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Message from the Chair  

 
As Chair of the Newfoundland and Labrador Legal Aid Commission (“the Commission” or 
“Legal Aid NL”), I am pleased to present the Commission’s Annual Report which outlines 
the activities completed during the fiscal year April 1, 2018 to March 31, 2019. This report 
was prepared under my direction and in accordance with the provisions of the 
Transparency and Accountability Act. This report includes the audited financial 
statements of the Legal Aid Commission as prepared by the Auditor General’s Office.   
 
The Commission is classified as a Category 3 Government Entity and, as such, must 
prepare an annual report which presents information on the activities of the entity carried 
out during the preceding fiscal year in compliance with its mandate. The Board of the 
Legal Aid Commission is accountable for the results reported. I, Timothy Chalker, the 
Chair of the Commission, accept accountability on behalf of the entire Board. 
 
The Commission operates under the Legal Aid Act, which allows for the provision of 
legal counsel to represent eligible residents of the province of Newfoundland and 
Labrador who are charged with offences under the Criminal Code of Canada, other 
federal and provincial statutes, and people who have family disputes or other civil matters.  
Legal counsel may be appointed for non-residents either through the Legal Aid Plan of 
the province in which they reside or Legal Aid NL.  Duty Counsel Services are provided 
to residents, as well as to visitors to the Province.   
 
As outlined in our 2018-19 Annual Report, the Commission has made significant progress 
in support of its strategic objective of enhancing client service delivery. Many of the 
established indicators of success were achieved and work is ongoing in the following key 
focus areas: 

 Developing a new model for financial eligibility assessments 

 Improving public awareness 

 Promoting professional development opportunities for employees 
 
I would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge the contributions of my fellow 
members of the Board and the staff of the Commission for their dedication and 
accomplishments during the year. I look forward to our continued success into the 2019-
20 fiscal year. 
 
 
 
 
Timothy Chalker, Q.C., Chair 
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Background and Overview 
 
Legal Aid NL is a publicly funded, independent organization established in 1976 by the 
Legal Aid Act (“the Act”) to assume responsibility for the Legal Aid Plan.  Prior to this, a 
committee of the Law Society of Newfoundland and Labrador administered the Legal Aid 
Plan. 
 
The services of the Commission are an essential component of a fair and accessible 
justice system in the province of Newfoundland and Labrador. The Commission responds 
to the needs of those whose means or capacity are compromised, as well as the general 
public in certain instances, by providing high quality, innovative and collaborative legal 
services through a staff solicitor model.   
 
Eligibility for full service legal aid representation is dependent upon an applicant meeting 
the financial and legal eligibility requirements specified in the Act and the Legal Aid 
Regulations (“the Regulations”).  Once an applicant is approved, services are provided 
by solicitors employed full time with the Commission in approximately 99 per cent of the 
cases, and by solicitors in private practice in those remaining.  Private solicitors are paid 
on a fee-for-service basis in accordance with the tariff (hours and rates) found in the 
Regulations. 
 
The Commission also delivers services, without the need for financial eligibility, through 
solicitors, by way of: 

 Duty counsel  on criminal law matters before the provincial and youth courts; 

 Duty counsel on family law matters in the Supreme Court of Newfoundland and 
Labrador-Family Division in St. John’s; and 

 Brydges counsel, whereby a solicitor can be reached toll-free, 24 hours a day, 
seven days a week, to provide advice to people upon arrest, detention, or 
questioning by a peace officer. 

 
A Board of Commissioners made up of nine members manages the affairs of the 
Commission. The Deputy Minister of Justice and Public Safety and the Provincial Director 
of Legal Aid, or their designate, serve as ex-officio members of the Board.  The remaining 
seven Commissioners are appointed by the Lieutenant Governor in Council; three of 
whom are appointed from a list of nominees by the Law Society.  The Lieutenant Governor 
in Council designates one of the Board of Commissioners as Chair.  Members of the 
Board of Commissioners as of March 31, 2019 were: 

 
Timothy J. Chalker, Q.C., Chair 
Mark Duggan 
Greg French, Q.C. 
Allison Hagerty 
 

 
Donna Strong 
Allison Whelan 
Rodney Zdebiak 

 

Ex-officio members: 
Rolf Pritchard, Q.C., Assistant Deputy Minister 
Nicholas Summers, Provincial Director  
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Legal Aid Offices and Staff 

 
During the fiscal year 2018-19, Legal Aid NL employed a Provincial Director, two Deputy 
Provincial Directors, a Legal Services Solicitor, 67 Solicitors, two Social Workers, four 
Paralegals, one Risk Assessment Officer, 52 support staff, and four Community 
Workers.1 These positions were spread out across a network of 18 offices, including the 
provincial head office, 12 area offices, and five project offices.  
 
