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A recent decision by the Ontario Superior Court of Justice may be a game-changer in 
the Court's use of summary judgment motions, and notably, even in matters which are 
very complex and involve extremely large sums of money. 

The judiciary has occasionally been criticized by the litigation bar for not taking 
advantage of the summary judgment procedures set out in the Court Rules. Indeed, it 
seems that a summary judgment is granted only in exceptional circumstances and a 
judge may be more prone to "kick the can down the road" rather than making the more 
difficult decision based solely on affidavit materials. This often leads to extensive time 
delays, unnecessary legal costs and disappointment with the dispensation of justice. 

A recent decision by the Ontario Superior Court of Justice may be a game-changer in 
the Court's use of summary judgment motions, and notably, even in matters which are 
very complex and involve extremely large sums of money. 

Case Background

The case of Fairfield Sentry Limited, et al v. PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP and Stephen 
Wall, 2017 ONSC 3447 arose out of the Ponzi scheme orchestrated by Bernie Madoff. 
The facts are not terribly straightforward but can be summarized as follows: 

 a group of "Fairfield" companies (the "Fairfield Companies") invested funds (the 
"Fairfield Funds") in Bernie Madoff's "investment" company ("Madoff 
Investments"). The Fairfield Funds were never really invested by Madoff 
Investments as they were used to facilitate the Ponzi scheme. 

 the Fairfield Companies invested 95% of its funds (some of which were 
investments from other parties) with Madoff Investments to the tune of $7.2 
billion. 

 PwC was engaged to audit the Fairfield Companies financial statements for the 
years ending December 31, 2006 and December 31, 2007. Audits were issued by
PwC in respect of the tax years 2007 and 2008 on April 24, 2007 and April 8, 
2008 respectively. 

 Madoff's fraud was revealed on December 10, 2008 by Bernie's own confession.
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 the Fairfield Companies had received certain funds from Madoff Investments and 
the trustee for Madoff Investments (the "Madoff Trustee") brought an action 
against the Fairfield Companies to recover the funds it received from Madoff 
Investments. In total, the amount claimed by the Madoff Trustee against the 
Fairfield Companies exceeded $5.5 billion. 

 in April/July 2009, the Fairfield Companies (which were incorporated in BVI) were
placed into liquidation and a Liquidator was appointed (the "BVI Liquidator"). 

 prior to the appointment of the BVI Liquidator, the Fairfield Companies had made 
claims against Madoff Investments in an amount exceeding $7.0 billion. 

 the Madoff Trustee had rejected the bulk of the Fairfield Companies claims on the
basis that there was some double counting involved in its claim and that the 
methodology used to calculate their claim was improper. 

 in May, 2011 the BVI Liquidator and the Madoff Trustee entered into a settlement 
agreement (the "Settlement Agreement"). 

 after entering into the Settlement Agreement, the BVI Liquidator brought an 
action against PwC claiming $5.0 billion in damages for breach of contract, 
negligence and negligent misrepresentation arising from the alleged defective 
audits for 2006 and 2007. 

 the BVI Liquidator put forth a rather complex formulation as to how the damages 
were to be calculated. 

 only for the purposes of the summary motion, PwC did not contest the negligence
allegations (which would no doubt be a long, arduous and expensive piece of 
litigation) but only asserted that the BVI Liquidator could not prove that the 
Fairfield Companies suffered ANY damages. 

 PwC filed affidavits by a very impressive consultant (expert witness) whose firm 
specializes in applied mathematical and statistical analysis used to analyze the 
quantum of damages. He was extensively cross examined. 

 the BVI Liquidator put forth its own affidavit describing the methodology it had 
used to calculate the damages. The BVI Liquidator had also put forth an affidavit 
of an expert witness who endorsed the BVI Liquidator's analysis of damages and 
also critiqued the PwC expert's methodology used to quantify damages. 

 the experts' analyses were at odds with each other but the PwC expert, in 
response to the criticism of the BVI Liquidator expert, used the BVI Liquidator's 
methodology and still concluded that the Fairfield Companies suffered no 
damages as a result of the alleged negligence of PwC. 

 PwC sought an order dismissing the claim of the BVI Liquidator on the basis that 
the Fairfield Companies had not suffered any damages. 

The Court's Decision

Justice Newbould decided the motion on the basis that:

1. both parties have an obligation to put their best foot forward on the application. 
The onus of establishing that there is no genuine issue requiring a trial is on the 
moving party (in this case PwC), but a respondent (in this case the BVI 
Liquidator) must "lead trump or risk losing". 

2. on the whole, the Judge preferred and agreed with the evidence of the PwC 
expert witness and disagreed with the position of the BVI Liquidator and its 
expert. 
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As a result, the Court found that the BVI Liquidator had not established any damages 
and the action by the BVI Liquidator against PwC was dismissed on a summary basis. 

