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On Sunday mornings when I’m out run-
ning along the gravel roads in my rural 
community, I often notice fresh beer cans 
in the ditches. Ugliness aside, their presence 
in such a remote place can mean only one 
thing: impaired drivers have been this way.

In this issue on road safety, we look at 
the pervasive problem of alcohol- and drug-
impaired drivers, distracted motorists and 
speeders, and what tools and techniques 
police use to stop them.

To begin, the RCMP and other police 
agencies have started preparing for the 
changes to Canada’s drug-impaired driving 
laws by offering new and updated training. 
Amelia Thatcher explains in detail how the 
new courses teach police officers to identify 
the signs of drug and alcohol impairment 
and get drivers tested if warranted. 

The second step is enforcement and 
awareness. Thatcher speaks to an RCMP 
traffic services unit in Manitoba that targets 
the back roads. The results of their rural 
enforcement campaign snagged a shocking 
number of drivers who were violating basic 
traffic laws. One of the officers involved says 
she simply “follows the beer cans” to know 
where to wait for impaired drivers. 

But impairment isn’t the only hazard. 
Paul Northcott spent several days with the 
Integrated Road Safety Unit in Surrey, B.C. 
The team focuses its efforts on all dangerous 
drivers, from speeders to smartphone users. 

The techniques they use allow them to get up 
close and spot the telltale downward gaze of 
distracted motorists.

Northcott also writes about traffic 
speciality units such as the Prohibited Driver 
Enforcement Team, which catches repeat 
dangerous drivers who are illegally behind 
the wheel. He also features the work of colli-
sion reconstructionists as well as the RCMP’s 
Motorcycle Traffic Enforcement Unit, whose 
operators on two wheels can easily manoeu-
vre through B.C.’s congested highways.

For officers enforcing Canada’s road-
ways, danger prevails. Aside from drivers 
who willfully break the laws are those who 
don’t reduce their speed and change lanes 
when police officers and their vehicles are 
stopped on the side of the road. As one traffic 
officer points out, slowing down and moving 
over takes only seconds and could save a life. 
Officer and driver awareness are key.

Finally in this issue, you can read 
seasonal driving tips from an RCMP traf-
fic veteran, learn about mobile road-safety 
units and the role they play in supporting 
enforcement and awareness initiatives, and 
find out in our panel discussion what 
policing approaches work best for off-road 
vehicle safety.

Summer is here, and the roadways are 
busy. Keep your eyes forward, and follow 
those cans. 

— Katherine Aldred
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Q & A

Commissioner Brenda Lucki’s career has taken 
her from drug investigations in Granby, Quebec, 
to a United Nations Protection Force mission in 
the former Yugoslavia. She has trained peacekeep-
ers and instructed at Depot, the RCMP’s police 
academy, and held numerous operations roles 
in Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta before 
being named the commanding officer of Depot. 
Commr. Lucki sat with Gazette editor Katherine 
Aldred to talk about her vision for the organiza-
tion and what she considers her best role yet.

What led you to apply for the 
job of Commissioner?
Well, I’ve always been attracted to jobs where I 
can evoke positive change and it’s followed me 
in my career. I honestly thought when I was the 
commanding officer at Depot, I’d been given 
the greatest gift. 

And I was proven wrong because now I 
actually have the greatest gift of all. And I think 
I’ve been so lucky throughout my career and the 
RCMP has given me so much. This is now my 
opportunity to give back to my organization. 

In your first address, you 
pledged to modernize the 
RCMP. What does that mean  
to you?
I divide it into two things: people and 
communities. For me, to modernize, I 
have to ensure we have enough resources 
and we have the right resources to do the 
job. 

We have to ensure our people are fairly 
compensated, we have to make sure our em-
ployees are healthy both physically and 
mentally, we have to keep Canadians safe 
and we have to build the trust within our 
communities and with Indigenous peoples. 
That’s how we need to modernize.

With a number of significant 
internal and operational 
challenges facing the  
organization, what’s your 
plan to address them?
I’m sort of the glass is half-full kind of gal. 
So I don’t consider them challenges but 

rather they’re opportunities. And I think 
we can’t rush into things. If we did reach 
a point where we had some issues, it didn’t 
happen overnight and it’s not going to get 
fixed overnight. 

It’s like when you gain weight, you 
don’t gain weight overnight so you’re not go-
ing to lose it overnight. But you need to take 
each issue one at a time and see how they 
connect with others, and get the input of all 
the employees. Because I want everybody to 
own anything that we do because I’m that 
type of leader. I’m a very consultative leader. 

Speaking of leadership, what 
type of leader do you want 
to be?
I want to be relatable. I want to be authen-
tic. I want to be credible, caring, innovative 
and creative. Unafraid to be vulnerable — I 
think that’s really important as a leader. 
Like I said earlier, I’m a consultative type of 
leader. 

I don’t need to have all the answers 

‘My opportunity to give 
back to my organization’
Commissioner Brenda Lucki outlines her vision for the RCMP

Commr. Brenda Lucki says she wants employees to be accountable for themselves and 
others, and to be proud of the RCMP. 
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because I have great people who are going 
to help me but I need to not be afraid to ask 
the questions. That’s the type of leader I’d 
like to be.

There are some pressing 
issues on the minds of RCMP 
members, including pay and 
unionization. How do you 
intend to advance them?
I really do look forward to working on 
the issues of vacancies, pay and benefits 
with our new bargaining agents. They’ll 
be active advocates for our members and 
employees. 

There’s processes for that but I think 
it’s going to be a positive step because 
I think it’ll give us a stronger voice for 
our organization. And I really do believe 
that members and employees deserve fair 
compensation for the work they do.

What’s your approach to  
communicating with  
employees about important 
issues and also hearing their 
concerns?
It’s always a challenge because we’re such 
a huge organization. But I plan to get out 

to the provinces as much as possible and 
do a lot of travelling. I prefer face to face. 
I think somehow I have to modernize my 
communications. It’s a new world.

What’s the most important 
piece of advice that you’re 
received as a police officer? 
How will you apply that  
in your role as Commissioner?
There are four things I told every RCMP 
graduate, the new constables. First of all, 
make every community better than it 
was when you got there, be kind and take 
care of one another, take care of yourself 
mentally, physically and spiritually, and 
above all, have fun. So I plan to apply that 
philosophy to my role.

Are you having fun yet? 
I am actually, but it’s pretty early!

What would you like all  
employees to know as  
you begin to lead this  
organization?
We are a great organization and we 
shouldn’t forget that. We do many, many 
things very well. And we are a great orga-

nization because of all the awesome work 
that each and every employee does every 
single day. 

I want every employee, first of all, to 
remain accountable to themselves. But I 
want them to have the courage of convic-
tion to be accountable for others. And I 
want them to own their RCMP and be 
proud of their RCMP. 

In your first broadcast, 
you said ‘One employee can 
make a difference, but every 
employee should try.’ What 
did you mean by that?
We can all make little bits of difference but it’s 
not the fact that you make a difference, it’s the 
fact that you put yourself out there. You go 
one step further to be that person who makes 
that change. You make that effort.

Where would you like to see 
the organization one year 
from now?
I want my organization to be more agile 
and more capable. More inclusive, more 
respectful and more tolerant. And I want 
us to be more trusted by the communities 
we serve. 

Commr. Brenda Lucki joined RCMP employees on a mental health walk in Ottawa last May. She says a key aspect of modernizing the RCMP is ensuring 
employees are healthy, both physically and mentally.
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By Patricia Vasylchuk

In an attempt to fight back against victim-
ization of seniors in a small seaside city in 
British Columbia, White Rock RCMP has 
partnered with the community to offer a 
Savvy Seniors workshop. 

“If we can prevent one person from be-
ing defrauded or having a crime committed 
against them then our efforts are worth-
while,” says Julia Everett, a crime prevention 
co-ordinator with the detachment. “But we 
hope that those who attended can help spread 
the word to others who might be at risk.”

Nearly 100 people, aged 55 plus, at-
tended the workshop, held on the mornings 
of April 5 and 6. Topics presented included 
fraud prevention, brain health, emergency 
preparedness and driver re-testing.

 Everett organized the first event in 
2016 as a way to help empower the commu-

nity’s seniors to speak up when they would 
normally stay silent. 

“As a senior, you’re a valuable part of 
our community,” she tells participants. “We 
want you to be safe and we’re here to help you 
if you need us.” 

Fraud cases are getting increasingly 

complex, especially in places like White 
Rock, where many people come to retire. Ac-
cording to Cst. Travis Anderson, an officer 
with the detachment’s Community Policing 
Unit, fewer people are being victimized but 
the stakes have gotten higher. 

“Fraudsters are going for more and 
more money these days,” he says. “Before, 
if they got $100 out of somebody they’d be 
happy, but now they’re really going for large 
amounts of money.”

In White Rock, romance and telemarket-
ing scams make up the majority of fraud cases 
where seniors are targeted, says Anderson, who 
spoke at the workshop about personal safety. 

In addition to having money, assets and 
good credit, many seniors makes an ideal 
target group because they are more likely to 
be polite and trusting, less tech-savvy, and 
statistically less likely to report when they 
have been victimized.  

By Amelia Thatcher 

A new video series is raising awareness about 
the supports available to victims of violence 
in Whitehorse, Yukon. The three-part video 
series provides information about the crimi-
nal justice system, and outlines what health 
and social services are available to victims.

“In a crisis situation, victims of sexual-
ized assault need to know what their options 
are, whether they want to report it or not,” 
says Collyn Lovelace, co-ordinator of the 
Yukon Women’s Coalition. “Knowing what to 
expect is a huge part of making an informed 
choice.”

The videos walk victims through the 
step-by-step process of reporting domestic 
violence and sexual assault to police. They 
also explain what the court process is, in-
cluding what the courtroom looks like, and 
what questions they may be asked.

“There’s generally a lot of uncertainty 
and angst as to what the process is, and we 
want to alleviate part of that concern and 
make them more comfortable during a 
difficult time,” says Insp. Keith MacKin-
non, officer in-charge of the Whitehorse 
RCMP detachment. 

In 2015, Whitehorse RCMP and six 
Whitehorse women’s groups signed the 
Together for Safety protocol, which works 
toward making the northern community 
safer for all women. The rate of domestic vio-
lence in the Yukon is 3.8 times the national 
average, according to Statistics Canada. 

The video series was a product of the 
protocol. Community partners like Public 
Prosecution Service of Canada, Victim 
Services, Whitehorse General Hospital, the 
Kwanlin Dün Health Centre and White-
horse RCMP all contributed to the videos.

“Our main message was that this can 
be quite a lengthy process,” says Cst. Julia 
Fox, an officer at the Whitehorse detach-
ment. “It’s almost like a marathon, so we 
wanted to prepare people for that.”

Fox says the Whitehorse RCMP 
also wanted to articulate that it’s never 
a victim’s fault, and officers will respect 
whatever choice a victim makes. 

“It’s about restoring peace of mind in 
a horrible situation to show victims that 
they have choice, rights and supports,” 
says Fox. 

NEWS NOTES

Videos support victims of violence in Whitehorse

Seniors get safety savvy 
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Whitehorse RCMP officers show victims of violence what to expect when reporting an 
incident in a new video series created in collaboration with local women’s groups. 
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S/Sgt. Daryl Creighton spoke to seniors about safety 
earlier this spring at a Savvy Seniors workshop in 
White Rock, B.C.



8 Gazette  Vol. 80, No. 3, 2018

news notes

mapping software helps locate lost hiker

By Amelia Thatcher

When Cpl. Mike Wilson responded to a 
call for a lost hiker in rural Nova Scotia, he 
logged in to a little-known mapping tool 
called Pictometry. 

