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A litigator’s perspective on current legal issues and recent case decisions affecting
businesses and individuals. 

Commercial
Litigation Bulletin

The Oppression Remedy: A Useful Tool When Mixing Business and Family
In the context of relationships within closely held corporations, it is important to adhere to principles of good corporate
governance to avoid the application of the oppression remedy.  The oppression remedy is a broad equitable mechanism
that gives the court power to respond to unfairly prejudicial or oppressive conduct by companies. The oppression
remedy protects the reasonable expectations and interests of stakeholders, a broad definition which includes not just
shareholders but, in certain circumstances, also creditors and dismissed employees.  When problems arise in privately
held companies, particularly family-owned businesses, more and more claimants are resorting to the oppression
remedy when seeking relief.

WWhhaatt  iiss  aann  OOpppprreessssiioonn  RReemmeeddyy??
Section 2481 of the Ontario Business Corporations Act, R.S.O. 1990, Chap. B. 16, (the “OBCA”) gives the courts the
power to intervene in the affairs of a corporation at the request of a “complainant” to grant relief from conduct that is
oppressive or unfairly prejudicial to or that unfairly disregards the complainant’s interests.

WWhhoo  ccaann  sseeeekk  aann  OOpppprreessssiioonn  RReemmeeddyy??
The legislation does not define “complainant,” suggesting a broadly encompassing term. The case law deals primarily
with security holders, creditors, and directors or officers of the corporation who, in most cases, are also shareholders.
The claim will be considered regardless of how one acquired an interest in the corporation.

WWhhaatt  ddooeess  aann  OOpppprreessssiioonn  RReemmeeddyy  PPrrootteecctt  AAggaaiinnsstt??
Deliberately oppressive conduct or other behaviour that is harsh, burdensome or wrongful and which disregards the
interests of a legitimate stakeholder. It is not necessary to show bad faith. It is sufficient to show that a complainant’s
interests have been unfairly disregarded or prejudiced (including conduct which pays no attention to, ignores or treats
as of no importance the interests of the complainant). The classic case of oppressive conduct is where a corporation
conducts its business or affairs so as to confer a benefit on some of its shareholders and not all or at the expense
of other shareholders. 

WWhhaatt  RReelliieeff  CCaann  bbee  SSoouugghhtt  TThhrroouugghh  aann  OOpppprreessssiioonn  RReemmeeddyy??
The policy behind this legislation is to secure just and equitable treatment of minority shareholders and other
complainants interested in the corporation who have no control over it. The remedies available to a complainant under
section 248 of the OBCA are extremely broad.  The court is given wide discretion to determine what remedy will fit the
circumstances at hand. More specifically, subsection 248(3) provides that the court may make any interim or final order
it thinks fit, including:
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(a) an order restraining the conduct complained of;

(b) an order varying or setting aside a transaction or contract to which a corporation is a party and 
compensating the corporation or any other party to the transaction or contract;

(c) an order directing the corporation, or any other person, to purchase the securities of a security holder;

(d) an order compensating the aggrieved person; or

(e) an order winding up the corporation.

WWhhyy  iiss  aann  OOpppprreessssiioonn  RReemmeeddyy  IImmppoorrttaanntt??
In situations where shares or interest in a corporation have been left or gifted to family members, many potential
problems may arise. When the recipient family member has little to no control over the corporation, they are especially
vulnerable to unfair treatment by the majority shareholders. When shares or other interests in a corporation are left to
multiple family members, infighting and family relationships can negatively impact business interactions. An
oppression remedy may be a useful tool to ensure that a complainant’s interest is protected and that they are fairly
treated.

EExxaammpplleess
(A)  Naneff v. Con-Crete Holdings Ltd. (1995), 23 O.R. (3d) 48 (C.A.).

In this case, the father started the business, which grew into a multi-million dollar group of companies. In 1977, the
father, by means of an estate freeze, made his two sons equal owners of all the common shares of the company
through which the entire business was being operated.  The father gave equity to his sons, but retained complete
control through redeemable voting, special or preference shares. In the early 1980s, the sons began to work full time
with their father after completing their post-secondary studies. The business was defined by the court as a “team
effort” during the years the three worked together. On Christmas Day, 1990, differences between the family and the
eldest son’s “lifestyle choices” came to a head and he was “thrown out of the family.” The father, at a director’s
meeting, removed the eldest son as an officer from all of the companies and ordered the eldest son to stay off the
business premises.  The eldest son was also excluded from all participation in and management of the business. The
eldest son was also “virtually cut off” from any business income.  As a result, the eldest son sought an oppression
remedy.

