
What Survivors of Human Trafficking Should Expect 
From the Criminal Legal Process

Filing a Report: 
When survivors decide to file a report with the police, they should expect that the detective 
will spend a few hours gathering information from them and other witnesses, which may 
include medical records. 

Survivors should be prepared to be on the phone and attend in person at the police station, 
or a police officer may come to their residence for several hours to take their statement. 

Survivors can request to have a female police officer take their statement and have an 
emotional support person with them throughout the reporting process. Survivors can 
pause the conversation when they need breaks and have the right to withdraw their 
statement at any time.

Processing Time:
Survivors should expect that the criminal court process will take a significant amount of 
time due to the following: 
  
• The resources it takes to investigate reported incidents of human trafficking;

• The police determine if they can lay charges based on collected evidence;

• Arresting the accused;

• Bail hearings; potential incarceration of the accused;

• Evidence needing review by the Crown counsel to see if they can move ahead with the  
  charges based on the Criminal Code of Canada; 

• Negotiating a possible plea deal with the defense if the accused pleads guilty;

• Setting a date for a preliminary hearing and trial if the accused pleads not guilty;

• The sentencing of the convicted trafficker;

• And the possibility of an appeal process where the verdict is brought to a higher court. 
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Providing Information to Police:
Survivors play an important part in providing information to the police, being a witness 
during court proceedings by testifying, and presenting a victim impact statement. 

Survivors can consider seeking their own legal advice, but this is rarely publicly funded and 
can be expensive. Ontario is currently piloting free legal advice for survivors of human 
trafficking which can provide free, confidential legal advice and help to complete a 
restraining order application. 

Emotional Labour: 
Survivors must be prepared for the emotional labour and time it will take to go through the 
criminal court process, especially the trial which will have many delays and components 
depending on the circumstances of the case. The median time it takes to complete a case 
of human trafficking is 373 days. Survivors have no obligation to attend court proceedings 
beyond a witness testimony and they will receive a legal document called a subpoena that 
details when to attend the court. 

Support Services: 
Survivors may seek out other forms of healing, such as counselling, safety planning 
measures, and tools from victim services. The Ontario Victim Quick Response Program Plus 
provides short-term funding to assist survivors of human trafficking, which can be accessed 
through local victim services. Community-based organizations like Angels of Hope Against 
Human Trafficking provide long-term counselling, peer support groups, and advocacy.

Testifying as a Witness: 
When survivors are summoned to testify as a witness in court, they should be prepared to 
watch or listen to the recorded statement made to police at the time of their report. 
Survivors will be questioned on the witness stand by the Crown (government lawyer) and 
defence council (accused lawyer). 

In Ontario, the Victim Witness Assistance Program can assist survivors in preparing for 
court and consulting with the Crown. Testifying in a criminal courtroom can be 
intimidating, and the types of questioning can feel hurtful and humiliating. 

However, survivors should be aware that these tactics are trying to get to the truth of what 
happened while ensuring a fair trial for the accused. The judge or Crown attorney may step 
in if the questioning from the defence is determined to be inappropriate and objectionable. 

Impact Statements:
Victim services can help survivors write a victim impact statement for the sentencing of the 
person who harmed them which describes the physical, emotional, psychological, and 
financial harm. Survivors can either read the statement out loud in court or have someone 
read it on their behalf. Survivors can also decide to file the statement on paper with the 
court for their consideration by the sentencing judge.
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