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The Issue 
As an agency in Toronto that provides Partner Assault Response (PAR) programs for individuals 
mandated by the criminal courts for domestic violence related offenses, the effective management 
of high-risk situations has been an important issue for many years. Over past year, Counterpoint 
identified that that the restrictions imposed by COVID-19 were increasing the levels of risk for 
women in abusive relationships. This risk was exacerbated by confusion and disruption in the 
criminal court system due to the pandemic

Due to the negative impact of the pandemic on the timely processing of domestic violence cases 
in the justice system, Counterpoint staff recognized a need to systematically identify high-risk 
and potentially lethal situations and to intervene in innovative ways to enhance the safety of 
survivors1 and to increase risk management of high-risk abusers. As an integral component of 
the specialized domestic violence court process, effective risk management in high-risk cases 
requires a close working relationship with the criminal justice sectors.

The Response 
Counterpoint developed a strategy to 1) identify high-risk cases by screening ALL partners of 
PAR program participants using an evidence-based screening tool and 2) request consultation 
with other sectors (primarily within the criminal justice system) to implement coordinated actions 
to more effectively manage the risk posed by abusers in these cases.

Funding for piloting a High-Risk Consult Team Project was provided by the Federal Government 
through its Emergency Community Support Program and United Way of Greater Toronto. The 
project started in October 2020 and was completed in June 2021.

1 Although the term ‘victims’ is commonly used in the criminal justice system to refer to those who have experienced a crime, in this document, the term 
survivors will be used to refer to the women partners of PAR participants
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Summary of the High-Risk Pilot Project 
Counterpoint staff identified that COVID-19 has increased the risk and vulnerability of domestic 
violence survivors, highlighting the need for more effective identification and management of high-
risk situations to better protect survivor safety. 

Originally, Counterpoint proposed to facilitate a consult process with sector representatives. 
However, upon initiating the project and meeting with Victim Witness Assistance Program 
Managers, we learned that each court had an existing High-Risk Committee. These existing 
committees were, in practice, limited to criminal justice sector participation without external 
agency involvement although participation was basically limited to criminal justice sector 
representatives. It was agreed that the project should build on existing structures and therefore, 
when high-risk cases were identified, Counterpoint would request a consult with the appropriate 
court’s existing High-Risk Committee. VWAP managers generously agreed to facilitate this 
process

Over a 9-month period, Counterpoint staff used 
a danger assessment screening tool with all 
women partners to identify survivors who were at 
high-risk from their abuser. In cases where high-
risk was identified, an inter-agency/inter-sectoral 
consultation was requested to increase the 
survivor’s safety.  

Out of 178 referrals Counterpoint received over 
9 months, 16 high-risk cases were identified as 
high-risk and 7 of these required collaborative 
interventions with the criminal justice system. By 
working with existing High-Risk Committees of 
the provincial criminal courts (who traditionally 
do not involve community-based agencies such 
as PAR programs. Counterpoint was able to work 
closely with those in the criminal justice system to 
identify and implement a range of interventions that 
increased risk management and enhanced survivor 
safety.) A range of interventions were implemented 
that increased risk management and enhanced 
survivor safety. Survivors who had the opportunity 
to participate in the process, expressed sincere appreciation for being included and reported that 
this was the first time that they felt “heard” in the criminal justice process.  

From our experience in the High-Risk Pilot, Counterpoint is putting forward 6 Calls for Action 
that address the need for long overdue changes in the domestic violence court process. These 
changes prioritize survivors’ safety and effective management of the offender.

178 referrals received 
over 9 months,  
16 high-risk cases 
were identified as 
high-risk and  
7 required 
collaborative 
interventions with 
the criminal justice 
system. 
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Goals
The primary goal was to test out a model for:

 > more effective identification of high-risk cases; and

 > enhanced community/criminal justice collaboration to more effectively manage high-risk 
situations to keep survivors safe. 

A secondary goal of the project was to explore fuller implementation of the model upon 
completion of the pilot.

Limitations 
The project operated for a relatively short time period, and therefore the numbers of cases 
identified was limited. We found that 10 % of the total cases referred to Counterpoint for the 
9-month period were identified as high-risk. IT would be useful to undertake further research over 
a longer period, and post-COVID, to determine if this percentage of cases is consistent.  While 
only 7 out of 16 cases were taken to a High-Risk Consult, these cases were reflective of issues 
that significantly interfere with survivor safety and generated recommendations for action that 
would make a difference. 

The Project Model 
 > High-risk Cases were identified by partner contact staff by using the Danger Assessment 
screening tool (a high-risk screening tool created by Dr. Jacqueline Campbell) with 
partners and through ongoing contact with survivor to assess for changes in risk.

 > Identified cases were brought to the Counterpoint High-risk Team (the 3 Partner Contact 
staff and Project Coordinator) where a plan was developed to enhance safety and 
mitigate risk posed by the abuser. The Team explored innovative ways to keep the survivor 
safe. 