The trial court held that: 

“in their corporate capacity as directors [the family and others] are required to act in
good faith and in the best interests of the company, and not for some extraneous
purpose…[The eldest son’s] personal life had no adverse effect on his
business/company life…”

Mr. Justice Blair therefore held that the eldest son should be granted an oppression remedy and that there should be
a public sale of the company forming the business. The Court of Appeal overturned the trial decision, in part, stating:

(a) “the fact that this is a family matter must be kept very much in mind when fashioning a remedy”; and

(b) “the order of Blair J. gave [the eldest son] something which he knew he could never have while his father
was alive and active – the opportunity to obtain full control of the family business.”

The Ontario Court of Appeal noted that:

(a) when dealing with a closely-held corporation the court may consider the relationship between the
shareholders, not just simply their legal rights; and

(b) a family business being involved is a relevant consideration when fashioning an appropriate remedy, to the
extent that it relates to the reasonable expectations of the parties.
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Applying the above principles, the Court of Appeal reasoned that the eldest son understood that until death or voluntary
retirement, his father would retain ultimate control over the business. Further, the eldest son must have known that it
would be impossible for him to continue working with the business if the family bonds ceased to exist. Therefore, the
Court of Appeal found that the eldest son’s reasonable expectations must be “looked at in the light of the family
relationship.” Ultimately, the Court of Appeal ordered the company to buy out the eldest son’s shares at fair market
value, thus maintaining the father’s control over the company, but relieving the oppression of the eldest son.

(B)  Buttarazzi Estate v. Bertolo (2004), 40 B.L.R. (3d) 287 (Ont. S.C.J.).

In this case, a shareholder owned 20 per cent of shares in a corporation.  Following the shareholder’s death, the
remaining shareholders began taking oppressive steps against the shareholder’s estate, including:

(a) the failure to give notice of shareholders’ meetings;

(b) the failure to provide corporate financial information to the executors of the estate; and

(c) the distribution of corporate profits in the form of bonuses to themselves without accounting to the estate
and without the estate’s knowledge or consent.  

The court assessed the “reasonable expectations” of the estate and found that an oppression remedy was warranted.
The court ordered payment of all monies found to be due and owing to the estate and required the oppressive
shareholders to purchase the shares of the estate for a fair market value.

(C)  Proulx v. 2006550 Ontario Inc. (2005), 15 B.L.R. (4th) 72 (Ont. S.C.J.).

This case deals with shareholders who were husband and wife. The husband started the company in 1983 and gifted
his wife 18.02 percent of the shares for income splitting purposes.  The company was later organized into three
separate companies. The husband was the sole officer and director of the companies and held 62.68 percent of the
shares, with the remaining balance being held by another couple. Although the wife never worked for the companies,
prior to separating from her husband, she received a salary and bonuses from the companies for income splitting
purposes.  These payments stopped in 1991, after the parties separated. The wife applied for a declaration that her
husband’s conduct was oppressive or unfairly prejudicial to, or had unfairly disregarded her minority interests. The
Court found that the wife had no reasonable expectation to continue incoming splitting but did, as a shareholder,
expect to benefit from the growth of the companies after separation. Therefore, she reasonably expected to either
receive her proportionate share of the profits of the companies or for her husband to buy out her shares for fair market
value after separation.  It made no impact that the shares were gifted to her. Interestingly, while the Court ordered a
buy out of the wife’s shares at fair market value, it declined to order payment for two of the years that she was denied
profit by way of bonuses. The Court found that during those two years, the bonuses paid out to the husband went
almost entirely to costs of building the matrimonial home, of which she will receive the benefit through family law,
because it was jointly held.

CCoonncclluussiioonn
An oppression remedy is a useful tool to keep in mind when family disputes spill over into business relationships. It
can ensure that the business relationship is maintained or severed fairly.

1 Similar provisions can be found under federal and provincial corporations legislation across Canada.
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