The detailed mapping software is avail-
able to RCMP officers and employees in the 
province to provide geographic information 
during emergency calls or investigations. 

Similar to Google Earth, pictometry 
uses aerial photos to form comprehensive 
maps. But instead of satellite images, the 
software company uses low-flying aircraft to 
take overhead and side-view photos of build-
ings and landscapes.

“It provides a really detailed picture of 
a whole area from different perspectives,” 
says Wilson, who works at the Guysborough 
District RCMP, Canso office. “It’s not just 
looking straight down, it’s from the south, 
north, east, west — all directions.”

After Wilson received the call for the 
missing man, he used the software to survey 
the area while he waited for Police Dog 
Services to arrive. With GPS data from the 
lost hiker’s cellphone, Wilson marked the 
location and mapped out a direct route to 
the resident. 

“It was dark and we were climbing over 
boulders and through swamp,” he says. “It 
ended up taking us two and a half hours to 
travel about a kilometre because of the rugged 
landscape.”

Finally, they reached the man. Wilson 
decided to use pictometry to help guide them 
out of the wilderness more quickly. Using 
the mapping imagery combined with the lost 
man’s local knowledge of the property, they 
avoided the thickest areas of bush and made it 
out in a fraction of the time. 

Along with assisting during emergencies, 
the software is also used to support investiga-

tions for tasks like surveillance. Natalie Bona, 
a criminal intelligence analyst with Nova 
Scotia RCMP, uses the tool regularly.

“It’s particularly helpful in areas that 
aren’t well known,” she says. “It allows us to 
see what’s around a location, like schools or 
playgrounds, no-parking zones, and entry and 
exit points to a residence.” 

She and Wilson say they rarely do 
research on a target without referencing 
pictometry.

“I use it for any investigation,” says Wil-
son. “It’s a valuable tool any RCMP officer 
should know how to use.”  

N
ova Scotia RC
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units target rural crime

By Paul Northcott

The RCMP in Alberta has created four re-
gional teams to tackle the growing problem 
of rural crime. And a major element of its 
mandate is to develop and maintain partner-
ships with agencies that can help offenders 
end their law-breaking cycle.

RCMP Supt. John Bennett says over 
the last five years, property crime in rural 
areas has increased 20 per cent. That includes 
thefts and break and enters on homes, 
farms and industrial companies. He says it 
would be tough to speculate on causes, but 
the country’s opioid crisis and Alberta’s 
economic downturn are often cited as un-
derlying factors.

As a result, Bennett has been building a 
strategy for the four teams, which earlier this 

year received $8 million from the Govern-
ment of Alberta.  

Known as Rural Crime-Reduction 
Units, Bennett says one of the team’s man-
dates is to work with organizations such as 
Indigenous groups, health and mental health 
providers, addictions workers, probation and 
parole officials, housing workers and others 
to help offenders change their lives.

“There are so many agencies out there 
that can help people,” he says. “So let’s see 
what we can do to get that person who’s 
been arrested into addictions counselling for 
example, and hopefully reduce the cycle of 
crime.”

However, to get those people some help, 
first they have to be caught.

“If you look at the areas we police, we’re 

a very large area,” says Insp. Greg Towler, 
who’s responsible for the western region. 
“It’s impossible for us to have police in every 
community and honestly, that’s no secret to 
the criminals. They’re sophisticated enough 
to exploit that.”

To counter that reality, each of the four 
teams will have its own analyst who can work 
with officers to achieve the unit’s other goals, 
which include identifying crime hotspots 
and using intelligence that will ultimately 
lead to targeted enforcement against prolific 
offenders.

“That’s part of the team structure,” says 
Towler. “Working with dedicated analysts 
who can co-ordinate, provide info on people 
to target, and deploy our resources to appre-
hend criminals.”  

With Pictometry, police officers use aerial images to see landscapes and buildings, and 
calculate geographic measurements like distance, elevation and slope.
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By Amelia Thatcher
 
The RCMP is spearheading new changes to 
police officer training to keep more drug-
impaired drivers off Canada’s roads. 

Preparations for the changes began last 
spring, when Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 
announced his plan to legalize recreational 
marijuana. Since then, the RCMP has col-
laborated with police agencies across the 
country to develop new training courses, and 
update many others.

“Impaired driving is a significant 
priority for the RCMP, it remains one of the 
leading causes of criminal death in Canada,” 
says Cpl. Mark Skinner, an instructor in the 
Police Driving Unit at Depot, the RCMP’s 
training academy. “It’s a very needless, pre-
ventable crime and I expect we’ll see more of 
it in the years to come.”

The updates to police training come as 
two major legislations have made their way 

through Parliament. The first law legalizes 
marijuana and the second implements new 
impaired driving laws. 

The RCMP has been paying close atten-
tion to the second law in particular, which 
introduces three new impaired-driving 
offences and allows police officers to require 
drivers suspected with reasonable grounds of 
being under the influence of drugs to submit 
a blood sample for testing. The law also 
outlines regulations for an oral fluid device, 
which can test for the presence of drugs in a 
saliva sample.

In response to the changes, the RCMP has 
created four new courses for police officers, and 
updated one other. 

“We want to prepare our officers as best 
as possible for when these changes happen,” 
says Cpl. Dave Botham, one of the RCMP’s 
leading experts on drug-impaired driving. 
“It’s all about giving police training, experi-
ence and knowledge.”

Sobriety testing
The RCMP currently has two major courses 
that teach officers how to detect drivers who 
are under the influence of alcohol or drugs: 
Standard Field Sobriety Tests (SFST) train-
ing and Drug Recognition Expert (DRE) 
training. They are both international train-
ing standards that the RCMP has adopted.

Cst. Ryan Wilson, an RCMP officer in 
Amherst, N.S., took SFST and DRE training 
this year. He says both courses are extremely 
useful for any officer doing roadside stops.

“We often get in the mindset that im-
paired only means alcohol, but impairment 
can also be any number of drugs,” he says. 
“Before I was trained, I probably let a lot of 
people go. I didn’t know what I was looking 
for.”

While any police officer can arrest an 
impaired driver with reasonable grounds, 
SFST and DRE training can help officers 
better identify the signs of impairment.

Don’t drive high
New police training for updated drug-impaired driving laws

New and updated training courses are providing police officers with more knowledge on how to safely identify and charge alcohol- and 
drug-impaired drivers.
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“They build on the foundation officers 
already have,” says Skinner, who’s also a DRE 
and SFST course instructor. “The more tools 
and knowledge an officer has, the better 
chance they have of recognizing something 
suspicious.” 

Under the 2008 Criminal Code, if an 
officer suspects a driver may be impaired by 
drugs, they can ask the driver to take part in 
a series of physical co-ordination tests — the 
SFST.

Police are trained to administer the 
SFST in a four-day course. The course 
teaches officers how to identify impaired 
driving, how drugs and alcohol affect the 
body and what the different stages of an 
impaired driving investigation are. 

“We talk about how some of the indica-
tors of intoxication are basic things that an 
officer may not have considered before,” 
says Skinner. “Swerving, turning wide, and 
forgetting to turn headlights on are all major 
indicators.”

Officers also learn how to conduct 
three major sobriety tests on drivers: an 
eye-tracking test called the horizontal gaze 
nystagmus test, the walk-and-turn test and 
the one-leg-stand test. The culmination 
of these tests can help an officer decide if a 
driver is impaired by drugs and/or alcohol.

If a driver performs the SFST tests 
poorly, the officer may arrest the driver and 

take them to a police station to perform a 
breath test for alcohol impairment, or a DRE 
evaluation for drug impairment. If a DRE 
forms the opinion that the driver is impaired 
by drugs, they can order the driver to submit 
a blood or urine sample.

DRE training is more extensive than 
SFST training. The 10-day course teaches 
officers a 12-step method to determine not 
only drug impairment, but what specific 
category of drug an individual is likely im-
paired by. Officers learn about anatomy and 
physiology, the effects of different drugs, and 
how to prepare for court.

As part of DRE training, officers must 
also complete a practical component. To 
pass training, they must conduct at least 12 
DRE evaluations under the supervision of a 
trained DRE instructor, with a 75 per cent 
success rate. They must also pass an exam 
before earning their certification. 

Unprecedented changes
With the new laws, police agencies needed 
more than just SFST and DRE training for 
their officers. While DRE training is not 
changing, there are updates and add-ons to 
the SFST course, among other changes. 

Although many of these updates are 
either fully developed or well underway, 
Geneviève Tremblay, director of the RCMP’s 
Learning and Development Services, says 

creating courses before legislation was final-
ized was a challenge.  

“It’s unprecedented, we’ve never had to 
do this before,” she says. “It’s like building a 
plane and flying it at the same time.”

To identify what additional training 
was necessary, the RCMP collaborated 
with Public Safety Canada, Justice Canada 
and subject matter experts at the Ontario 
Provincial Police, Winnipeg Police Service, 
Regina Police Service, École nationale de po-
lice du Québec, and select Crown counsels 
from across Canada. 

They determined that several new 
courses were necessary, including an update 
to the drug-impaired driving segment of 
SFST training, an in-person and online 
refresher course for those officers who are 
already SFST-certified, a basic knowledge 
course on drug-impaired driving, and a new 
course to certify officers on using oral fluid 
devices. 

“The new courses fill gaps,” says 
Tremblay. “They’re imparting knowledge to 
police officers so they can do their job more 
effectively.”

The courses began their rollout to police 
officers this spring. 

Training courses
The first change to training is an update to 
the drug-impaired driving segment of SFST 
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Blood pressure, pulse rate and pupil size can all be indicators of intoxication. Drug Recognition Expert training teaches police officers how to identify 
signs of drug impairment. 
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training, available to all officers enrolling in 
the SFST course from now on. The update 
places greater emphasis on the signs and 
behaviours of drug-impairment, and what 
drug paraphernalia may look like during a 
roadside stop. It’s more practical and less 
theoretical than before, and takes eight 
hours to complete, in person. 

“We’re focusing more on cannabis 
impairment and what signs are commonly 
seen compared to alcohol impairment,” 
says Skinner. “For example, with cannabis, 
an officer could note that the eyes are red, 
pupils dilated and the person has difficulty 
focusing or concentrating.” 

To keep officers up to date beyond SFST 
and DRE training, the RCMP has developed 
four new training courses. 

The first and second new training 
options are for officers who are already 
SFST-certified. Two new review courses 
— one two-hour online course, and one 
four-hour in-person course — refresh an 
officer’s knowledge on how to properly carry 
out the SFST tests. 

“It’s for officers who don’t have the 
confidence or don’t remember everything 
they learned during their initial certifica-
tion,” says Tremblay. “The two versions will 
give police services across the country more 
flexibility when it comes to delivering the 
course, and accounts for their respective 

realities and needs.”
Tremblay says the online version makes 

the course more accessible because it can 
reach a greater audience. It also gives officers 
the option to reference course material in the 
future. 

The third new training option is a basic 
knowledge online course for all police offi-
cers — whether they have previous impaired 
driving training or not. It’s currently in 
development and will be approximately two 
hours long. 

It explains what to look for, when to call 
for backup or assistance and how to formu-
late grounds and suspicion,” says Botham. 
“The more information you give officers, the 
better we’re going to be able to identify these 
drivers.”

The fourth new training component is a 
course for a new oral fluid screening device, 
which will be chosen and introduced later 
this year. The course is still under develop-
ment.

