The Economics of Policing and Public Safety - March 1-4 2015, Ottawa, Canada;
Summit Reflections

The climate in which academic research on policing takes place is changing dramatically.
There is general agreement on this point, but the nature of the change is more difficult to
determine. = The 2015 Summit on the Economics of Policing and Community Safety
organized by Public Safety Canada offered some clues. Unfortunately, very few academic
researchers in the Canadian Policing Research Network were able to attend. Recognizing
that no brief summary can provide a complete account of such a big event, [ hope that
this short personal overview will provide some insights for colleagues in the CPRN.

The three-day summit agenda was packed with speakers. Linda Duxbury, Paul McKenna
and Curt Griffiths (all members of the CPRN) were three prominent voices representing
academic perspectives. Various senior officers from city police services across Canada
also spoke from the podium - including Rick Hanson (Calgary Police, Chief), Devon
Clunis (Winnipeg Police, Chief), Peter Sloly (Toronto Police, Deputy Chief), Marc Parent
(Montreal Police, Chief), Adam Palmer (Vancouver, Deputy Chief), Graham Abela (Taber,
Alberta) and Charles Bordeleau (Ottawa Police, Chief). As well, representatives of First
Nations police agencies - including Doug Palson (Chief of the Ojibway Police Service in
Manitoba) and William Moffat (Chief of the Listuguj Police Department in Quebec) also
spoke from the podium. RCMP Police Commissioner Bob Paulson, who spoke at lunch on
the first day, represented policing at the federal level. Various others also reflected the
federal viewpoint on the economics of policing and community safety, including Steven
Blaney, the current Minister of Public Safety, and Frangois Guimont the current Deputy
Minister of Public Safety. The provincial perspective was represented by a number of
speakers at the podium, including Lise Thériault (Minister, Public Safety, Quebec), Peter
Clark (RCMP, Chief Superintendent Yukon), Vince Hawkes (OPP Commissioner), Dale
McFee (Deputy Minister, Saskatchewan Ministry of Justice). Brad Woodside (Mayor of
Fredericton NB and President of the Federation of Canadian Municipalities) was, I think,
the sole person representing municipal police boards to speak from the front of the
room. Bob Hoogenboom (Professor of Criminology at the Free University of
Amsterdam), Calum Steele (General Secretary of the Scottish Police Federation), Gary
Coons (Chief of Homeland Security and Public Safety, Indianapolis, Indiana), Adam
Simmons (Police and Crime Commissioner, Northhamptonshire Police, England) offered
four very different international perspectives. Obviously with so many different
speakers there was some considerable variance. Here I will concentrate mostly on what
[ saw as the important similarities, common themes and notable lacunae.

Many people I talked to compared the atmosphere of this summit to one held in 2013.
Evidently, on that occasion the police felt themselves to be under considerable criticism
for being too costly and inefficient. Some described the mood of criticism then as
downright hostile. The ambience was very different at the more recent summit. The
controversy in 2013 has echoed ever since and should be familiar to most readers. In
September 2014 the Fraser Institute published a report titled Police and Crime Rates in
Canada. This report, and others like it, make the same basic point. Crime rates are down
and the cost of policing is up, ergo cut police budgets. No wonder police executives
experienced the 2013 summit as hostile. The different tone of the 2015 event became



evident after Paul Brantingham gave a very effective presentation that aimed to refute
these contentions. Among other things, he demonstrated that the costs of policing were
indeed up, but more modestly than were the costs of health and education. Professor
Brantingham persuasively argued that, to the extent that policing costs had risen, they
had done so for quite understandable reasons and the fact that statistical rates of
recorded crime were down was not the central issue. The audience seemed largely
persuaded. Police leaders who know their CAD numbers have long been very aware that
most of what police agencies do is not related to crime clear-up rates.

Most members of the CPRN will hardly need persuading that police work in Canadian
jurisdictions (and those like it), does not primarily involve crime control. The evidence
from sociological researchers in the field has, for more than five decades, consistently
demonstrated the fact that most policing in democratic societies is - as Maurice Punch
put it - a ‘secret social service’. However, there is no denying that dominant cultural
beliefs maintain that ‘core policing’ is largely about crime control. So when crime rates
go down, many people are easily persuaded that there is an opportunity to cut police
budgets. That may also include those sitting on municipal police boards across Canada,
because municipalities are struggling not only with the costs of policing, but also with the
costs of education and other aspects of social welfare provision. Municipalities are
struggling to pay the bills for local governance that can only be fed from local property
taxes which are insufficient. Facing down criticisms about police ‘efficiency and
economy’ one overarching theme thread through most, if not all, of the representations
made by police officers in the room and it sounded to me like community and problem
oriented policing.

