“True COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT is about building
the PUBLIC VOICE into our processes and finding
continuous opportunities for those voices to be
heard. It is about TRANSFORMING our justice
system so it is RESPONSIVE and RESPONSIBLE to
the people who use it and engage with it every day.”
– Emma Halpern, NSBS Equity & Access Officer
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Community engagement and
commitment to social justice
A keynote address by the Society’s Equity & Access Officer

The Social Justice Soirée is an annual fundraiser for Dalhousie Legal Aid Service (dal.ca/dlas), which serves the province’s low
income community on legal issues related to child and adult protection, family law, income assistance matters, landlord‑tenant
disputes, human rights and more. This year’s event took place January 30 at Casino Nova Scotia.
The evening’s keynote speaker was Emma Halpern, Equity & Access Officer at the Nova Scotia Barristers’ Society (and a
former student at the Dalhousie Legal Aid Clinic in 2005). Here are some highlights from her address, in which she described the
#TalkJustice approach to community engagement.

E

quity and access to justice work can sometimes be a long and
frustrating road. Often it feels as though for every two steps
forward there is one step back. But lately things have been
different, hopeful – change is in the air.
We have received some powerful recommendations from the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission of Canada that provide guidance
and direction for our work. There is encouraging new case law like
R. v. X., and the recent human rights decision that acknowledges that
our child welfare system discriminates against Aboriginal children.
Our law schools are gradually becoming more diverse and there is a
growing call for diversity among lawyers and on the Bench. When
I deliver a cultural competence workshop, participants are familiar
with the definitions, case law, and academic literature on the topic.

Some who work in the system might say this is tradition or the way
we ensure respect in the process but many others, particularly those
trying to access the system, are calling for a system that is easier to
navigate, diverse, inclusive and responsive to our changing culture
and society.
So how do we change? Where do we start? What do we do?
My work for the last few years as Equity and Access Officer has been,
in large part, about engaging directly with the diverse communities
of this province who frequently do not have a voice in our justice
system. We are trying to engage differently then we used to, to build
relationships and truly hear people’s stories and experiences. We
go into communities and speak directly to community leaders and
organizers and social change agents.

And these are just a few examples.
I was at a meeting a few weeks ago and said to a colleague: “You
know, for the first time in eight years doing this work, I am frequently
in meetings and at education seminars where I no longer have to
convince lawyers that understanding equity, inclusion and access to
justice are crucial aspects of their work.”
It seems that change, however slow, is happening, and that is
motivating and hopeful.
But of course, now, there are new challenges. Because now that we are
beginning to understand the impact of power and privilege on access
to our justice system, now that we acknowledge the horrific legacy of
residential schools, the barriers faced by victims of sexual violence,
and the continued existence of racism and discrimination in every
part of our justice system ... Now we have to change.
And change is hard and scary and uncomfortable.
We have a legal system that is virtually identical to the system that
existed 100 years ago. There are few other institutions in our society
where we could take a person from 100 years ago plunk them down
and they would know what to do. But a lawyer from 100 years ago
would be right at home in a courtroom today.

Through our #TalkJustice initiative, we have been listening to
community perspectives on justice and building those perspectives
into our work. Over the past year we have spoken to more than
100 Nova Scotians about their views on access to justice and we
continue to be committed to building a long-term, sustainable public
conversation about justice in this province.
We are hearing and listening to a wide range of views and perspectives
on access to justice and we are trying to weave this public engagement
model into both our everyday and long-term work on justice in this
province.
We have learned a lot through this work.
To begin with, community engagement is not a one-off. It is not
a focus group or a survey or a one-sided set of questions. True
community engagement is about building the public voice into our
processes and finding continuous opportunities for those voices to be
heard. It is about transforming our justice system so it is responsive
and responsible to the people who use it and engage with it every day.
Or, as Justice Cromwell has put it: It is putting the public first.
Through this public engagement work, we have heard many
incredible suggestions about how we can change and improve our
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Wright. I sat in our classroom and listened, surrounded by lawyers,
many of whom were hearing about cultural competence and what it
means in practice, for the first time.
What struck me most was Robert’s remark that cultural competence
is not a passive exercise. It is not only about learning or even about
knowing, it is, most importantly, about acting. It is about changing
behaviour.
In Robert’s words, cultural competence requires a demonstrated
commitment to social justice.