“Our goal is to increase the use of SFST 
and DRE tests by having more officers 
equipped to carry them out,” says Tremblay. 
“Providing these additional training oppor-
tunities will give police officers the ability to 
use these tests as required on the roadside.”

For Wilson, the newly certified SFST 
and DRE officer in Nova Scotia, the training 
has been invaluable. 

“I gained not only confidence, but the 
knowledge and information that makes 
me ask, ‘is there more to what I’m seeing?’ 
every time I pull someone over,” he says. 
“If we have more trained members, we can 
get more impaired drivers off the roads 
and save lives.”

The same enforcement
Although changes are happening, Botham 
emphasizes that the process for nabbing 
impaired drivers remains the same. 

“It’s still good-old-fashioned police 
work,” he says. “Recognize the signs you see, 
and do something about it.” 

Botham says the steps police follow 
will be the same as before — from stop-
ping a vehicle and recognizing the signs 
of impairment to obtaining reasonable 
grounds, followed by making an arrest 
and bringing them to a breath test or DRE 
test — or an oral f luids test or blood draw 
under the new laws.

The new courses simply provide more 
police officers with more knowledge on 
how to safely identify and charge impaired 
drivers.  

“If you’re impaired, don’t drive. That’s 
the main message we want to get across,” 
says Botham. “Cannabis and other drugs 
impair a person’s ability to drive a motor 
vehicle, just like alcohol.” 

The horizontal gaze nystagmus test is one of the Standard Field Sobriety Tests that police officers use to determine if a driver is impaired. In this test, 
an officer will typically move a pen horizontally and direct the driver to follow the pen with their eyes while keeping their head still.
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By Amelia Thatcher

As she drives down the back roads of rural 
Manitoba, Cst. Luanne Gibb takes note of 
the number of beer cans and bottles scat-
tered along the side of the road.

“That’s generally how I decide where to 
go,” says Gibb, an officer from the Westman 
RCMP Traffic Services Unit. “I follow the 
cans.”

On Friday and Saturday nights, Gibb 
often sits in the dark on a road where she’s 
noticed a particularly high volume of beer 
cans. She’ll wait for a vehicle to come by, flick 
on her police lights and check to make sure 
the driver is sober and no one is breaking the 
law.

“The rural communities and gravel 
roads are not immune to fatalities or acci-
dents caused by impaired driving,” says Gibb. 
“My neighbour’s son was killed. It hits close 
to home.”

In Manitoba, an average of 14 people 
are killed, and nearly 500 injured, in crashes 
on gravel roads each year, according to data 
from Manitoba Public Insurance (MPI). 

That’s why Manitoba RCMP partnered 
with MPI last year for an awareness and 
enforcement campaign, targeting drivers on 
Manitoba’s rural gravel roads. 

“We were shocked with the results, we 
thought we’d barely see any drivers and here 
we were writing a ton of tickets and catching 
a ton of impaired drivers,” says Sgt. Mark 

Hume, the unit commander. “People are 
very unaccustomed to seeing cops on the 
back roads. We’re slowly changing that.”

Hidden expressways
Traffic Services units normally concentrate 
their police presence on highways and major 
roads where the greatest volume of traffic is 
found. 

When MPI first proposed the campaign 
targeting the back gravel roads, Hume was 
skeptical his team would find anything. The 
team’s strategic analyst, Janette Rodewald, 
felt the same way.

“We were worried officers would just be 
driving around and wouldn’t find anything,” 
says Rodewald, who works for the RCMP’s 
Traffic Services in Manitoba. “Because of the 
low traffic volume, we thought it would be 
like looking for a needle in a haystack.” 

To their surprise, the back-road patrols 
turned up a shocking number of drivers who 
were violating basic traffic laws. 

Over the course of the four-month cam-
paign, RCMP officers caught 31 impaired 
drivers, found 52 unregistered vehicles, and 
laid more than 1,000 charges for speeding, 
open alcohol, failing to stop at intersections, 
and failure to use seatbelts, among other 
offences. 

“We’ve identified the major routes 
between many of these small towns — we 
call them expressways at night,” says Hume. 
“It turns out many people take these routes 

from one town to another to avoid police.”

“Why are you out here?”
In one roadside stop, Gibb says she pulled 
over a driver who was visibly surprised to see 
her. “He told me, ‘I come this way because 
police are never on these roads, why are you 
out here?’ ” says Gibb. 

As it turned out, the man was well over 
the legal limit for alcohol, and Gibb charged 
him with impaired driving.

While some drivers are annoyed by 
the heightened police presence on the 
rural roads, Gibb and Hume say most are 
extremely grateful. 

“It brings residents a sense of security to 
know we’re out there,” says Hume. “And it’s 
more than road safety. Our police presence 
also helps deter rural crime.”

Since the campaign, Manitoba RCMP 
Traffic Services units have made back-road 
patrols a regular part of police shifts. Gibb 
says she’s noticed people in the community 
talking about police being out on the gravel 
roads and rural areas, and they’re changing 
their behaviour as a result.

“I’ve noticed more taxis, more parents 
and friends in pajamas travelling to pick 
somebody up, and people drinking less so 
they’re not over the limit. I’ve also noticed a 
significant decrease in beer cans,” says Gibb 
with a laugh. “We want you to have a good 
time, but at the end of the day, we want you 
to get home safely.”  

COVER STORY

The RCMP partnered with Manitoba Public Insurance last year for an awareness and enforcement campaign on the province’s rural gravel roads. The 
campaign will continue this summer.

Back-road presence
Manitoba police patrol rural gravel roads 
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By Paul Northcott

Spend a few days on the highways of Brit-
ish Columbia’s Lower Mainland and you’ll 
quickly learn a few things: they’re always 
busy, often jammed and home base for a spe-
cialized team of traffic enforcement officers.

The region’s roads carry speeders and 
distracted and impaired drivers just to name 
a few. And then there are motorists who 
simply won’t slow down to give police some 
room when they need to get out of their 
vehicle.

One day in early March, Cst. Steve 
Shaw pulled over a speeding Acura MDX 
on the Trans-Canada Highway in Burnaby. 
Shaw got out of his unmarked Chevrolet 
Tahoe and approached the driver’s side of 
the Acura as cars on the highway whizzed 
by. Granted, because the artery was so 
congested, it would have been difficult and 
probably unsafe for vehicles to completely 
pull over. But none reduced their speed as 
required by law.

“I’m used to it,” says Shaw, a member 
of the Metro Vancouver Transit Police who 
joined the RCMP’s Langley-based Lower 
Mainland District (LMD) Integrated Road 
Safety Unit (IRSU) in January. “I just wait 
for the right and safe time.”

Traffic teamwork
The provincially funded IRSU consists of 
more than 40 traffic enforcement officers 
from seven different police departments on 
the Lower Mainland — Abbotsford, Delta, 
Vancouver, Port Moody, New Westminster, 
West Vancouver and Transit Police — plus 
the RCMP. 

“We’re dedicated to making our 
roads safer. We’ve been assigned to deliver, 
throughout the region, a specific service 
the government wants to target — traffic 
safety,” says Sgt. Patrick Davies, operations 
non-commissioned officer of LMD IRSU.

The integrated unit means officers can 
work in multiple municipalities without 
worrying about jurisdictional issues.

“This diversity makes us more effective 
as best practices are adapted from a variety 
of sources,” says Insp. Mark Baxter, LMD 
IRSU’s line officer. “Also, wherever LMD 

IRSU deploys [its officers], by default we 
have good, established contacts with the 
police of jurisdiction.”

The roads and highways patrolled by 
police in B.C.’s Lower Mainland have bal-
looned over the decades to cope with the 
region’s expanding population.

It’s a development that RCMP veteran 
Cst. Kevin Bailey has witnessed first-hand.

“The behaviour of traffic has changed 
and everyone is in a rush,” Bailey says, one 
March day before the start of his shift. 
“Traffic is like water, it looks for the short-
est and fastest route. And with the city 
lifestyle, people feel they only have so much 
time and are constantly under the gun to 
get things done.”

At the bottom of Burnaby’s Royal Oak 
Avenue near an exit to Deer Lake Park, 
drivers’ need for speed was on full display. 
Three IRSU members aimed their laser 
detectors at oncoming motorists and easily 
found speeders — some of whom feel they 
don’t deserve a ticket.

“Sometimes it seems the drivers, who 
we know are speeding, don’t want to ac-
cept accountability for their actions,” says 
RCMP Cst. Sarah Brown.

Distracted drivers
Along with drivers with lead feet, smart-
phones are a perennial problem.

According to the RCMP, an average 

of 78 people die in motor vehicle collisions 
each year in B.C. solely because the driver 
was distracted or not paying attention. 
That’s why the IRSU targets distracted 
drivers. 

And the method to catch them some-
times involves simple legwork.

At the corner of Kingsway and 
Willingdon in Burnaby, three IRSU mem-
bers walked between lanes of traffic looking 
for distracted drivers, who are easily recog-
nizable with their heads down looking at 
their phones.

Their efforts also didn’t go unnoticed 
by the public. “Nice to see you here,” says 
one passerby to Brown as he left the grocery 
store. “I walk by here all the time, there’s 
lots of accidents.”

One driver, when asked to pull into a 
nearby parking lot for reading her phone 
— said she was just looking at a map. 
She will accumulate driver points, which 
could affect her insurance costs, and she 
will be given a fine of at least $368.  And 
while getting dinged with a ticket may 
seem upsetting, most drivers seem to ac-
cept their fate.

“Most people are not angry with us, 
they’re angry with themselves,” says Cst. 
Marko Duran, one of the three-member 
team patrolling the area. “Also, 80 per cent 
of these folks are good people who just 
made a bad decision.” 

Spotting speeders and smartphones
Integrated traffic team makes B.C. roads safer

Cst. Steve Shaw, a member of the Lower Mainland District Integrated Road Safety Unit, 
pulls over a Burnaby, B.C., motorist. She was fined for distracted driving.
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By Paul Northcott

There’s a specialized team of police officers in 
British Columbia who dedicate themselves 
to catching prohibited drivers, including 
those with alcohol and drug violations or 
repeat unlicensed driving offences. But the 
team’s work is more than about apprehend-
ing high-risk traffic offenders.

“There’s a criminal element that makes 
it worthwhile, too,” says acting Cpl. John 
Merryman, who leads the Lower Mainland 
District Integrated Road Safety Unit’s 
(LMD/IRSU) Prohibited Driver Enforce-
ment Team (PDET). “I think 90 per cent of 
the criminals out there are prohibited from 
driving.”

RCMP Cst. Rob Claypool has pulled 
over many dangerous drivers as part of 
PDET, but he’s also witnessed officers take 
down a prohibited driver, who upon subse-
quent investigation, had a loaded weapon 
in his car. Property crimes, drug trafficking 
and thefts are all conducted using vehicles, 
Claypool says.

“Drug dealers, because they get prohib-
ited, does that mean they’re going to stop 
driving to commit their crimes?” Claypool 
asks. “Well, the answer is no.”

Off to a good start
The team began as a pilot project in the fall 
of 2016.

Crime analysts provided two police 
officers with information about potential 
targets, addresses and vehicle descriptions. 
The pair also used an Automated Licence 
Plate Recognition (ALPR) device that reads 
plate numbers as vehicles pass. 

The ALPR scanned more than 45,000 
plate numbers during the trial. That infor-
mation led to dozens of arrests, the laying of 
41 criminal charges and the recovery of six 
stolen vehicles.

“When two members can bring in that 
much, I think upper management asked 
themselves what could five or six do,” says 
Merryman, who’s been with the Delta Police 
force for 14 years and working with the six-
member PDET since it began operating in 
January 2017.

