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Author’s Note 

In preparing this paper, the author complemented open source research by conducting separate interviews with 
a Government of Canada official and a Royal Canadian Mounted Police officer in November, 2014. Both these 
individuals reviewed the final draft of the paper. Although these discussions were held at the unclassified level, 
the interviewees requested to remain anonymous. 

The research presented here is current to the end of 2014. Unless otherwise noted, all views expressed in this 
paper belong solely to the author. 
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The Canadian Response to Radicalization to Violence 
 
Introduction 
 

Political violence that is executed by citizens or residents without the direct involvement of foreign terrorist 
organizations (often called “homegrown terrorism”), is a highly salient issue for Western counterterrorism (CT).1  
This threat features prominently in the first official Canadian CT strategy.2 Additionally, recent evidence 
indicates homegrown terrorists have evaded detection by security services by plotting relatively simple, low-
tech attacks.3 Terrorist attacks in October, 2014 in Saint-Jean-sur-Richelieu and Ottawa (which respectively 
consisted of a vehicular hit-and-run and a shooting with a low capacity, slow-firing hunting rifle), exemplified 
this trend. 4 Growing numbers of young Westerners are also travelling abroad to join organizations such as the 
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL).5 Canada is one of many countries which have identified such “foreign 
fighters” as a pressing threat, which is rooted in the concern that these individuals may return home with 
increased capabilities to carry out attacks or inspire others to do the same.6 * 

Homegrown terrorists create a challenging threat environment, in part because they may not interact with 
terrorist organizations that are already being monitored by security services, and also because of legal 
constraints which restrict the ability of democracies to surveil their own citizens.7 In this context, many 
governments have identified the need to respond to radicalization to violence (R2V) as a discrete policy area 
distinct from other CT measures. In a process referred to here as counter-radicalization (CR), governments 
conduct CT at a preventative level by attempting to discourage people from adopting beliefs or ideologies that 
may serve to justify terrorist violence. While R2V and CR have been key concerns for European governments 
since at least 2003 (and since the 1990s for countries such as Saudi Arabia), it only began to receive systematic 
attention from Canadian policymakers relatively recently.8 Accordingly, the academic literature on Canadian CR 
initiatives (and, to a lesser extent, on R2V in Canada), is less developed compared to scholarship on these issues 
in the context of European or Muslim-majority countries.9  

This paper presents an early response to the gap in the Canadian literature by examining initiatives related to 
R2V that are being pursued by the Government of Canada (GoC). It draws on government documents, testimony 
by officials to the Senate of Canada, secondary literature, and interviews with two Canadian officials. In so doing, 
the author will demonstrate that current Canadian responses to R2V are characterized by two tendencies: 
decentralization and desecuritization. In the context of Canadian federalism, decentralization refers to the 
process of devolving the ability to make decisions on the design and implementation of public policy from the 
federal government to subnational actors. Despite the national security mandate and expertise of federal 
institutions, their role has focused on supporting municipal authorities and their constituent communities in 
initiating and delivering CR activities in Canada. Desecuritization, in this paper, refers to a government response 
to an issue which utilizes conventional (rather than extraordinary or emergency) procedures and de-emphasizes 
the exclusionary or coercive aspects of state power, while avoiding presenting the issue as exceptionally or 
existentially threatening.10 There is a clear priority on the part of actors involved in CR activities to avoid creating 
perceptions within communities that the government views them as suspect or threatening, and to ensure that 
CR has a distinct and autonomous (albeit complementary), relationship with law enforcement and intelligence 
investigations. 

These characteristics reflect a commitment to incorporate both knowledge of R2V from the academic literature, 
and recent innovations in the field of public safety at the municipal level. Despite this, it is still possible to draw 
attention to broader challenges the Canadian approach will likely face moving forward.  As such, this paper 
proceeds with a very brief literature review before examining the ongoing development of counter-
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radicalization initiatives in Canada in detail. It concludes by identifying possible challenges for policymakers to 
consider at this still-early stage. As it is the intent of this paper to provide the documentary basis for further 
analytical work, the author also identifies areas for future scholarship on the topics of R2V and CR in Canada. 