 > When a case was identified that required criminal justice intervention, Counterpoint 
requested a consult meeting with the respective Court High-Risk Committee. The VWAP 
manager carried the request forward as they were key in organizing meetings of the Court 
High-Risk Committees. 

 > After an initial discussion with the Asst. Crown, the VWAP Manager arranged for the 
High-Risk Committee to meet, inviting Counterpoint and the other sector reps involved 
in the case. In most cases the survivor was invited to participate.  Counterpoint provided a 
standard referral form and a standard agenda for the consult, developed with input from VWAP 
managers. Each sector representative discussed safety concerns and potential interventions 
until an action plan was agreed upon.

 > Counterpoint documented the action plans and followed up through ongoing involvement 
with the survivor and with participants in the consult, to support full implementation of 
the action plan.
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 > Some cases did not require criminal justice involvement but included child welfare staff. 
Other cases required additional community agency referrals, medical referrals etc. In all cases, 
the Counterpoint Partner Contact staff continued to support the survivor until she indicated that 
she felt she no longer needed support. 

Identifying High-Risk 
For the purposes of this study, High-Risk was defined 
as situations where the survivor is at significant risk of 
seriousinjury or death from her abuser. 

The following steps were used to identify High-Risk situations:

 > ALL partners were screened for high-risk by using the 
Danger Assessment Tool and through ongoing contact with 
the survivor to identify their safety concerns. 

 > The Danger Assessment Tool has 21 questions with yes 
and no response options. The number of yes responses are 
tallied and a score is applied to identify level of risk: 

 > Less than 8 — situation is volatile and can change 

 > 8-13 — increased danger 

 > 14-17 — severe danger 

 > Over 18 — extremely serious, requiring immediate intervention 

 > All partners who had a score of over 5 were followed up with enhanced involvement by the 
partner contact staff and Counterpoint High-Risk Team.

 > Out of a total of 178 cases that Counterpoint worked with during the pilot period, 16 cases 
were identified as High-Risk and brought forward to the Counterpoint High-Risk Team. 

 > The Counterpoint High-Risk Team met regularly to review cases, discuss strategies and follow 
up on action plans. 

 > In several cases, the Counterpoint High-Risk Team identified internal strategies to respond to 
the risk. PAR Facilitators increased the risk management of the abuser and Partner Contact 
staff increased their support to the survivor. Strategies included PAR Facilitators re-arranging 
PAR content to respond to identified issues, and Partner Contact staff providing enhanced 
contact with the survivor, in some cases daily phone contacts during particularly high-risk 
situations.

 > 7 cases were identified as posing a level of risk that required enhanced criminal justice 
collaboration and action. These cases were forwarded to the appropriate VWAP manager with a 
request for a consultation at the Court High-Risk Committee.

 > Particular attention was paid to the following: 

High-Risk was 
defined as 
situations where 
the survivor is at 
significant risk of 
serious injury or 
death from her 
abuser. 
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 > Incidents of strangulation: 
A very strong indicator of potentially 
lethal violence given the significant 
physical danger and threat of 
homicide posed by strangulation.

 > Consistent breaching of court 
orders: 
A significant high-risk indicator as it 
demonstrates the offender’s disregard 
for the law

 > The immigration status of the 
survivor: 
An emerging concern given that 
when a survivor is sponsored by her 
abuser, he has complete control over 
her future through the immigration 
process

Successes 
The primary goal was successfully achieved in that survivors in high-risk situations were identified 
and coordinated interventions were implemented to increase risk management of abusers posing 
a high-risk. Most importantly, the responses from survivors were appreciation and heartfelt 
gratitude for both the attention to their situation and an increased sense of safety.

Out of 178 Counterpoint cases between Oct 2020 and June 2021, 16 cases were identified as 
high-risk through using the Danger Assessment Screening Tool and listening to the survivor’s 
concerns about her safety.

Of the 16 identified high-risk cases — 7 were brought to court based High-Risk Committees for 
Counterpoint participation in a consultation. In 2 cases the survivor also participated. 
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The consults with the Court High-Risk Committees resulted in the following 
positive outcomes: 

 > In 2 of the extremely high-risk cases where the accused were referred to PAR through the E.I. 
Court process an arrangement was made with the Assistant Crown Attorney who agreed to act 
as a contact for Counterpoint due to the level of risk and the lack of criminal justice oversight. 

 > Toronto Police were able to collaborate with Police in Pakistan to monitor an offender and 
lay additional charges related to threatening death and breaching of court conditions. This 
occurred after an initial Police response that indicated it was impossible to work internationally. 
The survivor indicated that she felt safe for the first time in a long time.

 > An offender was finally served with Failure to Comply charge after the charge had been ‘in the 
system’ for at least 3 months without active enforcement. The survivor said that she felt some 
safety for the first time in many years.