Through the five project offices, Legal Aid NL delivers the following services: 

 The Mental Health Office works collaboratively with Eastern Health to assist 
clients in obtaining legal representation in the Mental Health Court, appearing 
before the Criminal Code Mental Disorder Review Board, the Mental Health Care 
and Treatment Review Board, as well as in the traditional court system. The 
Commission and Eastern Health take a multidisciplinary approach to client service 
in resolving legal and related issues which allows for the delivery of timely, 
comprehensive and holistic services to individuals who struggle with mental illness. 
By providing legal assistance through this office, clients with mental health issues, 
who often face significant barriers to justice, have access to the civil rights to which 
they are entitled. 
 

 The Family and Child Offices are located in Happy Valley-Goose Bay and Corner 
Brook.  Their role is to assist parents of children taken into care by the Department 
of Children, Seniors and Social Development (CSSD), to respond to the concerns 
of CSSD, to assist parents in accessing the supports they need, and to work 
towards the reunification of the family, where possible.  Each office has a 
combination of lawyers, social workers, and paralegals.   
  

 The Family Duty Counsel Office is located in St. John’s at the Family Division of 
the Supreme Court of Newfoundland and Labrador.  This is a no-fee service for 
people with family law matters, who do not already have a lawyer. Duty Counsel 
provides basic advice and speaks on their behalf in straightforward and 
uncontested court matters.  
 

 The Special Defence Unit was established in June 2018 and provides legal 
services to clients with serious criminal charges. In early 2018, the Act was 
amended to remove the Choice of Counsel provision, which provided clients with 
the right to choose a private lawyer on serious charges such as murder and 
manslaughter. Going forward, clients facing such charges will be represented by 
lawyers from the Special Defence Unit. The office is staffed with a team of three 
senior lawyers experienced in dealing with major criminal matters.  

 
 
  

                                                 
1 This number does not reflect articling students 
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In addition to the services offered through dedicated offices, Legal Aid NL also supports 
special projects and initiatives; these include: 

 The Family Violence Intervention Court, a specialized court established in 2015 
and with locations in St. John’s and Stephenville. This court serves victims of 
domestic and intimate partner violence and helps enhance victim safety and 
offender accountability. The Commission provides a Risk Assessment Officer, 
based in the Provincial Head Office to assess persons whose cases are being 
considered for inclusion in the Family Violence Intervention Court. Further, 
solicitors from the St. John’s Primary Conflict Area Office and the Stephenville 
Area Office handle the provision of advice and representation to accused persons.  
 

 The Aboriginal Project, focuses on working with Aboriginal communities to 
improve access to justice and the quality of legal services for Aboriginal peoples.  
The Commission provides three part-time and one full-time Community Liaison 
Worker positions in the towns of Nain, Hopedale, Natuashish, Sheshatshiu and 
Happy Valley-Goose Bay. 
  

 The French Speaking Project, ensures access to French-speaking services. The 
Commission maintains a roster of solicitors fluent in French to provide legal advice 
by telephone, in person and, when necessary, conduct trials in French. 
 

 The Drug Treatment Court, a specialized court, established in 2019, is intended 
for offenders with serious drug addictions, who commit non-violent, drug-motivated 
offences. The Commission’s Mental Health Office is supporting this initiative by 
actively processing referrals and transfers at weekly file meetings and 
disseminating information with respect to prerequisites for participation. 
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Highlights and Accomplishments 
 

Applications for Legal Services 
 
During the fiscal year ending March 31, 2019, the Commission received 7,918 
applications for full service legal representation, representing a four per cent decrease 
over the previous year. Of those received, 53 per cent (or 4,173 applications) were 
approved, 37 per cent (or 2,939 applications) were rejected as they did not meet one or 
both of the financial or legal eligibility criteria, and the remaining 10 per cent (or 806 
applications) were pending a decision. The table and charts below show the change in 
the number of files handled by the Commission in the 2018-19 fiscal year as compared 
to the previous year.  
 