Now, Merryman and his PDET col-

leagues can spend part of their 10-hour 
shifts parked in unmarked vehicles at 
various points of interest throughout British 
Columbia’s Lower Mainland monitoring the 
ALPR. When the device flags a prohibited 
driver, the rest of the team who are stationed 
nearby, will be dispatched to make contact 
with the driver and apprehend the violator 
where warranted.

Last year, 476,529 licence plates were 
processed through the ALPR.

As well in 2017, the six-member team 
made 200 arrests that resulted in 137 
Criminal Code charges, laid 202 prohibited 
driver charges under the province’s Motor 
Vehicle Act, executed 48 arrest warrants and 
recovered 22 stolen vehicles.

Tracking drivers
The team can also call on the services of the 
RCMP’s Air1 helicopter to locate high-risk 
suspects.

“We’re basically like a patrol car in the 
sky,” says Cst. Steve Burridge, Tactical Flight 
officer on the Air1 chopper, which provides 
an added layer of safety for the team and the 
public.

Decisions to pursue suspects in a police 
vehicle are rare, and being able to use a po-
lice helicopter can eliminate the need for a 
PDET road pursuit.

“The helicopter allows the member 
to back off so we can follow the target,” 
says Burridge, who pointed out the video 

evidence the helicopter records is crucial and 
often results in guilty pleas from suspects.

Back on the ground, Merryman works 
the ALPR’s touch screen like a pro: filtering 
through pop-up displays waiting for the one 
that warrants his focused attention.

It makes a small “bing” as a consistent 
stream of cars move both ways on the two-
lane highway. 

The device stores data that’s updated 
regularly from several sources, including 
the Government of British Columbia and 
the RCMP-operated Canadian Police In-
formation Centre (CPIC). CPIC is used to 
identify vehicles that are driven by prohib-
ited drivers, are stolen or whose drivers may 
be operating the vehicle without a licence or 
insurance.

“When I sit here I’m just focused on the 
plate,” Merryman says on a cool March day.

His effort intensifies when the ALPR 
alerts him that a passing vehicle is under a 
“service prohibition notice.”

“We have to go,” Merryman says as he 
whips his car around, turns on the lights and 
within seconds has the driver pulled over. 
The motorist has had five violations and an 
unsatisfactory driving record.

“She’ll be prohibited as soon as I serve 
her this document,” says Merryman, who 
admitted that although his work might not 
seem glamourous it is nonetheless signifi-
cant. “We believe this is important for public 
safety and it’s a road safety issue too.”  

Acting Cpl. John Merryman monitors the Automated Licence Plate Recognition device, 
which can detect if passing motorists are under a prohibited driving order.

Bad drivers beware
Police team pursues prohibited motorists   
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What best keeps riders safe on trails and 
waterways?

When it comes to safety, most Canadians 
know what they should be doing behind the 
wheel of a car: wearing a seatbelt, driving 
sober and keeping their eyes on the road. But 
riders don't always apply those same sensible 
rules to recreational vehicles. We asked six 
RCMP officers to share their best approaches 
— whether education, training or enforce-
ment — to ensure the safe use of all-terrain 
vehicles, boats and snowmobiles.

Cpl. Christina Wilkins
Specialized patrols of the trails and wa-
terways are a big part of my duties as the 

commander of the Enhanced Policing Unit. 
Along with my unit and partners from 
various agencies such as Fish and Wildlife 
and County Enforcement, I often scour the 
more remote areas of the county to conduct 
enforcement but, more importantly, to 
impart awareness and provide education on 
safe-riding and operating practices.

There are countless safety tips from 
government and other safety-minded agen-
cies highlighting the basics of back country 
exploration via off-highway vehicle (OHV) 
or boat. The lists can become very detailed, 
and I recommend being prepared. However, 

from a policing perspective, I keep our safety 
message simple: Don’t drink and operate, 
and wear a helmet or life jacket. 

While conducting boat patrols, I’ve 
noticed that many vessel operators and their 
passengers (upwards of 90 per cent) do not 
don a life jacket or personal flotation device 
(PFD) when boating. It’s also not uncommon 
for occupants, including the operator, to be 
consuming alcohol. Drinking and driving 
laws are federally mandated by means of the 
Criminal Code of Canada and apply equally 
to the operation of vessels on waterways as 
they do to motor vehicles on highways. 

The panelLists
	 Cpl. Christina Wilkins, Rural Enhanced Policing Unit, County of Grande Prairie, Alberta
	 S/Sgt. Stephen MacQueen, Lunenburg County District, Nova Scotia
	I nsp. Alexandre Laporte, Yellowknife detachment, Northwest Territories 
	 Cpl. Sheldon Clouter, Musquodoboit Harbour detachment, Nova Scotia
	 Cpl. Janet LeBlanc, Northern Corridor Traffic Services, Amherst detachment, Nova Scotia
	 Cpl. Cam Long, Police Dog Service & Division Search and Rescue co-ordinator, Yukon Territory

Cpl. Christina Wilkins says danger awareness, wearing safety gear and following proper riding practices are all key to a safe ride.
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Legislation surrounding use of life jack-
ets is also federally regulated. The minimal 
requirement for vessel operators is to have 
one PFD on board for each occupant. While 
conducting routine vessel checks, many users 
do meet the minimum PFD criteria and are 
quick to haul out ill-maintained life jackets 
that aren’t intended for anyone in particular 
but are just ‘there’ to check a box on the 
safety list. 

I’ve seen first-hand how a boat can cap-
size within seconds, throwing its occupants 
into the water. There’s no time to locate a 
proper-fitting PFD and securely fasten it 
to the body. Add in the potential hazard of 
mind-altering substances such as alcohol and 
the result can be fatal. 

The same can also be said for OHV 
helmets. Long gone are the days of one-size-
fits-most. When riding on vehicles such 
as quads and snowmobiles that can reach 
speeds of over 80 kilometres per hour, a cor-
rectly fitted helmet that’s properly secured 
can make all the difference in the event of a 
collision. 

What best keeps riders safe on the trails 
and waterways is danger awareness, together 
with the willingness to wear safety gear 
while applying safe-riding practices.

S/Sgt. Stephen MacQueen 
The South Shore of Nova Scotia is a major 
attraction for boating enthusiasts due to 
its picturesque landscape, the hundreds of 
islands that dot the coastline and natural 
beauty. Various communities take advantage 
of this tourism boom by hosting regattas, 
festivals and events, which are great for local 
businesses. However, the influx of boating 
increases potential issues from a public safety 
point of view. 

A 2016 report prepared by the Lifesav-
ing Society of Canada revealed that the 
Maritime provinces have a higher rate 
of drowning than the national average. 
Between 2009 and 2013, 138 drowning 
fatalities occurred in the Maritime provinces 
alone. Among the fatalities related to boat-
ing, in 80 per cent of the cases, the individual 
was not wearing a personal flotation device, 
54 per cent were boating after dark, and 35 
per cent involved alcohol consumption.

Lunenburg County District RCMP 
came up with a plan to be proactive in edu-
cating boaters on the laws, regulations and 
general safety tips. In conjunction with Nova 

Scotia RCMP Strategic Communications 
Unit, the district conducted boat patrols 
while using Twitter to send out boating 
information via tweets. Prior to the patrols, 
media outlets were advised of the initiative, 
which garnered much interest including 
interviews of our police officers. 

Interacting with the public on the 
water and over social media was a very ef-
fective way to get our message out in a fun 
and interactive way. At the end of the day, 
we provided a wrap-up of some of the most 
common violations we observed during the 
patrols including how much the fines would 
have been had the offenders been charged. 

I believe education is the No. 1 way we’ll 
see a decrease of violations and ultimately see 
a reduction in lives lost at sea. After educa-
tion, police visibility and enforcement is key, 
and Lunenburg County District commits 
to having its police boat on the water a 
minimum of three times a week during the 
months of June through September, to do 
just that.

Insp. Alexandre Laporte
The Northwest Territories offers a unique 
and challenging landscape with easy access 
to lakes, rivers and isolated areas. Harsh 
conditions prevail in the winter, and 
24-hour daylight impacts activities in the 
summer. 

As our remote areas become more 
accessible to Canadians and tourists, the 
risk of outdoor incidents increases. In the 
Northwest Territories, public awareness 

campaigns focusing on preparedness and 
survivability are one the best ways of inform-
ing the public about the inherent dangers of 
the wilderness, and the challenges of search-
and-rescue operations. 

As visibility continues to be our best 
outreach and deterrent, the RCMP in Yel-
lowknife works with other partner agencies 
to conduct joint boat patrols on lakes and 
rivers. Three such patrols were successfully 
completed last summer.

The patrols work. In one instance, as 
the joint marine patrol was preparing to 
head out, the Iqaluit Coast Guard alerted 
the team about a vessel in distress on Great 
Slave Lake. During the search-and-rescue 
operation, the marine patrol helped the 
Auxiliary Coast Guard locate and then 
transport six children and two adults safely 
back to Yellowknife with the vessel in tow.

As employees from different agencies 
team up and share assets, it gives these joint 
units the ability to ensure compliance and 
enforcement of a multitude of federal and 
territorial acts, and minimize the resourcing 
pressures on each department compared to 
performing similar patrols without co-
ordination. 

In addition to being positively received 
by the public and community leaders, these 
patrols provide an opportunity for RCMP 
members to learn about the responsibili-
ties and practices of other agencies, which 
enhances interoperability in a region where 
partnerships continue to be so valuable. 

Personal safety remains an individual’s 

During boat patrols last summer, RCMP in Lunenburg, N.S., tweeted out safety messages 
and reminders to boaters, including this image of emergency equipment to have on 
board.
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responsibility, but our inter-agency strategy 
and efforts help contribute to safe practices 
of recreational activities year round. 

Cpl. Sheldon Clouter 
As a member of the RCMP and an avid all-
terrain-vehicle (ATV) user, safety is always 
on my mind. I try to be proactive in my 
approach with other ATV users. 

In Nova Scotia, we have some amazing 
ATV associations that have very well-run 
rallies. These rallies are an opportunity for 
ATV riders to come together and enjoy 
everything recreational vehicles can offer, 
from breathtaking views to an abundance of 
wildlife. 

Our presence at these rallies is a great 
way to ensure the safety of all ATV riders 
and enforce the Nova Scotia Off-highway 
Vehicles Act, the Highway Traffic Act and the 
Criminal Code of Canada. 

At rallies, we can also educate riders on 
all aspects of ATV safety and the applicable 
laws. It provides the RCMP with a network 
to engage our communities and the citizens 
who enjoy these recreational activities.

It also provides riders peace of mind 
knowing that the RCMP are on the trails, 
ready and equipped to deal with any situa-
tion that might arise. 

Cpl. Janet LeBlanc
Northwest Traffic Services’ Amherst office 
is located at the Amherst RCMP detach-
ment in Cumberland County, Nova Scotia. 

The county has an extensive trail sys-

tem that people use year round. The trails 
are well used by hikers, horseback riders, 
ATVers, and snowmobilers. Our goal is for 
everyone to be able to enjoy and use these 
trails safely. 

 Our team has formed partnerships 
with the Department of Natural Resources 
and local clubs, such as the Cumberland 
County Rider ATV Club. We’ve met with 
its members and listened to their concerns 
about trail usage.  

The RCMP conducts patrols of the 
local trails year round — with snowmobiles 
when the trails are snow covered and on 
ATVs the remaining part of the year.  

We’ve also set up checkpoints on the 
trails during specific events. The focus is 
education alongside enforcement.  

