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CRIMINAL LAW  
IN CANADA : 
 

IMPORTANT WORDS  
TO KNOW  
 

 

Accused -  An accused person is someone who police have charged with a crime. The 

accused has the right to go to court to hear the case against them, and to explain why 

they should not be convicted. The accused is also called the “defendant”. 

 

Adjournment -  Rescheduling a court date. 

 

Appearance notice -  A form issued by police to tell someone when they must appear 

in court. You must attend this court date or you may be arrested. 

 

Arraignment -  A first court appearance after someone is charged with a crime. The 

judge will ask if you are ready to enter a plea. If you need more time to get legal 

advice, ask for an adjournment. 

 

Bail -  A court order that says an accused person can stay in their community while 

waiting for trial. They may have to follow conditions or pay a deposit of money to the 

court. If the accused follows all the conditions, they will get the money back. A 

“surety” is a person who pays bail money for someone else. 

 

Conditions -  You must follow conditions if you are charged with a crime or convicted 

of a criminal offence. Conditions are rules put in place by police or a judge. If you 

break these conditions, you can be charged with another crime. 

 

Conditional discharge -  A type of sentence that requires a person convicted of a 

crime to follow conditions. If they complete a probation period without more charges, 

they will not have a criminal record. 
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Conviction -  A court order saying someone is guilty of a crime. This can happen after 

an accused person pleads guilty or after someone is found guilty at trial. 

 

Criminal record -  If you are convicted of a crime in Canada, you will have a criminal 

record. This can make it harder to get a job, travel outside of Canada, or become a 

permanent resident or citizen. It can also affect your right to stay in Canada if you are 

not a citizen. 
 

A youth criminal record is sealed or destroyed after 3–5 years if the youth has no new 

charges or convictions. Records can be accessed by police and may become part of an 

adult record if the youth is charged with a crime after turning 18. 

 

Crown Attorney -  Crown Attorneys are lawyers who work for the government. Their 

job is to present evidence the police have gathered to a judge and explain why an 

accused should be found guilty. They are also called “prosecutors” or “the 

prosecution”. 

 

Disclosure -  Copies of all evidence relating to a case. This includes police reports, 

witness statements, and any other documents. If you are charged with a crime, you 

have the right to a copy of all evidence against you. You can contact the Crown 

Attorneys’ office to get disclosure. 

 

Duty counsel -  A lawyer who works for Nova Scotia Legal Aid and gives people free, 

basic legal advice at court. The lawyer does not work on your entire case. They provide 

advice only for that specific court date. 

 

Hybrid offence -  A criminal charge that allows the Crown Attorney to decide if the 

charge will be treated as a summary offence (less serious) or indictable offence (more 

serious). 

 

Indictable offence -  A serious criminal charge that can result in spending time in jail 

or prison, paying higher fines, and having a permanent criminal record. 
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Legal Aid -  Nova Scotia Legal Aid provides free criminal law and family law services to 

people with a low income. This includes students and people under 18 years old. You 

may be assigned a staff lawyer, or you may get a Legal Aid Certificate. You can apply 

online at www.nslegalaid.ca. 

 

Legal Aid Certificate -  If there are no staff lawyers at Nova Scotia Legal Aid who can 

take your case, you may get a Legal Aid Certificate. This is a form that says Nova 

Scotia Legal Aid will pay a private lawyer to work on your case. 

 

Plea -  An accused person’s answer to the charges against them. They may plead guilty 

or not guilty. Pleading guilty means they agree with the charges. It is very important 

to get legal advice before telling a judge if you are guilty or not guilty. This is called 

“entering a plea”. 

 

Peace bond -  A court order that says a person must not have any contact with 

someone else. Anyone can apply for a peace bond if someone has threatened or 

harmed them or their family, or has damaged their property.  
 

If you agree to a peace bond or you are ordered to stay away from another person, you 

will not have a criminal record. If you break the peace bond, you may be arrested and 

this could result in a criminal record. 

 

Probation -  A sentence that requires a person convicted of a crime to follow strict 

conditions. This may include meeting regularly with a probation officer, avoiding more 

charges, staying away from certain people or places, having a curfew, or going to 

counseling. 

 

Restorative justice -  Restorative Justice is a program that helps a person show they 

are serious about making up for harm they have caused to someone else or their 

community. Participating in Restorative Justice may result in a less serious sentence 

or a chance to avoid a criminal record. A person cannot refer themselves to 

Restorative Justice, but they can request a referral from the police, Crown Attorney, 

or a judge. 
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Sentence -  A sentence is the penalty a court orders when someone is convicted of a 

criminal offence. Types of sentences include: 

 

• Conditional discharge 

• Probation 

• Fines or restitution (payment to a victim of crime for property damage, stolen 

property, or time off work) 

• House arrest 

• Incarceration (going to a jail, prison, or other correctional facility for a set 

period of time) 

 

Summary offence -  A less serious offence with less severe penalties than an 

indictable offence. A summary offence is still a criminal charge and can result in a 

criminal record or changes to immigration status. 

 

Summons -  A form issued by a judge telling someone when they must appear in court. 

You must attend the court date or you may be arrested. 

 

Trial -  A court process where a judge listens to evidence, hears from the accused and 

the Crown Attorney, and decides if the accused is guilty or not guilty. 

 

Warrant -  A court order allowing police to search a person or their property, or to 

arrest someone. 

 

Youth court -  Youth Court handles criminal law cases for youth aged 12 to 17. If 

possible, parents or guardians should go to court with youth and participate in their 

case. Youth court is not open to the public. Youth’s names and personal information 

may not be published online or in the news. 

 

 

 
The Legal Information Society of Nova Scotia can answer questions about the law.  

You can ask questions by email, live chat, text, or phone.  

They can help you understand your options and what the law says.  

They cannot give legal advice or go to court with you. 

 