Emma Halpern, NSBS Equity & Access Officer, with members of
the #TalkJustice team at the Social Justice Soirée on January
30: (left to right) Jane Willwerth, Officer, Strategy & Engagement;
Angela Simmonds, Consultant, Preston Area land issues; and
LaMeia Reddick, Community Engagement Consultant.
justice system and interestingly, many of the things we heard are not
traditionally viewed as aspects of a legal system.

And this for me was a light bulb moment. I have been working
on education initiatives for years, thinking that if only people had
the knowledge, or the right information, then they would change
perspective and alter their behaviour. In that moment I realized that
although knowledge of course is crucial for change, knowledge is not
enough. It is time to move beyond knowing to action. As a profession,
it is time to demonstrate our commitment to social justice. As Justice
Murray Sinclair commented in his remarks at the 2016 CBA Bench
and Bar dinner, the time is now:
“The legal system needs to figure out how to do its business differently.
Not because it’s the right thing to do, although it is. Not because it’s
the popular thing to do, although it seems to be. But because it’s the
way we’re going to have a better society in the long run.”

We heard that elementary and high schools need to weave justice
knowledge into all subjects with a focus on solving conflict, and the
rights and responsibilities of individuals under the law.

Learn more about the work of the Society’s Equity & Access Office at
nsbs.org/equity-access, and follow #TalkJustice at talkjustice.ca.

We heard about a desperate need for transportation to get to lawyers’
meetings and court dates and community services.

SOCIAL JUSTICE EFFORTS RECOGNIZED

We heard about a lack of adequate housing and a need for child care.
In particular, a need for a more child-friendly court system with
places for children to go and welcoming attitudes.

The Social Justice Soirée also honoured two recipients
of the fourth annual Irving and Ruth Pink Award for Youth
Development and Social Justice:

Over and over again the people we spoke to asked for a kinder,
friendlier, nicer, more compassionate justice system.

DeRico Symonds is founder of Future Roots, a social enterprise
employing youth aged 14-19 in North End Halifax. Find out more
about the organization at FutureRootsHalifax on Facebook and
@futureroots_hfx on Twitter.

We also heard about racism and discrimination.
We heard loud and clear that lawyers and judges and front line
staff need to be more culturally competent. More able to represent,
understand and, I should add, be more representative of the public
they serve.
One quote, more than anything, sticks out for me from this
engagement work and it came from a young man in a youth program:
“How can a lawyer represent me when they don’t have the time to get
to know me? And if they don’t believe me or can’t understand where I
am coming from, then they can’t really represent me.”
To me, this quote speaks to the need for extensive cultural competence
education.
Recently, the Society hosted a five-hour cultural competence
workshop with 64 lawyers and staff present, facilitated by Robert S.
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The Sea Star Child and Youth Advocacy Centre is an
accessible, welcoming setting where young people who have
experienced abuse can access and navigate the services they
need, all in one streamlined process. It’s a collaborative project
among the IWK Health Centre, government and community
partners. For details, see iwk.nshealth.ca/children-health/
child-and-youth-advocacy-centre.
Created after Mr. and Mrs. Pink left an endowment to Dalhousie
Legal Aid Service in 2012, the award recognizes those who
work with at-risk youth, and also aims to inspire youth to work
for social justice in Nova Scotia. It highlights the important role
of community organizations in improving access to justice,
and demonstrates how this work is not solely the job of what
is traditionally considered to be the “justice sector.”

