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1.0  Background
People who experience social and economic 
marginalization also often face accompanying legal issues. 
Research conducted in various jurisdictions, including 
Alberta in general and Calgary in particular, shows that 
low-income people are more susceptible to legal issues; 
some legal issues “cluster”, so that some people who face  
a legal issue often face more than one such issue; and 
 legal issues often occur in the context of and may create  
or exacerbate other problems, such as health issues, 
financial pressures and relationship breakdown.

While those experiencing social and economic 
marginalization also experience related legal issues, 
addressing those issues can be difficult due to the 
complexity of the system. Although many programs and 
services exist to assist people in accessing and navigating 
the legal system, this service network can be equally 
complex. Many are not aware of available services and 
resources, including service providers. The basis on  
which legal services are provided is inconsistent, while 
many programs to assist people in accessing and 
navigating the legal system centre on courts even  
though most legal issues do not go to court.  

In order to increase access justice services that can support 
people, there must be greater coordination and integration 
between and among services. Increasing access to justice 
through more effective service integration will increase 
the ability of low-income individuals to resolve legal issues 
that may precipitate or exacerbate conditions of poverty, 
or hinder their ability to move out of poverty. This will 
also enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of the service 
delivery system, freeing resources to increase the ability  
of providers to meet the demand for service in a time  
of constrained resources.

While it is acknowledged that greater service coordination 
is important, there are significant challenges to achieving 
that goal. Barriers include limits on information sharing 
due to privacy legislation and professional protocols; 

restrictive funding arrangements; competing mandates 
and technical limitations among others. There is also 
incomplete knowledge about the nature and extent of 
gaps and barriers from the perspective of marginalized 
people. 

To address this knowledge gap, the Canadian 
Poverty Institute (CPI) undertook an inquiry into the 
coordination of justice sector services in Alberta on 
behalf of the Justice Sector Constellation of Enough 
for All, Calgary’s Poverty Reduction Initiative. The 
purpose of this research is to support greater service 
coordination and integration in the justice services sector 
by identifying the key barriers to increased coordination  
and integration, and reviewing best practices leading to 
the development of recommendations that can overcome 
the barriers identified. The project focused on the 
following objectives:

a. Develop a high-level schematic of justice sector 
 services within the province, showing flows and  
 gaps among services, in both civil and criminal 
 matters; 

b. Identify barriers to coordinated service provision, 
 arising from compliance or attempted compliance 
 with the Freedom of Information and Protection of 
 Privacy Act (Alberta); 

c. Identify how service gaps and barriers to coordinated 
 service provision have been addressed in other 
 jurisdictions; and, 

d. Make recommendations to enhance service 
 coordination and integration within the justice sector. 

Following an extensive literature review, key informant 
interviews, focus groups and a systems mapping process, 
key issues and recommendations were identified and 
developed.
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2.0  Key Issues
An extensive review of literature and key documents 
on access to justice in Alberta and Canada, as well as 
interviews and focus groups with stakeholders revealed 
the following key issues.

2.1 Insights From the Literature
• Justice sector services culture arising from certain set 

ways of doing things such as attitudes towards Legal 
Aid access; funding, financial accounting and reform 
of justice sector services; approaches to budgeting and 
financing public access to legal services, and triaging. 

• Need for a new vision within the justice sector in 
terms of public awareness of rights and entitlements, 
education on preventing legal problems, utilization 
of dispute resolution procedures in terms of court 
and non-court based options, and implementation of 
mechanisms to improve access to civil and family law.

• Focus on adjudicative versus preventative justice 
within the current system which tends to be court-
centric and expensive. The system needs to do a better 
job of preventing issues as well as resolving them.

• Lack of fluidity between access to, and delivery of 
justice sector services.

• Lack of public trust and support for Legal Aid 
suggesting a need to reconstruct Legal Aid in the public 
psyche as an essential part of society’s social safety net 
and not as an afterthought of society’s obligations to 
those caught in legal and social uncertainty.

• Uncoordinated resources and services despite a 
plethora of such resources and services. 

• Self-representing individuals who find the legal system 
unintelligible or inaccessible to them. 

• Inability of users to understand and navigate the  
system as the legal system is just too complicated for 
non-professional participants to grasp how the system 
works, let alone look after their interest from a position 
of strength. 

• The high cost of legal services leaves a swath of people 
with unmet legal needs. There is also a recognized 
disconnect between Legal Aid eligibility and the depth of 
Aid required not only because is funding for Legal Aid 
is an extant  problem, but also because income eligibility 
criteria are set too low, and range of services people can 
qualify for are prescribed too narrowly.

