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Nova Scotia Barristers’ Society Equity and Access Office 

By Noah Thompson 

 

During my Political Science/ Gender and Women’s Studies placement, I worked for the  

Nova Scotia Barristers’ Society (hereafter NSBS). The NSBS regulates the practice of law within 

the province and helps to promote diversity and equality in the profession and fair and equal 

access for all members of the public. The Equity and Access office, the department in which I 

worked, was primarily responsible for the latter two. A key project that the Equity and Access 

department has undertaken is their partnerships with the Access to Justice Coordinating 

Committee (AJ2CC) to develop #TalkJustice.  #TalkJustice is an online survey, created using 

technology known as Sensemaker, in which Nova Scotian’s stories regarding their experiences 

with the justice system are recorded and organized into several categories meant to describe the 

types of legal problems an individual can encounter. Through my time at the NSBS, I have found 

information from #TalkJustice extremely important in understanding the shortfalls existing in 

our legal system. Additionally, it has been interesting to see technology that is able to integrate 

qualitative alongside quantitative data to produce meaningful information. 

My work at the NSBS ultimately consisted of research and writing about the potential to 

implement a No Wrong Door policy in the Nova Scotia legal system. A No Wrong Door policy 

in essence, is one in which cross-sectional service is provided to individuals who may be facing 

issues that intersect with the Nova Scotia legal system. Implementing such a policy would mean 

both facilitating cooperation among the different sectors of the legal system (and others, e.g.: 

health care) so as to holistically treat the multiple dimensions of the problems people face in 
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navigating these systems. Additionally, a No Wrong Door policy means that societies like the 

NSBS should implement “warm hand-offs,” whereby an individual for whom they are unable to 

provide the right care, receives a personal referral from NSBS staff to an appropriate individual 

or entity at the right resource for their needs. To that end, I have written a report compiled from 

all of my research and much of the Sensemaker data – my belief is that implementing such a 

policy is an important decision for the NSBS, as the goals of the Equity and Access department 

appear to align with objectives found in most No Wrong Door policies. The report, while in its 

early stages, will be circulated within the society, and potentially throughout Nova Scotia. 

Working on this report has been a very positive experience for me, as it has allowed me to gain 

understanding in an area new to me.  As well, it has enabled me to create an example of non-

academic writing I could show to a potential employer. As the report will begin its first 

circulation soon, I have also offered to volunteer my time to contribute to it as it evolves in the 

New Year.  

I had my first meeting with my supervisor (Jane Willwerth) after being matched with the 

organization in May. We discussed my interests and course background in the Canadian legal 

system, as well as the system’s effects on disadvantaged groups.  We also touched on my interest 

in attending law school next year.  Following that, I was given a basic description of the 

department in which I would be working, how Sensemaker data is collected and interpreted and 

provided various Equity and Access office publications.  I immersed myself in these documents 

and reviewed their website to become conversant on the functions and general tone of 

communications from the department. After the summer, I began meeting with my supervisor in 

mid-September. Upon my first meeting, I was told that, ultimately, I would be writing a report – 

in which I would explore the potential for a new policy to implement – for the rest of the NSBS, 
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with the intention to expand it to other organizations. I was given a number documents and 

reports from various governmental agencies and legal researchers to review and discuss the next 

time we met.  

Due to the small size of the office relative to the number of staff employed, my work, 

with the exception of my meetings with my supervisor, was done exclusively outside the office. I 

would meet with my supervisor once every two weeks, with the exception of the last few 

meetings, which occurred mostly within a week or ten days of one another. The bulk of my work 

was researching:  I would read through any papers my supervisor provided to me at our last 

meeting, as well as bring in and discuss any relevant materials I had found in my own research. 