 

Applications Processed 

  2018-19 2017-18 change 

Accepted Applications 4,173 4,427 -6% 

Rejected Applications 2,939 3,010 -2% 

Pending Applications * 806 776 3% 

Total 7,918 8,213 -4% 
* Pending Applications have not yet been approved as additional 
information is required before a decision can be made as to an 
applicant’s eligibility. 
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Type of Legal Representation 

Legal Aid NL provides a range of legal services to low income individuals primarily in the 
areas of family and criminal law. During 2018-19, over 60 per cent of the 4,173 
applications approved (or 2,541 applications) related to criminal matters; the remaining 
were made up of 29 per cent civil (1,214 applications), 10 per cent youth (409 
applications), and less than one per cent immigration/refugee matters (nine applications). 
The table below outlines the year-over-year change in types of applications received and 
approved. 

 

Full Service Legal Representation 

Law Type 
2018-19 2017-18 % Change  

Applications 
Received 

% Change  
Applications 

Approved 
Applications 

Received 
Applications 

Approved 
Applications 

Received 
Applications 

Approved 

Criminal 4,162 2,541 4,311 2,711 -3% -6% 
Youth 459 409 431 377 7% 8% 
Civil/Family 3,272 1,214 3,438 1,327 -5% -9% 
Immigration 25 9 33 12 -24% -25% 

Total 7,918 4,173 8,213 4,427 -4% -6% 

 

 

Cases Completed  

Legal Aid NL primarily uses a staff solicitor model to deliver legal services as opposed to 
relying on the private bar for service delivery. During the 2018-19 fiscal year, Legal Aid 
NL provided representation on 6,522 cases. Staff lawyers handled approximately 99 per 
cent (or 6,457) of the cases completed, with private bar representing the remaining one 
percent of the cases completed. The chart below shows the year-over-year comparison 
of the number of cases completed by staff solicitors versus private lawyers. 
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Duty Counsel Services 

Duty Counsel at Provincial Court is a no-charge service provided to people on their first 
appearance before a Provincial or Youth Court Judge.  During the 2018-19 fiscal year, 
Duty Counsel assisted 10,535 clients, including 10,020 adults and 515 youth. The 
majority of adult clients assisted through Duty Counsel involved matters relating to 
criminal charges (9,479 clients or 95 per cent of adults). The remaining five percent 
pertained to family law issues and were assisted by Duty Counsel Solicitors from the 
Family Division project office.  
 

Duty Counsel 
Client 2018-19 2017-18 Change 

Adult    

Criminal  9,479 10,872 -13% 

Family 541 717 -25% 

 10,020 11,589 -14% 

    

Youth 515 570 -10% 

Total 10,535 12,159 -13% 

 

 

Brydges Counsel Services 

Brydges Counsel is an after-hours telephone service offering free legal advice on a 24-
hour basis to individuals under arrest and in custody, under active investigation by the 
police, and who need immediate advice on their Charter rights and criminal law matters.  
The number of clients assisted by Brydges Counsel in 2018-19 was 2,369 as compared 
to 2,397 in 2017-18, representing a one per cent decrease over the prior year.  
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Report on Performance 
 

Strategic Issue: Enhanced Client Service Delivery 

During 2018-19, Legal Aid NL continued to support initiatives aimed at enhancing client 
service delivery. Significant progress was made to build on the work commenced in the 
previous fiscal year. In mid-2018, Legal Aid NL established a new Special Defense Unit 
(SDU) that provides dedicated representation to clients with serious criminal charges and 
eliminates the reliance on the private bar for such expertise. The Commission also made 
considerable progress on the development of a new financial eligibility model. During the 
year, a comprehensive evaluation of historical client data was completed in an effort to 
develop program parameters and standards. In addition, professional development of 
employees continued to remain a priority for Legal Aid NL in 2018-19. Employees were 
actively engaged throughout the year to build competencies in areas of law as well as 
administrative and management skills. Finally, in the latter half of 2018-19 Legal Aid NL 
launched a new brand identity for the organization in an effort to enhance future public 
awareness activities.  
 
 

Goal: By March 31, 2020, the Legal Aid Commission will have enhanced the client 
service delivery model. 
 

Indicators: 

Activities to improve client service delivery initiated 

Activities to improve client service delivery continued 

Initiatives to enhance client service delivery implemented 

 
 

Objective 1: By March 31, 2019, the Legal Aid Commission will have continued 
initiatives to enhance service delivery. 
 