 > A safety inspection/consult and access to the Victim Quick Response Program (VQRP) were 
provided to a high-risk survivor. The survivor had not been informed about the VQRP program 
or offered any services prior to the High-Risk project and consultation process. The survivor 
was able to make changes to the lighting and physical layout of her home.

 > A breach of probation charge that the Probation Officer had been hesitant to lay-  was 
successfully laid and prosecuted with close collaboration between the Probation Officer 
and Assistant Crown Attorney. With the high-risk situation highlighted during the consult, the 
Assistant Crown attorney agreed to’ track and monitor’ the probation charge closely through 
the system and ensure that it was vigorously prosecuted. 

 > Probation officers increased the reporting frequency of 3 high-risk  offenders that allowed them 
to increase their ability to monitor the individuals. 

 >  A Probation Officer was able to successfully extend the reporting conditions of a high-risk 
offender. Although the offender had a 1-year probationary period, the reporting conditions had 
been limited to 3 months because he indicated he would be leaving the country. The offender 
had not left the country and the consultation process demonstrated he was posing a serious 
risk to the survivor.  With input from Counterpoint staff, the Probation Officer worked with the 
Assistant Crown to extend reporting conditions until the end of his probation. 

 > Extensive new evidence was provided by a survivor (who had previously been afraid to talk with 
the Police) which resulted in having the extremely high-risk offender being held in custody for 
over 30 days. This enabled the survivor to find housing in a new location that was unknown to 
the offender thereby increasing her safety. The survivor expressed sincere appreciation for the 
project  because it helped give her the  chance for a new  safe and secure life- something she 
thought was impossible.

 > As a result of the consultation with a child welfare team Counterpoint was asked to provide 
an agency wide training session for front line workers in intimate partner violence and PAR 
programming. 
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Comments from 
Participants in the Pilot 

“The screening tool is a great help to us in working 
with women. We have been able to be much more 
effective in systematically identifying risk. The tool 
ensures that we get a much more comprehensive 
picture of her situation.”

“I can’t believe how important the screening tool has become in 
ensuring that we talk with women about the risk that they are living 
with. I thought women would resist answering the questions but using 
the tool has become an integral part of our conversations.”

“I finally feel that someone is actually 
hearing my fears and understands 
what I need.”

“Thank you so much for the 
chance to be here. It is the 
first time I have felt heard.”

“I am so grateful for this opportunity to 
talk with you. I feel that you are really 
listening and hearing my concerns and I 
appreciate your time!”

Partner Contact 
Staff Who Used 

the Screening Tool 

Survivors Who 
Participated in the 
High-Risk Consults
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Profiles of the Court High-Risk 
Consultations 

7 cases referred to Court High-Risk Committees for consultation

Requests for consultations with Court High-Risk Committees were made in cases 
with the following scores on the Danger Assessment:  

 > 1 case with score of 5 

 > 1 with score of 8 

 > 2 cases with score of 9  

 > 2 cases with score of 12 

 > 1 case with score of 13  

Consults by court jurisdiction: 

 > Toronto west – 1 

 > Scarborough – 3

 > College Park – 2 

 > North York – 1

 > Old City Hall – 02

2   Counterpoint had very few PAR referrals from Old City Hall since the start of the pandemic.

The cases referred to the Court High-Risk 
Committees for a consult included both Early 
Intervention and Probation cases. Of the 7 cases 
where High-Risk Consults were requested, 4 were 
cases from the Early Intervention (E.I.) courts and 3 
were probation cases. 

One of the most important findings of this project 
was that more than half of the identified high-risk 
cases identified were referred through the domestic 
violence court process intended for low-risk 
offenders and therefore had no criminal justice 
oversight (i.e., no probation officer involvement). 

More than half of the 
identified high-risk cases 
identified were referred 
through the domestic 
violence court process 
intended for low-risk 
offenders and therefore had 
no criminal justice oversight
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The following are the six calls for action to better protect the safety of survivors that came from 
the pilot experience:

1
Screening for E.I. court must be restored based on the criteria 
identified by the Provincial Ministry of the Attorney General

BACKGROUND

Description Of Early Intervention Court 

The following is a description of the E.I. Court Process submitted to the Ontario court of Justice 
in 2021:

The PAR Program can be offered to individuals charged with domestic assault offences on the lower end 
of the spectrum as part of the Early Intervention stream. As such, it deals with individuals who are out of 
custody and the decision to participate in PAR programs (and consent to new bail terms) is not a bar to 
release. The PAR program’s Early Intervention stream has been designed to address domestic violence 
at an early stage in a prosecution with the intention of protecting the complainant and the public at large 
while providing a means for individuals, both the accused and those they offend against, to move out of a 
cycle of abuse.

Without the corresponding conditions requiring the accused to complete the program, unmonitored 
contact between the accused and the victim/partner provides a forum for re-offence. As the Crown points 
out in its factum, this is a different scenario than where a PAR program is ordered as a condition of a 
probation order. There, the offender is monitored by a Probation Officer.

