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Introduction 

On August 16, 2018, Irvin Waller and Audrey Monette from the University of Ottawa Crime 

Prevention Team hosted the Drugs, Violence and Rock and Roll Workshop. The workshop provided 

a fun opportunity to discuss a very serious subject. The discussion focused on shifting Canada – 

sustainably – from a punishment to a prevention agenda. Workshop participants included 

academics, public servants, graduate students, members of community organizations, and crime 

prevention experts from the United Kingdom and the United States. 

The event included presentations from three generations of panelists who discussed a wide array 

of ideas, challenges, suggestions, and successes in shifting Canada away from the punishment 

agenda. The presentations contributed to many valuable ideas and generated important discussions 

between academics and those working on the ground. The following highlights are organized 

around three fundamental issues: 

• The effective and cost-effective solutions to stopping crime that are well established, but not 

well known or used; 

• The essential elements to get effective solutions implemented such as comprehensive planning, 

sustained and adequate investments guided by knowledge, developing human talent and public 

engagement; 

• Selling the benefits of the investment in effective solutions.  

 

 

I. Effective Solutions  

 

Extensive knowledge is available on the proven ways to prevent crime in a people-centred, cost-

effective way. Indeed, strong evidence has been accumulated across the world in the last 50 years 

proving that upstream investments in crime prevention initiatives have been more effective in 

preventing crime than the standard reactive model of police, courts, and corrections. The workshop 

panelists highlighted a number of effective solutions and shared different sources of knowledge 

and databases available to access information regarding the proven solutions.  

“The accumulated evidence justifies smart investments in prevention as 

the most cost-effective way to reduce crime” 

- CMNCP, AB 2016.1 
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Sources of knowledge on effective solutions   

In Canada and internationally, evidence is available on the effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of 

numerous programs in different sectors1. Therefore, it is not always necessary to invest in the 

development of new programs; these sources of knowledge can be used to select existing proven 

programs that can then be adapted to local contexts, priorities, and needs.  

Public Safety Canada’s Crime Prevention Inventory (CPI)2, developed in collaboration with 

provinces and territories, is a searchable database of crime prevention programs in Canada. The 

CPI supports the National Action Plan on Crime Prevention, a commitment made by Federal, 

Provincial and Territorial Ministers responsible for Justice and Public Safety to develop the 

knowledge base of effective prevention approaches in Canada.  

Public Safety Canada has also published a report called Tyler’s Troubled Life3 that shows that with 

targeted interventions, direct costs of up to $1.2M can be averted in the life of a prototypical 

adolescent offender. Three possible effective interventions are provided in the narrative to illustrate 

potential cost savings by investing in crime prevention at a critical juncture during Tyler’s youth. 

These interventions include: Stop Now and Plan (SNAP), the Youth Inclusion Program (YIP), and 

Multisystemic Therapy (MST).  

What could be done to reboot prevention? 

The existing knowledge and evidence on crime prevention that is contained in national and 

international databases is clear: the proven solutions to address crime are known and available, and 

they are not punitive or reactive approaches. In order to shift from a punishment to a prevention 

agenda, leadership and investments from all orders of government to focus on social policy – 

specifically prevention – are crucial.  

The development of broad social 

policies must be based on a problem-

solving approach that is collaborative 

and holistic to create jobs, affordable 

housing, basic income, access to 

education, food supply, social support 

programs and services, safe homes, 

and communities. Moreover, it is necessary to work closely with communities to implement city-

wide strategies to ensure that theory meets practice4. Community safety strategies must include 

                                                           
1 The US National Institute of Justice’s CrimeSolutions.gov is a key source of knowledge. It is an online database that 

provides a list of programs and practices and a process for identifying and rating those programs and practices. For 

additional information, visit www.crimesolutions.gov.   
2 https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/cntrng-crm/crm-prvntn/nvntr/index-en.aspx  
3 https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/2016-r005/index-en.aspx  
4 The Canadian Municipal Network on Crime Prevention (CMNCP), a community of practice that seeks to build 

capacity and mobilize Canadian municipalities to prevent and reduce crime and foster community safety and well-

being, provides resources, support, and information on increasing investments in effective, evidence-based and 

collaborative crime prevention strategies in municipalities. Visit www.safercities.ca for additional information.    

