BRITISH COLUMBIA TO HOST 2013 CONGRESS ON CRIMINAL JUSTICE

The BC Criminal Justice Association has announced that it has been selected as the host of the 2013 Canadian Congress on Criminal Justice.  During the closing ceremonies at the Quebec City Congress in October 2011, BCCJA President Chris Thomson invited the delegates to start planning their trip to the West Coast for the fall of 2013.  The dates and site of the meetings are expected to be announced early in 2012.
The BCCJA has been in discussions with the Canadian Criminal Justice Association for several years about the possibility of holding another Congress in BC.  The BC Association has had the privilege of hosting previous Congresses, the most recent of which took place in Vancouver in 2003.   With the decision to proceed with Congress ’13 in BC, an organizing committee has been established, and a theme for the Congress has been adopted.
You cannot open a newspaper, turn on a TV or go to an on-line news source without being continuously reminded of the fragile state of the economies of Europe and the United States.  Economic slowdown and shrinking tax bases, combined with overwhelming public debt, threaten the ability of governments to continue to deliver the kinds of services to which the public has grown accustomed.  In Canada we can take some comfort from the relative health of our economy, but clearly we are not immune from trouble.
Significant cutbacks to justice services in parts of the US can serve as a warning.  While we who work in the justice system think that our services are indispensible, that appears not to be the case.   In the circumstances, the Congress organizers suggest that it is time to take a serious look at the economics of criminal justice.  As a result, the theme that we have adopted for the 2013 Congress on Criminal Justice is 21st Century Justice: the Economics of Public Safety. 
What kind of content would flow from such a theme?  Clearly there is no lack of issues that require attention.  Canada’s Chief Justice has spoken out on a number of occasions about the high - and sometimes prohibitive - cost of access to justice in this country.  In our own province, reports indicate that BC’s legal aid system is underfunded, with further erosion in the offing.  Criminal courts in BC have excessive backlogs and have experienced delays or closures because of staffing shortages amongst Sheriffs.  Provincial remand centres are overcrowded, at a time when BC’s government is casting doubt upon its ability to achieve a balanced budget in a timely manner.  Amendments coming out of Parliament are likely to drive further increases to both federal and provincial prison populations.  Municipal budgets are reported to be expanding at a rate four times that of the rate of inflation.
Given these challenges, we need to think and talk about the ability of the justice system to uphold public safety and ensure an acceptable quality of justice for Canadians.  Can we afford the kind of justice system that would be a credit to Canada, given the financial challenges that already confront us?  What alternatives should be given serious consideration?  Given the probable necessity to do more with less, what options do we adopt?
We think that a Congress that confronts these issues and gives consideration to the alternatives will be of value to our justice system, and consequently to the nation.  The organizing committee is looking forward to the challenge of producing such a Congress.
As the planning for Congress 2013 unfolds, we will keep you in touch with developments through the BCCJA newsletter, the BCCJA website and other social media initiatives.  
Our goal is to deliver an event of value to the justice system and the wider community, and we look forward to you being a part of an important and memorable Congress 2013.