ONTARIO COURT OF JUSTICE BETWEEN: HER MAJESTY the QUEEN AND — KHISRAW SARAHANG,. 
Reasons for Judgment released, Heard on April 12, 2021, before Justice Susan Chapman

COUNTERPOINT PROJECT FINDINGS 

 > Inappropriate screening leaves high-risk offenders participating in a PAR program with no 
criminal justice oversight which can place survivors at high-risk.

 > Out of the 16 total high-risk cases identified- Only 7 offenders attended PAR as a condition of 
probation and therefore they had the oversight of a Probation Officer.

 > More than 50% of the high-risk cases were streamed into the E.I. court and therefore 
participated in PAR on a bail condition through E.I. Court with no other criminal justice 
oversight. 

SCREENING OF CASES

Notwithstanding that the E.I. court process is intended for low-risk offenders who do not require 
significant oversight, we found many high-risk offenders being referred through the E.I. Court 
Process. 

Issues of Concern: Six Calls for Action 
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RATIONALE FOR SCREENING DECISIONS

In 3 high-risk cases, the E.I. referrals were based on the Crown’s Office belief that the offender 
would be acquitted if he went through the traditional court process. Given the length of time to 
trial (18 months) and necessity of relying on a victim statement, (because no other evidence had 
been collected) there was deemed to be little possibility of a conviction. With little prospect of 
conviction, the rationale for expanding the screening for E.I. was that at the very least the accused 
would be able to participate in a PAR program. While this approach acknowledges the  importance 
of PAR programming and makes sense in some situations,  it is dangerous to survivors who are in 
high-risk situations.

In addition, given the serious delay in the trial process, primarily because of COVID-19 we 
heard from those in the system that there was an imperative to ‘get cases resolved and through 
the system as quickly as possible. With these realities, our experience during the pilot was 
that because the criminal system is not able to function effectively, survivor safety is at risk of 
being compromised. Unfortunately, the situation we experienced in the pilot is that because the 
criminal justice system is not able to function effectively, survivor safety is at serious risk of being 
compromised. 

IDENTIFICATION OF RISK

In some of the cases brought for a consult, the high level of risk was identified by those in the 
criminal justice system, however, the only option was to the E.I. process for the reasons stated 
above.  

In other situations, the level of risk had either changed over the time period that that it took for the 
offender to be referred into PAR, or there had not been sufficient information to identify the risk.  
In these cases, Counterpoint was able to bring new information forward that resulted in enhanced 
monitoring of the offender/ accused and increased safety protections for the survivor. 

ACTION REQUIRED

ONLY those who meet the provincial criteria, as identified by the Ministry of the Attorney General 
should be referred to PAR through the E.I. Courts. 

Individuals who pose a high-risk for serious injury or death to the survivor must be referred 
to PAR with some form of criminal justice oversight. A referral to a PAR program should be a 
condition of probation.  

Given the continuing issues within the criminal courts post COVID-19 – if the above is not 
possible then other ways to ensure criminal justice oversight during par is imperative. 
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2
Reinstate collection of critical evidence such as survivor 
video statements. Prosecution should not be dependent 
solely on the victim’s testimony in court  

COUNTERPOINT PROJECT FINDINGS 

 > Ensuring that successful prosecution is NOT solely depending on survivor testimony is crucial 
to restoring a justice system that does not re-victimize and fail to adequately protect survivors.   

 > Survivor video statements were not used in ANY of the 7 cases brought to the Court High-risk 
consults. 

 > Other evidence such as photographs and witness statements are relatively rare in domestic 
violence cases. 

 > The rationale for not obtaining video statements was COVID 19. This explanation seemed 
confusing because we learned similar kinds of video statements were still being used in sexual 
assault cases throughout the pandemic.

 > Few of the cases brought to the Court High-risk Consults had other evidence, however in at 
least one case, an outcome of the High-Risk Consult was that the victim was able to provide 
the Toronto Police with evidence of the seriousness of the risk the offender posed.  

 > When the survivor was supported and felt heard by the criminal system, she was able to be 
more forthcoming about the risk she was facing.

ACTION REQUIRED 

The option for survivors to complete a video statement soon after the violent incident must be 
reinstated and made available to all survivors. Other evidence such as photographs and witness 
statements should be a matter of course in ensuring vigorous prosecution. 
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3
Strangulation has deadly consequences and should be 
prosecuted as attempted homicide

BACKGROUND 

Non-fatal strangulation is a critical risk factor for homicide of women:

Prior non-fatal strangulation was associated with greater than six-fold odds of becoming an 
attempted homicide, and over seven-fold odds of becoming a completed homicide. 

NANCY GLASS, PHD, MPH, RN, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR, KATHRYN LAUGHTON, PHD, RN, ASSISTANT PROFESSOR, JACQUELYN CAMPBELL, 

PHD,  ET.AL. 

