
 

 

 

 

Sent via regular mail 
Our File#:  

Saturday, January 27, 2018          

The Honourable Kathleen Ganley 
The Minster of Justice and Solicitor General    
Province of Alberta 
424 Legislature Building  
10800 - 97 Avenue  
Edmonton, AB T5K 2B6 

Attention: The Honourable Kathleen Ganley 
 
RE:   Delays in Alberta’s Civil Justice System 

Shortage of Masters and Judicial Support Staff in Alberta 

The civil justice system is reaching a crisis point in Alberta.  

One reason is the shortage of Masters in Alberta. Masters are the frontline decision-makers for civil 
matters in the province, and are responsible for issuing vital procedural and substantive legal decisions 
in lawsuits prior to trial. 

The failure of the Province of Alberta to hire Masters and judicial support staff to accommodate the 
civil needs of Albertans has led to lengthy delays for their matters to be heard, including for procedural 
applications and summary dispositions. The latter civil procedures are designed to facilitate the 
progression of civil claims to resolution in an expeditious manner. However, with the shortage of 
Masters and judicial support staff to consider these procedural applications and summary dispositions, 
Albertans often have to wait for upwards of a year for a court date to have these matters heard. This 
delay pushes trials back further, and does not facilitate settlement discussions between parties, as they 
often wait for these pre-trial determinations to resolve matters.  

There are currently 9 Masters in Alberta: 5 in Calgary (one Master appears on an ad-hoc basis) and 4 
in Edmonton. They are expected to cover the entire province, including smaller judicial centres. A 
number of these Masters are also reaching the age of retirement. 

In December 2016, a Notice to the Profession and Public issued by the Court of Queen’s Bench of 
Alberta expanded the jurisdiction of Masters, and required that “any application involving a matter that 
is within the Masters’ jurisdiction should be returnable before the Masters in Chambers, not a Justice 
of the Court of Queen’s Bench. In any Judicial Centre where Masters regularly sit, applications that are 
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within Masters' jurisdiction, and are nevertheless brought in Justice Chambers, will be removed from

the Justice Chambers list and placed on the Masters' list." The Court then specified the jurisdiction of

Masters and Justices, and clarifying that the vast majority of applications can be heard by Masters,

except for a few distinct issues that are exclusively within the powers of a Justice.

This direction was necessitated by the strain placed on Justices due to the number of federal judicial

vacancies in Alberta, which is the highest in Canada (the Court of Queen's Bench of Alberta has 12

vacancies). It is critical that the federal government addresses this shortage immediately, and hire the
necessary staff to support them.

However, the effect of transferring the bulk of applications to Masters is that they are overburdened

and understaffed to deal with all matters in an efficient manner. The Masters in Edmonton have

responded to the influx of applications by introducing reforms to the determination of Ex-Parte and
Consent Applications, along with how Masters Morning Chambers are conducted, and these reforms

have been hugely successful in making these procedures more efficient. Unfortunately, there is little

these Masters can do to address the inefficiencies and delays created by their limited numbers.

For instance, in Edmonton, at the time of writing this letter, the soonest availability for a Masters

Special Hearing date, which is a hearing before a Master that will take longer than 20 minutes of oral

arguments and requires a special individual booking before a Master, is in March 2019. This delay is

entirely unacceptable. These application need to be heard before trials can be scheduled or for parties

to seriously consider settlement, and the delays in having these matters heard extends these actions and

prevents their meaningful resolution within a reasonable period of time.

The result of these delays is a loss of faith in the justice system. I hear frequently from clients who are

shocked at the length of time it takes for relatively minor disputes to reach trial or even summary

disposition. Often, parties are reluctant to commence legal action, including when they have been

seriously wronged, due to the length of time it may take to resolve a civil lawsuit. In the commercial

context, the delays create unpredictability for enterprises that can influence financing opportunities,

investment decisions, and broader economic conditions.

Alberta can easily increase the number of Masters and support staff to facilitate greater access to civil

justice in the province. I urge you and your government to seriously consider the contents of this letter,

and work to address the delays and limited resources devoted to the civil justice system in Alberta.

There is much at stake.

Yours

Nanda

Barrister & Solicitor
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