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IJ AND RJ IN BC AND SK PROJECT SYNOPSIS

Exploring Indigenous-led Justice and Restorative
Justice in BC and SK
Project Synopsis
Introduction

Currently, more than a hundred countries around the world use some form of restorative justice in
responding to justice related issues. British Columbia (BC) is home to over 80 police and/or
community-based restorative and/or Indigenous-led justice programs (Asadullah & Morrison, 2021;
Chatterjee & Elliott, 2003; PSSG, 2018). Saskatchewan (SK) has had alternative measures in place
since 1985. There is a lot of research that has been completed that has taken the terms restorative
justice (RJ) and Indigenous-led justice (IJ) and explored them as a single topic. This research project
however looked at these terms as individual topics and examined the similarities and differences
between the two in British Columbia and Saskatchewan, Canada.

Methodology

This qualitative study used a decolonizing research method. As a result, a community advisory
committee composed of an Elder and Indigenous and non-Indigenous practitioners in BC and SK
were consulted throughout the research process. Additionally, the research team maintained nonhierarchical relationships throughout the process and received education on the principles of OCAP
(ownership, control, accessibility, possession). Data were collected through 26 key-informant
interviews—17 from BC and nine from SK—and 29 Focus Group Discussion (FGDs) in eight
communities in BC and SK. The key informants included community organizers and RJ and IJ
advocates. The FGDs were meetings held among key justice stakeholders in the respective
communities.
The information collected from the key informants during the first phase of the research project was
intended to explore the topics of Indigenous-led and restorative justice in depth. Key informants
participated in a semi-structured, qualitative interview. The goal of the research through these
interviews was to answer the following questions:
1. How are Indigenous-led justice and restorative justice defined? What are the similarities and
differences?
2. What is the nature of the relationship between IJ and RJ, referral sources, and victim services?
3. What needs to happen in the future to provide better justice services to victims, offenders, and
communities?
4. How can all justice partners and stakeholders work better together to enhance accessibility and
the quality of restorative and Indigenous-led justice in their communities?

Results
The results from the research split into two categories of findings. General findings are the direct
answers to that were provided by the key informants in response to the research questions.
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Emergent findings are those that were a result of dialogue between the researchers and research
participants. Noted below are the general findings that arose from the research questions.
1. How are Indigenous justice and restorative justice articulated? What are the similarities and
differences?
Indigenous Justice
- Use of the term “Indigenous Justice” has an implication of homogeneity, but many programs
adapted to their client’s particular Indigenous culture when possible and their processes
were reflective of their Nation’s traditions and customs.
- The community taking justice and the response to harm into their own hands instead of those
of the police and the Criminal Justice System.
- Providing access to diverse resources to meet the needs of their clients
- Ensuring there’s an understanding by the offender of the harm occurred and its impact, but
also an understanding of the offender, their story, and why they committed that harm.
- Inclusion of Elders in the process
o Support, knowledge keepers, increased respect from the client, immeasurable
Restorative Justice
- Holds a broad definition that is different for everyone
o “Colonial system based on traditional methods”
o “It’s not a colonized process, it came to be from Indigenous processes before”
o “Restoration of a person’s balance spiritually, physically, emotionally, and mentally.”
- Empowers the victims with a focus on dialogue, reparation, and accountability
Similarities – Restorative & Indigenous-Led Justice are both:
- Community-based
- Collaborative
- Strive to meet the needs of those involved in the justice process
- Acknowledgement of accountability on the part of the offender
- Acknowledgement that the punitive measures of the current justice system don’t work
- Intend to aid the offender in moving forward in a positive manner and setting them up for
success
- RJ is based on Indigenous philosophy, information, and knowledge—something many
Indigenous communities have done for hundreds or thousands of years
Differences - Restorative & Indigenous-Led Justice:
- Use a different methodology to gather information to assist clients and to be willing to go out
and assist them
- Use of scripts may be used in RJ programs but are not usually used by IJ-led programs
- Those working in RJ and IJ are different—often those working in IJ are Indigenous themselves
- “RJ is more like an academic thing whereas IJ talks about natural laws, Creator’s laws and
laws from the land.”
- RJ is more focused on “rehabilitation”
- Use of ceremony and traditions are used more frequent by IJ-led programs
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What is the nature of the relationship between IJP and RJ, referral sources, and victim services?
-

