me my own
circumstances. At the time I thought it could have
been because English is my second language."

– Survey respondent
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https://globalnews.ca/news/7213811/defund-the-police-canada-ipsos-poll/


For Indigenous, Black, and newcomer immigrant/refugee
survivors of gender-based violence, the phenomenon of being
over-policed and under-protected comes in plain view when we
consider survivors who are arrested and criminalized.

Since the 1990s, mandatory charging and prosecution policies have
been adopted in Canada to increase police and Crown prosecutorial
authority, while removing the responsibility from victims to lay charges
in domestic or intimate partner violence situations. A recent literature
and policy review found these pro-arrest, pro-charge, and pro-
prosecution policies have generally been ineffective and, in many
cases, cause additional harm. As the authors describe, “the
implementation of the policies within a neoliberal context continues a
focus on individual culpability with little or no attention to the fact that
behavioural patterns arise from pervasive cultural and structural
‘violences’ and prioritize carceral responses over rehabilitation of
those offenders. Also noted are unhelpful narratives that essentialize
all perpetrators of violence as ‘bad actors’ and all survivors as
‘helpless victims.’ This framing disregards the ways in which race,
class, disability, gender identity, and immigration status result in some
women, and their families, not only becoming more vulnerable to
violence by individuals but also to criminalization and state violence.” 

Implementation of pro-arrest, pro-charge, and pro-prosecution
policies without a gender-based analysis has resulted in significant
negative consequences for survivors; namely, a substantial increase in
the number of women victims charged and criminalized following
police intervention. Since 2008, BWSS has confronted the growing
problem of police services misapplying these mandatory arrest 

"Nothing in the system is supportive - the system
itself is abusive." 

policies and criminalizing battered women for self-defending in
domestic violence situations. We have been raising the alarm of the
growing number of survivors who are being arrested for allegedly
perpetrating domestic violence against their male partners. BWSS has
observed that most women who are being arrested are immigrant
women and their male partners are mostly white Canadian-born men.
In 2016, 383 women across Canada were charged because of
mandatory charging policies.

In Ontario, the Barbra Schlifer Clinic’s Criminalization of Women
Project has similarly identified the impact of the law on survivors who
identify and seek state protection for intimate partner and sexual
violence against them, but find themselves facing criminal,
immigration, intra-legal charging, and other criminalizing legal
consequences. In Nova Scotia, Wellness Within advocates for
decarceration and access to housing, income, resources, and health
care for women who have experienced criminalization, especially
survivors who are Indigenous and Black. As they write, “Federally
sentenced women have high rates of childhood sexual abuse,
commonly incestuous, violent, extended over a long period of time,
and with multiple perpetrators. Despite these numbers and women’s
lived reality, there are very few programs or counselling services
available to women prisoners that deal with sexual or physical abuse.”
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– Survey respondent

https://dalspace.library.dal.ca/bitstream/handle/10222/80242/2021%20A%20Review%20of%20Pro-Arrest%20Pro-Charge%20and%20Prosecution%20Policies.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.bwss.org/arrest-someone-husband-called-911-first-thats-arrest-rcmp-patrol-officer-2016/
https://www.schliferclinic.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Brief_Status-of-Women-Committee_Study-on-IPV-and-DV_-BSCC.pdf
https://www.schliferclinic.com/criminalization-of-women/
https://wellnesswithinns.org/about-us
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a17715d8dd04195b6708c76/t/5c184e7d1ae6cfd531df4202/1545096835929/ZINE-SENIOR+SEMINAR.pdf


"RCMP lacked sensitivity
and minimized the situation
I was dealing with. I was
fleeing emotional abuse and
it added to the gaslighting I
had just escaped. A lot
changed once I had a support
worker with me. They
listened to her more and
seemed more content with
her statement, which was
just the same as mine."

– Survey respondent

"UNTITLED", SOPHIA ZARDERS, 2017
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2.7 Kinship Networks Keep Most Survivors of Colour Safe

When asked about the different systems or services that keep
respondents safe, a vast majority (67.62 percent) of the 105
respondents said they turned to their friends and families (Table
5). Further, on a scale of 1-5, the help that all respondents received
from their friends and families was a weighted average of 3.28, the
highest average of all (out of friends/families; police; anti-violence
services; sexual assault services; crisis phone line or counselling; and
culturally relevant resources in Table 6).

Given that such a significant proportion of survivors of colour rely
heavily on their kinship networks for support after experiencing
gender-based violence, there is an urgent need for community-
based, non-institutional responses to interpersonal violence. 

According to a national survey, Canadians in general are most likely to
turn to a friend first to report situations of verbal abuse (20 percent)
and emotional abuse (22 percent), and 1 in 4 Canadians have tried to
help a friend leave an abusive partner. In a more recent national survey
in 2022, 35 percent of survivors of gender-based violence did not
actually disclose abuse to anyone because they felt they had no one
to tell; 32 percent did not disclose because they felt they would be
judged, blamed, or shamed; and 27 percent did not disclose because
they felt they would not be believed. While it is important that state-
based and service-based interventions urgently transform to become
safer and more accessible to survivors, a complementary response of
strengthening community-based interventions becomes equally vital. 

 

In Oakland, for example, the Creative Interventions (CI) project is
inspired by the work of INCITE! Women of Colour Against Violence,
and provides practical resources to intervene in domestic, family, and
sexual violence. They write, “Organizations that deal with domestic
violence and sexual assault generally view violence as an individual
problem or rely on the police and criminal justice system as a solution.
We wanted to turn back to our communities and strengthen
community-based systems to resist violence in all of its forms. For CI,
the community-based approach is one in which everyday people such
as family, friends, neighbors, co-workers, members of community
organizations such as faith institutions, civic organizations or
businesses are the people who take action to intervene in violence.” 

They further explain, “We need an approach to violence prevention
and intervention that builds upon mobilizing those most impacted by
violence and those who care about them to create more coordinated
responses to violence — this provides multiple points at which people
can collectively take action to stop violence before it reaches a crisis
and to transform that violence if it has occurred. We believe that
friends, family, and community know most intimately the conditions
that lead to violence as well as the values and strengths which can
lead to its transformation.” 
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Generation Five explains the core values that transformative justice
espouses: “Individual justice and collective liberation are equally important,
mutually supportive, and fundamentally intertwined — the achievement of
one is impossible without the achievement of the other. The conditions that
allow violence to occur must be transformed in order to achieve justice in
individual instances of violence. Therefore, Transformative Justice is both a
liberating politic and an approach for securing justice… Transformative
Justice seeks to provide people who experience violence with immediate
safety and long-term healing and reparations while holding people who
commit violence accountable within and by their communities.” Also in the
U.S., Community Accountability: Emerging Movements to Transform
Violence, Critical Resistance, and the National Sexual Assault Coalition all
examine community-based, transformative justice strategies to address
gendered violence.

Locally, in Canada, the Learning Network in partnership with the Canadian
Domestic Homicide Prevention Initiative with Vulnerable Populations has
produced a guide on how friends and family of those experiencing intimate
partner violence can help. 

We, at BWSS, have produced a similar resource sharing tips on helping a
friend who maybe experiencing intimate partner violence. As highlighted by
many of the respondents in the survey, our main advice to those supporting
their friend is recognizing, “You may be the only person your friend can
trust.” This is an immense responsibility, and our resource offers practical
tips on supporting a loved one, getting informed about gender-based
violence and tactics of control, and taking care of yourself while supporting
your friend. 
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Chapter Three 
Disaggregated Data: Impacts of Setter-Colonialism,
Anti-Blackness, and Migrant Exclusion on Survivors
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3.1 Disaggregated Data: Indigenous, Black, and Newcomer
Immigrant/Refugee Survivors

In this chapter, the distinct racial and sociopolitical contexts for
diverse Indigenous, Black, and newcomer migrant/refugee
communities are analyzed as three disaggregated (though, not
mutually exclusive) demographics to effectively understand the
unique experiences of gender-based violence as part of settler-
colonial, anti-Black, and anti-migrant racial structures.  
 
First, we provide summary tables comparing the aggregated data
collected from all 105 Indigenous, Black, newcomer
immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors (collectively referred to
here as “survivors of colour”) who responded to our “Colour of
Violence: Intersections of Race and Gender for Racialized Survivors
Experiencing Gender-Based Violence in British Columbia survey, as
reported on in chapter 2, to disaggregated data from Indigenous,
Black, and newcomer immigrant/refugee respondents to the survey.  

We do not provide disaggregated data for those who only identified
as racialized, i.e., non-Black, non-Indigenous, and non-newcomer
racialized respondents. Instead, we focus here on the unique
experiences of Indigenous, Black, and newcomer immigrant/refugee
survivors as a feminist method of deepening anti-racist
intersectionality.  
 
Key issues that emerge from the disaggregated survey data are then
specifically analyzed for Indigenous, Black, and newcomer
immigrant/refugee survivors. We reiterate that the data reported on is
only intended to highlight the experiences of those who responded to
the survey and does not represent a random sample of actual
population demographics. 
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Survivors of Colour
(aggregated)

Indigenous
Survivors Black Survivors

Newcomer
Immigrant/Refugee

Survivors

# Respondents to this question / total # of possible respondents 94/105 29/37 13/15 38/38

I speak English as an additional language 50 % 20.69 % 30.77 % 65.79 %

I am trans, two-spirit, non-binary, gender diverse 10.64 % 13.79 % 0 % 15.79 %

My sexuality is lesbian, gay, bisexual, asexual, pansexual 31.94 % 27.59 % 7.69 % 39.47 %

I have a disability 39.36 % 65.52 % 46.15 % 36.84 %

I am low-income (low wages, informal work, shift work, social
assistance, etc.) 43.62 % 65.52 % 53.85 % 47.37 %

I do not have secure or stable work 37.23 % 58.62 % 46.15 % 34.21 %

I do not have secure or stable housing 21.28 % 34.48 % 38.46 % 13.16 %

I am a single parent or the primary caregiver of children 27.66 % 20.69 % 53.85 % 26.32 %

I live in a rural community 8.51 % 13.79 % 15.38 % 10.53 %

I am from a visible religious minority 9.57 % 10.34 % 0 % 5.26 %

I am criminalized in some way (for example, by immigration, policing,
child welfare etc.) 12.77 % 17.24 % 15.38 % 10.53 %

QUESTION 4: WE KNOW THAT THERE ARE MANY OTHER REALITIES THAT INTERSECT WITH RACE FOR SURVIVORS. PLEASE
CHECK IF ANY OF THE FOLLOWING APPLY FOR YOU:
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Survivors of Colour
(aggregated) Indigenous Survivors Black Survivors

Newcomer
Immigrant/Refugee

Survivors

# Respondents to this question / total
# of possible respondents 100/105 36/37 13/15 36/38

Always 7 % 5.56 % 15.38 % 5.56 %

Mostly 15 % 13.89 % 7.69 % 16.67 %

Sometimes 32 % 30.56 % 30.80 % 27.78 %

Almost Never 26 % 22.22 % 7.69 % 33.33 %

Never 20 % 27.78 % 38.46 % 16.67 %

QUESTION 5: WHEN YOU HAVE EXPERIENCED GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE, HAVE YOU FELT COMFORTABLE
CONTACTING ANTI-VIOLENCE SERVICES?
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Survivors of Colour (aggregated) Indigenous
Survivors Black Survivors Newcomer

Immigrant/Refugee Survivors

# Respondents to this
question / total # of
possible respondents

105/105 37/37 15/15 38/38

Friends and Family 67.62 % 64.86 % 66.67 % 68.42 %

Police 14.29 % 16.22 % 6.67 % 13.16 %

Victim Services 19.05 % 18.92 % 0 % 18.42 %

Transition or Safe House 19.05 % 29.73 % 26.67 % 10.53 %

Anti-Violence Services 16.19 % 13.51 % 13.33 % 23.68 %

Sexual Assault Services 16.19 % 18.92 % 33.33 % 18.42 %

Crisis Lines or
Counselling 32.38 % 24.32 % 40 % 39.47 %

Culturally Relevant
Resources 20.95 % 24.32 % 0 % 21.05 %

Other (add responses) 21.9 % 18.92 % 13.33 % 28.95 %

QUESTION 6: WHEN YOU HAVE EXPERIENCED GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE, WHAT ARE SOME SERVICES OR SUPPORT
SYSTEMS THAT HAVE KEPT YOU SAFE? CHECK ALL THAT APPLY.
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Survivors of Colour
(aggregated)

Indigenous
Survivors Black Survivors

Newcomer
Immigrant/Refugee Survivors

#respondents to this
question/total # of
possible respondents

101/105 35/37 15/15 37/38

Friends and Family 3.28 3.31 3.2 3.2

Police 1.80 1.81 1.14 1.63

Anti-Violence Services 2.29 2.44 2.08 2.21

Sexual Assault Services 2.14 2.32 2.46 2.08

Crisis Lines or Counselling 2.81 2.81 3.07 2.69

Culturally Relevant
Resources 2.23 2.52 1.58 2.31

Other (add responses) 2.18 1.90 1.38 2.48

QUESTION 7: WHEN YOU EXPERIENCED GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE, ON A SCALE OF 1-5 (WITH 1 BEING LOW AND 5 BEING HIGH), HOW
MUCH HELP AND SUPPORT DID YOU RECEIVE FROM: 

[ONLY THE WEIGHTED AVERAGE OF THE SCALAR RESPONSE IS PROVIDED HERE]
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Survivors of Colour
(aggregated)

Indigenous Survivors Black Survivors
Newcomer

Immigrant/Refugee
Survivors

# Respondents to this question /
total # of possible respondents 100/105 33/37 14/15 38/38

Attentive to my racial, cultural
and ethnic identity 22 % 18.18 % 14.29 % 18.42 %

Available to me in a language that
I am most comfortable with 28 % 27.27 % 35.71 % 31.58 %

Culturally relevant support 12 % 21.21 % 7.14 % 5.26 %

Aware of how I was also
navigating other systems such as
child services, police,
immigration, social assistance

18 % 21.21 % 14.29 % 21.05 %

From a support worker who was
Black, Indigenous,
immigrant/refugee or racialized

18 % 18.18 % 14.29 % 21.05 %

I prefer not to answer or not
applicable 52 % 54.55 % 64.29 % 50 %

QUESTION 8: IN ACCESSING ANTI-VIOLENCE SERVICES, I RECEIVED SUPPORT THAT WAS: [CHECK ALL THAT APPLY]
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Survivors of Colour
(aggregated)

Indigenous
Survivors

Black
Survivors

Newcomer
Immigrant/Refugee

Survivors

# Respondents to this question / total # of possible respondents 91/105 25/37 13/15 37/38

I was afraid of my abuser and retaliation by them or their family/friends. 30.77 % 36 % 38.46 % 35.14 %

I was afraid the police would be contacted, and I did not want to be involved
with the police or the criminal legal system. 28.57 % 44 % 46.15 % 29.73 %

I was worried about other government systems being contacted, such as
immigration enforcement, involuntary mental health services, child services,
housing and/or income assistance.

29.67 % 36 % 15.38 % 32.43 %

I already feel under surveillance (for example, as a visibly Black, Indigenous or
Muslim woman; I have precarious immigration status; I am involved in under-
the-table work, sex work, drug trade, street economies etc.; or because I am
already "in the system" in a way I don't like.)

19.78 % 24 % 30.77 % 18.92 %

I did not feel that I would be comfortable or safe with someone who did not
understand my racial and cultural background. 31.87 % 32 % 23.08 % 29.73 %

I did not feel I would receive support in a language that is most comfortable for
me. 4.40 % 0 % 7.69 % 10.81 %

I did not feel safe as a trans, two-spirit or gender diverse person of colour. 6.59 % 12 % 0 % 8.11 %

I prefer not to answer, not applicable, or other. 30.77 % 28 % 15.38 % 29.73 %

QUESTION 9: PLEASE CHECK ANY STATEMENT BELOW THAT APPLIES TO YOU TO FILL IN THE BLANKS. "I DID NOT CONTACT
ANTI-VIOLENCE SERVICES AFTER EXPERIENCING GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE BECAUSE..."
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3.2 Indigenous Survivors
BWSS received 37 responses to our survey from survivors who
identified as Indigenous (First Nations, Métis, Inuit), representing
approximately 35 percent of all respondents. Of the 37 respondents
who identified as Indigenous, 16.2 percent (6 respondents) also
identified as Black and/or racialized. These multiracial lived
experiences are important to consider, and our presentation of
disaggregated data is not intended to erase the layered nature of
identity or to create a false narrative of mutually exclusive race-based
demographics.  
 