Current Understanding of Radicalization to Violence and Implications for Counter-Radicalization Policy 
 
This paper uses the following definitions: R2V is the process by which an individual adopts an activist ideology 
which provides the normative justifications for terrorism, as defined by the Criminal Code of Canada.** Simply 
adopting an extreme set of beliefs may not, on its own, lead to terrorism:  an individual who holds radical views 
only becomes a threat after making the decision to commit or enable violence. CR is distinct from the related 
processes of deradicalization and disengagement. Deradicalization is the process of causing an individual to 
abandon these beliefs, whereas disengagement is when an individual makes the decision to cease the pursuit of 
violence, but retains extreme beliefs.11 Finally, CR is the process of preventing an individual from internalizing 
such beliefs that are likely to lead to political violence in the first place. 

Existing academic literature offers an imperfect understanding of R2V. Many explanations are unable to 
demonstrate why supposed causal factors lead some people to undergo R2V, but not the vast majority of others 
affected by the same factors.12 The extent of consensus within the R2V literature is primarily over four points. 
The first is that R2V is an idiomatic process that is tied to subjective experience.13 Secondly, the distinguishing 
characteristic of most people who undergo R2V is their normality.14 Many have the outward appearance of 
being well-integrated into the societies they plot against, and in almost no documented cases do they radicalize 
as a result of personal socio-economic deprivation.15  Thirdly, R2V tends to be a gradual process, with “stages” 
between the point at which individuals attain interest in an extreme ideology and the point where they begin 
plotting violence.16  Finally, theories with the most empirical support predict that group dynamics drive the 
decision to turn to violence. The radicalization process often begins when individuals connect, in person or 
virtually, with others who already harbour extreme views. As individuals focus on these interactions and self-
isolate from mainstream society, they become more likely to view violence as a logical, legitimate and necessary 
solution to the problems they perceive.17   

Considering these definitions, the author proposes that there are a number of key implications for CR policy 
which respectively follow the points of general agreement in the literature identified above. First, it is not 
possible to predict who will radicalize or who will not, meaning R2V must be identified after it is already 
occurring. Second, it may be possible to prevent a radicalizing individual from reaching the stage where they are 
plotting violence. Third, interventions made to this end should reflect unique individual circumstances in order 
to be effective. Finally, early detection and intervention is crucial to prevent someone from reaching the 
decision to commit violence, and thereby become a security threat. 

As is the case for most Western nations, Canada lacks a detailed, dedicated CR strategy.18 However, CR falls 
under the “Prevent” element of the Canadian CT strategy, published by Public Safety Canada (PSC) in 2012, 
which lists three goals: building resilience to violent ideologies in Canadian communities; reducing the risk that 
individuals will undergo R2V; and producing counter-narratives to challenge violent ideologies.19 Countering 
Violent Extremism (CVE) is the term used by GoC to refer to practical steps to realize these goals. The CT 
strategy highlights PSC and RCMP community outreach and national security awareness activities, as well as 
support for non-government efforts to counter terrorist propaganda. The most recent PSC report on terrorism 

                                                 
** Violence committed, “in whole or in part for political, religious or ideological purpose, objective or cause,” in order to 

intimidate the public, “with regard to its security . . . or compelling a person, a government or a domestic or international 

organization to do or refrain from doing any act.” Criminal Code, RSC 1985, c. C-46, s. 83.01.  
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also references ongoing community policing and a forthcoming RCMP-led intervention program as key CVE 
efforts.20  This paper will now examine these and other initiatives by PSC and the RCMP in detail. 

Canadian Counter-Radicalization – Public Safety Canada Initiatives 
 
PSC is the portfolio lead on CVE and, in addition to general policy work, its activities fall under two broad 
categories. The first is interdepartmental and intergovernmental coordination and cooperation. PSC works to 
coordinate the R2V-related activities of its portfolio agencies, primarily the RCMP, the Canadian Security 
Intelligence Service (CSIS), and Correctional Services Canada (CSC). An example of this kind of coordination is the 
adaptation of longstanding RCMP training programs on R2V for the use of correctional officers.21 PSC also 
represents Canada in international R2V projects. Notably, the department led the development of outreach 
principles and training for the International Association of Chiefs of Police.22 It is also currently leading a project 
by the Global Counterterrorism Forum to develop evaluation metrics for various forms of R2V programming.23 

