
Last time you said that you were going to discuss solutions to the problem of domestic 
violence.  What kind of solutions do you have for us?  Are there programs to assist? 

Programs to treat or provide therapy for domestic violence continue to evolve.  However, there 
are some common threads.  Everyone seems to realise that simply punishing offenders is not 
going to solve the problem.  Offering abusive partners an opportunity to get help for the 
problems that cause them to become violent seems to be a more progressive way to make a 
difference than simply putting people in jail.  There is a reason that people, usually men, engage 
in abusive behaviour and getting them to come to grips with the causes of this abuse is a better 
long-term solution to the problem than a cell. 

A recent study in Ontario concluded that 2/3rds of offenders after an intervention program 
stopped being violent or were able to avoid violent behaviour for at least a year.  Unfortunately, 
25% of program participants appear to have been completely unchanged by domestic violence 
programs, but 67% to the good suggests that some progress is being made. 

Most domestic violence programs are based more or less on the idea that domestic violence is a 
pattern of conduct used to control or dominate an intimate partner.  It is a product of individuals 
not taking responsibility for this conduct (it is frequently the case that the person who got beat up 
is blamed for what happened) and it is a product of social conditions that seem to support the use 
of this kind of behaviour. 

I have seen both of these problems lots of times in Nunavut.  I cannot tell you how many times I 
have heard in a case where hubby beat up wifey, “she forced me to drink with her”.  I didn’t 
want to.”  And then when you ask for an explanation of how she ended up with a black eye, it 
turns out that she started an argument and got punched as a result of creating problems.  There is 
no question but that there is more than just the victim’s black eye side of the story, but starting 
point is “I punched her in the face”, not “she started an argument.” 

As for social conditions that support or at least don’t criticise in a big way the use of violence, I 
can think of a couple of examples, I may have told the story about the 2 brothers who were 
released from jail on the same day (both had been sentenced to a period of time in prison for 
beating their partners) and came home to yellow ribbons at the airport in their community.  The 
victim of one of the brothers spoke to me about how she felt – she said that as far as she was 
concerned it felt like the only person who did anything wrong was her for reporting the incident 
to the police.  Worse still, I had a fellow being sentenced for assaulting his wife; he had entered a 
guilty plea and this was the third time in 5 years that he was in court for punching his wife.  
There were two elders sitting with the judge and they both said that they kept hearing these kinds 
of cases in court and it was their view that the RCMP spent too much time breaking up couples.  
They should leave the husband and wife to work it out themselves.  The worst part of this little 
exchange was that my client, was sentenced by the judge to house arrest for the assault, walked 
away outraged that he had been sentenced to house arrest for this “didn’t the judge listen to the 
elders?” He asked.  He ended up firmly convinced that it was only this judge who thought that he 



had done anything wrong.  The fact that both elders were women reinforced for him that he was 
in the right.  I am sure that not everyone thinks that this is the way things should be, but unless 
the alternate perspective jumps up and hits him in the face, the abuser is going to be listening 
only to the elders who said the RCMP are the real problem. 

So the goals of the programs are basically to get offenders to take responsibility and change 
social attitudes with a view to reducing this problem over the long term. 

How does this kind of program get linked into a court? 

Unless it has happened very recently, I don’t think that Nunavut has a domestic violence court in 
spite of the fact that it almost always ranks number 1 nationally in domestic violence.  The 
Northwest Territories, however does have a domestic violence court – it has what is called a 
Domestic Violence Treatment Option. 

Under the DVTO, although you are required to appear in court and you are initially dealt with by 
a judge, the program is designed so that people who have used violence against a spouse to and 
take responsibility for their behaviour receive support and counselling instead of just 
punishment.  The DVTO has a counselling team that is intended to improve the participant's 
relationships for the long term and if the accused does well in the program, the sentencing judge 
will take into consideration the accused’s participation in the program on sentence.   

Basically the program works in this way, if you decide that you want to plead guilty (you always 
have the option of pleading not guilty in any court), the judge acknowledges your guilty plea and 
then refers you to the counselling program.  In Yellowknife that program involves 8 sessions but 
can involve more particularly if the offender is able to identify issues that bring him or her into 
conflict with the law.  Once the program is completed the offender returns to court and the judge 
then imposes sentence.  The results of the program are always taken into account on sentence.  
What might otherwise have resulted in 30 days jail may result in a term of house arrest.  The 
bottom line is that the system is intended to give offenders a break if they are making progress. 

What are the benefits of the DVTO?  

One of the key benefits of domestic violence programs is that the cases are fast tracked – they get 
into court faster and the accused get referred out for counselling faster than is otherwise the case.  
Studies have shown that the sooner the counselling process starts the more effective it can be.   

Second, one of the problems for people in the north even for those who realise that they have a 
problem connecting with resources that are able to assist.  Here the judge, basically points to the 
door and says there is the team that can help you. 

Third, if domestic violence accused are released either by a police officer or a justice of the 
peace, they are usually prohibited from going home and from having any contact with their 
partner and kids.  Once a guilty plea is entered, it is frequently the case that the release 



conditions of the accused are changed so that he or she can return home and stay there while 
completing the counseling part of the program. 

Finally, as I mentioned before, the accused knows that participation in the program is guaranteed 
to make a difference in the end result. 

The bottom line is that trying to fix the problem is the best way to resolve this issue.  
Simply punishing people for having emotional or addictions problems is not going to 
make those problems disappear. 


