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ABOUT PIVOT LEGAL SOCIETY

Pivot is a non-profit legal 
advocacy organization situated in 
Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, 
one of Canada’s poorest urban 
neighbourhoods. Pivot’s mandate 
is to take a strategic approach to 
social change, using the law to 
address the root causes of issues 
undermining the quality of life of 
those most on the margins. Pivot 
takes a responsive approach 
to community need through 
direct consultation with people 
most affected by laws and state 
actions that entrench poverty 
and stigma. In particular, Pivot 
works to promote the safety 
of sex workers, defends the 
rights of people who use drugs, 
litigates for police accountability 
in relation to marginalized 
people, and represents those 
who have been criminalized 
and displaced because they are 
homeless.

www.pivotlegal.org
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2 Pivot Legal Society

Siobhan Aspinall, Board Chair

Letter from Pivot’s Leadership 

Katrina Pacey, Executive Director

of talented pro bono lawyers and volunteers, summer students, academics, and many donors, friends, 
and allies who make what we do possible. Our work continues to be challenging and often daunting as 
we address some of the most complex and pressing human rights issues of our time, but we are making 
a real impact. Every day we celebrate the wins, big and small; however, we also struggle with the slow 
pace of institutional change, and wonder why, as a society, we continue to neglect the rights, needs, and 
interests of marginalized communities. 

For example, in the midst of a devastating overdose crisis, we saw important advancements in harm 
reduction in Canada. By the end of 2017, 19 supervised consumption sites were authorized by the federal 
government, and approximately 20 overdose prevention sites were up and running and saving lives every 
day. The federal government also reduced the legislated barriers to prescription heroin; and yet, we still 
find ourselves in a situation where government fails to recognize the need to stop criminalizing people 
who use drugs and redirect its efforts towards the health and human rights of the people most affected 
by the crisis. 

We celebrated an incredible victory with our clients in Maple Ridge. Pivot stood in solidarity with the 
Anita Place homeless encampment as we successfully fended off legal action brought by the City of 
Maple Ridge. But despite the success, the celebration was tempered by the fact that housing has yet to 
be built and the residents still have no other viable alternative to sleeping outdoors. 

We met with representatives from the federal government who communicated their clear interest in 
addressing Canada’s prostitution laws. With the benefit of more than a decade of experience working on 
this issue, we also devised a litigation strategy to take this case back to court if the government fails to 
act. As we have shown, despite the victories there is much more work to be done, which is why 
Pivot must continue to advocate and fight for the rights, health, and safety of individuals isolated from 
the legal processes that can engender lasting change. Pivot is committed, resilient, and deeply 
determined to realize that change. We will not relent. 

As the leadership team, we feel honoured and privileged to be a part of the incredible community that 
makes up Pivot Legal Society. We thank you for standing with us as Pivot takes on this important and 
difficult work. Together, we are strong.

Siobhan Aspinall       Katrina Pacey 
Chair, Board of Directors      Executive Director

2017 was a remarkable year for Pivot 
Legal Society and the issues we work on. 
The organization is stronger than ever, 
with a team of incredible change makers 
who invest so much of their time and 
energy advancing our legal and policy 
reform objectives in service of 
marginalized communities. 

We continued to work with visionary 
grassroots movements that set the 
direction for our work. And, as always, 
our team was supported by a strong 
Board of Directors, a broad community



Pivot lawyer Anna Cooper at Anita Place
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In 2017, Pivot continued to 
defend and advance the rights of 
people affected by homelessness 
in British Columbia. We fought 
alongside the residents of Anita 
Place tent city in Maple Ridge, 
convincing the local municipal 
government to abandon two 
separate injunction proceedings 
aimed at closing the camp. Anita 
Place recently celebrated its 
one-year anniversary and is now 

the longest-standing tent city of 
its kind in Canada. 

In November, Pivot, along with 
our incredible pro bono counsel 
from MLT Aikins, negotiated 
a consent order on behalf of 
the residents of Anita Place 
that recognized that people 
experiencing homelessness 
cannot be held responsible for 
the unsafe conditions they are 
forced to live in. We cannot 
blame homeless people for using 
candles to create warmth in 
their tents if we fail to provide 
them with any other way to 
stay warm. Pivot advocated 
with the campers for a warming 
tent, modular washrooms, new 
tents, sleeping bags, and a meal 
program.