• Multiple nodes of concentrated power as the justice 
sector has many hubs of power and decision making. 

• Unreached individuals are falling through the cracks 
in almost every branch of social service delivery. It has 
been estimated that only 6.5% of legal problems reach 
the justice system, which then prompts the question  
of what happens to the 93% of legal problems that do 
not reach the justice system? 

• Lack of common understanding of terminology as the 
language of justice tends to be foreign to most people.

2.2 Insights From Key Informants
a. Privacy and Release of Information: Privacy legislation 

under the auspices of Alberta’s Freedom of Information 
and Protection of Privacy Act was identified as a critical 
barrier to increased service coordination. While there 
are significant benefits to sharing client information 
among service providers, there is also a concern that 
sometimes sharing information with other players  
could work against the interest of clients

b. Barriers and Gaps to Protecting Children’s Interests: 
There is concern that when children are caught up in 
the problems of adults, their interests are not adequately 
represented. The hyper-adversarial nature of the 
practice of Family Law inhibits the capacity for service 
coordination in a way that protects children’s interests 
in the event of family breakdown. While many processes 
and procedures have been developed to protect the 
interests of children, these provisions are  
not coordinated enough to serve their interests.



3

CANADIAN POVERTY INSTITUTE 

c. Eligibility for Legal Aid and Legal Assistance: 
Many people could be classified as living in marginal 
poverty, where they are not captured in the current 
eligibility criteria but instead exist in a zone of precarity. 
Extending eligibility is challenging due to chronic 
under-funding and funding cuts of legal not-for-profits, 
even outside of Legal Aid assistance. Extremely low base 
income for eligibility ensures that only the desperately 
poor qualify for Aid. 

d. Record Suspension Barriers: Among those who have 
criminal records and are looking for jobs, a break in 
communication can give false hope to individuals eager 
to separate from their criminal past and chart a new 
path for themselves. The most frequent gap connected 
to record suspensions was the lack of inter-agency 
communication resulting in the lack of uniform 
information provided to would-be applicants for record 
suspensions on the process, costs and length of time 
one must commit to receive a record suspension, which 
in turn leads to client disappointment, frustration and 
sometimes abandonment of the process altogether. 

e. Service Duplication: It appears that actors in the 
not-for-profit legal sector duplicate services, but the 
extent to which they do so is unknown. Institutional 
mandates, inadequate communication and lack of 
consultations in policy development presented as a 
barriers, and also, gaps to service delivery. The politics of 
the workplace also presented a barrier to collaboration 
and coordination, even when there was an awareness of 
service duplication. This prevented the development of 
clear niches; in the process, services were lost to clients.

f. Definition of Success: A disconnect exists in how 
funding agencies define success and how the agencies 
feel that their clients had been successful in working 
through their socio-legal problems. This is exacerbated 
by the lack of a baseline in terms of what success with  
a client means or looks like. 

g. Accessing Alternative Dispute Resolution: There is 
an appetite for Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) 
services, but work protocols, lack of awareness of ADR 
services, rushed intake, client declines, and cost, reduce 
the utilization of ADR opportunities. 

h. Serving Indigenous Communities: There is a gap 
between the indigenous and western worldviews to 
approaching justice issues. Within this context, the 
fact that indigenous clients do not have a system 
of services that fits within their worldview and 
experience is a barrier to coordination of services 
tailored to this demographic. An ongoing barrier to 
accessing legal and social services is mistrust, fear of, 
and intimidation by, the justice system. 

2.3 Insights From the Socio-legally Marginalized
• Inverse Relationship between Pleas andLegal 

Assistance: In their criminal encounters with the 
justice system, one of the commonest barriers 
participants faced had to do with not being able to 
secure assistance if they did not want to plead guilty. 

• Lack of Standardization in Eligibility for Legal  
Aid and Legal Assistance: Because of the intersection 
of several conditions, all of the participants were 
unemployed, living on disability payments or 
receiving other government assistance. While 
participants indicated that they understood the  
need for service agencies to receive a ‘token’ payment 
for their assistance, they also indicated that these 
“small” fees left them having to make some very  
hard choices in a regular basis. 

• Referrals as a Barriers to Service Access: As the 
conversation turned to referrals within and between 
justice sector service agencies, it became apparent 
that participants’ interactions with the referring 
system in Calgary left them disappointed. 

