
Mr. Rick Nicholls: It’s my pleasure to finally have the opportunity to rise and 

debate a bill that will offer more support for our heroes with post-traumatic stress 

disorder. 

Speaker, I want to take you back in time. The date was September 3, 1999. I was 

traveling from Chatham to Windsor, and suddenly, out of nowhere, around 

Manning Road, I came across fog that I had never seen in my life. It was a sheer 

white blanket of fog. I couldn’t see 15 feet in front of me, and at that time I was 

travelling at about 115 kilometres per hour. According to the signs, I was over the 

speed limit, but on the other hand, they were going to let it go anyway; I’m sure 

they would have. 

What I wanted to point out was suddenly, my eyes got as big as saucers. 

Everything seemed to slow down. Eventually, what happened was that particular 

day at that time was the largest vehicle accident in the history of Canadian 

motoring. 

I recall pulling my car over to the side, getting out and rescuing a woman in the 

median. Neither one of us knew where we were because the fog was so thick. 

We used my car as a shield for oncoming vehicles, vehicles from both sides that 

were coming at us. 

I remember calling a local radio station to have them warn motorists of the 

accident that was happening—not happened. While I was on the phone, I 

remember the radio announcer saying, “Rick, what is that noise?” I said, “That is 

the sound of cars slamming into each other, behind me and in front of me.” 
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But this isn’t about me. This is about the first responders who came to that 

accident. I still think about it, and I think of the first responders. They were heroes 

that day—police, fire, EMS, citizens—heroes that day. 

I couldn’t get myself to go back and listen to the screams of a young girl who was 

pinned in a vehicle as I saw a Lovers furniture truck burning up and then gas 

tanks starting to pop. She died in that vehicle. 

I couldn’t imagine what first responders felt like having seen an individual who 

was pinned between two cars. They couldn’t get him out of the two cars that had 

wedged and pinned his legs, and he went up in flames before their very eyes. 

I often wonder what happened to those first responders, because those men 

were heroes. But you never know the lasting effect that that traumatizing incident 



had, not only on their life at that moment, but could perhaps still be having on 

their lives today, almost 16 years later. I can only hope and pray that all first 

responders that day were able to get the necessary help that they needed, and to 

realize that you’re a bigger person when you’re able to talk about it and get it out. 

But, Speaker, I must add and say to you that when I drive in fog today, heavy 

fog, I get flashbacks, and I proceed with extreme caution as well. 

Dealing with legislation for PTSD here in the Ontario Legislature has been a long 

process. I’ll show you how long this process has been. I’d like to review some of 

the history behind the issue. 

Just a few weeks ago, instead of focusing on the issue itself, the Minister of 

Labour decided that it was appropriate to attack the opposition for the 

government’s slow movement on the file. To quote the minister, he said, “I will 

note that in the history of civilization, the PC Party has raised this issue three 

times.” It was a disappointingly partisan comment from the minister. I have a lot 

of respect for the minister; please, don’t get me wrong. But this was a 

disappointing comment on such a crucial issue, given the fact that all three 

parties agree that we do need to address this problem. Worse yet, his statement 

wasn’t even accurate. I had personally raised the issue on more than one 

occasion right here in question period. Surely the minister would be aware of 

questions on such a key issue to his portfolio. 

Perhaps my memory was off, so I decided to look into some of the history on the 

issue. As we know, the member from Parkdale–High Park first introduced a 

private member’s bill on PTSD way back in 2008. A good idea, Mr. Speaker, 

doesn’t care who owns it, in my opinion, which is why we, as official opposition 

and third party opposition, supported Bill 2 on PTSD and wanted it called 

forward. 

Shortly after being elected as our new leader, and then the MPP for Simcoe 

North, Patrick Brown took the opportunity to call on the government to commit to 

passing the NDP’s Bill 2. In our opinion, it was a good bill that gave first 

responders PTSD support. It didn’t matter that a member’s name from another 

party was on the cover. If it was missing something, as the government claimed, 

it could have easily been addressed in committee. 

On September 14 of last year, during question period, Patrick Brown called on 

the government to get moving on the PTSD file and fast-track the NDP’s Bill 2. 

No commitment was given. 



Then, on October 6, I called on the government House leader, who just so 

happens to be the Minister of Community Safety and Correctional Services, to 

call forward Bill 2. He’s the one who decides which bills are brought before the 

committee, and he’s the minister whose first responders need and deserve this 

help. I am obviously the critic to that, as you are as well the parliamentary 

assistant to the Minister of Community Safety and Correctional Services. 

On December 2, I raised the question again: Why won’t the government simply 

call Bill 2 forward? Why not improve it in committee? 

