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Canadian Principles of Sentencing & the Humboldt Bus Tragedy 
Morgan Lawrence 

 
Driver, Mr. Jaskirat Singh Sidhu has plead guilty to 29 dangerous driving charges, which 
account for the unlawful death of 16 people, and the severe injuries sustained by 13 others, all a 
result of an incident that took place on April 6, 2018.  On this date Sidhu was the driver of a 
semi-truck traveling east bound on Saskatchewan Highway 335.  Sidhu avoiding a stop sign, 
running into the direct traffic traveling north bound on Saskatchewan Highway 35. Sidhu’s semi-
truck struck the northbound Humboldt Broncos commuter bus carrying the local hockey team 
and coaching staff. (1) This is an unprecedented incident in Canada and has touched the lives of 
Canadians from coast to coast, and drawn the support of many international bodies.   
 
Ten hockey members between the ages of 16 and 21 lost their lives in this fatal crash.  Two 
coaches, the athletic therapist, the broadcaster, the bus driver and a high-school student on an 
assignment as a statistician also lost their lives in the crash.” (2)  Two of the surviving players 
are now paralyzed, and the other remaining survivors sustained a range of injuries varying in 
degree. (3)  The sentencing hearing for Sidhu was heard in late January 2019 in Melfort 
Saskatchewan.  Approximately 90 victim impact statements were either submitted or read during 
the weeklong sentencing hearing on this matter.   
 
The Crown involved in this matter stated that a sentence of 10 years in custody and a 10-year 
driving prohibition would be appropriate in the circumstances. (4) This recommendation to the 
Court is solely their assessment of the sentencing principles.  And while it may be justified in 
their view with reliance on these principles of sentencing, the Crown acknowledged that they 
lacked any factually similar case law to inform their submission.  
 
Factors from the Crowns position that are considered to be aggravating to the circumstances 
include Sidhu’s rate of speed, which is accepted to be between 86 and 96 km/h.  On this point, 
the Crown added that Sidhu was traveling at such a speed that would have allowed him to stop 
without incident. (5)  It is also accepted that the stop sign that Sidhu ran was oversized, and 
displayed with a red light. (6)  The agreed statement of facts also indicates that Sidhu was 
driving with 70 pending violations of Federal and Provincial trucking regulations.  Had he been 
stopped prior to this accident, he would have been suspended from driving for 72 hours. (7) 
 
Defence counsel too are troubled by the lack of jurisprudence similar to this matter.  While they 
note some cases with shorter sentences, in their sentencing submissions they ultimately yield to 
the Court to determine the appropriate and fit sentence for Sidhu.   
 
The facts of this case are not alike any other Canadian case and do not share any similarities with 
other Canadian cases which involve mass causalities.  Further, the mitigating factors present in 
this case promote a greater dissimilarity from motor vehicle related death case law, which would 
otherwise be relied upon to aid in sentencing.  While Sidhu may have plead guilty to the act of 
dangerous driving, it has been accepted that he was not impaired, he was not speeding, he was 
not texting while driving, and he did not commit a hit and run- all factors that would have 
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heightened Sidhu’s moral blameworthiness if present. (8)  Sidhu did however fail to stop at a 
stop sign.   
 

Brayford [Defence counsel] said his client beats himself up every day over not stopping at 
the stop sign and didn’t even know he had gone through an intersection until after he got out 
of his truck. (9) 

 
Defence also submits that Sidhu is extremely remorseful and admitted that he was ‘over his 
head’ at the time of the incident, and was not experienced enough to be responsible for a double-
trailer in April’s conditions.(10)  Sidhu came to Canada from India in 2013, and passed the 
testing to become a commercial truck driver in August of 2017.(11) Sidhu was hired, by the 
Calgary-based trucking company only three weeks prior to this incident, and spent only 1 week 
of that time as a solo driver. (12)  Sidhu was an inexperienced driver.   
 

“I can’t even imagine what you guys are going through or what you have been through. I 
have taken the most valuable things of your life,” Sidhu said as he apologized to the families 
of the victims. (13) 
 
“I take full responsibility of what has happened. It happened because of my lack of 
experience.” (14) 
 
He put one hand over his heart. “I am so, so sorry.” (15) 

 
In sentencing Sidhu the Court must look to the purpose and principles as provided by the 
Criminal Code of Canada (Criminal Code).  The purpose of sentencing an offender is to address 
the elements of denunciation, deterrence, separation from society and rehabilitation. (16) An 
appropriate sentence must denounce unlawful conduct, deter the specific offender and society 
from the act, and must address whether the offender is fit for rehabilitation measures or must be 
separated from society if it is concluded that the offender is a risk to the public. (17) 
 
With that in mind, the Court when crafting an actual sentence must also see that the sentence 
follows those principles articled in the Criminal Code. Principles relevant to the Sidhu matter 
include accounting for proportionality, aggravating and mitigating factors, and past sentences 
rendered in similar situations. (18) The sentence in whole must not be unduly long or harsh’ and 
“should not deprive the liberty of the offender, if less restrictive sanctions may be appropriate in 
the circumstance. (19)  As if the weight of these factors is not enough, an additional 
consideration before the Court is that Sidhu is not a Canadian citizen, which will result in his 
removal from Canada if he is sentenced to a term of custody of 6-months or more.   
 

Fundamental principle 
718.1 A sentence must be proportionate to the gravity of the offence and the degree of 
responsibility of the offender. (20) 

 
Quaid, a law professor from the University of Ottawa states that they believe appropriate 
sentencing in this matter will be a difficult task. (21) Judge Inez Cardinal must balance all 
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principles of sentencing against the moral blameworthiness of Sidhu. (22)   In applying the 
principles of sentencing, how does the Court address the extreme harm caused by Sidhu against a 
just appreciation of his degree of moral blameworthiness? “This is a person who has exactly the 
reaction that we hope … every person convicted or found guilty of a crime would have – to have 
this deep reflection, this absolute acceptance of responsibility.” (23)   
 
As there are no other cases in Canada of this magnitude for the Court to consider when striking 
their balance, it may be the Courts appreciation of Sidhu’s moral blameworthiness that ultimately 
directs the sentence. (24)  
 
The Court has reserved their decision at this time and is scheduled to return on March 22, 2018. 
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