
The truth is that it should never have been this hard.

Sometimes in politics even the policies that enjoy 
broad-based support across party lines can face un-
foreseen challenges. Especially when those policies 
are designed to shine a light on shadowy areas of our 
institutions or challenge entrenched beliefs that some 
are not yet ready to reconcile. 

This was the case with my Private Member’s Bill 
C-337,1 An Act to amend the Judges Act and the 
Criminal Code, more commonly known as the JUST 
Act. I first introduced it in 2017, when I was serving as 
the leader of the Official Opposition in the Canadian 

House of Commons. It was a modest piece of legisla-
tion that was designed to increase confidence in one 
of our most prized institutions: our judiciary. 

The JUST Act introduced mandatory sexual assault 
law training for Canadian judges at the federal level. 
It would ensure that education and training were pro-
vided to the leaders in our justice system who hold 
the most power—our judges—while also providing 
greater transparency around their rulings. 
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About the Series

Gender-based violence (GBV) affects one in three women worldwide, making it 

an urgent and important policy challenge. Many countries around the world have 

passed laws intended to protect women from violence, yet violence persists. 

Over the past year, the COVID-19 pandemic has raised awareness of the perils 

women face from gender-based violence—what has come to be known as the 

“shadow pandemic”—but it has also aggravated risk factors while increasing 

barriers to protection, support, and justice.

This publication aims to focus on the intersection of gender-based violence and 

the rule of law by examining how legal frameworks, judicial system responses, 

and public policy contribute to the ways in which gender-based violence is—and 

is not—addressed around the world. Each piece addresses the complicated 

challenge of gender-based violence and the successes and failures of various 

public policy responses globally, and offers recommendations for a path forward.
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THE BILL

Canadian sexual assault law, while robust, is one 
of the most complex areas of law, and it requires 
specialized education. As such, mandatory training 
would focus on deconstructing rape myths and vic-
tim stereotypes, and it would shed new light on the 
impact trauma has on memory, among other things. 
The JUST Act followed the spirit of similar require-
ments already practiced in the United Kingdom, 
where judges must refresh their training every three 
years or they cannot preside over sexual assault 
trials.

Time and again errors in sexual assault law are 
made. In one month alone in 2019, the Supreme 
Court of Canada overturned two cases due to trial 
judges incorrectly applying sexual assault law specif-
ically around consent and allowing rape myths and 
victim stereotypes into the courtroom.2 In a two-
year period, the province of Alberta saw four cases 
overturned for the same reasons.3 

Typically, errors in the courtroom are only brought 
to light when a journalist witnesses a trial or when 
an academic researcher digs into court transcripts (a 
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decision makers in private, public champions can 
help educate people about the issue, and media 
attention will reach the masses. 

Finally, and most important, do not give up. In our 
case, we had the unanimous support of the House 
of Commons and still faced an uphill struggle. Be 
resilient and press on.  

Despite the many challenges and ultimate success 
of the JUST Act, in retrospect it is the in-between 
moments that might have had the most impact. 
Consider that for four years every time the bill was 
talked about it was an opportunity to educate those 
listening, watching, or reading about gender-based 
and sexual violence. In the end, more people were 
reached than would have been if we had not faced 
roadblocks. 

When I introduced the JUST Act in 2017, I never an-
ticipated the journey that would follow. I am forever 
grateful to all those who stood up for the legislation, 
and to all those who will stand up and take on the 
mission in other corners of the world. It is the duty 
of policymakers to help ensure that the legislation 
that governs our institutions treats people with dig-
nity and fairness. Victims must have confidence in 
our institutions, or they will not come forward. 

Best of luck on the journey ahead. 

“Be resilient and press on.”
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