The provincial government is 
now moving forward with a 
number of housing projects in 
Maple Ridge, including 55 units 
of modular housing expected 
to be completed by the fall of 
2018. We will continue to fight 
alongside the residents of Anita 

Place for the housing they want 
and desperately need. We will 
continue to ensure that the 
voices of those experiencing 
homelessness are front and 
centre in any discussion about 
solutions, and that those most 
affected are not simply a token 
presence at the table. 

Our work in encampments has 
allowed us to bear witness to 
how police treat those who are 
experiencing homelessness. We 
have advocated relentlessly for 
individuals who are homeless 
to be afforded the same rights 
any of us enjoy, including the 
right to privacy in the only 
“homes” they have: their tents. 
We have worked collaboratively, 
informing people experiencing 
homelessness of their rights 
and simultaneously pushed local 
police forces to respect those 
rights. The daily mistreatment 
of individuals sheltering 
outdoors by those with authority 
continues, but we have achieved 
some distinct, measurable 
successes. 

Homelessness

We have advocated relentlessly for individuals who are homeless to be afforded the same rights any 
of us enjoy, including the right to privacy in the only “homes” they have: their tents.
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Pivot will continue to challenge 
bylaws and policies that put 
people’s lives at risk every day, 
while also pushing towards the 
ultimate goal: ensuring every 
person in Canada has a home. 

Pivot is also engaged in the 
federal government’s National 
Housing Strategy consultations, 
and is pushing, alongside many 
other organizations, for the 
government to enshrine a right 
to housing in Canadian law. 
This will provide individuals 
with the legal mechanism they 
need to hold their governments 
accountable, and force the 
government to concretely 
address a housing crisis that 
continues to spiral out of 
control.

2017 Metro Vancouver Homeless Count

Anita Place tent city

Source: BC Non-Profit Housing Association



RCMP officers at Anita Place tent city
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In 2017, we continued our 
strategic litigation aimed at 
reducing the number of people 
injured by police service dogs, 
improving the police response 
to people in mental health crisis, 
and holding police accountable 
for discrimination and excessive 
use of force. In addition, our 
policing campaign increased 
its focus on how enforcement 
practices in British Columbia are 

negatively impacting the health, 
safety, and human rights of 
people who use drugs.

Policing practices can support 
or detract from harm reduction 
efforts. That is why Pivot 
is working to shift policing 
practices away from an outdated 
and ineffective criminal justice 
approach toward evidence-based 
solutions that focus on public 
health and human rights.

A key area of concern is police 
attendance at overdose events. 
The federal Good Samaritan 
Drug Overdose Act came into 
force in May 2017, ostensibly 
to encourage people to call 911 
when witnessing an overdose in 
order to save a life. In the midst 
of the worst overdose crisis this 
province and country have ever 
seen, the duty to save a life is 
paramount, or at least should be. 
But some police forces seem to 
have other ideas, as evidenced 
by their decision to investigate 
and arrest people at the scene of 
their own overdose. 

This, of course, works at cross-
purposes with the goals of the 
Act, as people continue to avoid 
calling 911 out of a legitimate 
fear of criminal repercussions.

Pivot released a Good Samaritan 
Drug Overdose Act rights 
card to ensure people across 
the province have reliable 
information about the Act 
and what type of protection it 
does or does not afford. The 
cards have been distributed by 
organizations and health care 
providers across the province. 
Along with educating people 
who use drugs about the Act, 
we are engaging police forces to 
ensure there is a consistent and 
appropriate approach whenever 
police respond to an overdose 
call in BC.

Every time someone is arrested 
at the scene of an overdose, an 
entire community becomes less 
likely to call 911 in the future. 
We are keeping our ears to the 
ground and inviting people who 
use drugs and service providers 

Police Accountability 

Pivot is working to shift policing practices away from an outdated and ineffective criminal justice 
approach toward evidence-based solutions that focus on public health and human rights.
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Doug King with the family of Tony Du during press conference

to contact us about their 
experiences with police after 
calling 911 during an overdose.