Additionally, as noted in our methodology in chapter 1, we conducted
targeted in-person and street-based outreach in the Downtown
Eastside of Vancouver for our survey. Notably, 16 of the total 19
respondents in the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver stated they were
Indigenous (First Nations, Métis, Inuit). Thus, at least half of all
Indigenous respondents (16 out of 37) are residents of Vancouver’s
Downtown Eastside, a low-income neighbourhood with particular
struggles for Indigenous women and gender diverse people. 

Of the 37 respondents who identified as Indigenous, 29 volunteered
information about how structural oppressions further intersect with
their race and gender.  Compared to the aggregated data for all
survivors of colour (see Question 4 in section 3.1), these Indigenous
respondents were more likely to:

Identify as trans, two spirit, nonbinary, gender diverse

(13.79 percent)

Have a disability (65.52 percent)

Be low-income (65.52 percent)

Not have secure or stable work (58.62 percent)

Not have secure or stable housing (34.48 percent)

Live in a rural community (13.79 percent)

Be criminalized in some way (17.24 percent)
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"There are not 
enough services that

understand the impact
that racism has on

Native women, so they
don't know how to

counsel them."

– Indigenous survey
respondent



Indigenous Survivors and Gendered Colonial Violence

In the province of B.C., there have been a series of gruesome murders
of Indigenous women, including the Alley Murders, the Valley
Murders, the Highway of Tears, and the horrific violence of sexual
predator Martin Tremblay and serial killers Clifford Olson and Robert
Pickton. Across Canada, Indigenous women and girls are twelve times
more likely to be murdered or missing than any other woman in
Canada, and sixteen times more likely to be murdered or missing than
white women in Canada. According to Statistics Canada, between
2001 and 2015, homicide rates for Indigenous women were almost six
times higher than for non-Indigenous women, and Indigenous women
accounted for a staggering 24 percent of all female homicide victims
in 2015. Only 53 percent of murder cases in Native Women’s
Association of Canada’s Sisters In Spirit database have been solved,
compared to 84 percent of all murder cases across the country. Sexual
assault self-reported by Indigenous women is nearly triple that of
non-Indigenous women, and Indigenous women are also more likely
to face more violent, injurious, and sustained abuse. Approximately 63
percent of Indigenous women in Canada have experienced physical or
sexual assault in their lifetime. 

While Indigenous survivors are routinely victim-blamed for these
horrifying forms and rates of violence they suffer — such as
pathologized for living in poverty, stigmatized for having “high-risk
lifestyles,” and dismissed by authorities as “uncredible” — colonial
patriarchy is actually the highest risk factor in Indigenous women’s
lives. We highlight the analysis of Cindy Holmes and Sara Hunt, who
explain, “In our anti-violence and community-building work over the
years, we have noticed that as the issue of violence against 

people has been taken up in public discourse, violence within
Indigenous families has been increasingly targeted as being to blame.
Rather than making visible intersections of ongoing state neglect,
racism, sexism, homophobia, and other expressions of colonialism in
contributing to overwhelming realities of physical and sexual violence,
public discourse naturalizes violence within Indigenous families and
blames Indigenous people. These discourses rely on and reproduce
gendered colonial stereotypes about Indigenous people, especially
Indigenous women.” 

"LIBERATION", ALEC DUNN, 2018
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Reclaiming Power and Place: The Final Report of the National Inquiry
into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls makes clear
that violence against First Nations, Inuit, and Métis women, girls, two-
spirit, and gender diverse people in Canada stems from targeted
colonial gendered violence. As the Final Report states, “Canada is a
settler colonial country. European nations, followed by the new
government of ‘Canada,’ imposed its own laws, institutions, and
cultures on Indigenous Peoples while occupying their lands. Racist
colonial attitudes justified Canada’s policies of assimilation, which
sought to eliminate First Nations, Inuit, and Métis Peoples as distinct
Peoples and communities. Colonial violence, as well as racism,
sexism, homophobia, and transphobia against Indigenous women,
girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA people, has become embedded in everyday
life — whether this is through interpersonal forms of violence, through
institutions like the health care system and the justice system, or in the
laws, policies and structures of Canadian society. The result has been
that many Indigenous people have grown up normalized to violence,
while Canadian society shows an appalling apathy to addressing the
issue. The National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous
Women and Girls finds that this amounts to genocide.” 

High and extreme rates of genocidal violence against Indigenous
women, girls, and gender diverse people are due to, and
inseparable from, colonial dispossession from the land, chronic
underfunding on reserves, forced impoverishment, residential
schools and child apprehension, regulation through the Indian
Act, and criminalization within the legal system. All of these
forms of colonialism have denied Indigenous women, two-spirit,
and gender diverse peoples their inherent rights to their lands,
nations, and families. 

Carol Muree Martin and Harsha Walia write in Red Women Rising:
Indigenous Women Survivors in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside,
“Settler-colonialism intentionally targets Indigenous women in order to
destroy families, sever the connection to land-based practices and
economies, and devastate relational governance of Indigenous nations.
Indigenous women’s and two-spirit people’s role as decision makers
and holders of traditional knowledge, and their role in matriarchal
governance through house groups and clan systems in many nations
was disrupted through colonization.” 

As a result of these historic and ongoing forms of violence, Indigenous
women endure the highest levels of gender-based violence, as well as
the highest rates of poverty, food and housing insecurity, child
apprehension, suicide, criminalization, and incarceration across
Canada. These realities were also reflected in our survey data, noted
above, and we interpret that data within and stemming from the
broader and pervasive context of gendered colonial violence.  

Indigenous women, two-spirit, and gender diverse people have fought
for centuries to make visible the epidemic of gendered colonial
violence. Over the last several decades this has included justice for
missing and murdered Indigenous women, girls, two-spirit, and gender
diverse people, and ensuring the safety and well-being of Indigenous
survivors, their families, and communities. 
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Calls for Justice in Reclaiming Power and Place: The Final Report of the National Inquiry into

Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, available here. 

National Family and Survivors Circle’s “The Path Forward – Reclaiming Power and Place,”

available here.  

Urban Path to Reclaiming Power and Place, Regardless of Residency, available here.  

2SLGBTQQIA Sub-working group on the MMIWG2SLGBTQQIA+ National Action Plan,

available here. 

National Inuit Action Plan on Missing and Murdered Inuit Women, Girls and 2SLGBTQQIA

people, available here.  

Red Women Rising: Indigenous Women Survivors in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside,

available here.  

Minister’s Advisory Council on Aboriginal Women Direction to Government on Taking Action to

End Violence and Improve the Lives of Aboriginal Women in B.C., available here. 

Forsaken: The Report of the Missing Women Commission of Inquiry, available here. 

Highway of Tears Symposium Recommendations Report, available here. 

There are many reports, recommendations, and calls to action to eliminate violence
against Indigenous women, two-spirit, and gender diverse people. The National Inquiry
into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls has made a consolidated literature
review of reports relating to violence against Indigenous women, girls, two-spirit, and gender
diverse people available here, and a master list of existing report recommendations available
here. 

Some crucial national and provincial reports include: 
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Indigenous Survivors and Police

Indigenous respondents reported the highest rates of
criminalization, with 17.24 percent stating they were criminalized by
state systems, such as policing and child welfare, in some way (see
Question 4 in section 3.1). Indigenous respondents were also
significantly more likely not to contact anti-violence services after
experiencing gender-based violence due to fear that police would be
contacted and they did not want to be involved with the police or the
criminal legal system (44 percent, see Question 9 in section 3.1). They
were also worried that other government systems would be contacted,
such as involuntary mental health services, child services, housing
and/or income assistance (36 percent, see Question 9 in section 3.1). 

Indigenous survivors’ mistrust of reporting to police when they
experience gender-based violence stems from the pervasive
phenomenon of being dismissed, not believed, and under-
protected by police forces.  
 

get it. In B.C., the provincial Missing Women Commission of Inquiry
unequivocally found that “The missing and murdered women were
forsaken by society at large and then again by the police.”

Another barrier for Indigenous survivors to disclose violence to police
and other authorities is fear of a cascading array of punitive state
consequences. As one Indigenous respondent to the survey
commented: “I am afraid of the cops. Everyone down here is afraid of
the cops.” Police officers have themselves abused and violated
Indigenous women and girls. Police sexualized violence is evident in
the stories of Indigenous women in Val d’Or who were physically and
sexually abused by officers from the Sûreté du Québec, and the
extensive stories of RCMP abuse and sexual violence against
Indigenous women documented in Human Rights Watch reports in
northern B.C. and Saskatchewan. There have been little to no
consequences for police sexual violence against Indigenous women
and girls. Dr. Pam Palmater argues “The majority of incidents involving
allegations of police sexualized violence against Indigenous women
and girls (at least those that have been publicized) appear to have
been addressed as employee discipline matters rather than being
prosecuted as sexual assault crimes.”  

According to a 2022 Statistics Canada report, Indigenous women
were more than twice as likely to report having not very much or no
confidence in the police compared with non-Indigenous women. A
recent study Sexual Assault: Indigenous Women’s Experiences of Not
Being Believed by the Police details how Indigenous women described
that when reporting or attempting to report sexual assault to police,
their experience with police “was negative, not what they expected,
and for many, it was retraumatizing. Participants self-reported that
they felt dismissed by the police and that police believed their sexual
assault was either untrue or unimportant.” Amnesty International has
similarly documented how Indigenous women and girls in Canada do
not seek justice from state systems because they know they will not  

"Dealing with the police when reporting an unwanted sexual
act, they did not take it seriously."

–  Indigenous survey respondent
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Taken together, Indigenous women, girls, and two-spirit people
are dealing with both the systemic failures of the police to
prevent and investigate violence against them, while also being
subjected to harassment and violence committed by Canada’s
own police officers. As the report Those Who Take Us Away: Abusive
Policing and Failures in Protection of Indigenous Women and Girls in
Northern British Columbia, Canada concludes, “Not surprisingly,
Indigenous women and girls report having little faith that police forces
responsible for mistreatment and abuse can offer them protection
when they face violence in the wider community.” Similarly, in their
recent review of The Toxic Culture of the RCMP: Misogyny, Racism,
and Violence Against Women in Canada’s National Police Force, the
Canadian Feminist Alliance for International Action summarizes
“Indigenous women are particular targets of sexualized violence by
RCMP Officers, and, as the crisis of murders and disappearances
reveals, their lives are also especially endangered by RCMP failures to
protect them.”  
 
In addition to being under-protected by police and/or being sexually
victimized by police officers themselves, Indigenous survivors also
generally face over-policing across bureaucratic and legal systems.
Indigenous women face some of the highest rates of arrest and
incarceration in Canada, with Indigenous women comprising over half
of the federally incarcerated population. This creates an overwhelming
fear of criminalization and inter-agency collaboration when accessing
formal, institutional supports.
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Another key barrier for Indigenous survivors to disclose violence to
service providers or state authorities is the potential involvement of
child services, or the Ministry of Child and Family Development (MCFD)
in B.C., in their family’s lives. One Indigenous respondent to the survey
said that she did not contact anti-violence services because “I was
scared to lose my children.”  
 
Indigenous children represent more than 52.2 percent of all children in
care in Canada even though they make up only 7.7 percent of the
overall population of children. Shamefully, more First Nations families
are being separated now than during the years of residential schools.
According to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, “The
closure of residential schools, which commenced in earnest in 1970,
was accompanied by a significant increase in the number of children
being taken into care by child-welfare agencies.” The Commission
concludes “The child-welfare system is the residential school system of
our day.”  

Across Canada, Indigenous women were almost six times more likely
than non-Indigenous women to have been in the state’s custody as
children. In B.C., 68 percent of children in government care are
Indigenous and they outnumber the number of non-Indigenous
children in care by a ratio of almost three to one, despite making up
only 10 percent of the total population of children in the province. In
particular, the highly contentious and illegal practice of birth alerts
allows a social worker to arbitrarily issue a hospital alert to flag an
expectant parent as unfit to care for a child to hospital staff without the
parent’s knowledge or consent. In B.C., in 2018, 58 percent of parents
impacted by birth alerts were Indigenous. 

Indigenous Survivors and Child Services

The pain and intergenerational trauma of forcible child
apprehension and family separation is immeasurable, and the
often-automatic involvement of MCFD in cases of gender-based
violence does not increase pathways to safety or wellbeing for
Indigenous survivors. 

In fact, the opposite is often true; Indigenous women are more likely to
experience physical or sexual assault in their lifetime if they were in
government care as children. Recent analysis by Statistics Canada
reveals that 81 percent of First Nations, Inuit, and Métis women in
Canada who had been in the child welfare system had been physically
or sexually assaulted in their life.  
 
In B.C., an aggregate review titled Too Many Victims: Sexualized
Violence in the Lives of Children and Youth in Care by the provincial
Representative for Children and Youth found that sexualized violence is
the most common type of critical injury involving children and youth in
provincial care. Disturbingly, the review also found that 61 percent of
youth who reported sexualized violence while in the system, often by
their foster parents, were Indigenous girls. Female victims in this
provincial review who were age 12 or younger at the time of the
incidents were four times more likely to be Indigenous than non-
Indigenous, while female victims between the ages of 13 and 18 were
twice as likely to be Indigenous. 

In conclusion, the system of child apprehension and child welfare
is itself a pillar of gendered colonial violence.  
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"If the police were
contacted; your

situation was
reported to child

protection services."

–  Indigenous survey
respondent



Gender Diverse Indigenous Survivors

Compared to the aggregated data for all respondents, a statistically
larger percent of Indigenous respondents reported being trans, two-
spirit, non-binary, or gender diverse (13.79 percent, see Question 4 in
section 3.1). Further, 12 percent of Indigenous respondents stated they
did not feel comfortable contacting anti-violence services because they
did not feel safe as a trans, two-spirit, or gender diverse person of
colour (see Question 9 in section 3.1).  
 
A Vancouver-based study found that almost all Indigenous two-spirit
people surveyed experienced domestic abuse, and a majority
experienced intimate partner violence. Another study noted that almost
three-quarters of Indigenous two-spirit women wanted to know how to
protect themselves from abuse; however, 60 percent did not know
where to access safe and appropriate support services. 
 
The historic and contemporary reality of colonialism, legal
regulation through the Indian Act, and the conjoined forces of
heteropatriarchy and transphobia leave Indigenous trans, two-
spirit, and gender diverse people more vulnerable to violence. 

Leanne Betasamosake Simpson writes: “Heteropatriarchy places cis-
gender heterosexual men and their bodies, their politics and their ideas
at the top of the social hierarchy. It then normalizes and replicates this
hierarchy in all aspects of Indigenous societies, especially in our most
intimate spaces — in ceremony, in our relationships, in our families. This
is supported and maintained by the state through the Indian Act, Indian
policy, and the infiltration of Indigenous thoughts systems as a key
mechanism to destroy the building blocks of Indigenous political 

systems and replaces them with the building blocks of state
nationalism, capitalism, and settler subjectivity.” 

According to the 2SLGBTQQIA sub-working group on the
MMIWG2SLGBTQQIA+ National Action Plan, “The establishment of
colonial rule was done so by what is termed as ‘gendercide’: the
intentional elimination of Indigenous people who were perceived to be
neither fully male nor fully female, or expressed a unique third or other
gender, and was done by way of punishment, systematic targeting, and
death in order to enforce colonial gender roles and heterosexuality, as
well as enact domination over Indigenous peoples.” They further write,
“there are over 150 known words and terms in various Indigenous
languages in North America that were used prior to contact to describe
people who were gender diverse and LGBTQ+.”  
 
