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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 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 CEO/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 were appointed March 18, 2020 for a 
two-year term to March 2022. Members of the Board are as follows: 

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

Donna Strong, Q.C. 
Allison Whelan 
Rodney Zdebiak 

Ex-officio members: 
Chantelle MacDonald Newhook, Q.C., Assistant Deputy Minister (*as 
designate of the Deputy Minister of Justice and Public Safety) 
Harman Khurana, CEO & Provincial Director  
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Legal Aid Offices and Staff

During the fiscal year 2019-20, Legal Aid NL employed a CEO/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 Positions were allocated 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 providing
clients 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 legal rights to
which they are entitled.

• Two Family and Child Offices are located in each of 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
where possible, to work towards the reunification of the family. Each office has a
combination of lawyers, social workers, and/or 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 established in 2015 by 
the Department of Justice and Public Safety and supported by Legal Aid, 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. 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, 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 the Court's weekly file meetings and providing 
advice and representation to accused persons. 
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Highlights and Accomplishments 
 
Applications for Legal Services 
 
During the fiscal year ending March 31, 2020, the Commission received 7,184 
applications for full service legal representation, representing a 10 per cent decrease over 
the previous year. The decrease in applications received was likely a result of external 
factors, in particular, the severe snowstorm in January 2020 and the March 2020 
pandemic that resulted in the temporary closure of courts.  
 
Of the applications received, 52 per cent (or 3748 applications) were approved, 38 per 
cent (or 2,704 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 732 applications) were 
pending a decision. The table and charts below show the change in the number of files 
handled by the Commission in the 2019-20 fiscal year as compared to the previous year.  
 
 

 Applications Processed 
  2019-20 2018-19 

Accepted Applications 3,748 52% 4,173 53% 
Rejected Applications 2,704 38% 2,939 37% 
Pending Applications * 732 10% 806 10% 

Total 7,184 100% 7,918 100% 
* 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 2019-20, over 60 per cent of the 4,173 
applications approved (or 2,271 applications) related to criminal matters; the remaining 
were made up of 28 per cent civil (1,044 applications), 12 per cent youth (423 
applications), and less than one per cent immigration/refugee matters (nine applications). 
The table below outlines the types of applications received and approved year-over-year. 
 

Law Type 
2019-2020 2018-2019 

Applications 
Received 

Applications  
Approved 

Applications 
Received 

Applications  
Approved 

Criminal 3713 2271 60% 4162 2541 61% 
Youth 464 423 12% 459 409 10% 
Civil/Family 2974 1044 28% 3272 1214 29% 
Immigration 33 10 <1% 25 9 <1% 

Total 7184 3748 100% 7918 4173 100% 
 
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 2019-20 fiscal year, Legal Aid 
NL provided representation on 6,045 cases. Consistent with previous years, staff lawyers 
handled approximately 99 per cent (or 5,981) 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 2019-20 fiscal year, 
Duty Counsel assisted 12,275 clients, including 11,964 adults and 311 youth. The 
majority of adult clients assisted through Duty Counsel involved matters relating to 
criminal charges (11,138 clients or 93 per cent of adults). The remaining seven percent 
pertained to family law issues and were assisted by Duty Counsel Solicitors from the 
Family Division project office.  
 

 Duty Counsel 
Client 2019-20 2018-19 

Adult     
Criminal  11,138 90% 9,479 90% 
Family 826 7% 541 5% 

Total Adult 11,964 97% 10,020 95% 
        
Youth 311 3% 515 5% 

Total 12,275 100% 10,535 100% 
 
Brydges Counsel Services 
Brydges Counsel is a 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 2019-20 was 2,266 as compared to 2,369 in 2018-
19, representing a four per cent decrease over the prior year.  
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Report on Performance 
 
Strategic Issue: Enhanced Client Service Delivery 
The Legal Aid Commission’s 2017-20 Activity Plan focuses on enhancing client service 
delivery by streamlining intake processes, augmenting performance evaluation and 
development opportunities for staff, and improving public awareness and client/staff 
feedback processes. 
 
During 2019-20, Legal Aid NL made significant progress with implementation of initiatives 
aimed at enhancing client service delivery. In the first quarter of 2019-20, Legal Aid NL 
finalized a new financial assessment model and received Board approval to pilot the 
framework. During the year, the Commission also implemented a new performance 
evaluation system for employees and successfully completed evaluation of its complete 
workforce using the new tools and resources. Legal Aid NL will build on these initiatives 
over the coming years and ensure that the new systems and tools continue to meet the 
needs of our clients and employees. 
 
Goal: By March 31, 2020, the Legal Aid Commission will have enhanced the 

client service delivery model. 
Indicators: Actual Results  
Activities to 
improve client 
service 
delivery 
initiated 

During 2019-20, the Commission concluded its research, data 
collection and evaluation activities in relation to available financial 
assessment models. In August 2019, the Legal Aid Board reviewed 
various options available to streamline the financial intake process 
and approved the final financial assessment framework for piloting 
and implementation. However, the pilot could not proceed because 
legislative amendments to Legal Aid’s Act and Regulations are first 
required. Legal Aid NL had laid significant groundwork to accomplish 
this and is taking steps with the Department of Justice and Public 
Safety to finalize recommended changes. 