The majority of recreational vehicle 
users are law abiding and we’ve received 
positive feedback when we conduct our 
checks. Of course, there are a few who aren’t 
law abiding, and they are not happy to see 
us. Drivers who have consumed alcohol have 
been charged with impaired driving. Dur-
ing one initiative, we seized a stolen ATV.   

Another strategy that we’ve used is 
to set up checkpoints where a trail meets a 
roadway. When we do this, we don’t even 
need to have a member on a recreational ve-
hicle — they can simply use a police vehicle. 
This has proven successful.   

Members enjoy getting out on the 
ATVs and snowmobiles and spending a 
day on the trails. Overall, the recreational 
vehicle users are appreciative of our efforts 

and event organizers are always happy when 
we participate.

Cpl. Cam Long
For many Canadians, especially in rural 
communities, ATV riding, snowmobiling 
and boating are simply a way of life. For 
others, it’s more for recreation. 

Prior to an incident occurring, there 
are several different approaches for police 
officers to consider. 

Providing a clear, consistent message re-
garding safety through education and public 
awareness can effectively reach the vast 
majority of recreational riders. Although 
messaging should be consistent, it should 
also come from a variety of sources. Estab-
lishing a unified approach with partners is 
key to getting the desired message out.  

Any education or public awareness 
initiative focused on outdoor activities 
should include the “three Ts” (trip planning, 
training and taking the essentials). If riders 
and waterway users were truly committed 
to the three Ts, we would undoubtedly see 
fewer incidents.

Aside from consistent messaging, 
timely messaging is equally important. For 
example, just before a long weekend when 
traditionally there are more incidents or 
when the avalanche risk in the backcountry 
is high, you want to engage the public.  

From my experience, the majority of 
incidents result from poor planning, lack 
of training, lack of exposure and people not 
staying within their limits. 

Quality training is certainly the first 
step. Whether someone is a first-time op-
erator or has extensive experience, everyone 
benefits from good training.

There’s always a percentage of the 
population that requires enforcement — 
ATV riders, snowmobilers and boaters are 
no different. Effective enforcement remains 
a key element to overall safety. 

Enforcement efforts also provide an op-
portunity to engage the public with positive 
reinforcement messaging. Take note and 
praise operators who are doing things the 
right way. 

Finally, officers should lead by example. 
To maintain a professional image and the 
community’s trust, police equipment should 
be well maintained, and operators should be 
well trained, properly equipped and compe-
tent at the task.  

Northwest Traffic Services in Cumberland Country, N.S., conduct a check point on the 
trails during an organized ATV rally.  
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Sgt. André Pepin is the co-ordinator of the 
RCMP’s traffic services in New Brunswick. 
The 29-year RCMP veteran is trained as a 
collision reconstructionist to investigate car 
accidents, a radar technician to catch speed-
ers, and is a certified breath technician to 
identify alcohol-impaired drivers. He spoke 
with Amelia Thatcher to share safe driving 
tips.

What are the biggest driving 
hazards?
Nowadays, distracted driving is a big issue. 
Everyone has a cellphone, so we always look 
to see if drivers have an electronic device 
in their hands. Each province has different 
laws, but in New Brunswick you can’t have 
electronic devices in your hands at all while 
driving, whether it’s on or not. Impaired 
driving is also a big hazard — alcohol or 
drugs. With the legalization of marijuana, 
every province is looking at what can be 
done to increase our police presence on the 
roads.

What’s your most common 
piece of advice?
We remind people that even if you’re driv-
ing the speed limit, you can still be driving 
too fast for the road conditions. A lot of 

people on highways will see that the limit 
is 100 km/h and they’ll drive 100 km/h or 
more. But while the limit might be 100, if 
the road conditions are bad, it can be very 
dangerous to drive at that speed. Often 
people in pickup trucks or SUVs think 
they’re safer, but if there’s black ice and you 
have to hit the brakes, you won’t be able to 
stop in time while staying on the road. So 
our message is always slow down and keep 
your distance. In bad weather, it could take 
you longer to stop. So always be alert and 
ready to stop.

What about in the summer?
In rain, it’s the same thing, you can still 
drive too fast for the road conditions. If it’s 
raining a lot, hydroplaning is dangerous. 
You have to slow down. You need to adapt 
your driving with the weather.

What about different types of 
roads?
On rural roads or city roads where you have 
more residents, there’s a greater chance of 
something coming out onto the road than 
on a four-lane highway. There can be lots of 
hidden driveways and side roads, as well as 
pedestrians and cyclists. But on the high-
ways you also have to be alert and ready for 

anything — especially wildlife and other 
drivers.

When should drivers stay off 
the roads?
It depends. If they’re calling for lots of snow 
or high winds or tons of rain, stay home. 
Sometimes cities will even call snowplows 
off the roads if the weather is bad, and that 
means the roads aren’t getting cleared. One 
general rule is if you can’t see the road, or if 
the visibility is low, don’t go out. Even for 
police, if there’s a really bad snowstorm, 
I’ll tell my officers to stay in the office un-
less they get a call. Don’t risk your life and 
someone else’s life when you don’t have to 
be out on the roads.

Have you ever had any close 
calls?
When I was a young officer, I was called out 
to respond to a collision involving a moose 
at the other side of my detachment area. I 
had lights and sirens on, and I was trying 
to get there quickly. It was dark, close to 
midnight, on a rural road through the 
woods. Suddenly, I had a moose jump out 
in front of me. It was so close I’m surprised I 
didn’t hit it. I’m sure it kissed the side of my 
window when I went by. I wasn’t going that 
fast, but it was faster than the speed limit 
because I was responding to an emergency 
call. It really made me realize the impor-
tance of slowing down. It’s better to arrive 
late than not at all.  

Q & A

Sgt. André Pepin emphasizes driving for the road conditions and weather when 
talking about road safety.

Adapt your driving   
Officer shares top road safety tips 

1.	� Slow down and drive for the 
road and weather conditions.

2.	� Don’t drive after drinking or 
consuming drugs. 

3.�	 If you’re tired, get off the road.
4.	� Don’t use a cellphone or get 

distracted while behind the 
wheel.

5.	� Drive defensively — watch out 
for other people on the road.

Top 5 driving tips
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By Amelia Thatcher

Catching speeders is a standard part of the 
job for a traffic cop. But for RCMP Sgt. Mark 
Hume, it could have cost him his life.

During a traffic stop earlier this year, 
Hume pulled over a car for speeding. As he 
was processing the ticket, an SUV slowed 
down and moved over — following Mani-
toba’s Slow Down, Move Over law, which 
protects workers on roads and highways. 
Another driver sped up and tried to move 
past the slowed vehicle, but lost control and 
pushed the SUV into the ditch.

“I could have easily been killed,” says 
Hume, who works for Westman RCMP 
Traffic Services in Manitoba. “The driver 
was swerving all over the road and could have 
skidded the other way and rear-ended me.”

While no one was seriously injured, the 
offending driver was slapped with a $672 
careless-driving fine.

For Hume, this is just one of many close 
calls he’s had while working in traffic ser-
vices. Since the Move Over legislation came 
into effect in Manitoba in 2011, he’s been an 
outspoken advocate for the law. 

“Those few feet on the side of the road 
are our workplace,” he says. “I tell people to 
have consideration for others on the road-
side, whether it’s police, paramedics, a tow 
truck driver or someone with a flat tire.”

Listen to the law
In Canada, Slow Down, Move Over laws were 
thrust into the spotlight in fall 2017, follow-
ing the death of Cst. Francis Deschênes, a 
Nova Scotia RCMP officer. While on duty 
in New Brunswick, Deschênes stopped to 
help a driver change a tire when he was hit 
and killed by a passing vehicle. 

“It caught everyone’s attention,” says 
Cpl. Ryan Lewis, who’s in charge of New 
Brunswick RCMP’s Tactical Traffic En-
forcement Unit. “It goes to show you that 
road safety is everyone’s business.”

Slow Down, Move Over laws vary from 
province to province. In New Brunswick, 
drivers must slow down to a reasonable speed 
and move to another lane. Other provinces 
have specified speed limits that drivers must 
slow to.

In the wake of Deschênes’ death, many 
RCMP traffic units across the country held 
education and enforcement initiatives aimed 
at increasing the public’s awareness of the 
laws. Manitoba RCMP’s Traffic Services was 
one of those units.  

To see how many people were obeying 
the law, officers surveyed an area of Highway 
59, south of Winnipeg. Over 15 minutes, 
they counted 107 cars that passed a parked 
police vehicle with flashing lights. While 
almost all cars moved over, only four slowed 
down to 60 km/h, as Manitoba’s law dictates. 
And 16 vehicles passed going faster than the 
posted 100 km/h speed limit.

“A lot of people are ignorant,” says 
Insp. Ed Moreland, the officer in charge 
of Manitoba Traffic Services. “But we had 
to crack down, because fatalities happen 
because of this.”

Moreland’s unit also held media events 
and ran a week-long enforcement blitz, pull-
ing over drivers who weren’t following the 
law on Manitoba roads.

Seconds save lives
For police in particular, the unpredictable 
nature of their job combined with cars 

whizzing by at high speeds can be extremely 
dangerous.

“Keep in mind that a traffic stop is never 
just a traffic stop,” says Lewis. “There are often 
underlying challenges, whether it’s a domestic 
situation or mental health issues. People pass-
ing by have no idea what’s going on.”

Lewis says he’s been in altercations 
on the roadside where fights break out and 
people end up in the ditch or on the road. 
That’s when Slow Down, Move Over laws 
become important — to give police the space 
to do their job without getting injured. 

To reduce their risk, many police of-
ficers park their vehicles wider than the car 
they are pulling over to give a pocket of space 
for the officer to walk in. Others use pylons 
to direct drivers into adjacent lanes. 

For Moreland, close calls have happened 
so often that he began approaching cars 
from the passenger’s side. But he says police 
shouldn’t be the only ones making changes 
— it needs to be a shared responsibility with 
the public, too.

“We’re not asking you to arrive late or 
cancel your trip. It’s seconds,” he says. “Are 
you willing to trade seconds of your life, for 
the life of someone else?”  

Slow down, move over
RCMP urges drivers to watch out for emergency vehicles

Manitoba RCMP Traffic Services held education and awareness events for the public 
and media to better enforce Slow Down, Move Over legislation.
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NEW TECHNOLOGY

By Paul Northcott

In the blink of an eye, fatal traffic accidents 
tragically end a life and kick start the work 
of highly trained police officers who seek to 
explain what happened.	

Their findings often lead to improved 
road-and-highway safety measures that can 
ultimately save lives.

“We’re the ones who make sense of it,” 
says S/Sgt. Dave Jewers, unit commander of 
the RCMP’s Lower Mainland Integrated 
Collision Analysis and Reconstruction Ser-
vice (ICARS), which is based in Surrey, B.C.

The unit was formed in 2008 to integrate 
collision analysts and reconstructionists 
that were previously attached directly to 
detachments and traffic units. Its members 
investigate all vehicle collisions that result in 
serious injury or death.

Policing and science 
When the call comes in for service, ICARS 
members — who responded to 199 incidents 
in 2017 — arrive with 2D and 3D scanners 
and GPS technology that can produce 
high-quality crash-site images. Their work 
involves complex measurements and math 
calculations to determine what caused the 
accident. Speeds are determined through 
evidence such as tire marks and the distances 
that objects have been thrown after contact.

“If the accident is serious enough, we 
can come in, collect the evidence and figure 
out what’s going on,” says reconstructionist 
Cpl. Stephen Hilliard.