As highlighted in a 2021 report, Health and Wellbeing Among
Indigenous Trans, Two-Spirit, and Non-Binary People, "In sacred and
traditional contexts, Indigenous trans, gender diverse, and two-spirit
peoples were held in high esteem, and often had respected roles in
their communities such as visionaries or seers, and healers or medicine
people.” Many Indigenous trans, gender diverse, and two-spirit people
surveyed for this health and wellbeing report stated that their
Indigenous communities’ traditional ceremonies are becoming more
welcoming and more accepting of gender-diversity.  
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Most agencies in the DTES, for example, now mandate cultural safety
training to understand how Indigenous peoples are impacted by
ongoing colonialism and white supremacy. Indigenous cultural
programming and the integration of Indigenous practices is also
commonplace in agencies, including anti-violence agencies, providing
services in the neighbourhood.

Indigenous Survivors Accessing Anti-Violence Services

Compared to aggregated data from all respondents, Indigenous
respondents found transition and safe houses to be significantly
more helpful (see Question 6 in section 3.1), and generally had higher
weighted averages for the help they received from anti-violence
services, sexual assault services, and culturally relevant resources (see
Question 7 in section 3.1). In particular, Indigenous respondents
reported significantly higher rates of receiving culturally relevant
support from anti-violence services (see Question 8 in section 3.1). 
 
These findings might be attributed to the necessary increased focus on
culturally appropriate and specialized services for Indigenous survivors
in recent years, especially in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside. As noted
above, at least half of the Indigenous respondents to our survey reside in
Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside (DTES). In Vancouver’s DTES, incidents
of violence are double the rates of the rest of the city and 16 percent of
reported sexual assaults in the city occur in the neighbourhood. In a
women’s safety audit Getting To The Roots: Exploring Systemic Violence
Against Women in the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver, 87 percent of
mostly Indigenous women surveyed said they felt unsafe in the
neighbourhood at some point, and 48 percent of women had
experienced violence within the prior two years. The report summarized
that “Women raised issues of gendered violence, interpersonal violence,
and general violence in the neighbourhood as barriers to safety.”  

In the face of this pervasive violence, Indigenous women’s resistance,
advocacy, and activism over many decades has significantly shaped the
nature of service provision in the DTES to ensure the adoption of more
culturally relevant, trauma-informed, and decolonial frameworks. 

"I felt not heard based on cultural beliefs and not understood
based on anglo-saxon perspective."

–  Indigenous survey respondent

However, this cannot be confused for Indigenous women’s leadership
in mainstream anti-violence work. Even in Vancouver’s DTES, where
agencies serve mostly Indigenous women, there is no Indigenous
women-led-and-operated anti-violence agency. In Red Women Rising:
Indigenous Women Survivors in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, Carol
Muree Martin and Harsha Walia highlight how, while adopting elements
of cultural safety, current service provision models still maintain a
hierarchical and colonial provider-client power dynamic that positions
Indigenous women as “in need” and “to be saved.” Most mainstream
anti-violence services, and their staff and leadership, are non-
Indigenous-led.  

"As an older drug addict I was stigmatized by the attitude of the
workers. I felt looked down upon. As an Indigenous sex trade
worker I was even more treated as an 'untouchable.'"

– Indigenous survey respondent
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3.3 Black, African, and Caribbean Diasporic Survivors 
Existing Canadian data suggests that the prevalence of intimate partner
violence among Black women is disproportionately high (42 percent)
when compared to the total visible minority population (29 percent).
Yet, disaggregated data on the specific experiences of Black survivors
remains sparse, and even more so when accounting for the very
different cultural, linguistic, immigration, class, and other backgrounds
of Black women. The emerging identity of “Black community” in B.C. is
not a monolith; it is Black, African, Caribbean, Afro-Indigenous, Afro-
Latinx, immigrant/refugee, and/or Muslim, and is delineated counter to
discourses of "Canadian-ness." As Paulette Senior, CEO of the
Canadian Women's Foundation comments, “when it comes to gender-
based violence, the unique needs and experiences of Black women,
girls, and Trans and gender-diverse people have been ignored. This has
left many stories unheard and have left many abuses unaddressed.”  

The oppression of Black people in Canada is rooted in enslavement and
dehumanization, and Canada continues to be rife with anti-Black
racism. Black people in B.C. and across Canada continue to endure
poverty, downward class mobility, poor health, precarious employment,
unsafe housing, and inadequate access to public services. Robyn
Maynard writes “The making of contemporary Black poverty and
precarity did not occur by one simple process, but is the result of
numerous state policies and agencies that have acted in concert on
heterogenous and diverse Black populations” and generated
“enormous profits for the Canadian economy.” 

Racism, patriarchy, and immigration have created dynamics that
render Black women, girls, and gender diverse people particularly
vulnerable to gender-based violence at alarming rates both in the
private and public spheres, while remaining unprotected. 
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One of the least remarked upon themes in anti-violence work deals with Black
women’s and gender diverse people’s experiences as victims of rape and domestic
violence. Black, African, and Caribbean diasporic women and gender diverse people
experiencing gender-based violence must navigate historical, societal, cultural, and
familial prompts that sanction and silence them from disclosing their experiences of
violence. To protect themselves and their abusive partners from anti-Black
discrimination, Black women and gender diverse people are often ambivalent about or
even fearful of accessing social service providers and the criminal legal system. This
reluctance becomes a coping strategy for self-survival to protect oneself from
judgements and consequences bound up in the “white gaze.” 

What we are talking about here is misogynoir. Coined by queer, Black feminist
Moya Bailey, misogynoir is a term that is the blending of misogyny and the French
word for black: noir, as in anti-Black racism. Bailey describes misogynoir as “where
racism and sexism meet, an understanding of anti-Black misogyny” and is used to
describe “the specific hatred, dislike, distrust, and prejudice” directed toward cis and
trans Black women and girls. For example, dating back to the transatlantic slave trade
and European colonialism in Africa, Black girls are routinely considered more mature
than their age and are sexualized as more experienced/advanced than white girls.
Misogynoirist imageries also contrast Black survivors, who are often judged as
culpable for their victimization, with white survivors, who are more readily perceived
as the passive and helpless battered victim.

To properly contextualize the experiences of gendered violence in the lives of Black,
African, and Caribbean diasporic women and gender diverse people in B.C., this
section first provides background about Canada’s treatment of people of African
descent both before and since Confederation and the history of Black people in B.C.
Following this, we highlight and analyze the disaggregated data from Black survivors
who responded to our survey. 
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Black, African, and Caribbean diasporic survivors share racial
identity and common heritage as either descendants of people
subjugated under European colonization and forced labour in
Africa, or descended from African people stolen, transported, and
held captive in the Americas and Caribbean for centuries. The
avoidance of Canada’s history of slavery forms the backdrop to
understand the experiences of Black, African, and Caribbean
diasporic survivors of gender-based violence. All Black survivors
live at the intersection of being targeted for oppression solely
based on their gender and Blackness. The lasting impacts of
colonization and enslavement are present in the social, political,
cultural, and economic ways of life for people of African descent in
Canada, where anti-Black racial oppression is still particularly
embedded in Canadian settler society. Bryony Jane Halpin argues
that “the dispossession of Indigenous peoples is related to the
erased historiographies of Black Canadians and echoes in the
continuous fantasy of racial harmony under official
multiculturalism.”

The first African person in Canada is believed to be Mathieu de
Coste, who arrived in 1605, and the first Black enslaved person
was Olivier Le Jeune, who was 6-years old when he landed from
Madagascar in what is now Quebec in 1628. Canada has chosen
to hide under the cover provided by the U.S., with that country’s
overt history of slavery, civil war, segregation, lynching, and riots. 

Anti-Blackness and Enslavement in Canada
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Canada has preferred to understand itself as comparatively good,
polite, and multicultural because, as Afua Cooper writes, “slavery is
Canada’s best-kept secret, locked within the national closet. And
because it is a secret it is written out of official history.” Cooper
elaborates on the relative unwillingness to accept Canada as a
jurisdiction where slavery was a legally and socially sanctioned
institution in New France and Lower Canada for over 200 years, from
1628 until 1834. Though Canada was not a society whose rural
economy was primarily based on slavery, it was a society where people
were enslaved. Cooper further emphasizes “the White settlers who
colonized Canada during both the French and English periods were
indeed slaveholders.”

When French and English colonists expanded their colonizing ventures
across Canada, they experienced a labour shortage that even the
system of indentured labourers did not solve. Cooper writes “In 1688,
bowing to pressure from the settlers, the governor, Marquis de
Denonville, and the intendant, Jean Bochart de Champigny, wrote to
Louis XIV, requesting permission to introduce Black slaves into the
colony. Their letter reflects the concerns of the settlers: ‘Labourers and
servants are so scarce and costly in Canada that those who attempt
extensive work are ruined in consequence. We believe that the surest
means of obviating this difficulty would be to bring here Negro
slaves.’” The expectation was that if the King gave his consent, then
enslaved Africans would be obtained from the Caribbean islands and
West Africa. In 1689, King Louis XIV officially authorized the
importation of enslaved Black people to New France, and Montreal
would eventually have the largest population of enslaved Africans. 

Enslavement in Canada was inherently patriarchal, with the male
slaveholder as the positional authority. Most enslaved Africans worked
as house servants/domestic slaves, farm labourers, and in carpentry,
blacksmiths, masons, or related tasks. A common belief is that enslaved
domestics had an “easier” workload than enslaved people who
laboured outdoors. However, enslaved domestics were subject to the
constant surveillance of their masters and had to respond to the
enslaver's every whim. Enslaved domestics were more often isolated
from other enslaved people, and enslaved women domestics were
vulnerable to predatory sexual assaults and rape by white enslavers and
overseers. Maynard writes, “The uninterrupted scrutiny of enslaved
domestics by white households was, after all, one of the earliest forms
of racialized surveillance. Domestic work entailed ‘techniques of
surveillance that included close scrutiny, sexual harassment, assault,
violence, or the threat thereof.’” Enslaved African women’s pregnancies
were a high-risk endeavour as slaveowners expected as much labour
from a pregnant enslaved woman, and enslaved women were put back
to work just weeks after giving birth. Their children —whether
conceived out of rape by an enslaver or overseer, through forced
breeding, or through a love relationship —became the property of their
enslaver.  

Canada has been reduced to a one-dimensional geography,
specifically as the last stop on the Underground Railroad and as a
landing place and refuge for consecutive generations of migrants,
exiles, and refugees from across the Caribbean and Africa. Katherine
McKittrick argues that “In a post-slave context, this history has been
extremely significant in the production of Canada's self-image as a
white settler nation that welcomes and accepts non-white subjects.” 
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Even while slavery was being practiced in the colony, British rulers
sought to use Black migration to shore up Crown sovereignty over
Indigenous lands and to prevent a possible U.S annexation.  As
Stephanie Allen notes, this practice extended to B.C., where Black
people from California were encouraged to migrate to Vancouver
Island and the Gulf Islands. Though liberty was promised, it was
certainly not realized. Several accounts point to the racial violence
that Black migrants faced in their early days of urban settlement in
B.C. Black migrants were subjected to the familiar racial hatred they
had fled in the U.S. and, in fact, by the late 1860s many Black people
had returned to the U.S.  Soon after, immigration restrictions such as
the 1911 Order-In-Council imposed a de-facto global ban on Black
immigration. Right up to this century, city covenants on housing
properties, such as in the British Properties of Vancouver, had a strict
whites-only policy. As recently as 2021, one property still bore a
discriminatory covenant barring its sale to “any person or persons of
African or Asiatic race or of African or Asiatic descent.” 

Of the 15 Black respondents, 13 volunteered information about how
structural oppressions further intersect with their race and gender.
Compared to the aggregated data from all survivors of colour, Black
survivors were more likely to report (see Question 4 in section 3.1):

Black Survivors’ Responses to Our Survey 

An analysis that acknowledges the intersectional identities of Black
survivors is crucial if we are to understand their unique experiences of
GBV, and the challenges they face accessing support.   BWSS
received 15 responses (out of 105 total responses) to our survey from
survivors who identified as Black. Several of these respondents
identified with multiple racial demographics, including 33.33 percent
who also identified as Indigenous (First Nations, Metis, Inuit), and 20
percent who also identified as racialized (e.g., Arab, Southeast Asian,
South Asian, East Asian, Latin American). Further, 20 percent of Black
respondents identified as a first-generation immigrant, refugee, or
migrant to Canada. 

Being a single parent or the primary caregiver of children (53.85
percent)
Living in a rural community (15.38 percent)
Being criminalized in some way, for example by immigration,
policing, child welfare (15.38 percent)
Being low-income (53.85 percent)

"…past experiences with police, some social workers etc. has
been negative. I have heard outright racist things from social
workers and police."

–  Black survey respondent

Overall, Black respondents to the survey reported significant
experiences of anti-Black racism, including overt and/or implicit
stereotyping, microaggressions, verbal harassment, surveillance,
fear of negative police interactions, unwanted involvement of
state systems, and lack of culturally relevant support services.
One respondent shared that when accessing anti-violence services,
she “[felt] judged by the colour of [her] skin” and “refrained from
speaking out” out of “fear that she [would] be labelled an angry black
woman.” Stereotypical images and caricatures characterize Black 
 survivors as sassy, loud, angry, strong, aggressive, and violent. Other
respondents also recounted facing “judgements about being black”
and feeling afraid they would be “interrogated or blamed by police.” 
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Compared to aggregated data from all survivors of colour, Black
survivors reported:

However, of notable importance, compared to aggregated data from
all survivors of colour, Black respondents to the survey did report
feeling more supported by Transition or Safe Houses, Sexual
Assault Services, and Crisis Lines or Counselling services (see
Question 6 and Question 7 in section 3.1).

Feeling significantly less supported by police and victim services
workers (see Question 6 in section 3.1).

Not contacting anti-violence service providers due to fear that the
police would be contacted, and concern that they were already
under surveillance by state systems (see Question 9 in section
3.1).

Receiving less culturally relevant support from organizations
generally (see Question 6 and Question 7 in section 3.1), and less
culturally relevant support from anti-violence services specifically
(see Question 8 in section 3.1).

Of the 14 Black survivors who provided further information on the
support they received when accessing anti-violence services, only 2
(14.29 percent) reported receiving support from a worker who was
themselves Black, Indigenous, immigrant/refugee, or racialized. These
were also the only 2 respondents (14.29 percent) who reported
receiving support that was attentive to their racial, cultural, and ethnic
identity. The survey results from Black respondents are significant
when compared to aggregated data from all survivors of colour, 18
percent of whom received support from a worker who was themselves
Black, Indigenous, immigrant/refugee, or racialized, and 22 percent of
whom received support that was attentive to their racial, cultural, and
ethnic identity. 

Lack of Culturally Relevant Service Provision 
 

Multiple respondents commented that a lack of Black service
providers was a barrier to accessing anti-violence services and
effective support following an experience of GBV. Commenting on the
issue of culturally relevant service provision, one respondent said,
“The services available don’t primarily service Black, Indigenous or
Racialized people.” The same respondent felt that because of this, her
experiences would not be understood if she were to access anti-
violence services. Another respondent described that it was difficult
to access services due to a lack of Black anti-violence workers in her
city. 
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Misogynoir treats Black, African, and Caribbean diasporic women, girls, and
gender-diverse people as a monolith, while also conflating the experiences
of diverse Black diasporic survivors with other racialized survivors. This limits
the humanity of Black, African, and Caribbean diasporic survivors and deprives
them of the necessary, culturally relevant protections from social service
organizations. Anti-violence service providers must examine the extent to which
misogynoir is in effect within their service delivery models. The Black Women
Triangulation of Rape model, designed by the SASHA Center through a
committee consisting of Black cis women, Black trans women, Black gender-
diverse people, Black lesbians, and Black sex workers, is an important framework
to understand the barriers that exist for Black women who access anti-violence
services. According to the SASHA Center, this model highlights how Black
survivors who disclose experiences of sexualized violence “need to receive
culturally-specific services regarding rape and sexual assault for a full and
integrated experience for healing.” 