The second category of PSC CR activities is public engagement programming. The key goals of this activity are to 
improve the ability of communities to recognize and respond to instances of R2V, and to facilitate initiatives that 
are intended to reduce the appeal of violent ideologies to young people.24 Regarding community outreach, the 
most visible activity is the Cross-Cultural Roundtable on Security (CCRS), a forum of prominent Canadians chosen 
by the Ministers of Justice and Public Safety to represent various religious and ethnic communities. Through 
meetings and conferences, the goal of CCRS is to foster national security awareness and also facilitate public 
input on policy.25 Less well-known are meetings organized by PSC in specific communities across Canada. These 
follow requests by community leaders who also promote attendance at the events. The nature of the event 
varies, depending on the relationship between a community and PSC.  However, over time the focus tends to 
evolve from trust-building to dialogue on R2V and its indicators, in the hope that “localized action plans” will 
follow.26 Where this is the case, PSC will follow up play an advisory and assistive role. Common requests for PSC 
include detailed sets of R2V indicators, or information on programs to fund community-organized initiatives 
(which are often intended to reduce the appeal of violent ideologies or groups). PSC has not instituted dedicated 
funding for radicalization risk reduction, and instead directs communities to existing channels such as crime 
prevention or social programs at various government levels. 27 This is to avoid program duplication and, 
presumably, to adhere to government fiscal priorities. There is also the logic that initiatives will benefit from 
reflecting local circumstances and the legitimacy of being community-driven, rather than being imposed from a 
central authority. In the words of one official: “I don’t think there’s going to be a single Canadian model. If you 
look at one that is based on [the Charter of Rights and Freedoms], sure, but it won’t look the same across 
Canada.”28 
 
Canadian Counter-Radicalization – RCMP Initiatives and the Influence of the “Hub” Model 
 
The work of the RCMP mirrors that of PSC in the sense that it is a decentralized approach largely based around 
community engagement, and supporting the development of local responses to the problem.  

Beginning with engagement, the RCMP instituted the National Security Awareness and Community Outreach 
Program to rebuild trust with communities, “affected by national security criminal investigations,” following the 
conclusion of the O’Connor Inquiry in 2006. Under this initiative, officers within Integrated National Security 
Enforcement Teams built relationships with community leaders and hosted meetings to, “help communities and 
the RCMP better understand common objectives, as well as identify and resolve local concerns.”29 While a key 
goal of RCMP outreach has been to encourage cooperation with investigations, it also supports work focused on 
R2V.30 A Senior Director at PSC described the relationship between RCMP outreach activities and CVE activities 
before the Senate: “Law enforcement in Canada enjoys the trust of many communities . . . now that we have 
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that, people are willing to have a focused discussion on radicalization to violence . . . [o]ur way forward is to 
leverage those good relationships in general and to now do the early intervention and prevention.”31 An 
important component of this outreach approach, is that dialogue takes place between law enforcement and 
communities on the issues that the latter deem to be salient concerns.32 Communities may therefore identify 
other problems, for instance drug abuse, as more pressing priorities than R2V. This reflects both decentralization 
and desecuritization. That the RCMP engages on R2V at the behest of the community, rather than the other way 
around, emphasizes the agency of local actors. It also supports the notion that law enforcement engages with 
communities out of a concern for their general wellbeing, not because the government views them as potential 
threats to be managed. 

Where the RCMP does engage with communities on R2V, the Force is supporting the development of 
“community hubs” capable of intervening in cases of R2V.33 Similar to the work of PSC to connect communities 
with existing conventional crime prevention programs, the RCMP’s goal is to “layer” a CVE dimension into 
intervention programs which deal with conventional criminal activities, such as gang violence.34 While the RCMP 
emphasizes that the form and mandate of community hubs will vary depending on choices made at the local 
level, the Force views a program developed in Prince Albert, Saskatchewan as a model approach.35  