Silos
o
o

Justice stakeholders operate separately in silos but often towards the same goals for
their clients and communities
Many participants expressed appreciation for this project as they got to come
together in dialogue to break down the silos, and hopefully collaborate better in the
future.

What needs to happen in the future to provide better justice services to victims, offenders, and
communities?
-

-

Changes to funding
o All sites reported either a complete lack of funding, unstable funding, strict funding
criteria, or competition between programs for the same pool of funding
Addressing the impact of colonization
o “Return what has been lost like how to communicate, how to be in relationship, and
how to work together.”
o Trauma healing
o Knowledge of the colonial history of Canada by the general public, particularly RJ
volunteers, practitioners, and advocates
o Resources are required to address the longstanding deep impacts of colonization

How can all justice partners and stakeholders work better together to enhance accessibility and the
quality of restorative and Indigenous justice in our communities?
-

-

-

Have RJ and IJ become the first choice of the Criminal Justice System, not the last choice
Make IJ and RJ more widely used and available at all steps of the Criminal Justice System
A justice “hub” where those involved in IJ and RJ programs can go to communicate,
collaborate, and share amongst different RJ and IJ practitioners
Increase awareness and understanding of RJ and IJ practices
o A lack of understanding from the public, victims and offenders, the justice system as
a whole, and the police led to a lack of referrals or requests for the use of RJ or IJ
practices in response to harm done, as well as a lack of support for the programs.
Creation of a database where those working in RJ and IJ and those related would be named
with a description of their job and how to contact them, which would aid in weathering the
frequent turnover of justice stakeholder staff.
Continued meetings between the justice stakeholders brought together by this project to
increase communication, collaboration, and networking between the relevant parties.

Community Action Plans
The Community Action Plans (CAPs) were the result of several meetings where participants came to
consensus and committed to actions intended to enhance RJ and IJ in their community. The action
plans often related challenges that were identified through the dialogue sessions. Several
communities in BC identified creating or maintaining relationships between justice stakeholders as
a challenge and, therefore, their CAPs included a commitment to future meetings to build on the
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connections that were made through this project. While challenges related to funding, awareness,
and support were identified, the CAPs focused on short-term community action planning and
recommendations related to systemic issues were communicated through the Final Report to the
funder.
The CAPs in Saskatchewan focused more on community improvement and support of RJ and IJ, as
well as overall reform of RJ practices through government consultation in increasing funding,
expanding use of Indigenous practices such as Indigenous Court and sentencing circles, and
application of UNDRIP and the TRC.
Although many of the goals between the two provinces varied, one of the common themes was the
need for education of the public and justice stakeholders on RJ and IJ, as well as the education of RJ
and IJ practitioners to improve the services provided.

Recommendations to Government Funder
1. An integrated justice system whereby healthcare, mental health support, and housing
officials are brought into the discussion of RJ and IJ.
2. The creation of justice hubs that are centered around IJ and RJ programs where
practitioners are able to go to relationship build, network, and share their knowledge,
experience, and resources.
3. Increase awareness about IJ and RJ at all levels of governmental agencies and the general
public through training and outreach programs.
4. Ensure that IJ and RJ are the first choice for law enforcement agencies, not the last option or
an afterthought.
5. Provide on-going, sustainable funding for RJ and IJ programs.
6. Take strides to decolonize the current justice system by including Elders, ceremonies, and
traditions of Indigenous peoples where appropriate and to refer to community-specific
Elders and RJ advocates for guidance.
7. Provide support for and ensure sustainable funding for Indigenous-led practices.
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