• The Odds are Stacked: Within the context of the 
focus group discussion, it was impossible to miss the 
undertow that no matter what they did, participants 
felt that they were running against the wind; and even 
the ‘simplest’ tasks – completing paperwork, dealing 
with impenetrable language and not knowing basic 
things about how the court systems work – were 
daunting. 
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3.0  Systems Mapping 
An important aspect of the Justice Sector Coordination 
Research Project was the Systems Mapping of the Justice 
Services Sector. Process Systems Mapping was used to 
determine how elements impact each other, influence each 
other, or are related in a cause-effect manner. To facilitate 
this, data from the interviews were analysed from which 
three sub-systems that operate in the justice services  
sector system were isolated. These are highlighted briefly  
as follows:

1. Policy-Making Sub-system: The processes involved 
in creating and formulating policy, regulations or 
setting standards based on statutes and laws, that 
describe the conditions of application of policies, that 
act as guidelines for the behavior of organizations and 
individuals, that impact the conduct of people under 
given conditions, etc.

2. Implementing Sub-system: The processes,  
procedures and operational standards involved in 
applying, carrying out and enforcing of the policies and 
guidelines directly with individuals and organizations 
including the conditions and circumstances of 
application, the decisions taken, priorities set, the  
effects of application, etc. 

3. Supporting and Enabling Sub-system: The processes 
and procedures involved in helping, guiding, directing 
people to engage in, navigate and effectively utilize 
justice sector services and related services (emphasis 
added).

As a result of the mapping workshops, several maps were 
produced to depict the interactions of the sub-systems  
and the elements therein. The process of mapping the 
justice sector services system revealed several key points  
of disconnect that can be leveraged to enhance system 
level coordination and yielded a series of short and  
longer term recommendations articulated below. 

a. Improving Communication Between Policy-
making, Implementation and Supporting  
Sub-systems
The process made it clear that policy making is not 
strongly connected to Implementing or the Supporting 
/ Enabling sub-systems. The connections that do exist 
are informal ones of moderate or weak strength. This 
raised the question of how to open up dialogue between 
policy-making and the other two sub-systems in order to 
strengthen the coordination between policy making, and 
the rest of the justice services sector. The critical activities 
within the sector of enforcing the law and making initial 
contact with clients are also disconnected from policy 
making. Granted that the Policy-Making Sub-system is 
aspirational, can a case be made for the law emanating 
from the policy level and percolating ‘down’? How does 
the law as policy, or policies as guidelines, contribute to 
the disjointedness or continuity of the system?

Recommendations

i. Orders and Inter-professional Communication: 
On occasion, judges write orders without a full 
understanding of how they will be carried out with the 
side-effect of confusing or impractical orders, which 
leave service providers scrambling. Legal workers and 
judges should write orders in conjunction with a panel 
of professionals who will work together to ensure that 
court orders are enforceable from all professional 
standpoints. 

ii. Client Centered Sensitization: There is a need to 
sensitize judges (and professionals who enforce the 
law) to the “helping mentality.” Some judges already 
have this disposition and this localized resource could 
be harnessed for broader sensitization plans for judges 
and allied professionals. 

iii. Full Range Case Management Worker (CMW) 
Training: When CMWs position themselves as 
advocates, they are very helpful. Since the energy  
for advocating for clients already exists within the 
CMW community, this could be harnessed to train 
CMWs on the range of services available so that they 
can be effective as intra-agency and inter-agency  
client advocates. 
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iv. Client Release Timing: Poorly timed inmate release 
times could be a barrier to successful re-integration. 
Court officials should consider the calendar as part of 
sentencing, and before release dates are determined, so 
that clients will be released at optimum times for service 
access.

v. Criminal Record Check Standardization: There is no 
standardization in how the police respond to a criminal 
record check requests, meaning that the amount and 
level of detail in the revealed information may vary 
depending on the officer in charge of the process on any 
given day. There is already as process for conducting 
criminal record checks, however this system could be 
re-examined to increase standardization in order to 
develop a consistent system. 

vi. Case Management Workers at Court: Currently, 
the legal system and the social services system do 
not understand each other. In order to bridge this 
gap, an awareness campaign should be launched, 
providing information to CMWs and the public about 
opportunities in the legal system where CMWs can 
appear in court in support of their clients. 

vii. Rethinking the In-take Interview: In remote areas, 
audio-visual in-take interviews have been developed. 
While not all people can take advantage of this 
modification, this may increase access for people in 
rural areas or those who may have mobility and/or 
transportation impediments. This innovation suggests 
that it is possible that a rethinking of in-take practices 
can expand access and spawn coordination of service 
delivery.

