
CHAPTER 8

Witness Support

Witness Support at the Cornwall Public Inquiry

Witness assistance services are available in Ontario for criminal trials. Typically,
these services are available to victims of crime or to vulnerable witnesses, such
as children who have witnessed assaults.
Counsel for The Men’s Project,1 raised the issue of Witness Support for

witnesses at the Cornwall Public Inquiry during his questioning of expert witnesses
in Phase 1. This line of questioning suggested that support to witnesses was
needed, in addition to Counselling Support. For example, when counsel for The
Men’s Project directed such questions to Professor Nicholas Bala, an expert
witness before this Inquiry, Professor Bala confirmed that both victim programs
and witness programs would be useful.2

On May 7, 2006,3 after consideration of the issues regarding support to
witnesses, I ordered the creation of Witness Support services for the Cornwall
Public Inquiry. The Inquiry had a mandate to inquire into processes that would
encourage healing and reconciliation in the Cornwall community. In my view, the
Inquiry’s own processes, such as making support available to witnesses, would
contribute to fostering an environment more conducive to healing. I created
Witness Support within my authority as Commissioner under section 3 of the
Public Inquiries Act 4 to control processes of this Inquiry because there was no
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1. The Men’s Project was a party to this Inquiry with limited Phase 1 standing and full Phase 2

standing.

2. Nicolas Bala, testimony, February 20, 2006, transcript, p. 60.

3. A press release was issued by this Inquiry and posted on this Inquiry’s website,

www.cornwallinquiry.ca

4. Section 3 of the Public Inquiries Act states: “Subject to sections 4 and 5, the conduct of

and the procedure to be followed on an inquiry is under the control and direction of the

commission conducting the inquiry.”



explicit provision in the constituting Order-in-Council. My decision was based
on the need to assist vulnerable witnesses and reduce the possibility of “re-
victimization.” It was also my position that it was important to demonstrate
respect for the public service rendered by all witnesses at a public inquiry and to
reduce the adversarial environment that did build up. It was for this reason that
I did not restrict eligibility forWitness Support to survivors of sexual abuse. I made
Witness Support available to all witnesses, with the exception of expert witnesses.
This was the first time a formal Witness Support service was created at a public
inquiry.
I assigned responsibility for Witness Support to Phase 2 staff. The Inquiry

hired a Counselling andWitness Support Coordinator for this work and to address
the growing needs of Counselling Support. As well as having graduate degrees
in psychology and counselling and relevant work experience, the coordinator
received specific training in acting as a witness-support resource. The Director of
Policy also carried out witness-support functions as well as overseeing
management of Witness Support. Commission Phase 2 and administration staff
carried out administrative work such as the creation of an administrative manual
to ensure procedural consistency and fiscal accountability, as well as specific
assignments such as travel arrangements. We posted online relevant information
and questions and answers onWitness Support on our website, as well as making
Commission and party counsel aware of the availability ofWitness Support. The
material in Schedule 1 that follows this chapter sets out the information available
to potential witnesses, counsel, and the public.
The basic services available to witnesses at the Cornwall Public Inquiry

included:

• providing orientation to the physical setting at the Inquiry hearing
room, such as where witnesses sit to give testimony, sound systems,
translation systems, where lawyers and Commission staff are located,
areas within the hearing room for the public and media, where to enter
and exit the hearing room and where family or friends could be seated;

• giving an explanation of what procedures to expect at a hearing (the
order of questioning or when there are breaks, how to ask for breaks and
the meaning of standard legal terms such as “adjourning for the day”);

• arranging for transportation or escort to and from this Inquiry on the
day of testimony, if needed, and arranging accommodation if required;

• escorting witnesses in and out of the hearing room, taking individuals to
a private room during breaks or lunch, and ensuring they have water,
coffee, or lunch;
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• making contact with an individual to ensure they are current about when
they will be reached for testimony, as there are sometimes delays, and
then following up after testimony to ensure well-being;

• ensuring liaison with Counselling Support if a witness expresses an
interest, and reminding witnesses about eligibility for Counselling
Support for themselves and their families; and

• assistance with preparation of expense accounts.

Witness Support was available for Phase 1 evidentiary testimony and Phase 2
informal testimony. Fifty individuals received Witness Support in Phase 1 and
seven during Phase 2 informal testimony.
Witnesses could choose the services appropriate to their needs and circum-

stances. For example, they could obtain assistance with transportation but decide
not have escort to and from the hearing room. In all cases during the evidentiary
hearings, witnesses had access to a separate witness room where they could have
privacy, compose themselves, or have a quiet break or meal. Facilities for infor-
mal testimony were separate from the offices of the Cornwall Public Inquiry,
and were also private.
Those who attended as witnesses and requested Witness Support could also

have a support person attend, such as a spouse, other family member, or close
friend. Transportation or accommodation costs for support individuals were
covered through Witness Support. Those attending as a support person to a
witness were also assisted, for example, with orientation to an appropriate place
to sit in the hearing room while testimony was given. The ability to have
supporting friends or family attend was very important for several witnesses.
Family members of witnesses were also reminded of their eligibility for Coun-
selling Support and were assisted in obtaining it. The Commission staff had
discretion to authorize payments for child or elder care on the days of testimony,
if there was a demonstrated need.
Witness Support also provided payment for counsellors to attend with witnesses

at Phase 1 hearings or at informal testimony if their presence was necessary
for the well-being of their clients. Counsellors attended in twelve instances.
Anecdotally, several witnesses and some counsel indicated that they appreci-
ated the existence of Witness Support and found it helpful in managing the
experience and impact of testimony.
While I had not established Witness Support for this purpose, I found that

Witness Support services also facilitated efficient hearing processes by ensur-
ing timely arrival of witnesses and communication regarding delays or other
issues affecting attendance of witnesses.
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In the conduct of evidentiary hearings of this Inquiry and in informal testimony,
I was satisfied that the provision of Witness Support facilitated effective and
efficient processes, demonstrated respect for the public service given by those
testifying, reflected compassion for those for whom testimony was stressful or
emotionally challenging, and provided needed support to those affected by the
testimony experience.