‘‘Examples of successful prevention programs include outreach 

to vulnerable youth, support for parents, school curricula 

focusing on relationships, and preventive policing” 

- CMNCP, AB 2016.3 

https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/cntrng-crm/crm-prvntn/nvntr/index-en.aspx
https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/2016-r005/index-en.aspx
http://www.crimesolutions.gov/
https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/cntrng-crm/crm-prvntn/nvntr/index-en.aspx
https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/2016-r005/index-en.aspx
http://www.safercities.ca/
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investments from the government and the private sector in prevention programs and practices that 

solve the root causes of crime and harm.  

The sources of knowledge show that proven initiatives include mentoring, parenting programs for 

vulnerable families, recreational activities, organized sports, life-skills training, conflict resolution 

training, leadership, education, etc.      

Shifting Canada away from the 

punishment agenda also requires the 

adoption of decarceration strategies and 

alternatives to the traditional criminal 

justice system approach. Furthermore, we 

can resist the punishment agenda through 

penal abolitionist thought, which 

essentially proposes to replace the prison 

system with systems of rehabilitation that do not place a focus on punishment and 

institutionalization. For instance, implementing court diversion programs that seek to explore the 

underlying issues experienced by an offender – such as mental wellness, alcohol or drug misuse, 

social capital, and opportunities – is a key solution that allows to address the real needs of 

individuals and offer them adapted treatment and resources. Moreover, we must focus on adopting 

alternatives to the criminal justice system, such as Restorative and Alternative Justice. The 

workshop presentations also placed a focus on involving volunteers, whether that be to set up a 

national help line to advise, assist, befriend offenders, and provide support in accessing resources, 

or to offer 1-hour weekly mentoring sessions to offenders.   

  

II. Challenges/Barriers  

The solutions addressed during the workshop sparked discussion about the challenges, barriers, 

and operational issues of implementing effective initiatives and approaches to move away from the 

punitive agenda in Canada.  

First, the proposal to recruit, train, and deploy volunteers raised concerns with regards to the 

selection process. Indeed, some workshop participants mentioned their struggle to find and keep 

enough volunteers for various projects, particularly when they involve working with criminalized 

individuals. Furthermore, participants mentioned the challenge of ensuring that volunteers engage 

in activities for the right reasons, because working with offenders requires emotional intelligence, 

passion, and purpose.  

In that regard, the discussion focused on the importance of carefully screening and selecting 

volunteers, and using a snowball method where selected volunteers recruit other participants 

among their acquaintances. The workshop panelists also mentioned the importance of having a 

payed staff to oversee and coordinate volunteer activities.         

Another challenge that was discussed during the workshop is related to coordination and 

collaboration. While ensuring that key entities work together toward preventative approaches is 

“Ontario can be made safer by getting out of the failed business 

of building new and bigger jails and investing in proven 

prevention initiatives including gang exit programs” 

- Criminalization and Punishment Education Project 
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crucial, it remains, in practice, an important barrier. Indeed, different partners having different 

agendas, commitments, funding streams, and priorities makes it hard to coordinate multisectoral 

efforts. Information sharing legislation is also a barrier to collaboration and partnerships between 

different sectors and agencies. In turn, the lack of effective coordination and collaboration can lead 

to substantial difficulties in implementation.  

The workshop panelists mentioned the risk of implementation failures if programs or initiatives are 

not being led by the right people or are not being effectively coordinated. Knowing that the true 

experts are those who work on the ground, building on existing structures and leveraging the 

resources available in communities is a key solution to ensure successful implementation of 

programs. Indeed, building capacity within existing community organizations and services and 

improving their multisectoral skills to better collaborate allows them to directly address their local 

priorities effectively.  