Finally, most recently, the issue was brought up once again by our leader in two 

separate questions on February 16 of this year. 

That’s five questions raised by the official opposition alone on the topic in just 

part of last year and this year, which is certainly more than the misleading three 

times in the history of civilization claimed by the minister. That doesn’t count for 

any statements or debate comments made by members. 

To suggest that members in this House, no matter where they sit, do not care 

about the dangers first responders face is shameful. I understand, though, the 

heart of the Minister of Labour. It’s a good heart, and he wants to see this 

passed, as we all do. 

This is a non-partisan issue that clearly matters to each and every member in the 

House. We’ve all heard of emotional stories in our home ridings, and I know that 

we all take them to heart. Attempts to inject negativity into discussion and to try 

to make it artificially partisan only end up hurting the integrity of this Legislature, 

failing the citizens we have sworn a duty to serve. 

As a deputy Speaker, I’m proud to say that I’ve seen many debates that bring out 

the best of every member in this House, where ideas and viewpoints are listened 

to and respected. We need to see more of that respect and less partisan games. 

The Legislature is at its best when we show genuine appreciation for the 

perspectives that members bring to the table, as we have seen through the 

debate on this bill. 

Bill 163, at its core, is about taking action on a problem that has not been 

properly addressed and passed. Our first responders are struggling to maintain 

their mental health and deserve more help. I want to take that one step further 

and say that their families want them to get that help as well. It’s not just first 

responders who suffer but their families too, because they see a change in 

behaviour of their loved ones. 



To understand why it’s so important for us to come together and figure out a 

solution co-operatively, one must listen to the stories of first responders who 

have battled their own demons with PTSD. 

OPP Sergeant Brian Knowler, who works out of the Chatham–Kent 

detachment—my area—has personally dealt with the issue we’re discussing 

today, and he was kind enough to share that story with me and, more 

importantly, he shares that story with fellow officers. If even one person realizes 

that they, too, can conquer their demons after hearing some of the stories shared 

during the debate on this bill and others before it, that’s a success. 

Brian’s story is ultimately a success story, but there were times when it seemed 

that there was no possibility of a happy ending. I’d like to take a moment and 

share with you and this Legislature Brian’s story, and I’m going to say it in the 

first person because this is how he wrote it. 

“In October of 2004, I was the first police officer on the scene of a fatal motor 

vehicle collision. The collision involved a minivan and a pickup truck. The minivan 

had rolled into the ditch and was almost destroyed with every piece of glass and 

plastic being broken out of it. The witnesses at the scene hadn’t seen anyone 

move or climb out of it after it rolled. Based on what I was told when I arrived at 

the collision, things did not look good. 

“When I arrived, I waded through a muddy ditch full of waist-high water to get to 

the van. I cut my palms and knees climbing into what was left of the vehicle and 

was met with the sight of a single male amongst all the debris, lying on his back 

with one hand out the door. He was bleeding from a severe wound to his throat 

and rapidly losing blood. I applied direct pressure to the wound and, in doing so, 

had to get almost face to face with the victim. 

“When I got that close, I quickly realized that the driver, who was bleeding to 

death before my eyes, was a close friend from university. I began to use his 

name, asking him to hang on, to stick with me. 

“At one point, he simply breathed his last and died in my arms as I was preparing 

to perform CPR. The paramedics who attended the scene ultimately did revive 

him, and he lived for a few days in an induced coma.” 

Sergeant Knowler goes on to say, “I spent the rest of the night at that scene and I 

also had the responsibility of telling his wife, who was just about to give birth to 

their son, that he had died and the circumstances surrounding it. It was the worst 

night of my career. 



“In the days immediately following, I coped the way that many first responders 

cope with stress and trauma—with alcohol and a strong desire to bury the 

experience. I didn’t get any aftercare at the time, didn’t explore the experience 

and the feelings it created, didn’t let anyone know what I was going through. I 

tried with one officer, an old, crusty sergeant who was supposed to be mentoring 

me—his advice was simply that I should toughen up because that was life. So, I 

told myself it was part of the job, something that a cop should be able to deal 

with, and locked the demon of growing PTS away in a cage way back in my 

brain. 