In 2014, the Supreme Court of Canada in Hryniak v. Mauldin, 2014 SCC 7 ("Hryniak") 
seemed to signal that the use of summary judgment motions should be more 
extensively considered by the lower courts. The fact-finding powers are presumptively 
available and may be exercised unless it is in the interests of justice for them to be 
exercised only at trial. The summary judgment rules should not be restricted to weed out
only unmeritorious claims but should be used as an alternative method of adjudication. 

In Hryniak, Justice Karakatsanis discussed the factors that determine when a genuine 
issue may not require a trial: 

"There will be no genuine issue requiring a trial when the judge is able to reach a fair 
and just determination on the merits on a motion for summary judgment. This will be the 
case when the process: (1) allows the judge to make the necessary findings of fact, 
(2) allows the judge to apply the law to the facts, and (3) is a proportionate, more 
expeditious and less expensive means to achieve a just result." 

Conclusion

As seen in this case, the fact that the claim involves very large sums of money, complex 
factual issues and duelling experts does not in itself lead to the conclusion that a 
summary judgment would not be an appropriate method of dealing with a commercial 
dispute. 

This may be a watershed moment for the summary judgment process. Clearly some 
judges are taking the bull by the horns and making more difficult decisions in complex 
commercial cases. 

Par

William  Skelly

Services

Insolvabilité et restructuration, Services financiers

https://www.blg.com/fr/people/_deactive/s/skelly-william
https://www.blg.com/fr/services/practice-areas/insolvency-and-restructuring
https://www.blg.com/fr/services/industries/financial-services


4

____________________________________________________________________________________

BLG  |  Vos avocats au Canada

Borden Ladner Gervais S.E.N.C.R.L., S.R.L. (BLG) est le plus grand cabinet d’avocats canadien véritablement 

multiservices. À ce titre, il offre des conseils juridiques pratiques à des clients d’ici et d’ailleurs dans plus de 

domaines et de secteurs que tout autre cabinet canadien. Comptant plus de 725 avocats, agents de propriété 

intellectuelle et autres professionnels, BLG répond aux besoins juridiques d’entreprises et d’institutions au pays 

comme à l’étranger pour ce qui touche les fusions et acquisitions, les marchés financiers, les différends et le 

financement ou encore l’enregistrement de brevets et de marques de commerce.

blg.com

Bureaux BLG

Calgary

Centennial Place, East Tower
520 3rd Avenue S.W.
Calgary, AB, Canada
T2P 0R3

T 403.232.9500
F 403.266.1395

Ottawa

World Exchange Plaza
100 Queen Street
Ottawa, ON, Canada
K1P 1J9

T 613.237.5160
F 613.230.8842

Vancouver

1200 Waterfront Centre
200 Burrard Street
Vancouver, BC, Canada
V7X 1T2

T 604.687.5744
F 604.687.1415

Montréal

1000, rue De La Gauchetière Ouest
Suite 900
Montréal, QC, Canada
H3B 5H4

T 514.954.2555
F 514.879.9015

Toronto

Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower
22 Adelaide Street West
Toronto, ON, Canada
M5H 4E3

T 416.367.6000
F 416.367.6749

Les présents renseignements sont de nature générale et ne sauraient constituer un avis juridique, ni un énoncé complet de la législation 

pertinente, ni un avis sur un quelconque sujet. Personne ne devrait agir ou s’abstenir d’agir sur la foi de ceux-ci sans procéder à un examen 

approfondi du droit après avoir soupesé les faits d’une situation précise. Nous vous recommandons de consulter votre conseiller juridique si 

vous avez des questions ou des préoccupations particulières. BLG ne garantit aucunement que la teneur de cette publication est exacte, à 

jour ou complète. Aucune partie de cette publication ne peut être reproduite sans l’autorisation écrite de Borden Ladner Gervais S.E.N.C.R.L., 

S.R.L. Si BLG vous a envoyé cette publication et que vous ne souhaitez plus la recevoir, vous pouvez demander à faire supprimer vos 

coordonnées de nos listes d’envoi en communiquant avec nous par courriel à desabonnement@blg.com  ou en modifiant vos préférences 

d’abonnement dans blg.com/fr/about-us/subscribe. Si vous pensez avoir reçu le présent message par erreur, veuillez nous écrire à 

communications@blg.com. Pour consulter la politique de confidentialité de BLG relativement aux publications, rendez-vous sur 

blg.com/fr/ProtectionDesRenseignementsPersonnels.

© 2025 Borden Ladner Gervais S.E.N.C.R.L., S.R.L. Borden Ladner Gervais est une société à responsabilité limitée de l'Ontario.

http://www.blg.com/fr/
mailto:desabonnement@blg.com
https://www.blg.com/fr/about-us/subscribe
mailto:communications@blg.com
http://www.blg.com/fr/ProtectionDesRenseignementsPersonnels
http://www.blg.com/fr/ProtectionDesRenseignementsPersonnels
http://www.blg.com/fr/ProtectionDesRenseignementsPersonnels
http://www.blg.com/fr/ProtectionDesRenseignementsPersonnels
http://www.blg.com/fr/ProtectionDesRenseignementsPersonnels