Community Mobilization Prince Albert (CMPA) is a formal system for collaboration between various public 
institutions to intervene in cases that present an “elevated risk” for crime, violence or victimization. It consists of 
a “Hub” of representatives from provincial social services, health and public safety ministries; local government, 
school boards, and law enforcement; First Nations; and the RCMP.36 The Hub meets twice weekly to share 
information on elevated-risk cases: if participants determine there are risk factors for violence present in a case 
which could realistically be mitigated by services offered by more than one institution, they develop a 
collaborative plan to do so.37 In this way, the Hub rapidly deploys a response that reflects the unique 
circumstances of a particular case in order to prevent criminal incidents.38 Crime indicators fell in Prince Albert in 
the years following CMPA’s implementation in 2011, and an independent 2014 preliminary assessment of the 
program evaluated it favourably.39 As such, CMPA has enjoyed considerable attention from other levels of 
government across North America.40  

As cities or communities adopt similar models to CMPA, the goal of the RCMP is to incorporate R2V into their 
work, in an initiative the Force refers to as the CVE program. In practical terms, this effort entails including 
individuals knowledgeable of R2V issues in the different hubs established by communities. A GoC official cited 
Hussein Hamdani (a Hamilton lawyer and member of CCRS who claims to have dissuaded at least ten young 
people from joining groups such as ISIL), as a good example of such an individual.41  The RCMP is also providing 
training to the frontline law enforcement and human service professionals involved in these hubs to recognize 
and respond to R2V.42 While it builds on existing RCMP training initiatives (namely the Counterterrorism 
Information Officer program), this new initiative will be based on a dedicated CVE course.43 Additionally, the 
RCMP avoids focusing on a single religious or ethnic community, or form of ideology, as part of this initiative. 
Rather, the emphasis is on identifying indicators or risk factors associated with individual behaviour as well as 
engaging as many communities as possible.44 As such, the CVE program is intended to respond to a full spectrum 
of ideologies which motivate political violence and avoid creating the perception that certain communities are 
being singled out because the government views them as threatening. These goals reflect a desecuritization 
agenda as the RCMP works to ensure that CVE activities have a distinct (albeit complementary) role from 
national security investigations by law enforcement. 

Canadian communities are beginning to establish hubs which resemble CMPA to varying extents, (for instance, 
there were six operating in southern Ontario by late 2014).45 The RCMP has begun formally engaging these hubs, 
so that they are able to identify individuals undergoing R2V and intervene to, “provide them with the necessary 
support in order to change their way of thinking...”.46 Despite this, the RCMP does not intend to 
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impose a R2V dimension on any community hubs that may emerge across Canada. Rather, the goal of the RCMP 
(shared by PSC) is that the impetus will come from communities themselves. Engagement and outreach efforts 
which increase awareness of R2V and improve perceptions of the government as a partner, thus support this 
goal.47 Additionally, the extent of the RCMP’s involvement in hubs will vary depending on its existing role in a 
given community; municipal police services will likely represent law enforcement in areas where they have 
primary jurisdiction.48 Moreover, informed by lessons from CMPA and federal research into R2V, ideally most 
interventions concerning R2V will not be led by law enforcement, as interventions are supposed to be directed 
at activities in the “pre-criminal space.”49  In the words of PSC Assistant Deputy Minister while testifying before 
the Senate: “Early intervention . . . is a constructive alternative to investigation and prosecution.”50 The central 
role of non-law enforcement actors suggests the importance of ensuring a positive outcome before an individual 
begins to present a threat, which is a further indication of the desecuritized nature of this approach to CR. 

Conclusions: 

While its development and implementation is ongoing at the time of writing, the key characteristics of Canada’s 
approach to CR are decentralization and desecuritization. As the lead agencies dealing with R2V, PSC and the 
RCMP intend to act as partners in programs developed at the local level, rather than imposing a national 
approach. In doing so, they will integrate a CR focus into general crime prevention programs rather than singling 
out R2V for its national security implications. This priority and the focus on trust-building, indicates that it is a 
priority for the government that communities do not perceive they are being targeted because they are viewed 
as potential threats. Moreover, community initiatives which resemble the CMPA “hub” model have the potential 
to offer early detection and individually-tailored interventions for R2V cases. These benefits reflect important 
lessons about the R2V process found in the broader academic literature. Equally important, if initiatives also 
resemble CMPA in the sense that interventions are multi-agency and community-led (rather than centred 
around law enforcement), then they will support the goal of desecuritization. While the preceding points are all 
promising, there are still potential challenges. 