viii. Inter-system Communication and Consultation 
for Probation Orders: The primary issue concerned 
probation orders. For instance, it was disclosed that 
sometimes the probation conditions themselves are a 
barrier for accessing services; other times, the phrasing 
of the order prevents client eligibility for certain services; 
and, finally, sometimes the probation orders are too 
preclusive, becoming prohibitive to re-integration. Since 
legal and judicial regulations inform how orders are 
issued, the suggestion was to improve communication 
between the three sub-systems. 

ix. Policy-Procedural Bottlenecks: As some policies may 
hinder service delivery, institutions and agencies should, 
over time, examine their policies and procedures to 
identify how these policies may further marginalize 
people struggling with the law and poverty, and 
harmonize them so that policies can enable progress  
and stability, rather than trigger vulnerability.

x. Improving Communicating of Policy Changes: 
Communication of new policies and policy changes 
is currently less than idea. The issues identified 
included inconsistency in the timeline to communicate 
policy changes, which means that not everyone has 
the information at the same time; and, sometimes, 
transitioning into a policy change could take too long. In 
addition, not all policy changes are well communicated 
and are issued in a ‘top-down’ fashion. To address this, 
synchronized timelines, inter-agency policy changes 
briefing sessions, and more robust education for 
frontline workers on the interpretation and application 
of new policy and policy changes should be developed. 

xi. Prioritizing Frontline Stakeholder Engagement: 
Due to the lack of formal linkages between stakeholder 
engagement and the other two sub-systems, a deliberate 
structure/mechanism for stakeholder engagement 
should be developed. This would allow policy makers to 
benefit from the perspectives of those who work at the 
‘lower levels’ of the justice services sector. Some ideas 
put forward included: the exploration of how decision 
making in the JSSS could be informed by grassroots 
stakeholders input; empowering frontline workers to 
express their experience; and engaging those who work 
outside of policy making as members of the stakeholder 
group capable of influencing those in power. 

xii. Inter-ministerial Client Navigation: One major issue 
affecting the coordination of services is the inadequacy 
of inter-ministerial connections. Of necessity, delivering 
and accessing justice sector services involves ministries 
other than the justice ministry but gaps in continuity 
between ministries increases the risk of client confusion, 
despondency and abandonment of service seeking. 
Greater coordination between ministerial systems would 
enable client support to be more efficient, particularly as 
clients transition between ministerial systems.
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b. Increasing Efficiency in Referring
Referring is an important activity that shows up as an 
intermediary process in implementation. The activity of 
referring is an outcome generated by relationship building 
and capacity building, which is also influenced by funding, 
but is limited by the tendency for agencies to protect 
territory. More informally it is affected by the need to 
respond to outside pressure and to support clients. This 
raised the question of whether, given that referring exists 
in a conflicted space, in spite of its pivotal role in terms of 
coordinating system services, is there a need to tweak the 
current system to increase the efficiency of referring. 

Recommendations

i. Sensitization for Crown Prosecutors on Client 
Options: There is still lack of education about addictions 
and mental health as they impact legal problems. Crown 
Prosecutors do not have a standardized mechanism 
for determining eligibility and client benefit from 
service options. This gap in service delivery could be 
leveraged by training prosecutors on the implications of 
inappropriate referrals. 

ii. Common Lexicon or Lexicon Equivalences: There 
are differences in terminology used by social service 
agencies compared to that used within the justice sector. 
These dissimilarities result in confusion when agencies 
between sectors are required to, or attempt to, work 
together because the precise meaning of terminology 
is unclear. In order to address this, a working group 
should be established to compile and define the terms 
used in the social service and justices service sectors in 
order to harmonize language use, reduce time spent 
researching, and make the access to services language 
intelligible to clients and advocates.

iii. Rectifying Access / Delivery Issues with Self-Referrals: 
Community and Social Services is known Alberta-wide 
as a hub for social assistance. As a result, individuals 
frequently visit the agency with a variety of issues. They 
could go there of their own accord in a process that we 
are calling, “self-referral” or be referred by an agency. 
Individuals who have an inter-agency referral may 
receive more assistance compared to those who self-
refer. This represents a gap in service delivery 

and a barrier to accessing support that results in a  
higher chance of poor outcomes. The pivotal position  
of Community and Social Services can be harnessed  
as leverage to negotiate changes to organizational  
protocols geared towards encouraging individuals to 
take initiative and seek help. 

c. Overcoming Territoriality and Fostering 
Referring
Protecting territory emerged as an important activity 
within the implementing sub-system. This includes 
strategies such as using legalese, limiting inter-agency 
communications, hiding behind privacy, training by 
organization; fixation on process, not the client; working  
in a vacuum, measuring outcomes sporadically, assessing 
and supporting from a system and not individual 
perspective, working in silos, minimally connected. The 
systems map shows protecting territory as an intermediary 
activity that is triggered by the initial contact with clients 
and which discourages relationship building / capacity 
building within the sector. Territorial actions can be  
further provoked by decision-making at the policy  
level. At the same time, it can be reduced by decisions 
around funding allocation. 