The most dangerous domestic violence offenders strangle their victims. A woman who has 
suffered a nonfatal strangulation incident with her intimate partner is 750% more likely to be 
killed by the same perpetrator…with a gun. “When you hear “He choked me,” now we know YOU 
ARE AT THE EDGE OF A HOMICIDE. “Strangulation is a leading indicator of escalating violence 
in a relationship and an important risk factor for homicide in women. 

CASEY GWINN, TRAINING INSTITUTE ON STRANGULATION PREVENTION JAN 8 2020

COUNTERPOINT’S PROJECT FINDINGS

 > Almost 50% of the high-risk cases in the project involved strangulation which is an extremely 
strong predictor of lethal violence. However, not one of the offenders was charged with 
strangulation or attempt homicide.

 > Of the 9 E.I. referrals, 4 accused had attempted to strangle their partner – the survivor 

 > Of the 7 Probation referrals – 3 had attempted to strangle their partner – the survivor 

ACTION REQUIRED 

All victims should be asked if they have experienced being strangled and if so, this should be 
flagged as a high-risk case in the Police and Crown files. When identified, strangulation as a 
significant risk for murder should be highlighted in the prosecution. 

Work should begin within the criminal code to change strangulation to attempt murder charges.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Glass%252520N%25255BAuthor%25255D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=17961956
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Laughon%252520K%25255BAuthor%25255D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=17961956
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Campbell%252520J%25255BAuthor%25255D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=17961956
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4
Charges related to failing to comply with court orders must be 
considered as serious charges where Police, crowns and 
probation work together to ensure vigorous and successful 
prosecution

COUNTERPOINT PROJECT FINDINGS

Currently breach charges are often not taken seriously, being dismissed or dropped as 
part of a plea arrangement. However, in domestic violence cases, they are one of the more 
serious charges as they indicate that the offender does not recognize criminal sanctions. 

In virtually every case, the offender had breached court imposed no contact orders. In 5 of 
the cases, Fail to Comply (FTC) charges were not laid although there were grounds for such 
charges. One of key issues raised at the High-Risk Consults was the need to follow up on Fail 
to Comply situations and ensure consequences for the offender of breaching court orders to 
keep the survivor safe. The importance of Fail to Comply charges have been recognized in PAR 
programming, for if an offender/accused is not charged for failing to comply with attending 
and successfully completing this court ordered program, the criminal justice system loses its 
accountability, integrity and most importantly — its ability to prioritize survivor safety.  

In 2 cases, although a FTC charge had been laid, there had been no attempt to find the offender, 
and serve him with the charge. This was particularly concerning given that in one case the 
survivor was extremely afraid of the accused and didn’t know his whereabouts. The offender was 
finally charged as a result of the High-Risk Consult, where sufficient information was presented by 
the survivor herself and Counterpoint staff, and the need to take action to mitigate serious risk to 
the survivor was highlighted.  

The experience during the project was that an important factor in Probation Officers NOT moving 
forward with a Fail to Comply or breach of probation charge was the knowledge that the charge 
would not be vigorously prosecuted by the Crown’s office. 

The High-Risk Consult process allowed for critical discussions between Counterpoint, 
Probation Officers and Crown Attorneys to identify a strategy that would ensure that there were 
consequences for breaching a court order. This resulted in situations where Assistant Crown 
Attorneys agreed to track specific cases through the system and follow up on the Fail to Comply 
charges.  

ACTION REQUIRED 

Breaches of court orders must be treated seriously and prosecuted to ensure increasing 
consequences for repeat offenders.  There must be opportunities for PAR staff, Probation Officers 
and Assistant Crown Attorneys to work together in identifying high-risk and Failure to Comply 
cases and following up on these to ensure follow up. 
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5
Differential programming is needed for offenders, particularly 
for those who have been repeatedly mandated into PAR 
programs and show little or no change in their behavior or 
understanding of the impact of their behavior

Offenders who have repeatedly failed to complete a PAR program or who have mental health or 
other cognitive issues that make it impossible to complete a different kind of PAR program that 
can effectively respond to these kinds of issues. 

COUNTERPOINT PROJECT FINDINGS 

OFFENDER      NUMBER OF TIMES REFERRED TO PAR
1 case 4

1 case 3

2 cases 2

 > Not all abusers pose the same level of risk to their partners. The current, “one size fits all” 
PAR program is not effective for all abusers. Individuals have different issues, experiences and 
abilities to participate in PAR programs as they currently are designed. 

 > PAR programs must be able to offer different approaches and timelines when working with 
offenders who pose different levels of risk. An individual mandated into a PAR program for the 
third or fourth time requires a different kind of program than a first-time offender who has taken 
some responsibility for his abusive behavior (i.e., those who are to be screened into the E.I. 
court process). 