Until recently, Black Canada has rarely appeared on the itineraries of anti-
violence service provision or policy. White supremacy, colonialism, patriarchy,
and other systems of oppression have created dynamics that render Black women
and gender diverse people vulnerable to gender-based violence at alarming
rates, while remaining unprotected by the institutions and systems established to
respond to gender-based violence. Anti-violence service providers must remove
barriers to create space for Black, African, and Caribbean diasporic survivors to
alleviate their isolation, break their silence, increase their ability to leave abusive
relationships, and heal from sexual assault. Service providers must receive
appropriate training to understand how misogynoir is embedded in the various
systemic barriers that entrap and amplify gender-based violence. This is a
necessary first step so that professionals in the anti-violence sector and across
disciplines can provide culturally relevant and culturally appropriate services to
better support Black, African, and Caribbean diasporic survivors.
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Black survivors’ access to protection has also been impacted by police
violence against Black communities. Black women and gender diverse
people often view state protection through a prism of fear; fear of the
consequences of police interventions for themselves, such as being
abused by the police, being arrested, or killed, as well as fear for the
person who has done harm to them. In our survey, Black survivors’
views of the police and their experiences interacting with the criminal
legal system were overwhelmingly negative. 

On a scale of 1-5, the help that Black survivors received from the police
was a weighted average of 1.1 - the lowest of all (out of police;
family/friends; anti-violence services; sexual assault services; crisis
phone line or counselling; and culturally relevant services). Even
compared to aggregated data from all survivors of colour (14.29
percent), or disaggregated data from Indigenous survivors (16.22
percent) and newcomer immigrant/refugee survivors (13.16 percent),
Black survivors were the least likely to report receiving support
from police (6.67 percent).

In Black Women in Canada, Jen Katshunga, Notisha Massaquoi, City of
Toronto Confronting Anti-Black Racism Unit, Ontario Council of
Agencies Serving Immigrants, and Justine Wallace note how the “racial
profiling of Black women continues to be a practiced at every stage of
the criminal justice system.” They provide examples such as “Black
women being stereotyped as sex workers when stopped by a police
officer while driving with their white boyfriend; being characterized as
an 'angry Black woman' when speaking up for themselves in family
court; or being followed and subjected to hyper scrutiny in retail stores
because of suspicion that they were shoplifters.”

Compared to aggregated survey data from all survivors of colour
(28.57 percent), a striking proportion of Black survivors (46.15
percent) indicated that they chose not to access anti-violence
services because they were afraid that the police would be contacted
and they did not want to be involved with the police or the criminal
legal system. Heightened concern around involvement of or contact
with police is explained by growing evidence and research
demonstrating that the risk of revictimization by the criminal legal
system is particularly acute for Black survivors. In Contextualizing the
Experiences of Black Women Arrested for Intimate Partner Violence in
Canada, Patrina Duhaney writes, “[Black survivors] deciding whether
to call the police to intervene in an abusive situation must not only
negotiate their safety and subsequent retaliation from an abusive
partner but also contemplate how stereotypes and discriminatory
police practices may influence their experiences.” In Arrested Justice,
Beth Richie suggests that, for Black survivors, involving the criminal
legal system following an incident of GBV “can be viewed as turning
their partner over to the police,” or “community disloyalty” that
facilitates further scrutiny and violence at the hands of the police and
criminal legal system.

Similar to all survivors of colour, Black survivors who participated in
our survey describe creating safety and security outside state systems.
When asked about the different systems or services that were keeping
them safe, the majority of Black respondents to the survey (67.62
percent) reported turning to friends and family for support, safety, and
options for accountability strategies. 

Anticipated and Actual Negative Experiences with Police 
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"The system is racist. I never
called the cops and when I was
with someone who did always

the wrong person got
arrested. My story is not

unfamiliar."

–  Black survey respondent



In our survey, we asked people to identify as first-generation
immigrant, refugee, or migrant. According to Statistics Canada, first-
generation is inclusive of all people who were born outside of Canada,
and for the most part represents people who are now or once were
migrants, refugees, or immigrants to Canada. This disaggregated
demographic allows us to better understand and analyze how being a
newcomer to Canada shapes experiences of and responses to gender-
based violence, and the unique intersection of gender, race, and
migration status. However, as noted in our methodology in chapter 1,
though copies of the survey were available in English, Spanish,
Tagalog, Farsi, Punjabi, Simplified Chinese, Vietnamese, and French,
all survey responses were completed in English. As such, the results
below do not include the experiences of large segments of the
newcomer immigrant/refugee population.

BWSS received 38 responses to our survey from survivors who
identified as first-generation immigrants, refugees, or migrants to
Canada. Three of these respondents (7.89 percent) also identified as
Black. Of the 38 respondents who identified as first-generation
immigrants, refugees, or migrants to Canada, all of them volunteered
information about how structural oppressions further intersect with
their race and gender (see Question 4, section 3.1). 

3.4 Newcomer Immigrant/Refugee Survivors
Compared to aggregated data from all survivors of colour, newcomer
immigrant/refugee survivors generally reported a significantly higher
likelihood of speaking English as an additional language (65.79
percent), a slightly higher likelihood of being low-income (47.37
percent), and living in a rural area (10.53 percent). 

A significantly higher proportion of newcomer immigrant/refugee
survivors (15.79 percent) also reported being trans, two-spirit, non-
binary, and/or gender diverse when compared to all respondents
(10.64 percent). Recent research from TransPULSE may provide an
explanation for these results, with their recent disaggregated report,
Health and Well-being among Trans and Non-binary Immigrants &
Newcomers, showing that 1 in 3 trans and non-binary immigrants and
newcomers surveyed had migrated to Canada due to fear of
persecution related to their gender identity. Further, 39.47 percent of
newcomer immigrant/refugee respondents to our survey identified as
being lesbian, gay, bisexual, asexual, or pansexual, compared to 31.94
percent of all respondents. 
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"Sometimes they assume my English is worse and they speak really slowly with small
child vocabulary. Made comments on how gender-based violence is natural to Latin-

American culture, saying 'aren't you lucky to be here now,' as if I had not fled my
country because of the Canadian mining companies taking over my territory. 

 
While waiting for services I hear them speak about their day and how awful the

pandemic has been and they found a spiritual path, and how happy the weekend is
coming up, that their amazon package is being dropped off, and there I was thinking
about how I would make it on time to the food bank. They provide information that is
only accessible online, and can't imagine what it's like not to have wifi or minutes on

your phone. All this places barriers because it wastes people's time and you leave
feeling even worse, and isolated to deal with issues on your own."

– Newcomer immigrant/refugee survey respondent 



Newcomer immigrant/refugee survivors are heterogeneous, and their
needs vary widely based on multiple intersecting factors including race,
immigration status, class, gender, sexuality, language(s) spoken, and
more. Although newcomer immigrant/refugee survivors’ views of anti-
violence services and their experiences interacting with those services
varied significantly, an analysis of the data identified several patterns of
structural barriers to seeking and accessing formal supports for gender-
based violence. Compared to aggregated data from all survivors of
colour, newcomer immigrant/refugee survivors generally reported:

Discussed in greater below, some specific barriers to accessing anti
violence services for newcomer immigrant/refugee survivors include: 

Lack of Linguistically and Culturally Appropriate Services 
Impact of Immigration Policy and Immigration Status 
Racism and Xenophobia
Heightened Fear of Involvement of Different State Systems

Feeling significantly less supported by transition or safe houses (see
Question 6 in section 3.1).

Feeling more supported by anti-violence services and crisis lines or
counselling (see Question 6 in section 3.1). However, the quality of
support they reported receiving from sexual assault services and
crisis lines/counselling was a lower weighted average (see
Question 7 in section 3.1), while the quality of support from
culturally relevant organizations was a higher weighted average (see
Question 7 in section 3.1). 

Receiving less culturally relevant support from anti-violence
services (see Question 8 in section 3.1), and more concerns about
anti-violence services not being available in a language that was
most comfortable to them (see Question 9 in section 3.1).

Not contacting anti-violence service providers due to fear of other
government systems being contacted, such as immigration
enforcement, involuntary mental health services, child services,
housing and/or income assistance (see Question 9 in section 3.1).
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Lack of Linguistically and Culturally Appropriate Services 

Compared to all respondents (4.40 percent), newcomer
immigrant/refugee survivor respondents (10.81 percent) were
more than twice as likely to say they did not contact anti-
violence services after experiencing gender-based violence
because they did not feel they would receive support in a
language that was most comfortable to them (see Question 9 in
section 3.1). 

The majority of newcomer immigrant/refugee respondents to our
survey (65.79 percent) reported speaking English as an additional
language. Commenting on the issue of language accessibility, one of
the participants said, “It is hard to find a translator. A friend of mine
stayed at a shelter where they had to use Google Translate to
understand her or communicate. These services are meant to serve
people who are fluent in English, which in many instances, immigrants
speak as a secondary language.”

Further, when asked about the type of support they received when
accessing anti-violence services, only 5.26 percent of newcomer
and immigrant/refugee survivors reported receiving culturally
relevant support. This was significantly lower than what was seen
among all respondents, 12 percent of whom reported receiving
culturally relevant support (see Question 8 in section 3.1). Newcomer
immigrant/refugee survivor respondents commented specifically
about how some anti-violence services serving newcomer and
immigrant/refugee survivors did not understand survivors’ culture and
identity. In the words of one respondent, “The services available don’t
primarily serve Black, Indigenous or racialized people, the anti-
violence service providers wouldn’t understand.” 

In some cases, the prevailing models or frameworks used by service
providers did not capture the complexity of newcomer
immigrant/refugee survivors lives or the multiple oppressions they
experience. In the words of one respondent “I felt unwelcome,
unheard, and unable to connect. I felt like the totality of my
experiences were too complex to pull apart and deal with.” 

These comments mirror what has been previously reported in BWSS’s
Empowering Non-Status, Refugee and Immigrant Women Who
Experience Violence manual, which states that anti-violence services
have been largely developed “from a white, able-bodied,
heterosexual, middle-class woman’s perspective.” Importantly, the
report goes on to caution against the addition of multicultural
components to service provision, writing that, “Cultural diversity,
cultural competency and cultural sensitivity are desired qualities in
programming. However, within mainstream organizations it is naively
assumed that culture is homogeneous and easy to understand without
meaningful and lasting community engagement.” 

Finally, survey respondents also suggested that inaccessible
information about local services and supports may prevent newcomer
immigrant/refugee survivors from contacting anti-violence services.
One individual stated that “In general, it was very difficult to find
these services at all,” while another stated “I just didn’t know about
the services.” 
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"I was discriminated
against because I did not
speak enough English."

– Newcomer immigrant/refugee
survey respondent 



Impact of Immigration Policy and Immigration Status 

Survivors without full immigration status in Canada face unique
vulnerabilities. The Ontario Council of Agencies Serving
Immigrants (OCASI) and the Learning Network describe the
convergence between gender-based violence and immigration
status as “immigration-related abuse,” where a survivors’
“immigration status not only heightens her vulnerability to
violence but it can also exacerbate the nature of the violence
she experiences.” 

Survivors with precarious immigration status are more likely
to be dependent on an abuser for immigration and financial
sponsorship, face language barriers, be unfamiliar with the
Canadian legal system and community resources, face
heightened anxieties about government systems due to
their immigration status, and fear a change in immigration
status or even deportation if they report gender-based
violence. 

"I wonder if not having an status as a
permanent resident I would be able to
access to the same services?"

– Newcomer immigrant/refugee survey respondent 
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Immigrants (economic class, family class, etc.) 
Refugees (Convention refugees, privately sponsored refugees,
asylum seekers etc.)
Temporary Foreign Workers (caregivers, seasonal agricultural
workers, etc.) 
International Students 
People without documented immigration status in Canada (non-
status) 

A survivor's immigration status can be a key factor that shapes their
vulnerability to gender-based violence and ability to access support. 

Some categories of immigration status include:  
 

Notisha Massaquoi of the VAW Learning Network writes that, “[i]n the
case of immigrants who have been sponsored, refugees waiting for
status, or clients without or status or with precarious status, the fear of
the immigration process and deportation is ever present.” In their
report, Unprotected, Unrecognized: Canadian Immigration Policy and
Violence Against Women, 2008-2013, The Migrant Mothers Project
discuss how a survivor’s immigration status might impact how they
access supports and services, writing that, “People with a precarious
immigration status — including temporary foreign workers, international
students, sponsored spouses, and refugees whose claims are denied or
dismissed — are denied access to many public benefits (e.g. health
care, housing, income assistance, legal aid), and thus are often turned
away from vital services.”  

Although newcomer immigrant/refugee survivors experience many of
the same forms of gender-based violence as those experienced by 
 

Immigrant survivors can face manipulation by their partner in
ways that are tied to their newcomer experience. For example, they
may be prohibited from learning English or French, or from working,
which further isolates them. 

Non-status survivors face extreme vulnerabilities as they do not
have any legal status. They are more reluctant to call the police as
they fear deportation or apprehension of their children. 

Refugee survivors may not be aware that they can separate their
refugee claim from their abusive partner during the refugee
process. They may be told by their partners that they can only
receive refugee status if they remain in the relationship. 

Canadian-born survivors, their experiences of and vulnerability to
violence are often uniquely shaped by their status as newcomer
migrants, immigrants, or refugees. For instance, as the Ontario Council
of Agencies Serving Immigrants (OCASI) and the Learning Network
point out: 

 

 

Immigrant and Refugee Communities-Neighbours, Friends and
Families describes how the structure of the Temporary Foreign Workers
Program also reinforces a deep power imbalance between employers
and workers, including the common live-in dynamic for migrant
workers. For female migrant caregivers, the live-in dynamic with
employers results in high incidence of sexual violence, abuse, and
harassment for workers in these programs. Gendered violence
experienced by migrant workers is compounded by gaps in social
services, which often exclude these survivors from immigration-sector
programming, including language classes. 
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Racism and Xenophobia 

Participants identified discriminatory, racist, and xenophobic
practices as a key concern for newcomer immigrant/refugee
survivors seeking formal support. 

One individual stated that due to past experiences of racial profiling,
they were hesitant to contact anti-violence services again. For some
respondents, incidents of racism intersected with negative judgements
and assumptions related to their language proficiency. In one case, a
participant said, “I felt RCMP victim services were totally useless and
mansplained me my own circumstances. At the time I thought it could
have been because English is my second language.” Another participant
relayed that when accessing anti-violence services, they felt patronized
for not speaking English as a first language.  

Participants also raised the issue of violence faced by newcomer and
immigrant/refugee survivors being attributed to culture, rather than
gender inequity and patriarchy. 

One participant reported that when attempting to access anti-violence
services “[the workers] made comments on how gender-based
violence is natural to Latin American culture, saying ‘aren’t you lucky to
be here now.'” Another respondent noted how negative stereotypes
about Islam and Muslims influenced the support they received, with
anti-violence services holding “stereotypes about who I should be as a
woman coming from the Middle East.” On the issue of cultural framings
of violence, the Barbra Schlifer Commemorative Clinic, Ontario Council
of Agencies Serving Immigrants, and Immigrant and Refugee
Communities-Neighbours, Friends and Families jointly write that
beliefs that gender-based violence is rooted in one particular culture,
religion, or community makes it difficult for immigrant, refugee, or
migrant survivors to speak up, for fear that their stories will be used to
further agendas of xenophobia, anti-immigration, and Islamophobia.

"Anti-latinx. Treated me like I didn’t deserve support."

– Newcomer immigrant/refugee survey respondent 

"In other occasions, I have been racially profiled and did not
want to experience that…I also felt that white folks, even
women, would not understand where I am coming from."

– Newcomer immigrant/refugee survey respondent 
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Actual or potential communication between anti-violence services and
government systems such as immigration enforcement, involuntary
mental health services, child services, housing and/or income
assistance represented a major obstacle to newcomer and
immigrant/refugee survivors’ ability to access support.  
 
When asked why they did not contact anti-violence services, 32.43
percent of newcomer and immigrant/refugee respondents reported
that they were “afraid of government systems being contacted.”
Although this was statistically not much more significant when
compared to all respondents (see Question 9, section 3.1), further
information provided by participants illustrated some of the important
and unique ways in which newcomer immigrant/refugee survivors are
negatively impacted by involvement with or the threat of involvement
with state systems. Commenting on why they did not contact anti-
violence services, one participant said, “I was afraid that is going
to affect my immigration status.”  