“Basically,” Sergeant Knowler went on to say, “I did everything wrong: 

“—I never sought out any kind of debriefing or professional assistance; 

“—I buried myself in my career, striving for promotions and accolades and 

seeking acceptance and redemption through success at work; 

“—I systematically pushed away my family and friends, creating a bubble around 

myself, living with the fear, the guilt, the anger, and the despair. I cut myself off 

from the people who were in the best position to help me and turned to video 

games, the Internet and unhealthy addictions to cope; 

“—At work I was cool, calm, put together. At home, I lost my temper, raised my 

voice, and was a less than ideal dad and husband. I equate it to masks. At work, 

I had one mask on that hid everything nice and neat and gave everyone the 

impression that I was in control. At home, my real face came out, and it was an 

ugly, hurtful thing. (It tears at my heart that my sons will have the memory of their 

dad during those years as being detached, angry and isolated. They deserved 

better and I have done everything I can to explain to them what PTS is and what 

it did to me, and to repair my relationship with them and my wife.); 

“—For a while, just before I completely crashed, I turned to alcohol on a daily 

basis to cope. It was so much easier to feel drunk and numb than to deal with the 

blackness.” 

Sergeant Knowler went on to say this: 

“—At the end of 2011, I finally got into a spiral that ended with a complete 

breakdown and hitting rock bottom. I was burned out physically, emotionally, 

spiritually, and mentally. I contemplated suicide twice during this time. 



“It took that total collapse to show me that something was wrong and that I 

needed professional help. I was at a place I thought I would never be at in my 

life—broken, battered, scared, and completely directionless.” 

Here’s what he did to begin to climb out of that pit: He decided he wanted to fight. 

Finally admitting that he had a problem that needed to be fixed was probably the 

hardest step, but the most critical one in his healing process. He began seeing 

an excellent psychologist who specialized in PTSD treatment for first responders 

and those in the military. His time with her consisted mostly of cognitive and talk 

therapy, but it also included writing, reflecting, and coming to terms with the 

burden that he had been carrying around for so long. 

His experiences with her were at turns enlightening, angering, sad and 

rewarding. He let the walls that he had built between himself and his friends and 

family fall down, which led him to start to make amends and to rebuild 

relationships that he’d come close to destroying. He fought the battle of 

workmen’s compensation and got it. It was a long and complicated battle, but 

when he finally saw the letter with “Claim approved” written across it, the battle 

became worth every minute he had put into it. 

He rebuilt his reputation at work and came out of the closet about his PTS. It 

started with a simple e-mail to his staff in support of the release of the Ontario 

Ombudsman’s report on PTS in policing, but led to becoming a very vocal 

advocate at his workplace. He began to help guide other officers through their 

own struggles with trauma and rebuilding their lives. 

He requested and received a transfer to a different work location where his family 

would be more comfortable, even though it meant stepping back in rank from 

staff sergeant to sergeant, taking a pay cut and a cut in responsibilities and 

duties. He said that that turned out to be one of the best moves he’d ever made 

for himself and his family. 

Now, a few years later, Brian is in a very good place. He has started speaking 

about his experiences in training both first responders and civilians about PTS, 

resiliency and getting through trauma with your mind and body intact. He writes 

regularly on issues around first responders and psychological health that have 

created an audience of both uniforms and civilians. 

He’s enjoying work, and even though there are still some tough days, he has 

found new love for his job and has renewed pride in being a cop. 

Sergeant Knowler finished the account of his story with an important message to 

all first responders: 



“What I want people to take away from my story is that there is life after a PTS 

diagnosis, if you’re willing to fight for it. You can continue to do the job you love, 

you can rebuild your ties to family and friends, and you can actually become a 

greater, better person through tapping into strength you never knew you had. 

“You can tame your demons.” 

Sergeant Knowler also described the process of getting his claim processed and 

ultimately approved by WSIB. That’s an important insight into what first 

responders are currently going through. 

He went on to say that when he first put in his claim, he was assigned a 

caseworker who walked him through the process and was responsible for 

collecting his information and assessing his claim. To get to that stage, he had to 

give a complete breakdown of what happened the night of Mike’s death, as well 

as recount pretty much every traumatic incident that he had been a part of since 

that night. That was a very difficult process, as it essentially made him relive not 

only Mike’s death but all the painful, awful things he has been privy to since then. 

He went back through the reporting system, and when he finally started to look, 

Brian was amazed at how many horrible things he had seen. 

Speaker, the current system is really counterproductive. The first thing that we 

ask first responders who are suffering to do is to painstakingly pore over every 

detail of the traumatic events that they have dealt with in their careers—with 

caseworkers, not doctors—before getting help. That would be like going to a 

hospital with a broken leg, only to be told that you need to run a marathon to 

prove that the leg is broken and then you’ll get treatment. 

Given how difficult it can be to address post-traumatic stress disorder once it is 

full-blown, it is incredibly important for early intervention resources and programs 

to be in place for first responders. In 2014, Chatham-Kent police launched their 

peer support team, comprised of six members: four sworn officers and two 

civilian members. Their training dealt with real-life scenarios that officers face on 

a regular basis. 

 