With regards to resources available within the community, another challenge was addressed 

specifically from a youth justice perspective. According to a panelist, while we succeed at not 

incarcerating youth – because alternatives to juvenile detention are more largely accepted – we fail 

to offer them the supports they need in the community. First, the funding for community 

programming is considerably lower than the budget allocated to youth justice measures. Moreover, 

the approaches prioritized in the 

community are still too rigid, systemic, 

and “medical”. We must focus on 

addressing the trauma and the root causes 

that lead children and youth to engage in 

criminal behaviour.  

While there is no cookie-cutter approach to do so, we must generally develop programs that rely 

on human connections and that address the basic needs of adolescents. In that regard, it is necessary 

to offer resources and services that aim to create opportunities for youth, build their confidence and 

trust, and teach them employment and life skills.       

On a broader level, the political climate in certain areas is a significant challenge in shifting the 

agenda away from punishment. Indeed, changes in government administrations create barriers to 

the sustainability of prevention programs and initiatives. The panelists spoke about effective 

programs not being sustained after changes occurred in the political leadership of a city, province 

or country that lead to important shifts in governmental priorities. In the United States, for instance, 

the federal political will to shift away from the punishment agenda is nonexistent, which implies 

that changes for the better must be local.             

The final and most dominant barrier to shifting Canada from a punishment to a prevention agenda 

is the lack of funding for prevention. First, the workshop participants identified the struggles related 

to the federal government’s funding programs that shifted from core funding to government grants. 

This creates a significant challenge for projects and organizations to sustain their activities post-

funding.  

“Spending after the fact is Misspent Youth” 

- UK Audit Commission 
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Moreover, as mentioned previously, the resources allocated to upstream social programs are 

considerably lower than the dollars provided to fund systemic and institutional punitive 

approaches. The budget allocated to crime prevention and community safety tends to systemically 

be injected into punitive responses, as the government keeps investing to build more jails and hire 

more police officers, to the detriment of upstream prevention strategies.         

III. Selling the agenda 

Knowing that we have significant knowledge on what is effective to shift Canada from a 

punishment to a prevention agenda, and knowing that the government keeps investing in initiatives 

that are reactive and ineffective, the question that remains is: why? If there are available dollars to 

be allocated to public safety, why is the government still focusing on the least effective approaches 

to address crime and social harm? This question led the workshop participants to discuss strategies 

to “sell the agenda” on the effectiveness of crime prevention and positive alternatives to the 

criminal justice system.  

The panelists showed that governments tend to 

promote fear, crises, and danger related to crime, 

and to promote police, courts, and corrections as 

the ultimate response to these issues. The 

workshop presenters and participants discussed 

the importance of changing that rhetoric, 

redefining what safety truly means, counter-symbolizing the fear, and demonstrating the absurdity 

of continuing to adopt solutions that have been proven to fail time and time again.    

Marketing the message to key stakeholders, particularly to those who have political influence, is 

essential. In that regard, a panelist offered an overview of different types of policing and 

highlighted the ways in which we can work with them to move a progressive, reformatory agenda 

forward.  

Among the group of “old school” police officers, radical suggestions go nowhere. Moderate police 

officers, who form the largest group within police services, are not particularly keen to reform, but 

they can be tempted by energetic reformers. Therefore, it is better to approach them through 

reformers rather than directly. The reformers are more eager to transformations within policing. 

They usually have experience in partnership policing and tend to obtain leadership positions in 

which they can have political impact. These are the police officers that can best move the 

prevention agenda forward within the policing and political settings. Finally, the most radical group 

are the early adopters. While these police officers do not tend to become chiefs or commissioners, 

they are usually tied to a reformer. Therefore, they are very helpful because they know most people 

in the organization and they are able to refer the best individuals to guide projects and to help get 

dollars for prevention initiatives.  