 > Offenders with serious mental health concerns require differential programming that should be 
provided in collaboration with mental health assessments and services so that survivor safety 
can be protected while dealing with the issues the offender is facing. Offenders with cognitive 
issues require programming in collaboration with other community agencies with expertise in 
this area.

ACTION REQUIRED 

PAR agencies must be funded to expand and enhance their programming to include different 
models that are responsive to the varying levels of risk and particular issues that exist among 
offenders.  

Expanding the current intervention model should be done in collaboration with existing PAR 
providers to draw on their expertise and knowledge of effective PAR programming.

Other community partners should be included in this planning process, for example, mental 
health service providers, to ensure that specialized PAR programming effectively responds to 
individuals with these complex issues. 



16

6
Risk changes over time. To successfully manage and mitigate 
risk, all criminal justice sectors and community agencies 
should have access to and participate in a collaborative 
process to identify and assess risk and implement creative 
and innovative strategies to protect survivor safety 

Currently, post-COVID it is taking at least 18 months from the time a charge is laid, to a trial and 
even longer to the end of the offenders’ and to probationary period. Given that the level of risk 
can change dramatically, the system needs to put protective measures in place for the survivors 
as well as implement effective monitoring of the accused.

Ongoing communication between all sectors is one of the most effective ways to share 
information about level of risk and to implement interventions mitigate risk for survivors. For 
cases already within the criminal justice system, Court High-Risk Committees are an effective 
mechanism to enable consultation and collaborative interventions in high-risk cases. 

During the pilot we learned that Counterpoint is the only PAR agency that has worked with 
the Court High-Risk Committees in over 3 years. All PAR agencies need to have access to the 
Court High-Risk Committees when they have concerns about a high-risk offender. Ideally, any 
community agency involved with a high-risk case already in the criminal justice system should 
also be able to access these committees to promote survivor safety.  

ACTION REQUIRED

There should be greater attention to the identification of high-risk cases across all sectors within 
the criminal justice system and community agencies providing service to survivors and offenders.  
A common high-risk screening tool (e.g. The Danger Assessment) should be adopted and used 
consistently throughout the criminal justice process.  

All PAR programs should have access to the 5 Toronto Court High-Risk Committees in order to 
bring identified high-risk cases forward for consultation. 

Across the High-risk Court Committees, there are basically 2 models with differences in format, 
membership and scheduling. The 5 committees should be aligned to ensure consistency across 
the courts. 

RECOMMENDED MODEL OF COURT HIGH-RISK COMMITTEE 

Victim Witness Assistance Program Managers are well positioned to provide the contact for 
community agencies for High-Risk cases given their knowledge of community agencies and their 
role in convening the Court High-Risk Committees. Throughout the pilot, VWAP managers were 
extremely helpful in facilitating communication between Counterpoint and those in the criminal 
justice system. 
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From the experience of the pilot the optimal model for the Court High-Risk Committees is one that 
blends the two existing court models. In order to provide the best protection for the survivor and 
oversight of the offender, the committee membership should include the designated DV Assistant 
Crown (if one exists), designated DV Police Officers from each division covered by that particular 
court, the designated Probation Officer (if one exists) along with the Officer in Charge of the 
particular case, Assistant Crown assigned to the case ( if different from the designated DV Crown)  
and offender’s Probation Officer (if there is one). 

Scheduling of the Court High-Risk Committee should combine both existing models — whereby 
there would be a regularly scheduled meeting (e.g., every month or 2 months — as determined by 
the membership) while also being available to meet between scheduled meetings if necessary to 
respond to an urgent high-risk case.
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Conclusion 
This pilot project revealed some positive practices in the criminal justice system as well as 
identified some areas of grave concern, regarding the safety of high-risk domestic violence 
survivors and risk management of high-risk offenders. 

An encouraging outcome of this Pilot Project was the accessibility of Victim Witness Assistance 
Program Managers and staff who demonstrated a strong commitment to working collaboratively 
with Counterpoint to increase safety for survivors. Several other criminal justice sector 
representatives shared their knowledge and participated in collaborative planning to identify 
innovative ways to  provide stronger risk management of high-risk offenders.  

However, our experience through the project was that the current criminal response to domestic 
violence in Toronto provincial courts is vastly different than the specialized domestic violence 
courts as described in the Ministry of the Attorney General policy, a model that was developed to 
prioritize survivor safety.

Although the specialized court process exists, it seems to be largely in name only. In many ways 
the criminal courts in Toronto are operating as they did prior to the implementation of domestic 
violence court process; the responsibility for a D.V. conviction falls almost completely on the 
shoulders of the survivor. This outdated approach to prosecuting domestic violence is untenable, 
and increases risk for the survivor

Of most concern is that currently, survivors in high-risk situations are being put at even greater 
risk because high-risk offenders are being screened into the Early Intervention court, a process 
specifically designed for low risk offenders.