Cst. Kyle McStravick, an ICARS colli-
sion analyst, operates one of the team’s eight 
3D laser scanners, a $100,000 piece of equip-
ment that recreates precise, high-resolution 
crime-scene images by documenting mil-
lions of precise laser measurements around 
the site. Those points are then used to build 
a 3D image to help investigators understand 
how the accident happened.

“The more angles we set up, we get a more 
complete picture,” says McStravick. “For 
instance, there could be a gouge mark that we 
didn’t see, the scanner will pick that up.” 

Team members also use standard video 
technology and camera footage.

Cpl. Rick Neger was behind the wheel 

of an 18-wheeler when ICARS members 
filmed and reconstructed an accident scene 
to determine the coefficient of friction.

“That means we had to determine 
how slippery the road was,” says Neger, 
who pointed out the test was conducted to 
confirm the data collected on site. “We had 
to find out, are we using the information 
correctly and how hard was the truck brak-
ing at the time of the accident.”

The view from above
Remotely piloted aircraft also provide im-
ages from above. But that’s nothing new for 
ICARS. 

The team has been using remotely pi-
loted aircraft, also called drones, since 2011 
and an ICARS member wrote divisional 
and national policies for their use by the 
RCMP.

The aircraft’s camera provides crystal-
clear images of accidents, such as one that 
recently involved a logging truck that 
spilled some of its cargo and a small amount 
of fuel into a nearby waterway in Mission, 
B.C. The device meticulously recorded the 
accident scene, the debris field and tire 
marks in vivid detail.

“In 15 or 20 minutes, it’s capable of 
capturing everything you need,” says Cpl. 
Gord Parsons.

That information is eventually up-

loaded to a large computer screen at the 
ICARS base in Surrey, where investigators 
will create and study a comprehensive image 
that can be manipulated to display detailed 
views of the accident scene, from multiple 
angles. These different angles can reveal 
details that might have been overlooked by 
the first on-the-scene traffic investigators. 
It can also be used to create a precise scale 
diagram.

It’s hard work that can sometimes 
masquerade the emotional side of a highly 
analytical job that involves working where a 
fatal accident has just occurred. 

“There are instances that get to us all, 
specifically for me it’s files involving chil-
dren,” says McStravick. “On those occasions, 
I go home and spend as much time with my 
children and family as possible. It’s really the 
social aspect of our work and family life that 
helps us cope with these situations.”

Nevertheless, team members under-
stand their role and do their job, and that, 
Jewers says, can lead to road infrastructure 
reforms.

“A lot of the guys like to say we’re giv-
ing a voice to the dead,” says Jewers. “But 
that means we can also understand what 
happened and sometimes make recom-
mendations to improve road safety. We can 
save lives. That work leads to greater road 
safety.” 

Collision reconstructionist Cst. Kyle McStravick sets up a 3D laser scanner.

Meticulous measurements  
Reconstructionists help explain accidents and save lives

M
artine C

hénier, RC
M

P 
C

OVE


R
R

O
A

D
 S

A
FETY





21Gazette  Vol. 80, No. 3, 2018

COVER STORY

By Paul Northcott

For people who don’t ride, big motorcycles 
may seem imposing and difficult to operate. 
But for the RCMP’s traffic enforcement 
officers on two wheels, bikes provide them 
with the flexibility to go where police cars 
can’t and offer a surprising sense of ano-
nymity.

Insp. Dale Somerville, officer in charge 
of British Columbia’s South East District 
Traffic Services, says some motorists still 
don’t recognize police motorcycles.

“They just don’t see enough of us on the 
road,” says Somerville, who adds the RCMP 
motorbikes, such as the Harley Road King 
or the BMW R1200, take up 20 square feet 
of space. Cars take up much more.

“You can pull up to a car, right beside 
the driver’s window, and see he’s talking 
on the phone. They’ll finally get it in a 
few seconds and realize: I just got caught 
distracted driving,” says Somerville. 

Learning to ride
The RCMP veteran, who has spent 21 years 
in traffic services, also helps train new riders. 

During their first week, candidates must 
prove they have the skills to drive at slow and 
high speeds, take tight turns, practise their 
braking and pass a standardized skill course 
that encompasses all the lessons learned. 
This course is an annual certification that 
all RCMP riders in B.C. must complete to 
continue motorcycle duties. 

If successful, newcomers work on riding 
techniques, officer-violator contact, conduct-
ing enforcement and safety issues.

“By the end of the first week we want 
to know that you’re comfortable,” says 
Somerville. 

RCMP Cst. Theresa Gajecki has been 
around bikes for years and is a certified 
motorcycle instructor with the Insurance 
Corporation of British Columbia. When 
she joined the RCMP’s Motorcycle Traffic 
Enforcement Unit in 2015, it was a smooth 
transition. 

“It’s an amazing experience,” says Ga-
jecki. “To be a woman, to be in uniform, to 
be visible, to be doing something I love and 
enforce the rules of the road.”

And the roads she patrolled — the 
commuter-filled highways of B.C.’s Lower 
Mainland — are busy. 

“What I really liked was the nature 
and high volume of traffic on Highway 1,” 
says Gajecki, who left the motorcycle unit 
last year. “It could be bumper to bumper 
for a few hours at a time, but I would go in 
between vehicles to catch distracted drivers. 
It (the bike) is just a really great tool for 
police.”

Cst. Mike Scherpenisse, on the other 
hand, is a relative newcomer to the biking 
world. But he says that lack of experience 
may have helped out his training.

“What benefited me the most was that 
I didn’t have any bad habits,” says Scher-
penisse. “I was kind of a clean slate for them 
to teach. I was willing to learn and I wanted 
to be there.”

Powerful traffic tool
He calls bikes a powerful traffic enforcement 
vehicle.

“If we have a serious call, the bike can 
get there so much faster just because of the 
ability to get through traffic,” says the Kam-
loops, B.C.-based officer.

Sgt. Glen Croutch, who’s worked on 
the escort team for Prince William and the 
Duchess of Cambridge, says the manoeuver-
ability of motorcycles means drivers can 
access areas more quickly and detect poten-
tial criminal acts that police in patrol cars 
might not see.

“If there’s a call for service at a park, 
sometimes it’s gated off,” says Croutch, who 
ended his riding career last year to take a 
promotion but still acts as an instructor. 
“General duty members would have to run 
across, but I can drive.”

And because police riders do their work 
outside, it’s easier to smell certain odours.

“When people are smoking marijuana in 
their vehicle, I know,” says Croutch. “That’s 
because I’m out in the fresh air and it’s super 
easy to smell.”

Scherpenisse also credited the bike with 
his renewed interest in policing.

“I found after doing 12 years of general 
policing I was getting into a bit of a lull, but 
getting on the bike has given me a whole 
new sense of energy and happiness,” he 
says. “I’ve passed up promotion application 
opportunities because I don’t want to leave 
the bike.”  

Two-wheeled watchers
Motorbikes offer police operators flexibility   

RCMP Insp. Dale Somerville says motorcycles give police the ability to manoeuvre 
through tight spaces and get up close to identify distracted drivers.

Le
an

n 
Pa

rk
er

, R
C

M
P

C
OVE


R

R
O

A
D

 SA
FETY



22 Gazette  Vol. 80, No. 3, 2018

cover story

On the move
Police, traffic staff keep Surrey streets safer

By Paul Northcott

Thousands of newcomers arrive in Surrey, 
B.C., each year — putting pressure on its 
infrastructure while also challenging police 
and municipal officials whose job is to 
ensure pedestrians, cyclists and motorists 
remain safe.

According to the RCMP, which is re-
sponsible for policing the Lower Mainland 
city of more than 500,000, about 40 per 
cent of traffic deaths in the municipality 
last year were pedestrians.

“The volume of people moving through 
the city has increased dramatically over the 
last few years,” says Cpl. Joe McGhee of the 
Surrey-based Lower Mainland Traffic Ser-
vices. “People are also driving into Surrey, 
parking their vehicles and taking the Sky 
Train into Vancouver.”

All about safety
With so many people moving about, it’s 
one of the reasons police actively patrol for 
jaywalkers.

“When we issue a ticket for jaywalking, 
peoples’ reactions range from everything 
from bewildered to astonished, to anger,” 
says McGhee. “Like they’re saying to us: 
Don’t you have anything better to do?”

“But for us it’s all about safety.”
Sometimes police efforts to catch 

people who can’t cross a street properly can 
net bigger fish.

On one early March morning, Cst. 
Jae Kim was looking for distracted drivers 
and jaywalkers at the intersection of 104 
Ave. and King George Blvd., when he 
noticed a driver with his head down — a 
telltale sign of a distracted motorist. He 
approached the driver’s side and asked 
him to roll down his window. 

“That’s when I could smell it. He told 
me his last beer was 20 minutes ago,” says 
Kim, who asked the driver to pull over to a 
nearby parking lot. That indiscretion meant 
the driver had his vehicle impounded and 
could face a driving suspension of one day 
to as much as three months, fines of more 
than $4,000, and mandatory rehabilitation.

“People always think they feel fine 
(after drinking). But you know what? 

They’re not,” says Kim.
The Surrey intersection is also one of 

hundreds under video monitoring by the 
city’s Traffic Management Centre (TMC).

Graeme Cross, from Surrey’s traffic 
signals section, oversees a team of engineers 
and technologists who check traffic on 
dozens of wall-mounted monitors at their 
city hall office. TMC staff control traffic 
signals, watch for accidents and ultimately 
keep traffic moving in the city, which 
welcomes more than 10,000 new residents 
annually.

“We can look at incidents to see what’s 
happening and try to get traffic moving,” 
says Cross, who adds the technology allows 
the team to examine accidents and work 
with first responders to understand what 
went wrong. “Ultimately, it’s about getting 
people out of the way and get moving or 
directing and diverting traffic safely.” 

Protecting privacy 
Another thing that concerns Cross is 
privacy. Although the cameras are easy to 
spot at the intersection, faces and licence 
plate numbers are intentionally obscured 
on the video. “We’re not collecting per-

sonal data,” he says. “It’s important not to 
lose the public’s trust. We’re just here to 
manage traffic and improve public safety.”

Nevertheless, when serious accidents 
do occur, Surrey RCMP can request and 
obtain TMC footage to help with the in-
vestigation. McGhee says the information 
is critical and time saving.

He pointed to a case where eyewitness-
es incorrectly described a vehicle involved in a 
hit and run. Police subsequently issued a 
press release with the wrong information. 
But once a video of the incident was ob-
tained, the press release was corrected, a 
search was launched and the vehicle was 
eventually located.

“Sometimes, once we get shown the 
entire picture, it shows the unreliability 
of eyewitness testimony,” says McGhee. 
“Now with the video technology, it’s 
opened up a whole world of investigative 
possibilities.”

He says it has also made things easier 
for police and the courts.

“When these things are played in 
court, it usually ends things. Most defence 
lawyers don’t want to see something like 
that,” he says. 

Cst. Jae Kim patrols for distracted drivers and jaywalkers at the intersection of 104 
Avenue and King George Boulevard in Surrey, B.C.
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By Paul Northcott

The RCMP in British Columbia have an 
established mobile road-safety unit (MRSU) 
that has worked for years to get impaired 
drivers off the road. This year, the RCMP 
in Alberta are launching a similar program. 
Both initiatives are well equipped to nab 
motorists who get behind the wheel after 
drinking too much. 

In B.C., the MRSU, also known as 
Alexa’s Bus, has been touring the province 
since 2014.

It was named after Alexa Middelaer, a 
four-year-old girl who was killed by an im-
paired driver as she fed a horse in a rural area 
of Delta, B.C., in 2008. Alexa’s Bus emerged 
through the fundraising efforts of Alexa’s 
parents, family and friends, and with the 
support of businesses, community groups 
and the federal and provincial governments.  