Selling the message to the public and the media is another challenging but crucial aspect of shifting 

the agenda toward prevention. To do so, social media campaigns, protests, and public education 

strategies are key solutions that were discussed during the workshop.  

‘‘Abandon the politics of fear. There’s no need to other. 

Cut through the razor wire dividing us from one another’’ 

- Criminalization and Punishment Education Project 
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For example, the Criminalization and Punishment Education Project (CPEP)5 developed the “got 

99 solutions6” campaign aiming to stop jail expansion in Eastern Ontario. Each day for 99 days 

they shared one way to redirect $11 million a year in jail expansion towards community care and 

services that will actually enhance our collective well-being and safety, while decreasing the use 

of imprisonment. 

These public education initiatives contribute to changing the narrative and the belief that police, 

courts, and corrections are the ultimate solutions to crime and social harm. We must demonstrate 

to the public that safety does not mean neutralizing and caging individuals, but rather addressing 

their basic needs and offering them resources, services and support.  

Selling the prevention agenda requires to offer counter-symbols to the fear and the sensationalism 

that are used by media and governments when addressing crime and its underlying issues. We must 

rectify the false beliefs about crime and challenge the sensationalist scenarios that people are afraid 

of. We must highlight the systems of social inequality that allow to perpetuate criminal behaviour, 

as well as the trauma and the root causes that lead to crime.  

Finally, marketing the effective solutions requires telling success stories, sharing the stories of 

those with lived experience, allowing the public to develop a humane and emotional understanding 

of the stories of criminalized individuals.      

List of additional resources: 

Canadian Municipal Network on Crime Prevention (CMNCP) action briefs: 

http://safercities.ca/evidence-on-crime-prevention/ 

Criminalization and Punishment Education Project (CPEP): http://cp-ep.org/ 

European Forum for Urban Security (EFUS). “Methods and Tools for a Strategic Approach to 

Urban Security”. https://issuu.com/efus/docs/publication_a_en 

Irvin Waller. “Smarter Crime Control: A Guide for a Safer Future for Citizens, Communities, and 

Politicians”. http://irvinwaller.org/featured-books/scc/ 

No on Prison Expansion / #NOPE Initiative: http://cp-ep.org/no-on-prison-expansion-nope-

initiative/  

Public Safety Canada’s Crime Prevention Inventory (CPI): 

https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/cntrng-crm/crm-prvntn/nvntr/index-en.aspx 

Public Safety Canada’s National Crime Prevention Strategy: 

https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/cntrng-crm/crm-prvntn/strtg-en.aspx 

Youth Services Bureau of Ottawa: http://www.ysb.ca/index.php?page=home&hl=eng  

                                                           
5 The Criminalization and Punishment Education Project (CPEP), started by students and professors at Carleton 

University and the University of Ottawa, aims to bring critical criminologists and others together to identify key issues 

to be the focus of criminological inquiry, develop collaborative research projects, and plan and carry out related public 

education initiatives. For additional information, visit www.cp-ep.org.  
6 https://tpcp-canada.blogspot.com/2018/06/solution-1-of-99.html  

https://tpcp-canada.blogspot.com/2018/06/solution-1-of-99.html
https://tpcp-canada.blogspot.com/2018/06/solution-1-of-99.html
http://safercities.ca/evidence-on-crime-prevention/
http://cp-ep.org/
https://issuu.com/efus/docs/publication_a_en
http://irvinwaller.org/featured-books/scc/
http://cp-ep.org/no-on-prison-expansion-nope-initiative/
http://cp-ep.org/no-on-prison-expansion-nope-initiative/
https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/cntrng-crm/crm-prvntn/nvntr/index-en.aspx
https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/cntrng-crm/crm-prvntn/strtg-en.aspx
http://www.ysb.ca/index.php?page=home&hl=eng
http://www.cp-ep.org/
https://tpcp-canada.blogspot.com/2018/06/solution-1-of-99.html