We would be remiss not to 
mention that in 2017, we said 
goodbye to Doug King. After 
nine years of speaking truth 
to power as Pivot’s police 
accountability campaigner, 
Doug took on a new challenge as 
executive director for our friends 
at Together Against Poverty 
Society in Victoria.

Thank you Doug, for your 
dedication to Pivot and the 
communities we work with.



Pivot lawyer Caitlin Shane speaking at 
International Overdose Awareness Day 
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2017 saw record rates of fatal 
overdoses across the country. 
In British Columbia alone, over 
1,400 people died as a result of 
ineffective and harmful drug laws 
and policies that continue to 
criminalize and stigmatize people 
who use drugs. In response, 
Pivot escalated its advocacy 
for reforms based on science, 
evidence, and above all else, the 
agency and rights of people who 
use drugs. 

While this work is far from over, 
governments have begun to 
show greater willingness to 
reframe drug use as an issue 
of public health and social 
inequity rather than of criminal 
justice. At the start of the 
year, the federal government 
introduced legislation to simplify 
the application to establish 
supervised consumption 
sites. Pivot provided written 
submissions to standing 
committees at both the House of 
Commons and the Senate, giving 
evidence about the barriers 
to supervised consumption 
services posed by the previous 
legislation as well as the need 
to prioritize swift responses 
to a mounting epidemic. The 
resulting law, which significantly 
reduced application barriers, is 
a huge win for communities and 
advocates of evidence-based 
drug policy. 

Our drug policy work also carried 
over into the prison context. In 
a coalition with the Vancouver 
Area Network of Drug Users 
(VANDU) and Prisoners’ Legal 
Services, Pivot worked closely 

with pro bono counsel from 
Goldblatt Partners to prepare 
our intervention before the 
Ontario Superior Court of Justice 
arguing for needle and syringe 
programs in federal prisons. 
Despite ample evidence pointing 
to the health and safety benefits 
of harm reduction, the federal 
government continues to 
deny prisoners access to clean 
injection equipment, leading to 
astronomical rates of needle-
sharing, and HIV and hepatitis 
C infections. For marginalized 
prisoners, the harms of 
such a ban are particularly 
pronounced and threaten their 
constitutionally-protected 
equality rights. In the fall of 
2018, we will be travelling to 
Ontario for the hearing. 

This year we also began to lay 
the groundwork for a blueprint 
for the legal regulation of 
currently illicit substances. 
People who use drugs and their 
allies have long decried the 
harms of drug prohibition, which 
puts their health and safety in 
jeopardy by forcing drug use 
underground. 

Drug Policy

People who use drugs and their allies have long decried the harms of drug prohibition, which puts 
their health and safety in jeopardy by forcing drug use underground.
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Illicit Drug Overdose Fatalities in British Columbia

In solidarity and partnership 
with those groups, our efforts 
to develop a legal framework 
to remove drug production, 
distribution, and possession 
from the illicit market will 
not only help ensure quality 
control, but also stem the tide 
of overdose deaths spreading 
needlessly across Canada. 

Photo credit: Sara Wylie, National Day of Action 2017

Source:  BC Coroners Service
Data for 2017 current as of January 2018



Kerry Porth, Pivot sex work policy 
consultant at Red Umbrella March
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In July, Pivot joined forces with 
more than twenty other sex 
workers’ rights activists and 
organizations to call on police 
across BC to withdraw from 
Operation Northern Spotlight. 
This joint initiative involves 57 
police agencies from across 
Canada and is supported by the 
FBI and the US Department of 
Homeland Security. Billed as 
an anti-trafficking initiative, 

Operation Northern Spotlight 
is actually a shining example of 
how law enforcement initiatives 
that conflate sex work with 
human trafficking put sex 
workers at risk. 