Heightened Fear of Involvement of Different State Systems 

The Ontario Council of Agencies Serving Immigrants summarizes why
criminalizing responses to gender-based violence is a particular
problem for immigrant women: “It prevents people from many cultural
and racialized communities from reporting abuse, because of previous
negative experiences with police and the criminal justice system (in
Canada or in their home countries). It prevents people from reporting
because they fear that there will be impacts on immigration status.”  

The intersection of gender-based violence with race, immigration,
class, and the criminalization of sex work is heightened for racialized
migrant sex workers. In the case of Asian migrant sex workers, for
example, Butterfly: Asian and Migrant Sex Workers Support Network
explains: “Because Asian sex workers avoid detection from police and
larger societal stigma and discrimination, Asian sex workers are at
once both isolated and targeted for violence… Asian sex workers are
often the targets of investigations and are subjected to surveillance,
arrest, harassment, detainment and deportation.” 

"Coming from a country where legal systems are very
oppressive and misogynist I did not trust the
Canadian system."

– Newcomer immigrant/refugee survey respondent 

"[I] am a permanent resident and a drug user so at risk
of criminalization and potential ejection from the state.
I am a former sex worker so constantly worried about
opening myself up to unnecessary scrutiny."

– Newcomer immigrant/refugee survey respondent 
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Chapter Four
Workers of Colour Focus Groups 
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To better understand and identify the entrenched barriers to services
for Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized
survivors, we held two online focus groups with 23 frontline workers of
colour in the anti-violence sector across B.C. We recognize that
Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized
workers (collectively referred to here as “workers of colour”) are in a
unique position in the anti-violence sector — as survivors of gender-
based violence, as members of racialized communities, as workers, as
peer navigators, and more. The methodology of these focus groups is
detailed in chapter 1. Some of the key, broader themes from the focus
groups are detailed below. Additional specific input from the focus
groups is outlined in the next chapter, which discusses barriers to anti-
violence services and anti-racist best practices for service providers.
All quotes here are attributed anonymously to “anti-violence worker of
colour,” unless explicitly raised in either the Indigenous anti-violence
worker caucus or the Black anti-violence worker caucus. 

"Doing this work helps me help my family and
Indigenous families."
                      

- Indigenous anti-violence worker
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As Black, Indigenous, newcomer immigrant/refugee, racialized
workers, many of whom are also queer, trans, and/or disabled, anti-
violence workers “are also made vulnerable by the same systems of
exploitation and oppression that they challenge in their work.” Across
both focus groups, workers discussed the issue of negotiating, as the
authors of the Colour of Violence anthology put it, “complex and at
times adversarial relationships among and between their organizations
of origin, their home communities, other communities, formal
institutions of power, and perpetrators and survivors of violence.” For
example, one worker of colour described, “Our communities don’t
understand that we are not the ones making decisions... in many ways
we are also disempowered by systemic injustice as racialized frontline
workers.”  

Within the focus groups, multiple frontline staff also described
experiencing racism and discrimination from colleagues and the
organizations they were employed by. One worker recounted that she
was “treated terribly [by] white workers” while working at a transition
house. A Black worker stated, “my work performance is judged based
on racist views as my work is critiqued unfairly and inaccurately.”
Additionally, an Indigenous worker shared that, “[agencies] use our
faces to get grants and money… we are still treated badly and paid the
lowest.”  

4.1 Positioning of Workers of Colour in Anti-Violence Sector

Simultaneously impacted by and implicated in the pitfalls of the anti-
violence sector, workers of colour are uniquely positioned to observe
the ways in which gender and race influence the accessibility and
adequacy of anti-violence services and responses to gender-based
violence. Anti-violence workers are often members of the same
communities that their organizations serve. An Indigenous anti-
violence worker stated, “Having been a survivor of domestic violence
and other systemic violence, I find it weird how we are siloed in times
in our life.” A Black anti-violence worker similarly commented, “Staff
who are survivors, and who are also racialized or multiply-
marginalized, are often dealing with the whiteness of their work
environment and colleagues, their own healing journeys, all while
trying to advocate for racialized survivors and carry out the duties of
their own work. We tend to not see the ways that racialized staff
within the GBV sector are also ‘in need’ and how many of us
(racialized or not) are part of and answerable to the communities we
serve. Many of us are more than just answerable to our employers.
And many of us cannot turn work off or on.”

"I was doing this work long before I had the
language for it."

– Anti-violence worker of colour
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Additionally, workers discussed the inadequacy of resources and
supports for frontline staff, consistent with research from a
Community-Based Anti-Violence Worker Wellness review outlining
how “wages are low, and extended health benefits are non-existent or
insufficient to support the needs of workers.” In one of the focus
groups, a worker of colour reported that “there is a lack of tangible
support for workers in supporting their own mental health… we are
overworked to a point of burnout.” A Black worker shared that “I’ve
seen the burnout impact whole mass exoduses of racialized staff who
aren’t paid enough, supported enough, and who are completely
wiped from the work entirely. This is a vicious cycle because who
knows what racialized survivors (clients) need better than racialized
staff who may also be survivors? We lose a lot of the specific
institutional knowledge so easily with high turnover.” 

A related theme was funding for the anti-violence sector. An
Indigenous worker highlighted how “In the north, we have very little
representation on which programs are there and which are funded.” A
Black administrative worker stated, “I have spent so much time spent
writing grants and see so clearly how funding is allocated — which
organizations and which communities get funding, and how much
extra BIPOC-led organizations have to go through in order to get
funding support if at all.” She elucidated in further detail, “I am
obsessed with how public safety and solicitor general victim services
funding is tied to police services. By assigning gender-based violence
as mostly a 'crime' issue and the ideological relationship to policing
and the strings that tie that funding, it limits who can access and who
can benefit from our services. That becomes our starting place. And
then we have the elimination of the Ministry of Women, and most
BIPOC people just get streamed into the multicultural stream, which
has its own problems. Feminist organizations have now lost the control
to identify what the community needs. Crisis lines have become
optional and not funded, and the emphasis has become on police
programs and court support. But the Ministry of Public Safety is a
mechanism of control, a way of controlling the movement of women
and other people. I have always had a hard time because I always feel
like an agent of the state determining if women were behaving, like
when the police would be complaining about whether we, as workers,
were making women access the state.”

"When do you know you’ve survived violence? Is it
when you have a house and your children are safe? Is
it because you are of value and you have a job?  
We are following the colonial construct so closely."

– Indigenous anti-violence worker of colour
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4.2 Insights from Anti-Violence
Workers of Colour on the Frontlines

Theme 1: Survivors Need Better Language Access

Numerous workers reported that language barriers present a persistent
structural problem that limits the support available and/or provided to
multilingual survivors, especially for survivors who communicate in
English as an additional language. Speaking from their experience both
as a survivor attempting to access services and as a frontline worker,
one person shared that, “[w]hen it comes to emotional abuse
especially, there are no scars. Everyone wants to see proof of the
abuse, but in these cases it all comes down to ‘he says, she says.’ I was
asked to write down what happened, but I could not write very well in
English.” 

"Women ask for representation… someone who can speak my
language or who understands."

- Anti-violence worker of colour

"A lot of services are in English."

- Anti-violence worker of colour
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Theme 2:  Survivors Face Racism Across Institutions

According to workers, racism within many GBV organizations and the
formal system remains systemic. A worker of colour stated, “I don’t
think a woman of colour has a chance in this system unless she loses a
part of herself.” Similarly, a Black worker put it, “There are so many
examples of how anti-violence services uphold white supremacy.”
Another Black worker echoed a similar sentiment, “If you say the social
worker is racist, that may be true. And it is indicative of a system that
is inherently anti-Black and white supremacist.” 

Across both focus groups, workers agreed that survivors of colour
seeking and accessing supports are often faced with stereotypes
that depict them as angry, loud, aggressive, violent, and/or a
threat. 

One worker of colour explained “[social workers] portray women of
colour as being dishevelled or they will say that she speaks
aggressively. The cadence, volume, and tone of our mother tongue is
interpreted by white colonial systems as 'aggressive,' and ends up
being used against us.” A Black frontline worker shared, “Every
transition house has a list about who cannot access their service, and,
in my experience, Black women are more likely to be on that list. A
Back woman advocating for herself gets labeled difficult and that she
doesn’t understand the rules. And the workers and organizations really
believe this, and they don’t want to examine that they even have the
bias.” 
 

In addition to describing the general reality of racism within anti-
violence service provision and the impact of this racism as a structural
barrier for survivors of colour, workers observed that racialized
survivors are more likely to be regarded with suspicion if they use
drugs or alcohol, are poor, have been charged with criminal offences in
the past, or speak English as an additional language. 

Participants in the Black workers caucus spoke extensively about
the specific misogynoir, scrutiny, and surveillance that Black
survivors are subjected to. One Black worker explained, “I think the
piece that is specific to Black women that it is so hard to name and
makes it invisible is that there is no language for it other than to
construct it as the individual problem. There is a model of the ‘perfect
victim’ and Black women present differently than, say, most of the
white women. Black women can present very differently, and their
presentation is interpreted by service providers and systems through
an anti-Black racist lens, so their lived experience is erased. And when
I try to put language to that to police, systems, and anti-violence
workers, it is very difficult.” Another Black worker concurred, stating,
“[T]he anti-Black racist sentiments and stereotypes and the idea that
Black women are stronger, don’t feel pain, don’t deserve support, and
the degree of erasure Black survivors experience here in Vancouver is
something I have never seen in my life.” 
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The Black workers caucus also discussed in detail how these anti-Black
stereotypes show up in anti-violence service provision. Black survivors
are penalized when they don’t conform, and service providers blame
and/or gaslight Black survivors and construct them as threats.
According to one worker, “I have seen a white woman make a scene and
people say, ‘she is really having a hard time.’ White women's troubles
are viewed very differently than Black women’s troubles. Black women
expressing anger is perceived as a confrontation; she is considered a
bully for being angry. The services are constructed to be gatekeepers
and one of the main functions is to keep people out — people who don’t
comply who are not perceived as deserving of services.” 

Colonialism was also discussed as informing the mandates and practices
of many organizations providing anti-violence supports. The agenda of
assimilation into status quo colonial whiteness and Eurocentrism
was consistently named, especially by those in the Indigenous
workers caucus. Referring to current practices among anti-violence
organizations, one Indigenous worker noted, “[the approaches] don’t
come from us as Indigenous peoples, they come from the colonizer,”
while another Indigenous participant said “They have no idea of who we
are. And I don’t know if they want to find out sometimes.” 

Delineating further how Indigenous survivors are especially affected by
colonial gendered violence and the involvement of social workers and
child services in Indigenous women’s lives, one Indigenous anti-
violence worker noted “It’s part of the genocide.” She then warned of
the need for immigrant and racialized workers to understand the
specific nature of Indigenous experiences with violence: “All of us here,
even the newcomers to this land need to know that. They think they’re
coming to a land that’s free with lots of opportunity.” 

"The system will sympathize with white tears. If a white
person is vocal, they are passionate. Whereas, if a woman of
colour is vocal, she is aggressive, non-compliant, and further
penalized in her attempts to seek justice and/or support."

- Anti-violence worker of colour

"CULTIVATE RESISTANCE", LUKE THOMAS, 2017

COLOUR OF VIOLENCE: RACE, GENDER & ANTI-VIOLENCE SERVICESPAGE 103



 
"White supremacy thrives when it expects
racialized survivors to parse out facets of

their identity to access services, rather
than seeing those racialized survivors in

their fullness, and as people who have
likely endured more than GBV alone."

 

 – Black anti-violence worker



Theme 3: Existing Approaches to “Culturally Appropriate” Service Provision and their Limitations

Many participants identified culturally inappropriate service provision
as a key concern for survivors of colour seeking formal supports. A
culturally appropriate approach to anti-violence service delivery was
identified as critical to ensure that Black, Indigenous, and racialized
survivors are treated fairly when they turn to formal institutions and
service providers. One of the ways proposed to achieve more culturally
appropriate service provision was the need to push for a more racially
and culturally diverse representation of workers within the anti-violence
sector.

While workers agreed on the importance of culturally appropriate
service provision and for more diverse representation in hiring in
the anti-violence sector, there was also robust discussion in the
focus groups about the limitations of culturally appropriate service
provision. 

Several workers discussed the limits of the instinct to create culturally
competent services. As one anti-violence worker of colour said, “even
though we are all coming from the same culture, doesn’t mean we all
have a shared collective experience.” Workers also discussed the
limitations of culturally appropriate service provision that fails to
challenge systemic and deeply rooted racism and white supremacy
within the anti-violence sector. One anti-violence worker of colour
stated, “A woman of colour who is a psychologist and is doing her work
from a white perspective; this doesn’t help at all.” In the words of
another worker: “there are so many nuances…we need to push for
changes so that people in their roles have the ability to respond
effectively to unique experiences.”

Indigenous workers identified a series of problems with the application
of Indigenous principles into settings which are informed by non-
Indigenous ideologies. In the words of one of the Indigenous workers:
“They wind up appropriating words like 'ceremony.' They don’t know
what it means. The appropriation of our words and our way of being in
these reports.”

"Even the 'cultural work' in a lot of agencies is a problem, like
the pan-Indigenous approach."

 - Indigenous anti-violence worker

"YOU ARE NOT ALONE", KEVIN CAPLICKI, 2018
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Many workers of colour in the focus groups commented on the
pervasive systemic racism that survivors of colour face when dealing
with a range of state and legal systems. 

Many workers described in extensive detail the actual or anticipated
involvement with the Ministry of Child and Family Development
(MCFD) as a significant barrier for survivors seeking formal supports
after experiencing gender-based violence. Indigenous workers
particularly stressed child apprehension as a key concern for
women who may be considering reaching out to police or other
services regarding gender-based violence. One Indigenous worker
shared that she herself feels threatened by the potential for her
children to be wrongfully apprehended, stating that “I am the mother
of 5 boys. I am a registered social worker and am terrified of losing my
children to social workers.” 

Another Indigenous worker detailed how one Indigenous survivor told
her “I never should have called the police” due to having her children
removed from her care after she called. The Indigenous worker then
described how, although the woman’s abusive former partner was no
longer in the home, her children were kept from her by MCFD.

Theme 4: Experiences of Survivors of Colour with State Systems 

Another worker of colour added that an abuser’s social position, such
as a white abuser’s racial privilege over a woman of colour, can
influence the survivor’s experiences navigating state and legal systems,
such as disputes over child custody. One worker said, “when a woman
of colour leaves her abuser…she does not stand a chance. Especially if
she is also marginalized economically.” The worker went on to share
that this is especially true in cases involving disputes over child
custody, stating that, “Right now, there are six women I am working
with, and their abusive partners are all white men. In five of these
cases, the abusive white male partner has gained sole custody of the
children. The power difference is just too much.”

"...school, employment, police, MCFD, agencies – all stereotype
Indigenous women. There is lots of mistrust and fear."

 - Indigenous anti-violence worker

"Indigenous women accessing services in the north don’t
report. It doesn’t matter if we report, if we get stuck in a
system, it will be worse than the domestic violence we are
experiencing. Most of the supports, they put us in to systems
because that is their mandate and budget."

 - Indigenous anti-violence worker
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Chapter Five
Barriers for Survivors of Colour Accessing Anti-Violence

Services and Anti-Racist Best Practices for Service Providers
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The purpose of the Colour of Violence: Race, Gender and Anti-Violence Services report is to center Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and
racialized survivors in anti-violence work and to identify racial barriers to accessing anti-violence services. In our Colour of Violence survey, our two
workers of colour focus groups, and our two public events (all described in chapter 1), we asked participants to provide their thoughts on the main
structural barriers of gender-based violence services as well as best practices to create safe spaces for Indigenous, Black, newcomer
immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors. 

In this chapter, we first identify and then detail eight key themes that emerged in discussions regarding racial barriers to anti-violence
services as well as nine anti-racist best practices for anti-violence service providers. 

Implicit or conscious racial bias, racism, and white
supremacy among service providers.
Services that are not trauma-informed. 
Services that are based in Eurocentric assumptions
and whiteness.
Services that are not inclusive of racialized queer
and trans survivors.  
Services that are not meaningfully accessible in
multiple languages.  
Service providers often unaware of survivors’
different relationships to and fear/mistrust of
systems like police, immigration, child services,
courts etc. 
Simplistic victim vs. perpetrator binary may
perpetuate more harm.
Heightened stigma that prevents survivors of colour
from accessing support or services.