“They came to us that same year and 
asked: What can we do to make things 
better?” says retired Insp. Ted Emanuels, 
referring to Alexa’s parents, who approached 
the B.C. Association of Chiefs of Police Traf-
fic Safety Committee. “Here’s this innocent 
girl, a victim of impaired driving, and they 
wanted to help, so what happened to Alexa 
would never happen again.”

Both Emanuels and Alexa’s Bus pro-
gram manager Sgt. Gerry Desaulniers are 
passionate when they talk about Alexa, how 
the mobile unit was created and what officers 
on the MRSU have accomplished. 

Reducing fatalities
Police on Alexa’s Bus have laid tens of thou-
sands of charges against impaired drivers 
and, since 2010, the number of fatal crashes 
involving alcohol in B.C. has dropped from 
111 to 53 in 2016. 

The MRSU contains state-of-the-art 
equipment to process impaired drivers: 
roadside screening devices, radio equipment, 
Wi-Fi, surveillance cameras, washrooms 
and private rooms with satellite phone and 
cellphone available so suspects can contact 
their lawyers.

“You can do all the same things onboard 
Alexa’s Bus as you can do at a detachment,” 
says Desaulniers.

Through the centre of the MRSU’s 
floor is a dotted line, which serves as the 
mark for the standardized field sobriety 
walk-and-turn test. During public tours, 
Desaulniers will hand guests a pair of 
goggles that mimic the effects of alcohol 
and drug intoxication and ask them to walk 
the line.

According to visitors, the goggles make 
it impossible to walk straight.

Desaulniers wants Alexa’s Bus to 
tour throughout the province as much as 
possible to support police officers in the 
apprehension of impaired drivers. 

“It’s also designed to inform and edu-
cate people about Alexa’s tragedy and the 
various dangerous driving behaviours we 
see on our roadways,” he says. “The ultimate 
goal is to reduce the number of serious 
injury and fatal collisions.”

Rural roads
The RCMP in Alberta acquired a mobile 
breath testing vehicle in October 2017.

Sgt. Brent Robinson, an impaired driv-
ing specialist with the RCMP Traffic Unit in 
Alberta, says the goal is simple: catch more 
impaired drivers, especially in rural areas.

“I hope the number of impaired 
(caught) goes up,” says Robinson, who 
noted that his urban colleagues regularly 

apprehend drunk drivers. “But it’s especially 
challenging in rural areas where there are so 
many back roads.”

Like Alexa’s Bus, the Alberta unit will 
have the latest equipment, tools that are 
especially important at locations far from 
detachments.

“There’s a ticking timeline with im-
paired drivers,” says Robinson. “We have to 
get the first sample within two hours. If you 
have to drive two hours to get the guy to 
the nearest instrument, you’re running into 
some legal complications.”

He says Alberta’s Mobile Breath Test-
ing Unit will use resources more effectively.

“In rural Alberta, it’s way more conve-
nient for the members to test on site,” says 
Robinson. “It’s a lot quicker to process and 
you’ll have less legal arguments over time 
issues.”

The RCMP will also make the unit 
available to detachments throughout the 
year.

“When we know about upcoming 
events like rodeos, country fairs and 
reunions in the outlying areas of the 
detachments, then we’ll show up with 
this Mobile Breath Testing Unit, which 
is clearly marked as a check stop. This 
will be a highly visible deterrent,” says 
Robinson. 

Mobile road-safety units, such as Alexa’s Bus in B.C., give police the tools to process 
samples more quickly and get impaired drivers off the streets.

COVER STORY

Making things better
Mobile road-safety units target impaired drivers 
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Gangs

The federal government says gang violence 
is a serious threat to the safety of Canadian 
communities. That’s because while crime 
rates in Canada have declined, gang activ-
ity increased. Gun homicides have also 
almost doubled over the past four years 
— and more than half are linked to gangs. 

According to the Criminal Code of Canada, 
being involved in a gang or its activities, 
or even being aware of a gang’s criminal 
activities — past, present, or future — 
can lead to as many as 14 years in prison. 

There are more than 430 active gangs 
in Canada. Although most street gang 
members are adults, the Winnipeg Police 
Service says many begin their involve-
ment as children.

A youth gang is a group of people who 
participate in criminal behaviour with 
the purpose of gaining power, recogni-
tion and control. They generally use 
intimidation and violence to get what 
they want.  

Often, to get accepted into a gang, pros-
pects have to get beaten up, commit a 
crime or possibly even have to seriously 
injure or kill someone. About 94 per cent 
of youth gang members in Canada are 
male. 

The Canadian federal government 
reports that in the U nited States, some 

studies show youth gang members are 
responsible for a large proportion of all 
violent adolescent offences. On average, 
20 per cent of gang members committed 
about 80 per cent of all serious violent 
adolescent offences. 

Young people aged 12 to 17 and young 
adults aged 18 to 24 accounted for more 
than a third of individuals accused in 
police-reported criminal incidents in 
Canada in 2014, Public Safety Canada 
says.

In 2016, police in Canada reported 141 
gang-related homicides, 45 more than 
in 2015. The largest increases in the 
number of gang-related homicides com-
mitted with a firearm were reported in 
Ontario and British Columbia. 

University of Alberta sociologist Jana 
Grekul led a research team that inter-
viewed 175 current and former gang 
members. Participants were asked why 
they first became involved with a gang. 
The Top 4 reasons were to get respect, 
money, protection, and to fit in. 

Gang culture can quickly become gang 
lifestyle for those involved. Members 
can also rapidly become indebted to oth-
ers. They then may be forced to do things 
that they don’t want to do, such as com-
mitting violent crimes, drug distribution, 
theft and other crimes. 

Indigenous gangs make up about 20 
per cent of Canada’s gang population. 
According to research conducted by Dr. 
Alanaise Goodwill, Indigenous youth 
join gangs to escape poverty and ob-
tain the necessities of life. The second 
reason is incarceration. She says for a 
large number of Indigenous Canadians 
in jail, gang membership is often a key 
to survival.

Goodwill says many Indigenous youth 
who join gangs have parents who have 
been, or are a part of, a gang. She noted 
Aboriginal gangs can be traced back to 
residential schools, and joining a gang 
may serve as way to cope with past 
trauma.

In 2017, the federal government said it 
would spend up to $327.6 million over 
five years, and $100 million annually 
thereafter, in new funding to help sup-
port a variety of initiatives to reduce 
gun crime and criminal gang activities. 

Public Safety Canada reports that the 
longer an individual is involved in 
gangs, the more problems that person 
may incur. That includes dropping out 
of school, lack of employment oppor-
tunities and/or success and exposure 
to drug and alcohol use. They may also 
weaken important connections with 
family, friends and their community. 

According to Goodwill’s research, the 
most successful way for people to leave 
gangs is to get a real or legal job. But she 
noted the jobs would need to provide 
enough money to roughly match the 
money made from being in a gang. 

Researcher Jana G rekul asked gang 
members about ways to prevent young 
people from joining gangs. They re-
sponded that raising awareness about 
gang life was key to deterrence, as 
was the building of strong connections 
between youth, their parents, families, 
schools and the community. 

— Compiled by  Paul Northcott
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detachment profile

By Amelia Thatcher

The RCMP's Côte-Nord detachment may 
be small, but the officers who work there 
crack down on big crime — including drug 
importation, terrorism, organized crime and 
border security.

“It’s rural federal policing,” says Cpl. 
Hugo Lavoie, the detachment commander. 
“We’re trying to be proactive. It’s all about 
networking so we can prevent serious crime.” 

Located in Sept-Îles, Que., the detach-
ment is in the heart of Côte-Nord, about 650 
kilometres northeast of Quebec City. The 
five-person RCMP office is responsible for 
federal policing in approximately one fifth 
of the province, including 1,200 kilometres 
of coastline and more than 75,000 residents. 

Unlike many RCMP detachments that 
serve as municipal police, Côte-Nord focuses 
on proactive intelligence gathering to stop 
cross-border organized crime on a national 
scale. They work closely with the provincial 
police — the Sûreté du Québec — which 
takes care of the day-to-day municipal and 
provincial policing.

“We concentrate on the coastal areas since 
that’s the entry point for a lot of crime,” says 
Lavoie. “That’s our border. We get a lot of boats 
and ships from other countries coming in.”

Ports and boats
The RCMP officers at Côte-Nord spend 
most of their time making connections with 
residents, businesses, local fishermen and 
industry workers.  

“We tell them to be our eyes and ears,” 
says Lavoie. “If you see something suspi-
cious like a weird boat, give us a call, 24-7, 
anytime.”

The Côte-Nord region is home to some 
of Canada’s largest international ports and 
these are a major policing priority for the de-
tachment. Hundreds of ships pass through 
Sept-Îles, Baie-Comeau and Port Cartier 
every year, loading and unloading millions 
of tonnes of cargo for Quebec’s iron ore and 
aluminum industries. 

Cst. Ghislain Ouellet, who’s been an 
RCMP officer at the detachment for 30 
years, visits the ports every week to talk 
to authorities and the Canada Border 

Services Agency.
“It’s all about information sharing,” he 

says. “Without the information, we can’t do 
prevention.”

Shawn Grant, who’s in charge of secu-
rity at the Port of Sept-Îles, says Ouellet and 
other RCMP officers have been invaluable in 
helping keep the port secure.

“They’ve built a really great rapport 
with a lot of the port workers,” he says. “They 
get inside information about what’s going 
on through word of mouth and building 
relationships.”

Grant says he never hesitates to call the 
detachment if he sees suspicious activity. If 
people are asking strange questions, taking 
pictures or videos, or testing access codes on 
doors, he passes the information along to the 
RCMP.  

“The RCMP keeps track of all the suspi-
cious people seen around the port,” he says. 
“We can call them any time, day or night. It’s 
because of them that we can feel safe.”

Community networking
Besides the ports, officers at Côte-Nord also 
visit smaller, rural communities. To access 
some of the remote fishing villages, RCMP 
officers must use their zodiac boat in the 
summer, and snowmobiles in the winter. 

“There are a lot of hard-to-reach areas, 
but residents are always happy to see us,” 

says Ouellet. “We talk to them about 
Coastal Watch, give presentations to local 
fishermen, and remind post office workers 
to watch out for suspicious packages.”

The detachment is also responsible for 
policing Anticosti Island in the St. Lawrence 
River, which is home to approximately 200 
residents, a national park and eight landing 
strips for small planes. Every year, officers 
from Côte-Nord meet with local lobster 
fishermen, who spend spring and early sum-
mer fishing there. 

“They’re positioned right near the 
airstrips, so we give them our business cards 
and say, ‘if you see a suspicious plane or a 
sailboat that doesn’t belong, note down 
what it looks like and give us a call,’ ” says 
Ouellet.

As a result of their networking, the 
detachment receives several tips per week. 
Suspicious sailboats and boats are of par-
ticular interest to the Côte-Nord RCMP 
because they’re often used for trafficking 
drugs. Many years ago, Ouellet remembers 
intercepting one barge that contained 50 
tonnes of hashish. 

Although busts like that don’t happen 
often, he says it’s part of what keeps the job 
at Côte-Nord so interesting. 

“It’s also the people and the landscape,” 
says Ouellet. “If you like the outdoors and 
the sea, it’s the perfect detachment.” 

Côte-Nord 
Rural federal policing on Quebec’s coast   

Côte-N
ord, RC
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Cst. Ghislain Ouellet (right) visits the Port of Sept-Îles on a weekly basis to talk to 
employees, and remind them to call the RCMP if they see anything suspicious. 



