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I. Introduction  
 

Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) Canada welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to 

the House of Commons Standing Committee on Justice and Human Rights regarding Bill C-26, the 

Tougher Penalties for Child Predators Act. Given our two decades of experience building safer 

communities by holding accountable high-risk individuals with sexual offending histories as they 

return to the community, we are particularly concerned that the establishment of an openly accessible 

High Risk Child Sex Offender Database will be counterproductive as a public safety measure.  
 

MCC is a worldwide ministry of Anabaptists churches, sharing God's love and compassion for all in 

the name of Christ by responding to basic human needs and working for peace and justice. MCC 

Canada currently supports programs in 60 countries through the efforts of more than 1,000 workers, 

14,000 volunteers, and 122,000 members of supporting churches.  
 

At the outset, we must stress that we affirm the Government of Canada’s interest in protecting 

vulnerable persons and making our communities safer. Indeed, MCC has long been convinced that 

one of the primary responsibilities of governments is to maintain a just and peaceful social order. Our 

main concern is that Bill C-26 will not strengthen the government's ability to fulfill this commitment.    
 

For several decades, MCC’s staff and partners have invested in community-based justice initiatives 

that address underlying causes of crime, support victims of crime, and ensure that public safety is a 

key element of the offender reintegration process. As part of this work, MCC offers or supports 

Circles of Support and Accountability initiatives in Ontario, Alberta, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, New 

Brunswick, and British Columbia. Through a vast network of dedicated volunteers, these “circles”—in 

partnership with police, parole officers, and other service agencies—support and hold accountable 

high-needs, high-risk individuals with sexual offending histories as they return to the community.  
 

MCC’s extensive programmatic experience has convinced us that the risk of re-offense is dramatically 

reduced when public safety measures intentionally foster integration and accountability—rather than 

isolation and marginalization—of high-risk offenders.  
 

To this end, MCC would like to voice our concern with Clause 29 of Bill C-26. Certainly, we affirm 

the important role that private registries play as monitoring and investigative tools for Canada’s 

federal and provincial law enforcement agencies. We also acknowledge the need to be able to track the 

movement of individuals between countries and across international boundaries. MCC firmly believes 

that creating a publicly accessible national database, however, will not make our communities or 

children safer. Indeed, we are concerned that not only do the measures in Bill C-26 misunderstand the 

realities of sexual offending, but they may actually undermine public safety in the long-term.  
 

 

II. MCC’s experience: A proactive approach to mitigating the risks of  re-offense  
 

When sexual offense occurs against a child, it has a long-term impact on a community—damaging 

trust, fragmenting relationships, and destroying our sense of safety.  The challenge facing government 

officials, law enforcement agencies, and local communities is how to safely reintegrate high-risk 

individuals while at the same time effectively managing the risk of re-offense.  

 

MCC’s twenty years of experience with Circles of Support and Accountability has convinced us that 

while we cannot undo the past, we can be diligent in holding accountable and working with high-risk 

individuals to ensure that offending behaviour does not occur again.  
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Circles of Support and Accountability was born as a community-based response to a particular crisis. 

In the summer of 1994, Charlie Taylor, a high-profile, repeat child molester was released from a 

federal penitentiary to Hamilton, ON. Understandably, his release was accompanied by public outcry, 

heightened media attention, and 24-hour police surveillance. Being ineligible for a transitional release 

plan through Correctional Service of Canada, Charlie was deemed at high risk of reoffending within 

his first year. In a bold move, a local Mennonite pastor—looking to ease the fear of victims and the 

community at large as well as to prevent re-offense—formed a small group of church and community 

members who assisted Charlie as he transitioned back into the community and provided him with an 

accountability structure. When an offender with a similar offense history was released in Toronto a 

few months later, Mennonite Central Committee Ontario was approached by Correctional Service of 

Canada to establish a pilot project to formalize this innovative approach. Through these initial 

grassroots efforts, the Circles of Support and Accountability model was born.  
 

Circles of  Support and Accountability: Directly engaging offenders to prevent re-offense  
 

Ultimately, Circles of Support and Accountability helps prevent future harm and reduce the number of 

children, families, and communities that will experience the trauma of sexual assault.  
 

A “circle” is made up of three to four highly-trained volunteers and designated staff persons who 

regularly meet, assist, and develop a relationship with the released offender—also known as “core 

member”— as they re-enter community life. Each circle member is well aware of the offender’s history, 

needs, behaviour patterns, and risk factors. Circle staff and volunteers also collaborate with other 

professionals—including psychologists, police, parole officers, correctional officials, and other service 

agencies—and are committed to calling the appropriate authorities if community safety is at risk.  
 

In this work, circles accompany core members as they transition into the community, and look for safe 

spaces to create interpersonal relationships. Once a core member has begun to find accommodation 

and has had some of his/her basic needs met, these circles become a place where they can participate 

in activities that reduce recidivism-risk factors (identified by Correctional Service of Canada) such as 

isolation, loneliness, and idleness. As time goes on, core members are given opportunities to develop 

healthy relationships and to discover how they can contribute to society in a constructive manner.   
 

Evidence gathered on the impact of this model across Canada indicates:  

 83% reduction in recidivism for sexual offenses;  

 73% reduction in recidivism for all types of violent offenses; and 

 71% reduction overall in all types of recidivism, compared to matched groups of offenders 

who did not have CoSA support. 
 

Over the past twenty years, this innovative model has been replicated in other jurisdictions including 

Great Britain, United States, Netherlands, France, Italy, Spain, and Latvia, with interest generated in 

Bulgaria, Lithuania, and New Zealand. Within Canada, there are currently 15 Circles of Support and 

Accountability sites across the country—representing roughly 150 core members, and approximately 

750 active volunteers (some of whom have been police or parole officers).    