Key Barriers for Survivors of Colour Accessing Anti-
Violence Services:

Hire more workers of colour, especially those with
additional intersecting experiences.
Ongoing training in anti-racist, intersectional,
feminist service provision, with measurable and
accountable outcomes.
Shift service delivery models to position survivors
and their communities as experts in shared struggle.
Language accessibility in all services and materials. 
Anti-racist queer and trans inclusive language,
practices, and services. 
Understand the relationship between intimate
partner violence and intersecting socioeconomic and
systemic violence.
Proactively inform those accessing services if and
how your organization collaborates with other state
systems as part of safety planning. 
Upstream prevention and education campaigns. 
Advocate for significant government funding to
ensure more long-term services.

Anti-Racist Best Practices for Anti-Violence Services:
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Below, we uplift the voices of all participants
as much as possible, and provide a series of
quotes expressing the pain, rage, isolation,

fear, and hopes of all those who bravely
contributed to this work. We attribute

anonymous responses from respondents to
the Colour of Violence survey and the two
workers of colour focus groups as “Survey

respondent” and “Worker of Colour,”
respectively, while quotes from our two

public events are attributed to the panelists. 



5.1 Key Barriers for Survivors of Colour Accessing 
Anti-Violence Services
The list of eight themes below includes responses to the Colour of Violence: Intersections of Race and Gender for Racialized Survivors Experiencing
Gender-Based Violence in British Columbia survey and complements responses reported on in chapter 2, titled “Survivors of Colour Seeking Safety,” of
this report. Compiling feedback from the survey, as well as the workers of colour focus groups and our two public events, we highlight eight themes that
emerge about the barriers Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors face when accessing appropriate support from
anti-violence services. 

KEY BARRIER 1: IMPLICIT OR CONSCIOUS RACIAL BIAS, RACISM, AND WHITE SUPREMACY AMONG SERVICE PROVIDERS.

"The examples of anti-Indigenous
racism and systematic racism in the
GBV system are pretty intense."

– Worker of colour 

"Anti-latinx. Treated me like I didn't
deserve support." 

– Survey respondent

"I can't stand the tone and ambition of
some staff members to despise and insult
the Black race and women."

– Survey respondent

"When they [service providers] use an
impatient tone because they can't
understand your accent or immediately
assume you cannot understand them
because you are a person of colour. They
use a patronizing tone and paternalistic
approach."

– Survey respondent

"I feel judged by the color of my skin before
people even get to know me personally. I
refrain myself from speaking out or
showing emotions as I fear that I will be
lebelled [sic] the angry black woman even
if my emotions [are] expressed in a
healthy way."

– Survey respondent

"Every transition house has a list about
who cannot access their service and, in my
experience, Black women are more likely
to be on that list. A Back woman
advocating for herself gets labeled difficult
and that she doesn’t understand the rules.
And the workers and organizations really
believe this and they don’t want to
examine that they even have the bias."

– Worker of colour 
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"I have seen the notes that white social workers take. They portray
women of colour as being disheveled or they will say that she
speaks aggressively. The cadence, volume, and tone of our mother
tongue is interpreted by white colonial systems as aggressive, and
ends up being used against us."

– Worker of colour 

"I have been racially profiled and did not want to experience that
look, or even react violently myself towards this type of
discrimination. I also felt that white folks, even women, would not
understand where I am coming from, as they usually only show
their fake smiles and sanitize after shaking your hand, before
going off to their daily yoga classes."

– Survey respondent

"When they [survivors of colour] go to a domestic violence shelter,
I've had service providers hang up the phone and say, ‘we can't
take her, that's not within our mandate.’ And that kind of thing
makes me so angry because it's just this idea that certain bodies,
certain communities are not welcome in our shelters. That you
have to fit a very specific understanding of what violence is. And
so, in violence against women work or gender-based violence
work, we really need to unpack these colonial ideas that have been
kind of constructed of what the parameter is of gender-based
violence."

– Farrah Khan

"In cases where a woman of colour has a white partner, the white
partner will be automatically seen as the victim or the survivor.
The system will sympathize with white tears. If a white person is
vocal, they are passionate. Whereas, if a woman of colour is vocal,
she is aggressive, non-compliant, and further penalized in her
attempts to seek justice and/or support."

– Worker of colour 

KEY BARRIER 1: IMPLICIT OR CONSCIOUS RACIAL BIAS, RACISM, AND WHITE SUPREMACY AMONG SERVICE PROVIDERS.

Key Barriers
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KEY BARRIER 2: SERVICES THAT ARE NOT TRAUMA-INFORMED. 

"I felt scrutinized just by the way they interrogated me. It’s already
a difficult sensitive topic. I felt they should have been more focused
on the future and prevention for the future rather than go through
difficult details of the past. It was hard enough just reaching out for
support, then I found it only got more difficult and I never did end
up receiving solutions or guidance in any other direction."

– Survey respondent

"Almost seemed as if there was a bit of victim blaming, they wanted
extremely detailed descriptions and names etc. I was already very
upset and uncomfortable asking for some help and it was worse
after they asked intrusive questions rather than focus on solutions
for my situation."

– Survey respondent

"Even if people get through the barriers, the approaches are still
very western like western medicine and western pathologizing.
Most service providers didn’t work from trauma-informed, anti-
oppression analysis."

– Worker of colour 

"It seemed I had to prove I was worthy or actually fit the specific
criteria to receive the services I know I qualified for. I was just in a
dangerous situation as is and I felt like I became more and more
vulnerable each question I was asked and answered, as I said in an
environment I didn’t feel was safe or secure to be discussing such
sensitive personal issues."

– Survey respondent

Key Barriers
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"When trying to get victim services to help with counselling costs,
I was refused because I couldn’t prove that my abuse happened in
Canada."

– Survey respondent

"Most GBV services and crisis line volunteers don’t understand
amount of violence that Indigenous women face."

– Worker of colour 

"When we talk to clients, when we talk about violence, we don't
need to only talk about the things that were done to you, like
being an abuse survivor and patriarchy and all those pieces, we
need to talk about what’s happened to your people. So,
displacement, forced migration, slavery — we need to talk about
these things and white supremacy as a form of trauma."

– Farrah Khan

"We used to prioritize lived experience, but the professionalization of
the field and needing to have a degree, like for STV counselling, has
really changed who gets identified as a victim and the professional
definition of GBV itself has made more narrow the definition of GBV.
And now the pathology of trauma-informed theory has no place to
understand the structure of anti-Black racism." 

– Worker of colour 

KEY BARRIER 2: SERVICES THAT ARE NOT TRAUMA-INFORMED.

Key Barriers
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"There are not enough services that
understand the impact that racism has
on Native women, so they don't know
how to counsel them."

– Worker of colour 

"I felt not heard based on cultural beliefs
and not understood based on Anglo-Saxon
perspective."

– Survey respondent

"There are very few Black anti violence
support workers in my city, so it is hard to
get culturally relevant support."

– Survey respondent

"Blamed my religion, didn't have space
to pray, imposed beliefs on me."

– Survey respondent

"Stereotypes about who I should be as a
woman coming from the Middle East."

– Survey respondent

"Even the ‘cultural work’ in a lot of
agencies is a problem, like the pan-
Indigenous approach."

– Worker of colour 

KEY BARRIER 3: SERVICES THAT ARE BASED IN EURO-CENTRIC ASSUMPTIONS AND WHITENESS.

Key Barriers
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"Staff are white. Many are young, and privileged. Many don’t know how
to connect/relate with Black, Indigenous, immigrant/refugee and
diverse survivors of colour. So these survivors may not necessarily feel
like these anti-violence services are for them. I feel like a structural
barrier is the disconnect/dissonance between much of the existing GBV
services sector and racialized survivors. I think that violence happening
to racialized survivors often happens within the context of our /their
communities, and that they should be able to receive the care and
support they need within them, rather than outside of them."

– Worker of colour 

"In work with Muslim women, you know that idea that ‘you
need to be empowered so we're going to empower you, so you're
going to take off your hijab to be empowered.’ And that's not
empowering. That's actually telling me that there's something
inherently wrong with my culture, my family, my community.
And to be safe, I have to give those things up. And that is
something that is not okay, and that is completely racist."

– Farrah Khan

"I didn't want to have to educate my therapist/ was afraid they'd blame
my culture/religion. I was dealing with too many layers of violence (at
home, at work, in public)."

– Survey respondent

"When people get into these jobs, the workers turn and get into
this idea of people who access the services are trying to steal
services from you. The workers become the gatekeeper and
have the idea that people are trying to exploit the system for
needing the services - services that were created for people."

– Worker of colour

KEY BARRIER 3: SERVICES THAT ARE BASED IN EURO-CENTRIC ASSUMPTIONS AND WHITENESS.

Key Barriers
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"My first lessons in Black womanhood were steeped in violence and
societal perceptions about who I was, and they were steeped in

misogynoir, the unique experience of being Black and a woman, but I
wasn't even viewed as a woman. How could I be when I wasn't even viewed
as human? There's a deeply held belief that Black women can't be abused

or simply won't tolerate it. But since slavery, Black women have been
viewed as strong, animalistic, and unwomanly, able to fend for

themselves, to withstand physical and mental hardship. And yet, Black
women have some of the highest rates of intimate partner violence in the
country, alongside Indigenous women and girls… And if a Black woman's

abuser is a Black man, she is further ostracized by her community by
choosing gender over race, a traitor, a contributor to the mass

incarceration of Black men. And if she is trans, she faces even more
threats of violence for speaking up."

– Eternity Martis



KEY BARRIER 4: SERVICES THAT ARE NOT INCLUSIVE OF RACIALIZED QUEER AND TRANS SURVIVORS. 

"A lot of GBV services relies on a gender-based binary and
heteronormative relationships. There are not a lot of resources for
trans and queer people of colour."

– Worker of colour 

"I always think about support services, so services that are
targeted to women specifically. And then I also think about how
trans feminine folks access those services. Often times, folks
really focus on how folks identify, so that may be how they look
and their surgical status, instead of focusing on the need, the
reason why folks need emergency services or support services."

– Kelendria Nation

"I was a bearded cis 2 Spirit MetisQueer Womxn and had no safe
place to go once I returned to Canada with my extensive injuries in
2000. In 2010 and 2019 I reached out to escape domestic violence
and [only one] offered transition house/hotel lodging during covid,
housing supports, community connections to other support services,
culturally sensitive services beading drumming, rattles, smudging,
beading drum circle, elders."

– Survey respondent

"Gender-based violence research and programs, as well as
shelters, tend to focus on older, often co-habitating or married
women... We are the generation that grew up in hookup culture
and are more openly non-monogamous and so our
relationships don't fit into the rigid category that places define
as partner violence. Our generation is more gender fluid than
the previous one, which adds the layer of queer phobia."

- Eternity Martis

Key Barriers
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"It is hard to find a translator. A friend of mine stayed at a shelter
where they had to use Google Translate to understand her or
communicate. These services are meant to serve people who are
fluent in English, which in many instances, immigrants speak as a
secondary language."

– Survey respondent 

"I was asked to write down what happened, but I could not write
very well in English. There was no cultural awareness in the
system. And I did not know how to navigate it."

–  Survey respondent

"I was discriminated against because did not speak enough English."

– Survey respondent

KEY BARRIER 5: SERVICES THAT ARE NOT MEANINGFULLY ACCESSIBLE IN MULTIPLE LANGUAGES. 

Key Barriers
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"I think women are taken less seriously in society or we are classed as
being dramatic or overreacting and I think this shows when dealing
with police or athoraty [sic] figures."

– Survey respondent

"I was scared to lose my children, I was scared of the threats my ex
used against me, I knew not to trust."

– Survey respondent

"I aged out of Foster Care with no relevant connection to my culture
nor any extended family and was blamed for my own sexual assault in
my own bed by a much older boy in the foster home. It was futile for
me at that time to break silence as the foster family was more
interested in their reputation than in protecting my safety."

– Survey respondent

"As women accessing services in the north, we don’t report, but it
doesn’t matter if we report. If we get stuck in a system, it will be
worse than the domestic violence we are experiencing. Most of the
supports, they put us in to their government systems because that is
their mandate and budget."

– Worker of colour

"I spent 4 years fighting for my son in family courts. I experienced so
much racism from all of the systems."

– Survey respondent

"It felt like being prosecuted all over again; if the police were
contacted, your situation was reported to child protection services"

– Survey respondent

KEY BARRIERS 6: SERVICE PROVIDERS OFTEN UNAWARE OF SURVIVORS’ DIFFERENT RELATIONSHIPS TO AND
FEAR/MISTRUST OF SYSTEMS LIKE POLICE, IMMIGRATION, CHILD SERVICES, COURTS ETC. 

Key Barriers
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"Black women are not considered the perfect victim in comparison
to white women. For instance, police arresting a Black woman for
the way she behaved while she was the one being assaulted."

– Worker of colour 

"I was afraid that is going to affect my immigration status."

–  Survey respondent

"In my work on the frontlines, I see women using substances not
because they want to get high but because they are in pain. When
they experience violence, they do not want to call the police. They
are afraid of the police. They are afraid of being arrested for their
substance use. They are afraid because they are also racialized.
These women end up being left to fend for themselves, for fear of
being criminalized and harmed by the system they are told is
supposed to help them."

– Worker of colour

"There is irony that, in part due the killings of BIPOC women, one of
B.C.’s best practices in high-risk domestic violence cases is the ICAT
[interagency case assessment team] high risk designation of
survivors. So now the police can tell on her [a survivor], violate her
confidentiality without her consent, and activate these integrated
government and service systems without her consent."

 – Worker of colour

KEY BARRIERS 6: SERVICE PROVIDERS OFTEN UNAWARE OF SURVIVORS’ DIFFERENT RELATIONSHIPS TO AND
FEAR/MISTRUST OF SYSTEMS LIKE POLICE, IMMIGRATION, CHILD SERVICES, COURTS ETC. 

Key Barriers
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"The legal system itself is not designed to give women of colour a
voice. I don’t think a woman of colour has a chance in this system
unless she loses a part of herself. This is exactly what whiteness
does."

– Worker of colour

"I think the biggest structural barrier, from where I sit, is the fact that
the anti-violence movement has so deeply and almost exclusively on
both sides of the border invested in policing as the primary, if not
exclusive, response to violence, which then creates a giant barrier for
all the populations I just described [Black, Indigenous, racialized,
disabled, queer and trans people] for whom the police are primary
perpetrators of violence."

 – Andrea Ritchie

"Houseless women specifically are more at risk of abuse and facing
violence, away from services and away from people who know them
and who are around to deliver food or support supplies. And so, if
you are a disabled person who is racialized, if you identify as a
woman or gender nonconforming and you're out in the streets, it's
a lot harder to access supports and to survive. And the sector itself,
like these shelters, participate in criminalizing people by saying if
you are using or high or don’t come back to the shelter at a certain
time, you lose your right to be here."

– Sarah Jama 

"For Indigenous women, trans, two-spirit people, definitely still a huge
barrier to reporting is the fact that there’s more children in care now
than there were during the residential school era. So, it's still a huge,
huge fear that you will lose your children. And you do end up losing
your children, so that's an ongoing reality. And our experience with
police, I encounter this all the time: of people being brutalized, of
women being told incredibly sexist and derogatory things when they're
trying to report a rape and being blamed basically for what happened
to them."

– Audrey Huntley

KEY BARRIERS 6: SERVICE PROVIDERS OFTEN UNAWARE OF SURVIVORS’ DIFFERENT RELATIONSHIPS TO AND
FEAR/MISTRUST OF SYSTEMS LIKE POLICE, IMMIGRATION, CHILD SERVICES, COURTS ETC. 

Key Barriers
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"There is an idea that a victim is something to be managed by police.
Particularly white women police officers come with this
problematic idea that the victim has done something to deserve the
violence especially if the victim is Black or of colour."

– Worker of colour 

"The system is racist. I never called the cops and when I was with
someone who did, [the wrong person always] got arrested. My story is
not unfamiliar."