Activities to 
improve client 
service 
delivery 
continued 

Activities were completed throughout the planning period in support of 
the goal. In mid-2018, Legal Aid NL established a new Special Defense 
Unit 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. Employee professional 
development remained an ongoing priority for Legal Aid NL.  

Initiatives to 
enhance client 
service 
delivery 
implemented 

During the final year of the planning period, several initiatives were 
pursued and implemented to enhance client service delivery. During 
2019-20, Legal Aid NL engaged in numerous activities to promote 
public awareness and positive perception of Legal Aid NL’s programs 
and services. In addition, the performance reviews completed and 
professional development activities pursued supported of growth and 
development of Legal Aid NL employees. Significant steps have been 
made to finalize a new financial assessment model that will simplify 
and streamline intake processes for Legal Aid NL clients in the very 
near future. 
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Objective 1: By March 31, 2020, the Legal Aid Commission will have implemented 

initiatives to enhance client service delivery. 
 

Indicators: Actual Results 
Pilot New 
Financial 
Eligibility 
Standard 
Model 

During 2019-20, the Commission concluded its research, data 
collection and evaluation activities in relation to available financial 
assessment models. In August 2019, the Legal Aid Board reviewed 
various options available to streamline the financial intake process and 
approved the final financial assessment framework for piloting and 
implementation. However, the pilot could not proceed because 
legislative amendments to Legal Aid’s Act and Regulations are first 
required. Legal Aid NL had laid significant groundwork to accomplish 
this and is taking steps with the Department of Justice and Public 
Safety to finalize changes. 

Implement 
Public 
Awareness 
Initiatives to 
Increase Brand 
Recognition  

In 2019-20, Legal Aid NL embarked on several initiatives aimed at 
increasing public awareness of its programs/services, as well as 
improve brand recognition. Legal Aid NL increased its engagement 
with stakeholders, clients and the general public through more active 
participation on social media platforms such as Twitter. Social media 
was also leveraged to promote Legal Aid NL’s brand campaign. This 
included posting videos and messages reinforcing Legal Aid NL’s 
newly created logo and tagline. Management also engaged with 
national and local media outlets to promote the positive perception of 
Legal Aid NL in the community and furthering public confidence in the 
quality of its services. During the first quarter of the year, Legal Aid NL 
developed and circulated new brochures outlining key features of 
programs and services offered by legal aid offices across the province. 

Complete 
performance 
evaluations to 
inform 
development 
planning 

Legal Aid NL recognizes the importance of performance review 
processes as a tool to support the growth and development of its 
employees and to ensure the highest standards of service for clients. 
In April 2019, Legal Aid NL implemented a new performance evaluation 
model. The model was developed in consultation with an external 
expert and through extensive engagement and input from staff.  During 
the year, performance evaluations for Legal Aid NL’s entire workforce 
across 18 offices were completed using the new model. Subsequently, 
during the last quarter of 2019-20 employees were invited to share their 
experience with the new system and identify areas of improvement. 
Employee feedback with respect to the new performance evaluation 
system has been extremely positive. Legal Aid NL will continue to 
enhance the performance evaluation framework by incorporating best 
practices and addressing gaps as they are identified to ensure the 
system meets the ongoing needs of its workforce. 
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Opportunities and Challenges Ahead 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has created significant hardship for residents of our province. 
Economic and social hardship often results in a rise in domestic violence, more family 
breakdowns, increased mental health and addiction issues, and higher levels of crime. 
Over the coming months and years, pandemic induced adversity and misfortune will likely 
result in more Newfoundlanders and Labradorians using the justice system. This will no 
doubt create a higher demand for legal aid services and pressure on the justice system 
as a whole. The good news is that the pandemic has also created new pathways into our 
justice system. Holding hearings virtually and advising clients remotely has now become 
a common approach. Such positive improvements in the delivery of legal services and 
programs, once unheard of, must carry on. 
 
Although the justice system has responded and adapted well in the short term, there is 
still significant uncertainty ahead. Legal Aid Plans across the country are making a 
conscious effort to build competencies and adopt new technologies that will allow these 
organizations to cope with the long terms impacts of the pandemic.  
 
Over the next three years, Legal Aid NL will have to do the same. There has never been 
a better time or opportunity to invest in our workforce and support their learning needs as 
they adapt to the new paradigm in the justice system. Legal Aid NL must focus on 
leveraging technology and training to build an adaptable and more cohesive workforce 
capable of responding to client needs effectively and efficiently. The current pandemic 
has heightened the need for an organization such as Legal Aid to adapt to new and 
evolving technologies, and rethink how services can be delivered to the public. The next 
three years will be critical in Legal Aid NL’s evolution into a modern and innovative 
organization that can respond effectively to the needs of its clients and those of the justice 
system. 
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