Operation Northern Spotlight 
tactics include police officers 
setting up dates through online 
portals, posing as clients in 
hotel rooms, and conducting 
large-scale raids on indoor sex 
work venues in order to compel 
workers to leave the industry. 
“Rescue” missions such as 
Operation Northern Spotlight 
do more harm than good by 
sweeping up everyone present 
at a raid for interrogation, 
detention, and/or arrest without 
adequately distinguishing 
between those who are underage 
and/or coerced and those 
who are not. These types of 
operations lead to increased 
fear of police among people 
engaged in sex work, making 
it less likely that sex workers 
will reach out to police if they 
are the victim of a crime. 

Operation Northern Spotlight 
can also have consequences for 
public health, as sex workers 
report reluctance to keep large 
quantities of condoms on 
commercial premises for fear 
that they will be used against 
them as evidence if the venues 
are raided.

Effective anti-trafficking efforts 
must include the expertise of sex 
workers. Sex workers are well- 
positioned to recognize coercion 
in the sex industry; however, 
tactics like those employed in 
Operation Northern Spotlight 
perpetuate an adversarial and 
distrustful relationship between 
police and sex workers.

Pivot, along with all the other 
signatories, put out an open 
letter to RCMP “E” Division, BC 
Association of Chiefs of Police, 
municipal police agencies, and 
the director of policing services 
calling on them to ensure that 
BC law enforcement refrain 
from any future participation in 
this national law enforcement 

Sex Workers’ Rights

Saying no to “Operation Northern Spotlight”: In British Columbia, Operation Northern Spotlight 
tactics include police officers setting up dates through online portals, posing as clients in hotel 
rooms, and conducting large-scale raids on indoor sex work venues in order to compel workers to 
leave the industry.
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initiative. The letter, which was 
accompanied by targeted social 
media engagement, received 
national media coverage 
and helped push forward the 
message that combating human 
trafficking and upholding the 
rights, dignity, and safety of sex 
workers should not be mutually 
exclusive. Amid the online 
advocacy and engagement, 
police forces in BC chose not 
to participate in Operation 
Northern Spotlight.

Much of this work was carried 
out by our campaign lead, 
Brenda Belak, who left her 
position at Pivot in 2017 to 
work at the BC Supreme Court. 
We are very excited to know 
that Brenda holds an important 
position within the court 
system. 

Thank you Brenda, for your 
dedication to sex workers’ 
rights.

Vice article on Operation Northern Spotlight, July 7, 2018
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Project Inclusion is a province-
wide listening project exploring 
the ways in which laws, policies 
and practices rooted in stigma 
contribute to harms and human 
rights violations experienced by 
marginalized communities.

Pivot has always endeavoured 
to ground its work in the 
voices and perspectives of the 
communities it works with. In 
2017 we had the opportunity to 
engage communities in BC on a 
whole new level. We travelled 
to ten different cities across the 
province’s five health authorities 
to hear from people who have 
experienced homelessness, 
who are stigmatized because 
they use substances, or who are 
over-policed and criminalized 
due to poverty, homelessness, 
substance use, racism and 
colonialism, or involvement in 
sex work.

We went out ready to listen, 
with the goal of learning about 
whatever issues were most 
pressing in people’s lives. We 

heard from over 100 people on 
topics ranging from housing to 
discrimination in health care to 
abuse by police. We also heard 
from over 100 service providers 
throughout the province about 
the struggles they see their 
clients dealing with every day. 
To contextualize the input we 
received, we analyzed bylaws 
that negatively impact these 
communities in every city in BC 
over 10,000 people, reviewed 
hundreds of reports and articles, 
and documented prominent 
public narratives in ten cities 
struggling with issues of stigma 
and exclusion.

Recorder in hand, we sat in cars, 
parks, shelters, on sidewalks, in 
motels, (sometimes) in offices, 
and even under a wharf. We did 
our best to connect with those 
on the margins of society and 
give them a platform to tell us 
what change they would like to 
see in the world. 