– Survey respondent

"I am afraid of the cops. Everyone down here is afraid of the cops."

- Survey respondent

"[I] am a permanent resident and a drug user so at risk of
criminalization and potential ejection from the state. I am a former
sex worker so constantly worried about opening myself up to
unnecessary scrutiny."

- Survey respondent

THEME 6: SERVICE PROVIDERS OFTEN UNAWARE OF SURVIVORS’ DIFFERENT RELATIONSHIPS TO AND
FEAR/MISTRUST OF SYSTEMS LIKE POLICE, IMMIGRATION, CHILD SERVICES, COURTS ETC. 

Key Barriers
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KEY BARRIER 7: SIMPLISTIC VICTIM VS. PERPETRATOR BINARY MAY PERPETUATE MORE HARM.

"It is so important that we move beyond the gender binary in the
way that we also understand ending violence - bringing into the
conversation that we see violence perpetrated by white women
against our men – against men in our communities. In the GBV
sector where we so ardently exclude men from accessing our
services and support – how can we open more space with men who
are survivors?"

– Worker of colour 

"...I was concerned that seeking support from anti-violence
services/the criminal ‘justice’ system would inflict racialized
violence against my abuser (who was a Black man), without
providing healing or justice to myself as a victim."

– Survey respondent

"... my attacker identified themselves as a trans woman and I did not
feel safe bringing attention to trans women misbehaving because I
feared it would risk exacerbating the existing bias against
transgender women."

– Survey respondent

"A lot of immigration laws, a lot of laws that exist in this
country were built on ideas of who we need to protect white
women from… So, our movement also needs to problematize
who gets seen as a perpetrator. And we know that the law is
harder, harsher on Black, Indigenous, racialized men."

– Farrah Khan

Key Barriers
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"For us, we also bring our own histories of
disempowerment and misogyny. For
example, in some cases there is pressure
from our own communities or cultures to
remain in abusive situations. These
challenges are compounded by systems of
racial and gender-based oppression in
Canada. Rights are taken from us within our
own communities, and then are taken from
us a second time in the Canadian context."

– Worker of colour 

"Coming from a country where legal
systems are very oppressive and
misogynist, I did not trust the
Canadian system. Did not know what
to expect from organizations."

– Survey respondent

"I felt unsure if I was worthy of support
and resources. I thought other women
might have it much worse and I needed to
stay away from help that could be directed
towards someone who needs it more."

– Survey respondent

"Wasn’t sure if the violence that happened to
me was my fault or I was ashamed."

– Survey respondent

"At this time, GBV was so common in
my head that I didn't even feel ‘the
right’ to complain."

– Survey respondent

KEY BARRIER 8: HEIGHTENED STIGMA THAT PREVENTS SURVIVORS OF COLOUR FROM ACCESSING
SUPPORT OR SERVICES.

Key Barriers
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"Didn’t feel deserving. Afraid to talk about
the situation/wasn’t ready to. Didn’t want
to be judged. Felt out of place/didn’t belong.
Didn’t want to be disappointed/not
believed."

– Survey respondent

"My own internalized stigma and low self
worth impacted my awareness."

– Survey respondent

"I was embarrassed to talk to my friends about what I was going through, but I dropped hints
that he was too forward, that he said questionable things, that he seemed obsessed with his
own strength and how he could use it against me. They laughed it off saying, ‘You're a black
girl.’ I could stand up for myself if I just turned on the sass… As I battled PTSD and grief, I also
dealt with the other unspoken side of being a survivor, the perceptions of who I was as a
victim. Because I wasn't white, I couldn't be the perfect helpless victim. Instead of reflecting on
their previous comments when I had warned them about my boyfriend's behavior, my friends
explicitly told me again that I should have fought back, that I should have been the aggressor
because I was a Black woman. This is a common myth about Black women victims of violence." 

 - Eternity Martis

KEY BARRIER 8: HEIGHTENED STIGMA THAT PREVENTS SURVIVORS OF COLOUR FROM ACCESSING
SUPPORT OR SERVICES.

Key Barriers

"Even abusive relationships that were
not physically abusive, I didn’t contact
anyone, not because I didn’t know I
could ask for help but wouldn’t receive
help. He was high known figure in
cultural circles."

– Survey respondent
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"It's the settler colonial project
that is our biggest barrier and

our biggest barrier is our lack of
sovereignty, like even over our

own identity."

– Audrey Huntley 
 



5.2 Centering Survivors of Colour: Anti-Racist Best Practices for Anti-
Violence Services 

In A Guide to Building Feminist Intersectional Solidarity, Mélissa Alig,
Jackie Neapole, Kyla Piccin, and Luna K C  of the Canadian Research
Institute for the Advancement of Women write that feminist
organizations should “Dismantle systems of power by acknowledging
them, continuously educating ourselves, learning from each other, in
order to take powerful collective action. Critical self-reflection,
recognition of bias and internalized forms of discrimination, are
required… Don’t practice feminism that is passively ‘non-oppressive.’
Feminism needs to be actively anti-racist, anti-ableist, anti-
transphobic, anti-colonial, and anti-oppressive in general to rebalance
power and strengthen messages and demands.”

As part of our Colour of Violence survey, workers of colour focus
groups, and public events, we asked all participants to provide their
thoughts on some best practices to create safe spaces for Indigenous,
Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors in anti-
violence services. We offer nine themes that emerged from the
responses, with the aim of advancing anti-racist, intersectional feminist
best practices for anti-violence service providers. 

"STILL WE REACH FOR ONE ANOTHER", KATE MORALES, 2020
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BEST PRACTICE 1: HIRE MORE WORKERS OF COLOUR, ESPECIALLY THOSE WITH ADDITIONAL
INTERSECTING EXPERIENCES.

"Ensure provision of services by racialized people!! More peer led services
that are focused on safety planning that is culturally relevant. Deeper
more meaningful training on refugee/immigrant experienced led by
those who are in those communities. Use plain language in legal
proceedings to ensure equal access to justice. Moving away from
gendered language in the courts and in the provision of services."

– Survey respondent

"Hire more Black, Indigenous, immigrant and women and
gender diverse staff. Educate their current staff on others'
experiences. Collect non-identifying racial data on the people
they serve; this will show how we are underserved within their
system."

– Worker of colour

"Have more representation from people of these communities so that we
feel safe when we access their services."

– Survey respondent

"The only service I accessed was a crisis line. I requested to
speak with a racialized volunteer and felt supported by this
person."

– Survey respondent

"Hire more Black people. Hire more Queer people. Hire more
Trans/gender non-confirming people. Hire more Indigenous people. Hire
more disabled people."

– Survey respondent

Best Practices
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"Peer support is so useful. One of my women had a psych
assessment. She had permission to have someone else present.
Initially, she requested that I accompany her, but actually, I said
someone who has gone through a 211 assessment will have more
knowledge and will be able to provide better support than I can.
Ultimately, the woman chose to have the person with lived
experience support her through this process. It adds tremendous
weight and wisdom when you have gone through that experience.
[Lived experience] should be a requirement to do this work."

– Worker of colour

"There is an automatic connection between diverse staff and
community members. If, for example, I see a woman of colour I
will be more encouraged… There are certain things we can
connect around with people in our communities."

 – Worker of colour

"Hire our people who have lived experience as opposed to book
education."

– Survey respondent

"Hiring practices should be changed but not in a tokenistic way.
I want to caution that we cannot assume that BIPOC women
will always want to connect with a worker from ‘their’
community. Sometimes that feels less safe and less
anonymous."

– Worker of colour

BEST PRACTICE 1: HIRE MORE WORKERS OF COLOUR, ESPECIALLY THOSE WITH ADDITIONAL
INTERSECTING EXPERIENCES.

Best Practices
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BEST PRACTICE 2: ONGOING TRAINING IN ANTI-RACIST, INTERSECTIONAL, FEMINIST SERVICE PROVISION,
WITH MEASURABLE AND ACCOUNTABLE OUTCOMES.

"Implement, design and provide services
through intersectional lens"

– Survey respondent

"To honestly work from an anti-
oppression, intersectional feminist
approach"

– Survey respondent

"Open up a dialogue and lines of communication
where people of colo [sic] can feel heard without
the fear of loosing your job."

– Survey respondent

"Acknowledge the past harms of your
organization or your institution or the
particular service that you give. That's
going to make the person whose sitting in
front of you feel maybe a little bit safer."

– Audrey Huntley

"Drop the stereotypes"

 – Survey respondent

"They should be non-judgmental and culturally
sensitive."

– Survey respondent

"Do not make women share all the details
of an abuse narrative before they can
access services."

– Worker of colour

"More multicultural support with staple
food from my culture, service providers
who speak my language and understands
the culture."

 – Survey respondent 

"Provide visual welcome to me as an Indigenous
woman supporting historical facts about who
my people are."

–Survey respondent

Best Practices
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"They need to really understand cultural
backgrounds and their differences."

– Survey respondent 

"They need to have cultural training
and oversight / accountability."

– Survey respondent 

"Holding institutions, including service
providers, to account. How do you hold
these service providers who cause more
harm than account to a standard of not
causing further harm?"

– Survey respondent 

"For me, seeing another woman of colour
doesn’t give me comfort. I’m a lesbian so
my experience has been so different from
yours. I don’t fit in with my own culture. I
don’t fit in with white culture. So, for me,
it’s about what you say and how you say
you’re going to support me. We can’t make
these assumptions of an automatic shared
experience."

– Worker of colour

"...a woman of colour who is a
psychologist and is doing her work
from a white perspective — this doesn’t
help at all. The diversity needs to be
culturally and physically embodied."

 – Worker of colour

"Get our feedback on the process and
ask why we do not feel safe, and then
make real changes on the systems,
otherwise it is not really useful."

– Survey respondent 

BEST PRACTICE 2: ONGOING TRAINING IN ANTI-RACIST, INTERSECTIONAL, FEMINIST SERVICE
PROVISION, WITH MEASURABLE AND ACCOUNTABLE OUTCOMES.

Best Practices
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"We don't have the skill sets in this sector to talk
about violence as it relates to disabled people, who

are also racialized and Indigenous."
 

– Sarah Jama



"No paternalism or rescuing"

 – Worker of colour

"I see a huge impact on clients that they feel like someone has
gone through this and they're doing ok and they’re able to
connect really well. I really value peer support."

 – Worker of colour

"Black, Indigenous, and racialized survivors must be positioned as
experts and leaders in our work, rather than as ‘clients’ passively
receiving support."

 – Worker of colour

"Inclusion of informal support as active participants in
creating safety — family, friends, people of a woman’s choosing
— more so than having an advocate-centered model."

– Worker of colour

BEST PRACTICE 3: SHIFT SERVICE DELIVERY MODELS TO POSITION SURVIVORS AND THEIR
COMMUNITIES AS EXPERTS IN SHARED STRUGGLE.

Best Practices
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"Not constructing survivors as ‘the other.’ How do survivors want us
to use that money? How are they involved and informing the design
of services and programs for survivors?"

– Worker of colour

"The more the field changes and becomes more
professionalized, the more stratified it has become and
survivors became more and more invisible."

 – Worker of colour

"Divest from these systems as much as possible and ground
solutions and actions in a community-based response." 

– Worker of colour

"We need a shift in power — a sharing of power and a shift
toward community-based and grassroots ‘by, with, and for’
design."

– Worker of colour

BEST PRACTICE 3: SHIFT SERVICE DELIVERY MODELS TO POSITION SURVIVORS AND THEIR
COMMUNITIES AS EXPERTS IN SHARED STRUGGLE.

Best Practices
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"Reduce barriers, include multiple
languages"

– Survey respondent 

"Not just one worker who is multilingual. Have to provide all services and intake material
in different languages. How is a woman going to know what services she can access in her
language if every brochure and website is still in English?"

– Worker of colour

BEST PRACTICE 4: LANGUAGE ACCESSIBILITY IN ALL SERVICES AND MATERIALS.

Best Practices
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BEST PRACTICE 5: ANTI-RACIST QUEER AND TRANS INCLUSIVE LANGUAGE, PRACTICES, AND SERVICES. 

"Be inclusive of two-spirit
and trans people"

– Survey respondent 

"Actively work against gender biases based on
a cis-hetero-normative paradigm."

 – Worker of colour

"Trans women are women, develop clear
policies to reflect that. Educate your staff."

– Worker of colour

"Getting the word out
about which services are
affirming and inclusive to
transgender women."

– Kelendria Nation

"I think particularly for transgender women
because they are at such a high risk to not have
the same opportunities, such as employment
and access to support networks, that leaves
them more vulnerable in comparison to other
women. And I'm all about respect. Respect
transgender women as the women that we are.
It's so important because that in itself is an act
of affirmation, and we all want to be affirmed
in the women that we are."

– Kelendria Nation

"Normalize using pronouns. Put it in your
email signature, put it everywhere, and if you
don't know then be upfront about asking what
pronouns people would like you to use. Gender
inclusive sign up sheets. The reception where
you first enter an agency is the most important
place. If you have a poster up there that says
we're going to respect you, your pronoun, if you
have gender inclusive bathrooms. That's where
people are going to feel like as a sign that 'yeah,
this is a place where I might be okay.'"

– Audrey Huntley

Best Practices
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BEST PRACTICE 6: UNDERSTAND THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE AND
INTERSECTING SOCIOECONOMIC AND SYSTEMIC VIOLENCE.

"I am thinking of Sleydo’ and Freda [in Wet’suwet’en] and all the
women who stand on our front lines protecting our land, not only
because of the violence against them from the RCMP, but because of
the violence that comes from resource extraction and the man
camps."

– Cecilia Point

"If a Native woman wants to report something, they should also
be asked if they want another advocate to be there with them
when they report to make sure they will be taken seriously."

– Survey respondent 

"Don't assume the women have access to phones or internet for
filling out applications. Don't assume women are not aware of
having to leave an abuser, maybe it's the only way they can stay out
of the street or shelters."

– Survey respondent 

"In many ways, young people today face more obstacles to
safety than the previous generation… For young people who
tend to move in together due to the unaffordable cost of
housing, especially here in Vancouver, they are more to stay
with an abuser due to financial limitations."

– Eternity Martis

Best Practices
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"All the government systems work in concert with each other. Housing with income assistance
with child welfare are working in concert to sustain the cycle of poverty. Housing providers limit
the agency and autonomy and uphold white supremacy. The income review process is also
getting more and more stringent with B.C. Housing and it is set up to keep women in poverty. If
you spend $10 on beer, your housing provider can scrutinize you, with all these occupancy
standards, and never mind if you have a child or children. Women are judged, penalized, up to
having their children removed. And housing providers assigning a primary tenant means that if
she is Black and he is white, he has all the power. The things you have to do as a single Black
woman with children! But if you have a job under the table to survive, then that extra money is
now income and gets clawed back. These systems uphold white supremacy and the poverty cycle." 

– Worker of colour

"Social workers and police view
women’s reluctance in
participating in the system as
something negative against her.
She may have more interest in
'where am I going to sleep,' 'how
will I eat,' or 'where will I be safe,'
but we, as workers, had to report
out on 'did she make a report?'"

 – Worker of colour

BEST PRACTICE 6: UNDERSTAND THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE AND
INTERSECTING SOCIOECONOMIC AND SYSTEMIC VIOLENCE.

Best Practices
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"Anti-violence services should have explicit non-collaboration policies, like the
Shelter, Sanctuary, Status campaign in Toronto where dozens of women’s
organizations said they would not collect or turn over information about survivors
to Canada Border Services Agency."

– Worker of colour

"Not assuming survivors are comfortable going
to police or other state agencies. Normalize
survivors’ mistrust or hesitancy of institutions
and the colonial state."

– Worker of colour

BEST PRACTICE 7: PROACTIVELY INFORM THOSE ACCESSING SERVICES IF AND HOW YOUR
ORGANIZATION COLLABORATES WITH OTHER STATE SYSTEMS AS PART OF SAFETY PLANNING. 

Best Practices
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"I think there needs to be more
education in our communities around
gender-based violence and sexual
violence, and this education needs to
start early. An internalized belief
that I was deserving of violence was
my first barrier to accessing support."
 