26 Gazette  Vol. 80, No. 3, 2018

Emerging trends

By Amelia Thatcher

The face of Canada — and the RCMP — is 
changing.

As of 2016, more than 7.6 million 
Canadians identify as visible minorities, 
representing just over one-fifth of the popu-
lation. As Canada’s national police force, 
the RCMP strives to recruit officers who are 
reflective of that diverse population. 

“Canada is made up of many colours, 
ethnicities, cultures and social backgrounds,” 
says Cst. Jacquie Gahimbare. “We need that 
representation in policing, too, and I wanted 
to be part of that.”

Gahimbare came to Canada in 1991 as 
a 20 year old from Zimbabwe. After graduat-
ing university, she worked in banking for 
more than 15 years. But she couldn’t shake 
the feeling that she wanted to do more to 
give back. 

So last year, at the age of 47, Gahimbare 
pursued a career with the RCMP. 

“I thought, how can I repay a country 
that has embraced me and allowed me to 
stay and call me its citizen?” says Gahimbare, 
who graduated earlier this year. “What I re-
ally wanted to do was serve, and I felt like I 

could serve not just my municipality, but on 
a national scale.”

Now working for the financial crime 
unit in Ottawa, Gahimbare says her diverse 
life experience and cross-cultural back-
ground has proved to be an asset in her new 
role as a police officer. 

“I bring a different perspective to share 
with people,” she says. “I’m able to have those 
frank conversations, whether it’s about skin 
colour or stereotyping or unconscious bias. I 
feel like I can change people’s perceptions.”

Shared experience
Much like Gahimbare, when Cpl. Dave 
Fouche came to Canada from South Africa 
17 years ago, he felt compelled to give back. 
He had previously worked in the South 
African navy, sailing on an icebreaker to 
Antarctica, and targeting piracy on the east 
coast of Africa. 

“I always wanted to go into policing, 
but in South Africa it was too dangerous,” 
he says. “I wanted to make a more tangible 
difference, so when I came to Canada I set 
my sights on the RCMP.”

In 2007, Fouche joined the force. Since 
then, he’s worked in British Columbia as a 

front-line police officer and on specialized 
teams like the Integrated Child Exploitation 
Unit, the Drug Section and Surrey’s Youth 
Unit. But his biggest passion has been his 
role as a trained crisis negotiator. 

One case in particular stands out to 
him — when he was called to talk down a 
suicidal Iranian immigrant. The man was 
having trouble adjusting to life in Canada, 
and was about to jump off his 15th floor 
balcony.

When Fouche arrived, the man’s story 
resonated with his own experience.

“I connected with him and told him 
that I was an immigrant, too, and I knew 
what it was like,” he says. “I told him the 
first few years are incredibly hard but it gets 
better, you just have to open yourself up to 
change.”

After hours of talking, the man finally 
came off the edge of the balcony to safety. 
Fouche credits the success to the empathy 
shared between immigrants. 

“In order to resonate with the public 
and inspire the confidence we need, we must 
be reflective of the people we serve,” he says. 
“The police are the public, and the public are 
the police.”

You can do it
For Cst. Omid Nezami, making a difference 
in people’s lives was his main motivation 
for joining the RCMP. He immigrated to 
Canada from Afghanistan with his family 
when he was seven years old.  

“I really love Canada, and I wanted to 
serve Canadians,” he explains. “Service was a 
big thing for me.”

Nezami worked for the Canada Border 
Services Agency until 2011, when he decided 
to join the RCMP. After spending several 
years doing front-line police work, he joined 
the recruiting team. Now, he visits schools, 
community centres and career fairs to inspire 
people of all ages and backgrounds to apply 
for jobs with the RCMP. 

“The message I always give is this: if I can 
do it, you can do it too,” he says. “The more 
diversity we have, the stronger we are. We are 
more open-minded, more flexible and we can 
overcome the challenges of policing to serve 
all people and all communities, better.” 

bringing a different perspective
Immigrants join RCMP to give back

Cpl. Dave Fouche often shares his personal story as an immigrant from South Africa to 
connect with community members.
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RCMP Cpl. Kerry Shima investigates cold-
case murders in Alberta. Some are decades 
old while others are relatively young. All have 
stumped police. The job involves traditional 
legwork, but this year Shima turned to social 
media to leverage more information about 
hard-to-solve crimes. Paul Northcott spoke to 
Shima about his work.

How do you define a historical 
crime and what is your role 
with the unit?
Historical is kind of misleading. Typically we 
look at any homicide investigation that is no 
longer fresh. The leads have, for lack of a bet-
ter word, gone cold. It could be a year old or, 
for example, it could be one that is 35 years 
old. Everyone in the unit is an investigator. 
I take on different roles. Sometimes I’m the 
primary investigator; sometimes I’m in the 
field and will go out and collect evidence. 

When do you decide a case is 
cold?
We have a major crimes unit that investigates 
murders. When that analysis is over the 
unit will either carry it through court, or, if 
they don’t come to a resolution and it’s still 
deemed an unsolved homicide, we can take 
it over. We also look at files that are very old, 
that have been sitting on a shelf somewhere, 
and we review them and find that maybe 
forensic leads, for example, can be reviewed 
and resubmitted. Or maybe people can be 
re-interviewed or there’s people who haven’t 
been talked too yet for a variety of reasons.

Why tackle these cases when 
current ones may be more 
pressing?
Every homicide case is important. We 
investigate them for the victims and for the 
families, who obviously will never forget 
what happened. There’s never an unsolved 
homicide case that’s closed. But we are aware 
resources are pressing and we do have to se-
lect cases based on viability. Our oldest case 
is from the 1930s. Common sense would say 
it’s never going to be solved but you don’t re-
ally know when that golden nugget is going 
to come up that warrants reopening cases. 
That’s why we keep track of all of them and 

none of them are actually ever closed.

What triggers re-opening a 
cold case?
Forensic evidence that can be resubmitted 
for analysis is always the biggest thing. 
When we review a file, the first thing we 
look for is DNA. Things that may have been 
overlooked. Science evolves daily and one 
of our best friends is the forensic lab and 
we talk to them and we try to get as much 
evidence to be reviewed as possible. But you 
really have to understand the old file, what 
the investigators did and what role the wit-
ness played at the time.  

What challenges come with 
investigating cold cases?
Time is a burden and people forget things. 
Some other people think they remember 
things or they have manufactured memory. I 
mean sometimes you speak to a witness now 
and their statement seems to be much more 
detailed than it was from the offence date. 
That’s because people naturally fill in the 

blanks. Also, people die, we lose witnesses, 
and people move. Some people just don’t 
want anything to do with the investigation 
anymore. But it works the other way as well. 
In some cold cases, witnesses who were once 
living high-risk lifestyles were unwilling to 
talk. But years later they may be at a differ-
ent place in their lives and are prepared to 
talk.

Why did you start your Twitter 
account?
I watched a presentation from a Toronto 
police homicide detective who opened a 
Twitter account to generate tips for un-
solved homicides. I touched based with him 
and got some ideas and advice because that’s 
what I wanted to do for a case I was working 
on. It’s garnered a lot of attention but it’s still 
a small facet of a very large investigation. I 
think having the face of the investigation 
out there and an instant mechanism to get 
a hold of investigators via Twitter probably 
led to people reaching out in a fashion they 
may not have otherwise. 

Cpl. Kerry Shima, who investigates historic murders in Alberta, uses Twitter to raise 
more awareness about his cases.

Looking for leads
Cold-case investigator turns to social media

Courtesy of C
pl. Kerry Shim
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K9 comfort
Therapy dogs come to Kelowna detachment

By Amelia Thatcher

Four legs, wagging tails and wet noses. The 
new volunteers at the Kelowna RCMP 
detachment are less than conventional, but 
they’re helping employees cope with stress and 
improve their health.

Earlier this year, seven therapy dogs 
visited the RCMP building as part of an eight-
week collaborative research program called 
B.A.R.K. — Building Academic Retention 
through K9s. 

Although the program originally began 
as a way to improve the mental health of uni-
versity students, Supt. Brent Mundle thought 
the dogs could also have a positive impact in a 
policing environment. 

“My main goal is to improve employee 
well-being and offer as many supports as 
possible,” says Mundle, the officer in charge of 
the Kelowna Regional RCMP detachment. “I 
thought this could be a different and unique 
way to reduce stress and help employees build 
resiliency.”

Animal therapy
The program started as a research project at 
the University of British Columbia (UBC), 
directed by social psychologist and UBC 
professor John-Tyler Binfet. He studies the 
effects of animal therapy on students’ well-
being, with the goal of reducing stress and 
combatting homesickness.

When Mundle approached Binfet about 
bringing the program to the Kelowna RCMP 
detachment, he jumped at the chance.

“I just dove in and found that there 
are similarities between the population 
that I serve — university students who have 
compromised mental health — and police 
employees,” says Binfet. “In both cases, we saw 
heightened stress levels and an accumulation 
of stress.”

The pilot project at the Kelowna detach-
ment began in January this year, and lasted 
eight weeks. This is the first long-term study 
involving therapy dogs and the stress levels of 
RCMP employees.

On average, four therapy dogs visited 
the detachment once per week for 90-minute 
drop-in sessions. The dogs were available to all 
employees in the building.

About 250 RCMP employees partici-
pated in the sessions, and many of them were 
repeat customers. Most people stayed for the 
length of a coffee break — just 12 minutes. As 
part of the study, Binfet had each RCMP em-
ployee rank their stress level on a scale of one 
to five before and after the therapy dog visit.

The research team is now compiling the 
results of the project. Binfet says their initial 
analysis shows that employees came out of the 
sessions feeling less stressed than when they 
entered. This comes as no surprise to Binfet.

“Dogs are social catalysts, they lower 
your defence mechanisms, and render an 
individual more open to receiving help,” he 
says. “They also make people more open to es-
tablishing social connections that will bolster 
their well-being.”

A happier detachment
Mundle has seen first-hand how therapy dogs 
can help police officers and employees recover 
from a traumatic event. He was in St. Albert, 
Alta., when RCMP Cst. David Wynn was 
shot and killed in 2015.

“One employee would visit the detach-
ment with their service dog and it really made 
a difference for everyone there,” he says. “It 
made me think about the value of having a 
therapy dog available even before a critical 
incident happens.”

While the RCMP does have mental 
health supports for employees, there are 
few pre-emptive resources that target daily 
stress and address issues before they get out 
of hand. That’s why Mundle decided to 
bring the dog therapy program to Kelowna 
detachment. So far, he’s been met with a 
flurry of positive feedback.

Kelowna RCMP employee Karen 
Bamford says she went to see the dogs every 
week they were at the detachment.

“Whenever I came back to my desk 
the big joke was ‘did you just go see the 
dogs?’ Everyone around me could tell,” 
she says. “Even on days when I didn’t feel 
stressed out, I would still go see the dogs. 
And every single time I came out, I felt 
even better.”

Bamford says the positive effect of 
interacting with the dogs has carried into 
other parts of her life. 

“The little things like deadlines become 
more manageable afterwards,” she says. “It’s 
the ripple effect, it alters the environment.”

Mundle says he hopes the project will 
continue at his detachment, and others 
across the country.

“This project helps break down barriers 
around mental health and encourages dis-
cussions,” he says. “I’ve noticed more smiles 
on faces, everyone is a little more upbeat.” 

Kelowna RCMP partnered with a UBC professor to bring therapy dogs into the 
police detachment to reduce workplace stress.
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