My supervisor and I selected the concept of a No Wrong Door policy about half way 

through the term. Initially, we were looking into the concept of legal triage. Legal triage is 

similar to medical triage in that it offers an evaluation of the severity of a problem a person is 

facing and recommends an appropriate course of action. Based on data collected by #TalkJustice, 

it was clear that unlike medical triage, legal triage is an unfamiliar concept.  In medical triage, 

most people are capable of understanding the medical problem they are facing well enough to 

know whether or not it warrants professional medical attention and, if it does, are able to find 

somewhere that can provide treatment. Legal triage, on the other hand, is less well-understood. 

Due to the complexity of legal terminology and difficulty people face in accessing information, it 

is often difficult for people who are not legally-literate to know the severity of their problem or 

understand where they can go if they cannot afford to pay for counsel.  

I read and took notes on multiple reports published by agencies such as the Canadian Bar 

Association, the AJ2CC, and independent researchers like Dr. Julie Macfarlane and her report on 

self-representing litigants. I would discuss these reports with my supervisor and we would 
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identify the aspects of the Nova Scotia legal system that failed to address the issues described in 

these reports.  

Over the course of the next month, I continued to look through reports and articles on 

access to justice, and its shortcomings in Canada and Nova Scotia. When discussing these things 

with my supervisor, I would continue to learn the language employed by these NGOs and the 

strategies they often recommend in their proposals. One example of this was during a discussion 

about the government requirement that provinces create a dedicated budget towards subsidized 

civil legal aid, (and publish these budgets) in their province. Among the numerous social benefits 

that can be gained through doing this, I noted that one angle we could employ is that subsidized 

civil legal funding tends to reduce the need for spending in other areas, as improving legal triage 

often helps to mitigate problems before they spiral out of control and strain other areas of the 

public sector, such as health care. My supervisor then told me that while this is a good argument, 

proposing a substantial shift in budgets from a project that has been developed over such a short 

period of time will likely not warrant a positive response. Additionally, no sector would agree to 

losing funding even if assured that the area to which the funds were being diverted would 

ultimately save money. Such “silos” as the reports term them, mean that additional time and 

effort is needed to foster cooperation. 

In my next meeting, my supervisor and I began discussing the concept of a No Wrong 

Door policy to circumvent the silos into which the legal system tends to organize itself. After 

receiving more documents for review and doing my own research, I found clear cases where a 

No Wrong Door policy had been applied.  However, I realized that legal silos are not effectively 

addressed when a No Wrong Door policy is implemented from a top-down perspective.  It 
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became apparent that for societies like the NSBS to implement this policy, it had to be 

introduced from the ground-up. 

The solution was to suggest that the NSBS begin by practicing “warm-referrals” for 

anyone who contacts the organization seeking assistance that the NSBS is not equipped to 

provide. Hopefully from here, this can create a larger network of organizations that are willing to 

do the same and, eventually, Nova Scotia’s legal system will be much better equipped to handle 

individuals’ legal problems before they spiral into more issues.  

As such, I drafted a report for the organization suggesting why implementing a No 

Wrong Door policy was in the NSBS’ best interests and, using case studies from both Canadian 

and international contexts, demonstrated how this policy could be implemented in Canada and 

why it is important to introduce it at the grassroots level. Over the span of about five weeks, I 

wrote my report, meeting regularly with my supervisor and receiving email correspondence 

highlighting how my report could be improved, new approaches I could take, corroborating 

information from the #TalkJustice project, and general suggestions to help me transition my 

writing style from an academic view to a style more appropriate for this sector.  

As someone with a previous interest in access to justice and effects of the law on 

disadvantaged groups, I found this placement very interesting as it broadened my understanding 

of the workings of the Canadian legal system substantially. Admittedly, this placement was 

different from what I had expected: as someone who is interested in law school, I had suspected 

my work would revolve around assisting with more lawyer-oriented tasks. However, by doing 

this project, I found I had a greater sense of autonomy in my task, and by having written a report, 

I now have something I can use to demonstrate my understanding of this aspect of the legal 

system. Additionally, I have offered to volunteer my time to assist with the report as it progresses 
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through the NSBS and further. I would highly recommend working at the Nova Scotia 

Barristers’ Society, and am glad to have had such a unique opportunity.  

 

 

 