Indicators: Actual Results 

Special Defense Unit 
(SDU) implemented 

With Choice of Counsel removed from the Legal Aid Act, the 
SDU was established in June 2018 with a team of three lawyers 
experienced in dealing with major criminal matters. The SDU 
provides dedicated expert legal assistance to clients accused of 
serious offences such as murder and manslaughter. Since June 
2018, the Commission has not issued any certificates involving 
these matters to the private bar. In addition, SDU lawyers share 
their expertise with the organization by bringing lawyers from 
Area Offices as co-counsel, and by offering presentations on 
topics such as changes to the law and best practices. SDU 
lawyers have also taken additional files to alleviate the pressure 
across the Commission.  
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New model for 
Financial Eligibility 
Standards piloted 

Considerable progress was made towards the development of a 
new Financial Eligibility Standard model in an effort to streamline 
the application process and reduce the amount of financial 
information a client must provide to be considered for Legal Aid. 
During the year, the Commission collaborated with the 
Economics, Fiscal and Statistics Branch of the Department of 
Finance to complete a comprehensive evaluation of historical 
client data and develop a quantitative model for the new Financial 
Eligibility Standard. While not yet piloted, further client data is 
being collected and analyzed to finalize the new model, and 
ensure its successful piloting in 2020. 

Employee 
professional 
development ongoing 
opportunities 
delivered 

Employee professional development opportunities were 
identified and delivered based on staff needs, changes in law, 
environment and technology. Specifically: 

 The Annual General Meeting (AGM) provided lawyers 
with 22 hours of continuing legal education in areas 
including Conflict Resolution, Criminal Practice 
Management, Trauma-Informed Practice standards, 
Criminal Code Revisions, Informal Trials and Binding 
Settlement Conferences, Warrants, Legislative changes, 
Cannabis legislation, Supreme Court Rules, Bankruptcy 
alternatives, dependent tax credit, and Orders. 

 With the National Criminal Law Program Conference held 
in St. John’s this fiscal year, the Commission was able to 
approve attendance for several of its lawyers, some of 
whom subsequently presented to colleagues at the AGM. 

 The Commission supported internal and external training 
sessions for legal and support staff to update skills and 
knowledge spanning numerous topics including practice 
management, managing difficult conversations, trauma, 
stress, conducting effective meetings, restorative justice, 
Aboriginal Indigenous law, bankruptcy, bail, mental 
health, and Drug Treatment Court. 

 The Commission utilized technology as a cost-optimizing 
delivery mode for professional development trainings. 
Lync and Learns, Intranet postings, and Government’s 
Learning Management System (PS Access) were more 
widely employed. In addition, bi-weekly Area Director / 
Project Lead meetings via Skype permitted the 
dissemination of updated practices across Area Offices 
and Projects. 

 A new Performance Evaluation System implemented this 
year will assist in better informing future professional 
development opportunities. 
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In the 2019-20 fiscal year, the Commission will continue to evaluate the efficacy of our 
responsiveness to client needs. To this end, we will further evaluate, develop and 
implement the new Financial Eligibility Standard Model. We will maintain and build upon 
efforts to boost public awareness of, and confidence in, the Commission and services 
available to the people of Newfoundland and Labrador. We will continue to focus on 
ensuring staff engagement through a revised employee performance evaluation system 
and in promoting Commission-wide professional development and skill enhancement 
opportunities.  
 

Objective 2: By March 31, 2020, the Legal Aid Commission will have 
implemented initiatives to enhance client service delivery. 
 

Indicators: 

Pilot new Financial Eligibility Standard Model 

Implement public awareness initiatives to increase brand recognition 

Complete performance evaluations to inform professional development planning 
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Opportunities and Challenges Ahead 

 
Legal Aid NL has a tremendous opportunity to increase public awareness of Legal Aid 
programs and services, and improve brand recognition. In March 2019, the Commission 
launched a new brand with a new logo and tagline that has been well received by external 
stakeholders, clients, and employees. In the coming years, the Commission will build on 
the momentum achieved in 2018-19 and expand its public awareness campaign. These 
efforts will be targeted at building a positive perception of Legal Aid NL in the community 
and furthering public confidence in the quality of its services. This goal will be achieved 
by leveraging social media platforms, actively promoting the strengths and experience of 
our legal team, and overhauling literature on our programs and services. 
 
To ensure a client-focused culture, the Commission will carry on with its efforts towards 
implementing a streamlined intake process. We will continue to work towards finalizing a 
new Financial Eligibility Standard that facilitates faster decision making on client 
applications and improves fairness with respect to eligibility for Legal Aid services.  
 
The Commission recognizes that the promotion of professional development is a catalyst 
to ensuring employee competency, growth and engagement. The new performance 
evaluation system offers an excellent opportunity to target future professional 
development initiatives on an individual basis and address competency gaps through 
direct feedback and engagement of staff. We will ensure that all employees are actively 
engaged in the performance review process to support continuous improvement of 
training and educational opportunities offered throughout the Commission.   
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