Policing the Police Public Forum

September 16, 2010
BCCJA-Vi

It was a dark and stormy night …but that didn’t stop over 60 people from attending the BCCJA-VI second public event: “Policing the Police” held at the University of Victoria on September 16. 
The event focused on the recommendations made by the ‘Braidwood Commission on the Death of Robert Dziekanski’ regarding the police investigating themselves when person dies or suffers serious harm while in the care or custody of the police, whether it be an RCMP or municipal officer.  Particular attention was paid to the recommendation that:

“British Columbia develop a civilian-based criminal investigative body ….named the Independent Investigation Office.” (the IIO)
Ted Hughes, QC, generously and most effectively filled the role of forum moderator.  Each of the four panel members brought a unique view of the recommendations made by Commissioner Wood and were informed and informing as we had hoped.
Bob Downie - Deputy Chief, Saanich Police, Vince Bevan - (Retired) Chief, Ottawa Police Service, Terry La Liberte – QC and former member of the Vancouver Police Board, and Dirk Ryenveld – QC and former Commissioner, BC Office of Police Complaints Commissioner made up the panel.

Deputy Chief Downey conveyed the BC Chiefs of Police support for the establishment of the IIO noting that the issue of public confidence must be addressed.  He reminded us all that given the thousands of police contacts made in British Columbia each year only a very few ever reach the point where the IIO might become involved. The caution he offered, however, was that achieving the goal of a completely civilian investigative body would be difficult given the limited availability of non-police persons to undertake such investigations.
Vince Bevan brought valuable insight to the establishment and operation of the “Special Investigation Unit” established in Ontario 1990.  This unit was created in response to negative perceptions of police race relations.  It was established with civilian investigators and struggled with qualitative issues for the first 5-7 years of its existence. Subsequently changes were made and trained police officers were added to the organization.  He suggested the 5 year threshold for a completely civilian IIO in BC might be difficult to meet.
Terry LaLiberte focused on the changes in police oversight that has already occurred through municipal police boards. Civilians have an effective say in policy matters.  He noted the RCMP appears to have no effective oversight equivalent. For the IIO to be credible and have any chance of success it must apply to the RCMP and municipal forces.
Dirk Ryenveld, speaking from his international experience, reminded us that Canadians have good policing and this is recognized around the world.  He made clear the distinction between the proposed IIO – which would investigate criminal matters, and the existing Office of Police Complaints Commissioner – which investigates matters of a disciplinary nature.  The IIO would essentially represent the creation of a new police force headed by a civilian in his view.  How to create a model that is able to respond to “distant” investigations without the assistance of local police will be a problem he suggested.  Again the timeline of 5 years to be fully operational with trained civilians he felt was being optimistic.
The second part of the evening saw the panel responding to questions from the audience.  The questions were on topic and allowed the panel members to flesh out their earlier comments.

The general conclusions shared by the panel members were that:
· the establishment of the IIO was likely necessary to address issues of public perception about police investigating police

· to be credible and effective the IIO must have investigative authority for municipal and RCMP officers

· at this time only police officers are trained and authorized to undertake criminal investigations 

· having the IIO full staffed by civilians within five years is optimistic 