 
 

III. Bill C-26: Key concerns regarding Clause 29 
 

Given MCC's history of protecting public safety through inclusion rather than exclusion of high-risk 

individuals, we feel compelled to register our concerns with Clause 29 of Bill C-26.  
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As previously stated, MCC recognizes the essential role that non-public registries play as monitoring 

and investigative tools for Canada’s federal and provincial law enforcement personnel. We strongly 

believe that creating a publicly accessible High Risk Child Sex Offender Database, however, will not 

enhance community safety or make our children safer. While open registries provide the illusion of 

greater security, there is no conclusive evidence that they reduce recidivism rates of sexual crime. In 

fact, research suggests that not only are they unlikely to enhance safety in the way the public desires, 

but they are actually counterproductive to the safe integration of high-risk individuals. 
 

First, the creation of a publicly accessible national database is founded on a fundamental 

misunderstanding of the profile of sexual and other violent offenders. Information made available via 

such a databank gives the impression that the danger of sexual assault comes from strangers and is 

highly recidivistic. On the contrary, the vast majority of sexual offenses against children are 

committed by a family member or someone close to the victim, and the rate of sexual re-offense tends 

to be lower than other offenses. In this way, while an open database will provide the illusion of greater 

security, concretely it will provide little value-added information as a public safety measure.  
 

Unintended consequences: Destabilizing an offender’s reintegration  
 

Second, we are concerned that a public database may destabilize the life of a released offender, thereby 

escalating the risk of re-offense. As Correctional Service of Canada sex offender programming and 

reintegration planning recognizes, ensuring offender stability in the community—finding steady 

housing, obtaining meaningful employment, and building pro-social relationships—is a critical factor 

in reducing recidivism. Indeed, we know through our own work with Circles of Support and 

Accountability that risk of re-offense is dramatically reduced when released offenders are provided 

opportunities to develop the skills they need to relate more appropriately to others, to decrease their 

isolation, and to be held intentionally accountable for their actions.  
  
To this end, we believe an openly accessible database will produce unintended consequences that 

undermine community safety. Understandably, the public tends to respond with fear and hostility to 

the knowledge that a sex offender lives in their neighbourhood—often a community’s natural response 

is to prevent future victimization by ostracizing the perpetrator. Although we may feel we are 

protecting ourselves, however, alienating those who have offended sexually can actually decrease 

accountability and erode our safety. As a result of public fear and hostility, offenders may experience 

barriers to gaining employment, residential restrictions that push them towards transient or sub-

standard housing, loss of interpersonal relationships, and feelings of hopelessness or despair. For 

people already living with shame and secrecy, such conditions are ripe for re-offense.  
 

Ongoing stigmatization and fear of public identification may even drive persons with sexual offending 

histories into hiding, or into moving from one residency to another in an effort to conceal their 

whereabouts. If offenders hide their identities, not only are prospects for rehabilitation diminished as 

they become alienated from integrative support networks, but the capacity for registries to serve as 

effective tracking and investigative tools for police might be compromised as offender compliance with 

registry requirements may decline. Given that secrecy is a hallmark of sexual offense, any measure that 

isolates high-risk individuals, deteriorates their access to social supports, and decreases accountability 

ultimately runs counter to correctional goals and does little to prevent future victimization.  
 

Furthermore, as Clause 29 does not appear to indicate a time limit on the inclusion of individuals in 

the database, the proposed registry may also unnecessarily create a permanent pool of “high-risk” 

offenders—despite the fact that some evidence indicates that after a released offender has lived in the 

community offence-free for 16.5 years, the likelihood of sexual recidivism drops dramatically.   
 



 M e n n o n i t e  C e n t r a l  C o m m i t t e e  ( M C C ) 5  | P a g e  

 

IV. Conclusion and recommendations 
 

Community safety is an important yet fragile aspect of our collective well-being that must be carefully 

fostered over time. This is why MCC welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this important policy 

dialogue. Our two decades of experience have convinced us that the most cost-effective risk-

management strategies are those that intentionally hold offenders responsible for their actions while 

offering them the opportunities, strategies, and skills they need to live without re-offending.  
 

As such, we respectfully urge the House of Commons Standing Committee on Justice and Human 

rights to ensure that Bill C-26 does not unintentionally undermine public safety by establishing a High 

Risk Child Sex Offender Database. In addition to the risk of being counterproductive, at a cost of $1.3 

million annually (for the first five years) there is little evidence that such a registry would provide a 

good return on investment. Indeed, a community’s “right to know” is already effectively exercised 

through Canada’s law enforcement agencies—who responsibly disseminate information to the public 

when necessary—as well as through existing reporting requirements for released offenders.  
 

Beyond legislative measures, MCC believes that there are many concrete policy changes and funding 

decisions the Government of Canada can make that will truly protect the safety of Canadians. To this 

end, we were very pleased to hear Minister MacKay discuss the government’s support for Child 

Advocacy Centres across Canada at this week’s Committee hearing. In addition to continued support 

for this significant federal initiative, we strongly encourage strengthened investment in correctional 

programs across Canada—both during incarceration and after release—that work to rehabilitate and 

reintegrate high-risk individuals, as well as in cost-effective community-based programs that play an 

essential role in reducing sexual victimization and keeping communities safe.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Submission prepared by Stephen Siemens, MCC Canada Restorative Justice Coordinator, and Jennifer 

Wiebe, MCC Ottawa Office Interim Director  