– Survey respondent

"Have more prevention services, teach
men not to rape, challenge machismo,
explain to everyone what sexual
assault is."

– Survey respondent

"Bring better awareness to the diversity of
abusers. Bring better awareness to the
diversity of survivors of gender-based
violence. Bring better awareness to the
diverse consequences of intersectional
pressures on individuals."

– Survey respondent

"Offering more groups for women to
learn collectively and for free."

– Worker of colour

"Reiterating statements like 'not your
fault' and 'not just you' to break the
guilt, shame, and isolation."

– Worker of colour

"Young experts who can relate to children
and teens should visit elementary and
secondary schools. If this had happened, I
would have understood better that I had
choices where I felt I had none."

– Survey respondent

BEST PRACTICE 8: UPSTREAM PREVENTION AND EDUCATION CAMPAIGNS. 

Best Practices
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BEST PRACTICE 8: UPSTREAM PREVENTION AND EDUCATION CAMPAIGNS. 

"As a Black, biracial teenager raised in a South Asian family,
silence played a significant role in my lack of education around
dating. We didn't talk about sex or relationships in my family,
and so I spent much of my time reading books, Cosmo magazine,
and searching the internet to find out what love meant. What I
learned from these sources was that love meant inconveniencing
yourself for someone else. It meant ignoring your own intuition
in order to appear desirable and available. And it meant saying
'yes' when what you really meant was 'hell no.'"

 – Eternity Martis

"I wasn't sure if what I experienced was assault until 10 years after the
assault. Despite my body telling me that something happened, I had been
conditioned to gaslight myself until the Harvey Weinstein case became
public. The event was retraumatizing and triggering but ultimately, helped
me to confront what needed to be confronted. Given my experience, I would
like to see consistent, accessible education provided to youth on safety,
consent, rape culture and violence. It would be great to see this education
offered in schools regularly."

– Survey respondent

"We need to implement campaigns in anti-racism exploration.
We need to move beyond delivering information, and establish
programs that allow us to explore our own biases, our own
beliefs. We need to be deep into anti-racism exploration from
early childhood until adulthood. In this exploration, we must
ask; how do we acknowledge individual experience and shared
struggle/solidarity? How do we acknowledge also, how
homogenization of our experiences can create harm?"

 – Worker of colour

"We must destroy the myth of the perfect victim, one that has allowed
institutions, including the media, education, healthcare, and the courts to
maintain that one-size-fits-all model for addressing gender-based violence.
One that has kept out young women, LGBTQ2+ survivors, and racialized
newcomer survivors. We must rethink who the average survivor is and what
her age, race, marital status, and finances are. We must also acknowledge
our own internal biases about who we believe and don't believe are
experiencing violence. We must unlearn the stereotypes we are socialized
with about young people and about Black, Indigenous, and other women of
color; stereotypes that have been weaponized to further oppress."

– Eternity Martis

Best Practices
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"Provide affordable mental health
resources for extended periods of
time."

– Survey respondent

"Having a lot of different supports in
one place helps a survivor from having
from going place to place to place."

– Worker of colour

"More funding and supports from the
government."

– Survey respondent

"Fund community-based
organizations such as homes,
supports in other languages besides
English, child minding, educational
materials on gender-based violence
and racism/collective violence."

– Survey respondent

"We get a lot of calls from women who
say the police told them to call us, but
they get all the money, and we get
pennies comparatively."

– Worker of colour

"Brick and mortar model is disappearing
and funding for it is disappearing. Outreach
teams, services that go to people are
effective, crisis lines are effective. Expecting
people to come to us needs to change."

– Worker of colour

BEST PRACTICE 9: ADVOCATE FOR SIGNIFICANT GOVERNMENT FUNDING TO ENSURE MORE LONG-TERM
SERVICES.

Best Practices
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"In the north, we have the Highway of Tears
and the man camps. The lack of services
and barriers to accessing services are so

profound… In the north we have very little
representation on which programs are

there and which are funded." 

– Worker of colour





Chapter Six
Taking Action as BWSS
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Battered Women’s Support Services (BWSS) grounds our work in
intersectional and decolonizing feminism, and we advance critical race
feminism throughout our service provision, training programs, and
advocacy. Importantly, our vision is not one of being simply a social
service organization, but to be an organization for social change. This is
precisely why BWSS is a founding member of Feminists Deliver, a
grassroots collaboration of B.C.-based two-spirit people, non-binary
folks, Indigiqueer, trans women, lesbian women, and cis women and girls,
and the organizations that support them. The goal of Feminists Deliver is to
re-envision the global women’s agenda as one that centers a diversity of
grassroots intersectional feminist voices. We believe that structures of
power, including colonialism, patriarchy, racism, and capitalism, intersect
to create diverse and compounding experiences of oppression and
marginalization.  

Racism is instrumental in compounding the impact of gendered violence
for survivors who are Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee,
and racialized. In our frontline work, we see how white supremacy and
racism shape the development and delivery of all programs and services.
This means that survivors of gender-based violence who are also racialized
are shut out of the supports and services that are necessary for them to
attain justice and healing. This is why BWSS has intentionally worked
hard for decades to pay attention to and center the needs of
Indigenous, Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized
survivors throughout our work. Most of the BWSS board, leadership,
and staff team are Black, Indigenous, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and
racialized women and gender diverse people with both lived experience
and specialized training in anti-racist, decolonial, and culturally safe
practices for service delivery. 
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While BWSS has and continues to be a service that is available to all
survivors, we prioritize centering the needs of racialized survivors and
providing additional, wrap-around supports for racialized survivors
experiencing multiple forms of violence. 

In our service delivery, we ensure that our intake process and risk assessment
tools are attentive to social location and structures of power. We understand
that some survivors face compounding oppression, and our assessment
process is rigorous and thorough to analyze risk and violence from an anti-
racist, decolonial, and intersectional framework. We assess risk and barriers
that a person is facing across several factors and experiences, including
intersections with complex legal issues and state systems that may overlap
with gender-based violence, such as immigration status or child welfare, so
that we can holistically provide support. An additional way we prioritize the
needs of racialized survivors is maintaining separate wait lists for our high-
demand, long-term counseling services. For Indigenous, Black, and Latinx
survivors seeking long-term counseling, we maintain a separate list to ensure
that these survivors have a zero to minimal wait time to access our
counsellors. 

Many existing resources do not offer full and comprehensive wrap-around
services to help survivors of gender-based violence resolve their practical and
legal needs. Racialized women must navigate multiple complex systems, and
they are often exhausted because of it. Many also fall through the cracks
because of the siloed approach to service provision. In addition to providing
complex victim services and legal support, BWSS offers culturally specific and
culturally appropriate programming and specialized support including 24/7
crisis intervention, long-term individual counseling, and peer support groups. 
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Some of our groups and programs include Indigenous Women’s
Program; Advancing Women’s Awareness Regarding Employment
(AWARE) Program; Black Women’s Group; Latin American Women’s
Drop-In; Wildflower Women of Turtle Island Drum Group; and the South
Asian Women’s Group. This racial justice approach to addressing
gender-based violence ensures holistic support and healing.  

BWSS’s Indigenous Women’s Program is a program developed,
delivered, and led by and for Indigenous women. In the early 2000s,
BWSS established its Indigenous Women’s Program, originally known as
the Aboriginal Women’s Program, to offer culturally relevant and safe
programming to Indigenous women accessing its services. An example
of this programming includes our two-year “Healing Ourselves, Healing
Our Communities” series, organized in collaboration with the Vancouver
Aboriginal Policing Centre. The Indigenous Women’s Program support
workers use various healing practices when working with survivors of
trauma and colonization. Whether working one-on-one with survivors or
collectively through workshops and groups, we use both traditional,
land-based healing practices as well as western healing practices. 

Further, we offer a range of Indigenous healing practices, including
West Coast, Prairies, Métis, and Inuk teachings, to avoid reproducing a
colonial, pan-Indigenous approach to service delivery. We also uplift the
practices and methods of the host nations whose territories we work on
in all our work. In addition, the Indigenous Women’s Program organizes
and hosts the Wildflower Women of Turtle Island Drum group, a hand
drum group to help women heal from trauma, find their voices, and stand
strong in their power through drumming and singing. 

Crucially, in addition to our Indigenous Women’s Program, BWSS has
built the leadership of Indigenous women throughout the organization,
including in our board leadership. We take seriously that our approach
of being “feminist, anti-racist, decolonial, and intersectional” requires
centering Indigenous women’s leadership and decolonial practice. We
ensure that Indigenous women staff do not only provide cultural
programming, nor exist as a siloed department, but are valued and
deeply integrated throughout the staff team and organizational work —
as counsellors, as coordinators, as support workers, as legal advocates,
as researchers, and as managers. 

At the core of our feminism lies the fight to decolonize our organization,
structures of governance, and ways of thinking. Indigenous staff are
encouraged to participate in ceremony as part of their work at BWSS,
and regularly participate in Sun Dance, Canoe Journeys, Healing
Circles, and more as part of their personal healing journeys and work at
BWSS.  While the burden of colonization is disproportionately borne by
Indigenous women, girls, and two-spirit people, the responsibility of
dismantling it cannot be shouldered solely by Indigenous peoples.
Talking about and working against the foundational structures of
colonization, which is inherently and always gendered, is intimately
connected to all forms of gender-based violence, intimate partner
violence, domestic violence, and anti-violence work. This means that
anti-colonial work and decolonial space is not simply for Indigenous
survivors, but for all survivors. 
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Finally, BWSS works closely with Indigenous women and organizations
to address violence against Indigenous women, girls, and two-spirit
people through systemic advocacy and community organizing. BWSS
has long been involved in community organizing and resource sharing
to address violence against Indigenous women as part of its work to
end violence against all women. BWSS is a long-serving member of the
organizing committee for the annual February 14th Women’s Memorial
March in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, as well as a member of the
provincial Coalition on Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and
Girls. BWSS has also played a key role in supporting family members
and communities during the Robert Pickton trial, the Martin Tremblay
trial, the Curtis Sagmoen trial, the Highway of Tears Symposium, the
provincial Missing Women’s Commission of Inquiry, the SisterWatch
Initiative, and the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered
Indigenous Women and Girls. At the National Inquiry, BWSS was a
Party with Standing and participated in all three phases of the Inquiry.
We also offered healing support to all participants outside the formal
inquiry/state structure of support. We continue to work to hold all
levels of government accountable for the Calls for Justice outlined in
Reclaiming Power and Place: The Final Report of the National Inquiry
into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls.

Recognizing that decolonial strategies for responding to and
transforming violence requires community-based alternatives, our
Indigenous Women’s Program has taken the lead in creating
several inspiring grassroots initiatives supporting all survivors. 

For example, our Safety Changes Everything outreach teams operate in
the evenings in four neighborhoods in Vancouver. The outreach teams
are a direct response to the intersections of the COVID-19 pandemic,
the opioid crisis, and the increasing levels of violence against women
and girls on the streets.

The work of the outreach teams involves being visible in the community
by walking on the streets, connecting with women and girls, and
addressing issues around women’s safety. The outreach teams provide
crisis response to instances of violence against women by providing
emotional support, referrals to resources, advocacy, and
accompaniment to police or medical services. Similarly, our new mobile
sexual assault response program provides immediate response and
support for survivors of a physical or sexual assault. 
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The experiences of Black women in Canada have largely been ignored,
especially in B.C. Black women and girls in B.C. continue to live in
poverty, suffer from poor health outcomes, experience significant
levels of violence both in the private and public spheres, and face
challenges accessing safe employment, housing, and public services.
Black women in Metro Vancouver have articulated a deep need for a
space dedicated to Black women and cultivated by Black women. 

Therefore, since February 2017, BWSS has operated a specialized
program for Black women. As is typical with all our initiatives, we
began with a weekly support group, “Standing on Points of Power: A
group for Black Women.” Participants met and discussed topics
including identity, pride, strength, vulnerability, marginalization, the
universality of Black women’s experience of violence, and
hypervisibility alongside relative invisibility.  
 

We have also organized several additional initiatives, such as
workshops and programming, including “Feeling While Black,” “I’m a
Black Girl, and My Magic is for ME!” “Chocolate High: A Pathway to
Self-Love,” and “Beautiful Rage.” Since 2019, we have also hosted
“Black Out!” a monthly meet-up for Black women for affirmation and
authenticity where Black women are the norm and not the Other. Now,
more than ever, we require sustained action to redress the deeply
entrenched systemic and institutional barriers of misogynoir. These
changes will only be successful if Black women’s experiences are
moved from the margins into the centre of service delivery, policy, and
advocacy. 
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BWSS is also one of the few anti-violence organizations
in B.C. who actively supports and advocates for migrant
women and gender diverse survivors, especially those
who have precarious or no immigration status in Canada. 

Even dating back to 2010, we documented that 52 percent of
the 368 women who accessed our in-person services were
non-status, refugee, and immigrant women. Non-status
survivors face numerous barriers at the intersections of
gender-based violence, as outlined throughout this report. 

BWSS’s support for non-status survivors includes navigating
the complexities of the immigration system, such as dealing
with issues of sponsorship breakdown, custody matters, child
welfare, language barriers, and preventing unjust
deportations. Therefore, we have focused a number of
resources on supporting newcomer immigrant, refugee, and
non-status survivors, including publishing a manual,
“Empowering Non-Status, Refugee, and Immigrant Women
Who Experience Violence;” a multilingual toolkit, “Toolkit for
Immigrant Women Working with a Lawyer;” a toolkit for
lawyers, “Best Practices in Working with Battered Immigrant
Women; a safety assessment and safety planning tool,
“Supporting Women with Precarious Immigration Status,
Refugees, Refugee Claimants and Immigrant Women Facing
Domestic Violence;” and a multilingual resource for
immigrant women facing criminalization, “When Battered
Women are Arrested.” 
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BWSS also engages in systemic advocacy for the rights of immigrant,
migrant, refugee, and non-status women and gender diverse people.
We do this from a women-centred and anti-racist approach, which is
distinct from only providing multicultural services or simply increasing
diversity. Instead, it is about putting newcomer immigrant, refugee,
and non-status women at the centre of our work and recognizing that
violence against newcomer immigrant/refugee women is about
patriarchal power and control, racism, and anti-immigrant prejudice. 

For example, BWSS appeared as a witness at a Coroner’s inquest into
the death of Mexican migrant Lucia Vega Jimenez. The devastating
situation for Jimenez, who strangled herself in December 2013 while
detained by Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA) at Vancouver
International Airport awaiting deportation to Mexico, was examined by
a Coroner’s inquest in 2014 after immense community pressure. We
raised the alarm about the relationship between gender-based
violence and precarious immigration status for survivors. As a result of
this and other advocacy, BWSS now has agreements with CBSA and
the Vancouver Police Department (VPD) to ensure that migrant,
refugee, and non-status survivors can pursue legal remedies and
support from BWSS without automatic fear of deportation. We have
also trained CBSA and VPD officers on working with migrant, refugee,
and non-status women who have experienced gender-based violence.  

In addition, BWSS is one of the founding members of the LGBTQ
Newcomers Service Providers Network that was launched eight years
ago, and, more recently, of the Alliance for Gender Justice in
Migration founded in 2022. 

Through these and other efforts, BWSS positions Indigenous,
Black, newcomer immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors at
the very center of all our service provision, legal advocacy,
systemic policy change, and community education and violence
prevention programs. Gender-based violence is inseparable from the
violence of systemic racism, settler-colonialism, anti-Blackness, and
migrant exclusion. This calls on us to end gender-based violence
through also working to end racism. Multiple forms of oppression are
simultaneous and cannot be separated from another. We hope our
Colour of Violence: Race, Gender & Anti-Violence Services report
provides key insights, best practices, and the momentum necessary for
social change. We reiterate our deep gratitude to all the participants
who brilliantly and courageously shared their insights with us. We
hope that you, dear reader, join us in honouring their strength and in
amplifying their truth-telling toward action. Ensuring access to
meaningful and holistic safety for Indigenous, Black, newcomer
immigrant/refugee, and racialized survivors must become a pressing
priority for us all. 
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This report has been funded in part by the Province of British
Columbia, the Vancouver Foundation, and My Sister's Closet. 
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