Considerations for the Future

When the Government of Ontario establishes public inquiries, consideration
should be given to the potential for Witness Support services, and, if considered
appropriate, including in the establishing Order-in-Council explicit discretion
for the Commissioner to establish Witness Support. If the Government views
the provision of Witness Support as appropriate, given the subject matter of an
Inquiry and the witnesses likely to appear, I suggest giving discretion to a
Commissioner to design the right program for the work of the Inquiry he or she
is conducting, based on objectives related to the needs of witnesses and the effi-
cient conduct of inquiries. The Witness Support services available through the
Cornwall Public Inquiry could be considered as a basis for the development of any
future services created. Useful elements at this Inquiry included providing
transportation assistance so that family members could be in attendance, having
the ability to call upon a counsellor, maintaining a private witness room, and
contacting witnesses in a friendly manner both before and after testimony to
ensure well-being. We found, for example, that it was only after testimony that
some individuals were receptive to discussions of available counselling services.
Until they had completed testimony, they could focus only on the pending testi-
mony.As a result, contact after testimony was productive, as well as demonstrating
continued concern for the well-being of witnesses.

Recommendations

1. In the creation of public inquiries, the Government of Ontario should
consider whether a constituting Order-in-Council should explicitly
provide for discretion for the appointed Commissioner to provide
Witness Support services.

2. If created, the objectives of Witness Support services should be to assist
vulnerable witnesses and to reduce re-victimization, to demonstrate
respect for the public service provided in testifying at a public inquiry,
and to facilitate efficient hearing processes.
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SCHEDULE 1

COMMONLY ASKED QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

ABOUTWITNESS SUPPORT
AT THE CORNWALL PUBLIC INQUIRY

Q: What is Witness Support?
A: Witness support provides assistance to those who are called as

witnesses at the Cornwall Public Inquiry by providing witnesses
with: orientation to the physical setting of the Inquiry room,
explaining what to expect from the hearing processes, arranging
or providing escort to and from the Inquiry on testimony day,
escorting individuals to a private witness room during breaks in
testimony, ensuring provision of refreshments during lunch breaks,
touching base to ascertain well-being after testimony, informing
witnesses about delays in bringing them forward to testify and
liaison with Counselling Support if witnesses are interested in
obtaining counselling.

Q: Who can ask for Witness Support?
A: Anyone who will testify as a witness at the Cornwall Public Inquiry.

Witnesses will be told that they are witnesses by Commission
Counsel at the Cornwall Public Inquiry. Witness Support is also
available for informal testimony.

Q. Who provides Witness Support?
A: A trained professional person at the Cornwall Public Inquiry who is

neutral and who will provide the help that a witness requests, within
the scope of the services available fromWitness Support. Service in
English or French is available.

Q: Who pays for Witness Support?
A: The Cornwall Public Inquiry. Its funds come from the Government

of Ontario.

Q: How is Witness Support different from Counselling Support?
A: Counselling Support for those affected by the Cornwall Public

Inquiry gives the opportunity for an individual to receive therapy
within a personal plan. Such plans usually cover a longer time period
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and include sessions with qualified counselling professionals.
Although many affected by the Cornwall Public Inquiry are
witnesses, Counselling Support is also provided to those affected
who are not witnesses. Witness Support is more focused on the
actual time when a person provides testimony as a witness. The
services provided are structured to increase comfort and provide
information for the witness process. However, no therapy or
counselling is provided as part of Witness Support.

Q: Can witnesses have both Counselling Support andWitness
Support?

A: Yes. These types of supports provide different kinds of help so
witnesses can have both if they want. Counselling Support has been
available to anyone affected by or participating in the Cornwall
Public Inquiry. However, general intake for Counselling Support
ended August 31, 2008 and ended October 22, 2008 for those using
Witness Support in either Phase 1 or informal testimony.

Q: If someone hadWitness Support, does this mean they got
Counselling Support?

A: No. A person was allowed to choose to have Counselling Support
but was not required to do so.

Q: What are the first steps for gettingWitness Support?
A: If you are a witness at the Cornwall Public Inquiry, call the Cornwall

Public Inquiry at 613.938.2461 and indicate you are interested in
Witness Support. Leave a number where you can be reached and you
will be contacted by telephone by a Witness Support worker to
discuss on a confidential basis what can be provided. If you decide
to go on and access some or all of the services of Witness Support,
you can set up arrangements with the Witness Support worker. At
this point, the Witness Support worker will need to verify that you
are a witness by contacting Inquiry Commission Counsel.

Q: How confidential is Witness Support?
A: The fact that you called to get information about witness support

will be kept confidential. If you decide to proceed with some or all
services, there will need to be verification that you are a witness or
are participating in informal testimony. This will be done discreetly
within the Inquiry. The Inquiry will not indicate publicly that a
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person is using Witness Support services. However, it may become
apparent if the Witness Support person is providing escort or other
services that would occur in a public setting.

A decision to use Witness Support is up to each witness. Witnesses can
discussWitness Support with theWitness SupportWorker without making
a decision to use it. Once witnesses have the information they need, they
can decide if they want Witness Support.
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