The Six Calls to Action highlight the urgent changes needed to protect the survivor and to 
establish consistent and effective oversight of high-risk offenders. Ultimately what is required is 
a restoration of the specialized domestic violence courts as they were originally conceived and 
implemented which includes an Early Intervention Court process for first time/low risk offenders 
as well as vigorous prosecution for all others and PAR referrals for all offenders (both E.I. and 
Probation).  

Until such time that the specialized court process can be fully restored, it is imperative that the 
criminal justice system work with PAR agencies to develop a way that sufficient criminal justice 
oversight and monitoring of high-risk offenders be developed. 

High-risk situations must be accurately identified and tracked throughout the criminal court 
process and with rigorous efforts to implement innovative ways to manage the risk posed by 
abusers and to keep survivors safe. 

Lastly, criminal justice sectors, PAR providing agencies and community agencies must be able 
to work together in a trusting, respectful and meaningful way with the common goal of protecting 
survivors from further violence. 



The pandemic increased the levels of risk for women 
in abusive relationships. This risk was exacerbated by 
confusion and disruption in the criminal court system 
due to public health restrictions of the pandemic. 
Counterpoint saw a need to more effectively identify 
high-risk situations and create collaborative and 
innovative ways to enhance safety of survivors and 
increase risk management of high-risk abusers.

High-risk situations were 
defined as those where 
the survivor was at risk 
for serious or lethal 
violence by the abuser. 

Screen ALL 
partners  
of the Partner 
Assault Response 
(PAR) program 
participants using 
an evidence-based 
screening tool 

Carry out  
inter-sectoral 
High-Risk consults 
(primarily within 
the criminal 
justice system) 
to implement 
coordinated actions 
that would protect 
survivor safety

Of the high-risk cases:

 > More than 50% the offenders 
were screened into the Early 
Intervention (E.I.) Court – a 
process designed for low risk/
first time offenders. This process 
provides NO criminal justice 
oversight when offender is in PAR.

 > In almost 50%, including 4 E.I. 
cases, the offender strangled 
his partner; the serious risk of 
strangulation was not considered 
in any of these cases. 

 > In almost every case the offender 
had Failed to Comply with court 
orders however, prior to the 
consults none had been followed 
up with charges and convictions. 

 > A quarter of the offenders had 
been referred to PAR numerous 
times, because they had not 
successfully completed the 
program: 1 was attending PAR for 
the 4th time, 1 for the 3rd time 
and 2 for the 2nd time.

Canada’s 
Emergency 
Community 
Support 
Program 
through the 
United Way of 
Greater Toronto

STARTED: 
October 2020 

COMPLETED: 
June 2021

The High-Risk Project Overview

The Issue
Definition

The Response 

The 
Project Concerns

Funding 

Timeframe

1

3

2

4

5

6

178 
referrals 
received

16 cases 
identified  
as High-Risk

Screening for E.I. court 
must be restored based on 
the criteria identified by the 
provincial Ministry of the 
Attorney General. 

Reinstate the collection of 
critical evidence, specifically 
video statements by victims. 

Strangulation has deadly 
consequences and should 
be prosecuted as attempted 
homicide. 

Calls 
for 
Action 

Charges related to Fail to Comply 
with court orders must be considered 
as serious charges where Police, 
crowns and probation work together 
to ensure vigorous and successful 
prosecution.

Differential programming is needed 
for offenders, particularly for 
offenders who have been repeatedly 
mandated into PAR programs and 
show little or no change in the 
behavior or understanding of the 
impact of their behavior.  

Counterpoint developed 
a strategy to:

Risk changes over time 
and to successfully 
manage and mitigate 
risk, the criminal 
justice system all and 
community agencies 
must work together to 
share information and 
to develop strategies 
to effectively manage 
offender risks and 
enhance survivor 
safety. 
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Appendix: Summaries of 
Counterpoint High-Risk Consults

Survivor R was extremely afraid of her abuser and 
scored 8 on the danger assessment

She was particularly concerned because her abuser had been mandated into Counterpoint’s PAR 
program through the Early Intervention stream but stopped attending after a few weeks. Still on 
bail, he returned to his country of origin, where he was threatening her family and trying to extort 
money from them. 

At the High-Risk Consult case consult, R talked about her fears not only for herself and her child 
but for her family and asked whether the Toronto Police could work with the police in Pakistan. 
Although initially resistant, through the discussion at the consult, the TPS did agree to speak 
to Pakistani police if they were contacted. R’s family were working with police in Pakistan and 
contact between the Toronto and Pakistani police did take place. The information gained through 
this contact enabled the Toronto Police to lay additional charges upon returning to Toronto 

Once he returned to Toronto, although charges were now on record, the offender had still not 
been served with the court documents. R spoke eloquently about the increased anxiety and fear 
that her child was experiencing because of the offenders’ behavior where he was still trying to 
contact her. After a follow up conversation, a few weeks after the initial high-risk consult, the 
Police did locate the offender and serve him with a summons. This action, finally resulted in the 
offender staying away from R and for the first time in years, she felt some sense of safety. 