Recommendations

i. Develop a New Funding and Referrals Model: 
Although the majority of socio-legal service providers 
regularly refer clients to other agencies, they easily lose 
track of them. Others rely on personal relationships 
with intra- and inter-agency colleagues to make some 
referrals while others simply distributed phone numbers 
to clients and send them on their way. Additionally, all 
groups of study participants described an almost reflex 
need to keep one’s clients unless they had to refer them 
elsewhere. In order to address this, funding models 
should be re-designed so that agencies do not have to 
compete for the same pool of funds. Funders could fund 
agencies based not on the number individuals served, 
but on the outcome of the services provided. Funders 
could also require agencies to demonstrate with whom 
they collaborated to secure a successful outcome for 
clients, rather than establish their niche in isolation  
from others.
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ii. Establish an Inter-agency Referrals Database: Develop 
a database that would contain enough information to  
be useful for service provider’s seeking to support a 
client through a referral, but not so comprehensive as  
to breach client privacy.

iii. Improving Coordination Between Multiple Courts: 
Family Justice Services and the Criminal Justice 
System, do not communicate well because different 
courts are involved. The gap created by this lack of 
communication creates the risk where clients who have 
cases in the criminal, civil or family court will have 
to seek services without coordination, which implies 
that the opportunity to provide wraparound services 
will be missed due to a collapse in the referral process. 
This appears to be an issue with deep, systematic roots 
for which long term planning is necessary to open up 
dialogue between courts and service agencies who  
deal with clients whose issues straddle family, civil  
and/or criminal issues. 

d. Strengthening Relationship Building and 
Capacity Building
The systems maps revealed that system management limits 
the ability to engage in capacity and relationship building. 
This may be due to staff shortages and increased workload, 
which limits ability to participate, even if staff were aware 
of opportunities. Additionally, workers must use work 
hours to attend Capacity Building/Relationship Building 
sessions, taking away time working with clients. At the 
same time, decisions regarding funding allocation can 
encourage building relationships, but this occurs on a  
weak level. This suggests that there could be hidden 
potential in terms of building relationships, which may  
be hindered by a lack of funds.

Recommendations

i. Fostering the Intrinsic Value of Building 
Relationships: While inter-agency meetings are 
inherently valuable, to attend these meetings, staff have 
to make financial and client benefit justifications. To 
improve relationship building, funding outside of client 
support should be provided to enable staff to build 
relationships without feeling that they were taking away 
“productive” time directly serving clients. 

ii. Semi-formal Inter-agency Connectors:. Recognizing 
that service providers appreciate the informality of 
relationship building in terms of securing services 
faster and more accurately for their clients, it may be 
beneficial to designate within agencies, a connector, 
whose responsibilities can rotate among staff. The 
connector would be given in-house training in building 
relationships and capacity building and provided with 
suggestions regarding agencies/service providers who 
would be beneficial contacts for their organization. It 
was stressed that this should not be a new position,  
but a rearranging of duties and tasks to accommodate  
a person’s additional responsibilities whilst they are  
the connector. 

4.0  Future Directions
As a complementary process to this Systems Mapping 
project, there may be value in mapping the coordination  
of socio-legal service delivery according to agency. This 
report could be a springboard for such an exercise. Much  
as there was conversation involving access to legal services 
for the indigenous community, it was not adequately 
treated in this research, meaning that the gaps and barriers 
in service provision that are unique to the indigenous 
demographic have not been properly understood. 
Cognizant of the on-going quest to truly indigenize 
access to justice programs in Calgary, it may be useful to 
delve deeper into this area in order to more holistically 
respond to the coordination of services for the indigenous 
population. Starting points could be overtly indigenous 
socio-legal service agencies, such as Awo Taan and the 
NCSA, or a deeper exploration of the Courtroom 1800 
initiative, which is a collaboratively designed courtroom 
specifically intended to integrate indigenous and western 
practices for restorative justice purposes. 
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