The unique nature of R2V and terrorism presents the first challenge. The notion underlying CVE work (explicitly 
articulated by both the officials interviewed for this paper and by those which appeared before the Senate in 
late 2014) is that, because terrorism is a form of crime, it can be prevented with similar means used against 
other criminal activities.51 The criminal dimensions of terrorist activity in legal and practical terms are not in 
dispute here, nor are the benefits of an overall CT approach based in criminal justice. However, when discussing 
the motivations and antecedents for terrorism versus those for conventional criminality it is debatable whether 
the two phenomena can be understood in the same terms and thus mitigated with the same tools. At the 
organizational level, political goals generally provide the raison d’être of terrorist groups while the pursuit of 
profit drives criminal groups.52 At the individual level, socio-economic factors such as substance abuse, mental 
illness and poverty may explain some forms of criminal violence as data reported by CMPA suggest.53 The extent 
to which the same criminogenic factors also apply to terrorists is unclear, to say nothing of the ideational 
dimension which terrorism has and other forms of violent behaviour usually lack. Notwithstanding the 
background of Michael Zehaf-Bibeau, the Ottawa shooter, the literature generally disregards socio-economic 
deprivation or mental health as causal factors behind R2V and terrorism.54 All of this implies an important 
challenge for incorporating R2V into the activities of community hubs or other crime prevention programs: they 
will need to somehow develop the capacity to effectively respond not only to the variety of belief systems that 
can drive R2V, but also to the complex, intangible factors which inform deeply-held ideological convictions.  

A related issue is that it is unclear how partners involved in CR intervention programs will distinguish between 
pre-criminal and criminal space when it comes to R2V. This is despite the importance of the distinction between 
the two spaces to the Canadian approach. Evidence of activities prohibited by the Criminal Code obviously 



The Canadian Response to Radicalization to Violence 
 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
7 

represents the threshold after which crime prevention activities should end and investigations should begin. 
Because R2V is a precondition for terrorism, it may be challenging to determine whether evidence R2V is 
occurring merely indicates the adoption of extreme views, or the adoption of extreme views and the intent to 
plot and carry out terrorist activities. Indeed, even after national security investigations have begun, the intent 
to carry out an attack may not be immediately obvious. The case of Martin Couture-Rouleau, who carried out an 
attack despite being the subject of “aggressive” surveillance and engagement efforts by the RCMP, exemplifies 
this problem.55 The RCMP Officer-in-Charge for Public Engagement recently told the Senate: “If [a community 
hub] intervention is taking place and the individual is not responding to support, an assessment is done, and 
that’s when a decision will be made as to what the next steps will be.”56 However, the criteria for determining 
whether someone presents a threat, despite being the subject of an intervention, and therefore must be 
referred to investigators is unclear. This ambiguity reflects a dilemma for the hub approach with respect to R2V 
and terrorism. Pursuing preventative actions to support an individual, who then goes on to commit an attack, 
would be a disaster for any CR initiative. Conversely it would also be problematic to undertake any actions which 
create the perception that a program is being used to police individual thoughts or beliefs. The involvement of 
highly capable partners focused on R2V and, to the greatest degree possible, transparency about the 
relationship between the preventative and investigatory realms, will be important considerations when 
addressing this challenge. 

In closing, it must be emphasized that the Canadian response to R2V is still in its early stages, and the preceding 
comments should therefore not be interpreted as a judgement on its prospects for success. Rather, by raising 
potential concerns, the goal of this paper is to contribute to the successful planning, implementation and 
evaluation of current and forthcoming CR initiatives. Similarly, this paper is by no means an exhaustive account, 
let alone analysis, of R2V in Canada or the response to this problem. There are many areas to still be addressed 
in future scholarship. For instance, there is a strong case to analyze the Canadian approach compared to 
strategies in Europe and elsewhere. It is also worth examining the extent to which there is a significant empirical 
relationship between the criminogenic factors at the centre of the “hub” approach and terrorist cases in Canada 
and other countries. As Canada continues to prosecute successful CT cases, there is also a growing need for 
public study on the extent of prison radicalization and possible responses in the Canadian context.57 As is always 
the case with this complex and urgent problem, there is much left to say, and to learn, about radicalization to 
violence.  
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