The offender ended up with 2 additional FTC charges and was convicted of both. At the consult, 
the survivor expressed great appreciation for the chance to talk about her fears and concerns 
and said, “…this is the first time I have ever felt that someone actually listened to me.” 
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Survivor C she indicated to partner contact staff that 
she was deathly afraid of her abuser and scored 11 on 
the danger assessment

He had been mandated into Counterpoint PAR on a probation condition, however soon after 
starting the group he was re-arrested for a further incident where he attended her residence 
and broke a window. She had broken off the relationship some time ago, but felt trapped by her 
abuser, explaining that he had sent her numerous rap videos where he talked about how he was 
going to kill her. 

C explained that she felt the criminal justice system did not take her seriously in the past, and 
therefore she had been reluctant to bring forward the videos as new evidence- feeling that 
nothing would be done to protect her. Upon developing a relationship with the Counterpoint 
Partner Contact staff and hearing about the option of a High-Risk Consult, she agreed to 
participate in the consultation. She forwarded the videos, along with evidence of additional FTC 
breaches. Upon receiving the additional evidence, the offender was kept in custody for over 30 
days. 

With continuing support and involvement of Counterpoint partner contact staff, the survivor 
concluded that her safety could only be protected if she physically moved out to a different city, 
where her abuser couldn’t find her.  During the time that the abuser spent in custody, C had the 
time and safety to find a new place to live. She moved to a new, undisclosed location outside of 
Toronto. The abuser is completing his PAR program. 

In speaking with the Counterpoint partner contact staff about the support she received and 
specifically, the high-risk consult, C expressed that she had felt that nothing would be done 
to protect her — that nothing could be done. She talked about how much she appreciated the 
chance to talk about her fears at the consult, how she appreciated being asked what she needed, 
how much it meant to her that people listened to her and that they had been able to help keep her 
safe.

22
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T. was an offender who was mandated into 
Counterpoint’s PAR program through the Early 
Intervention Court, although he had a criminal record of 

over 6 pages, which included over 20 charges against 3 
different women
He had previously been mandated into the PAR program on two occasions and was in the PAR 
program again at the time of the Pilot Project. Although he was not in contact with the victim of his 
latest charge, there was grave concern that this offender demonstrated a high-risk of reoffending. 
The major concern expressed by Counterpoint was that this individual posed a very high-risk for 
reoffending but had been mandated into the E.I. Court. 

At the High-Risk Consult these concerns were shared by all members of the committee Given 
that there was no probation officer involved in the latest charge (because it had been screened 
into E.I.) the Assistant Crown Attorney agreed to be a contact for Counterpoint staff, if there were 
further concerns about his behavior during the PAR program, in the absence of a probation 
officer. This situation meant that Counterpoint staff felt that there was at least another individual 
in the criminal justice system with whom we could work closely, if further concerns related to the 
offender were identified. 

H very afraid of her abuser, who was mandated into 
Counterpoint PAR as part of his Probation Conditions 
and scored 11 on the danger assessment

She was particularly afraid because during his court hearing, the offender said that he would be 
returning to his home country in a few months. The court therefore decided to limit the period he 
was mandated to report to his probation officer to only 3 months, although his term of probation 
was a full year. H did not believe that he would leave Canada and felt that after the 3 months- she 
would have no protections when the reporting conditions ended. As she expected, the offender 
did not leave Canada after 3 months and remained in Toronto. 

A high-risk consult was held where the focus was on ensuring that the offender’s reporting 
conditions be extended for as long as he remained in Canada.  The Assistant Crown worked 
with the probation officer to identify a way to extend the reporting conditions to the end of his 
probationary period. She also explained how H could obtain an 810 Peace Bond that would 
restrain her abuser contacting her in the long term, and the probation officer agreed to support H 
in getting the Peace Bond. H has developed a good relationship with the probation officer and is 
in regular contact with him about her safety. 
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M had not had contact with the offender for several 
months, however she was still very afraid of him and 
scored 10 on the danger assessment

The offender was in PAR at Counterpoint as one of his probation conditions, however, he took no 
responsibility for his abusive behavior during the sessions and was completely disinterested and 
dismissive of the program. After a few sessions he stopped attending.   

During the high-risk consult, the need for consequences to his behavior and follow up was a 
focus and it was agreed that he should be prosecuted for breaching his probation condition to 
fully participate in and successfully complete the PAR program. After the consult, the probation 
officer, who initially had been resistant to laying a charge because he felt it would not be followed 
up on through the courts, agreed to lay the charge. The Assistant Crown Attorney had stated that 
she would track and monitor the charge and follow it through to prosecution. Through this joint 
commitment to action, the offender was returned to court on a breach of probation charge.  The 
Probation Officer agreed to work intensely with the offender before re-referring him to another 
PAR program.  
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