Here is a small fraction of what 
we heard:

Policing:

Project Inclusion

“Most of the time they 
don’t even ask, they just 
tell you to get up against 
the car. And I mean, 
yeah, they’re breaking 
your rights, but it’s your 
word against theirs, so 
good luck. You’re better 
off to just let them do 
what they’re going to do; 
otherwise, they just kick 
the shit out of you and 
then do it anyway...”
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Unjust court conditions: Discrimination in health care:   Some issues are unique to 
certain locations or groups of 
people, but many experiences 
were echoed in every 
community we visited. Many 
of those negative experiences 
are based in unconscionable 
laws and policies, or are deeply 
driven by stigma against 
the people who spoke to us. 
These voices will drive Project 
Inclusion throughout 2018, 
where we will be turning 
stories into action.

“Yeah, got all that every 
single time you get 
released on bail they 
say stay away from 
people in the drug 
scene, no alcohol use. 
You’re coming from an 
alcoholic family and 
being half native, it’s just 
all conditions to set me 
up to fail to put me in 
jail longer.”

“My last round of chemo 
I did living with a tent 
behind [names business]. 
My husband thought 
I was going to die, the 
hospital won’t keep me 
because I was an active 
addict, the hospital 
won’t keep me and no 
one would help me.”
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To our beloved supporters,

We hope this recognition won’t offend you, but we couldn’t keep it to ourselves any longer. We would 
shout it from the rooftops if we could; and truth be told, we often do say it to our friends: we love you, 
we don’t know what we would do without you, and you mean the world to us. Without you, we would be 
shrouded in darkness—literally, we couldn’t keep the lights on. Without you, our world would be small—
we couldn’t have expanded our reach and work throughout BC. Without you, there would be a void in our 
community, and in our country—we wouldn’t be able to carry out our mission. You did all of this, because 
you cared. We’re like two peas in a pod. They say the secret to life-long happiness with another is sharing 
values. We know they’re right. 

And for all that you do, you only ask in return that we continue doing what we love. We are committed 
to never letting you down and continuing the fight for justice with relentless determination, and we hope 
that you’ll accept the stories in this report as a small gesture of our gratitude. And of course, we know we 
can’t get off that easy. No love letter is complete without a poem, so we crafted this for you:

 Roses are red, 
 Violets are blue,
 You’re a social justice champion,
 And Pivot’s over the moon with all that you do.

Thank you for another incredible year of generosity and support. To the hundreds of individuals, 
businesses, labour unions, foundations, and organizations that made our work possible in 2017, these 
victories are because of you. We walk the journey towards justice together, and with you by our side, we 
know we’ll get there.

A Love Letter to Our Donors

2017 Passion for Justice fundraising event
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PIVOT LEGAL SOCIETY STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL POSITION AS OF DECEMBER 31, 2017 AND 2016

Assets, current 2017 2016

Cash 149,389 168,517
Accounts receivable 2,317 4,357
Prepaid expenses and deposits 29,199 17,477

180,905 190,351
Property and equipment (Note 3) 10,666 7,503

191,571 197,854

Liabilities, current

Accounts payable and accruals (Note 4) 41,554 61,377
Deferred contributions (Note 5) 107,886 130,519

149,440 191,896
Net Assets (Deficit)
Net assets invested in property and equipment 6,306 6,625
Unrestricted net assets (deficit) 35,825 (667)

42,131 5,958
Totals 191,571 197,854

PIVOT LEGAL SOCIETY STATEMENT OF OPERATIONS FOR YEARS ENDED DECEMBER 31, 2017 AND 2016
Receipts 2017 2016

Campaign income 137,584 111,420

Donations 17,338 22,099

Expense recovery 5,540 21,377

Grants 925,223 762,580

Cost awards - 23,963

Other 1,374 11,055

Totals 1,087,059 952,404
Expenditures

Amortization 1,741 2,610

Calendar and book supplies - 20,000

Campaign expense - 16,945

Communication 78,618 13,721

Fundraising 31,609 27,529

General and administration expense 68,711 16,820

Office and miscellaneous 24,531 20,723

Rent 60,480 74,195

Professional fees 82,279 57,618

Salaries, wages and benefits 668,623 652,793

Volunteer expense 34,294 21,654

Totals 1,050,886 924,608

Financial Statements

Excess (deficiency) of receipts over expenditures for the year 27,79636,173
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Pivot Legal Society staff
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