It is not possible to adequately summarize what representatives of Canadian municipal
police services said. Those who spoke were, on the whole, clever, creative, charismatic,
and incredibly articulate. Speaking as someone who has been studying policing in
transnational perspective for over twenty years, it is my view that, when judged in terms
of Peelian ideals, the police elite in Canada are among the very best in the world and
none are significantly better. What senior Canadian police officers were saying at the
summit was rather different than what was put forward by Gary Coons - Chief of
Homeland Security and Public Safety, Indianapolis (at least to my ears). Coons’ language
is reminiscent of John Crank et al’s ‘Mission-Based Policing’, which represents the
military model of urban policing. Militarized police aim at ‘hot zone command’ and crime
repression. In contrast, Canadian Chiefs emphasized community policing-type themes.
They repeatedly referenced the need for a multi-agency response and ‘wrap around
service’ (involving police, social workers, educationalists, and mental health
professionals, to list the most prominent) to most of the calls for service that come from
the public. Robert Reiner’s famous words “all that is policing does not lie with the police”
echoed in my thoughts. Senior police officers at the summit spoke about such matters as
dealing with emotionally disturbed persons and persons with mental health challenges.
They spoke about the police role in missing persons’ reports. This latter issue has
multiple dimensions. For example, due to inadequate support, many families are coping
with elderly relatives who have Alzheimer’s and other similar difficulties. In some
instances these people go missing from their homes, sometimes in winter when they are



in danger from the cold. Many young girls in care are also the subject of missing persons
reports and police consider them to be extremely vulnerable. Connectedly, issues
relating to the policing of sexual violence, domestic and family violence were repeatedly
referred to. Many police speakers addressed some or all of these kinds of issues,
continuously emphasizing the need to foster community trust while clearly recognizing
the difficulties of the police job. Maybe twenty percent of police work is about crime
control, but in order to do that successfully, police leaders in Canada seem to be saying,
there needs to be a public that both understands and endorses the police mission. Those
representing police agencies in rural locations, small towns, aboriginal communities and
remote locations said much the same thing, but for them the difficulties seem even more
challenging while the rate of pay is definitely less. Broadly speaking, based on what was
said at the summit, the ideology of policing in Canada remains substantially underpinned
by community policing and social crime prevention. While there was considerable
general agreement at the summit about the benefits of multi-agency responses to
problems brought to the attention of police, something remained largely unarticulated
and that is the underfunding of health, education and social welfare agencies in most of
Canada. Lack of resources all around obviously makes multi-agency policing even more
challenging than it would otherwise be.

Comparatively few speakers at the podium spoke from a fundamental crime control
orientation. The outstanding exception to this observation was a presentation by Ryan
Prox, a Special Constable in the Vancouver Police Department, Adjunct Professor in the
School of Criminology at Simon Fraser University and another CPRN member. Mr. Prox’s
work as a theorist and practitioner of intelligence-led policing is well known in policing
circles both in Canada and internationally. In a nutshell, his presentation at the Summit
concerned computer-aided dispatch and police patrol and his most controversial point
was that his system was on the brink of being able to do ‘predictive policing’. That is,
sometime in the not-too-distant future the police patrol car computer terminal will
direct patrol officers to the scenes of crime - to “within 100 meters with 70 percent
accuracy” - before they occur. From what I observed, this presentation was the subject
of rapt attention by very nearly everybody present.

A number of other points that were recurrent also seem worth mentioning.
Demographic change and the challenges of policing multi-cultural cities, legal change,
and continuous technological transformation were all cited as reasons why policing has
become more complex and hence more costly. Another cost was mentioned fairly
frequently. It concerns the management of the mental and physical wellbeing of police
personnel. The last thing that senior police command want is officers attempting to
perform public duties if they are suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder or other
maladies that impede performance. Providing the support to keep officers mentally,
emotionally and psychologically fit for duties that involve working with people in
difficult circumstances is expensive. The summit moved towards a seemingly
overwhelming consensus over the three days - that being that, yes policing in Canada is
costly, but the money spent represents good value. There can be little doubt that the
matter will not end there. As some of the people who spoke from the floor indicated -
for example Robert Lunney, perhaps the most venerated police leader in Canada - unless



the broader political-economic climate changes considerably, the nettle of police costs
will still have to be grasped.

Perhaps the single most controversial point made during the three days came at lunch on
the first day. RCMP Police Commissioner Bob Paulson began by listing the litany of well-
known issues that beleaguer his institution. With that as a backdrop he then addressed
the changing threat environment and the complexity of the policing task. According to
him, the policing services model on view nationally in Canada is indeed expensive but the
vagaries of public safety are such that “we have to look beyond the question ‘does this
cost too much”. He made that statement after revealing that, as a result of the changing
threat conditions across Canada, the number of people on the counter-terrorism watch-
list had increased over the previous six months or so from about 92 people to 135 and,
again as a result of changing threat perception, 321 serious organized crime files had
been put on hold while 650 personnel had been internally transferred to national
security. Generally speaking, nobody was addressing issues of ‘high policing’, Bill C-51,
counter-terrorism and related matters at the Summit on the Economics of Policing and
Public Safety. The debates about the cost of policing in Canada pertain to those parts of
the policing sector that are most subject to citizen oversight. Doubtless, somewhere else
in Ottawa a debate raged about lack of oversight and the growing operational powers
(but ironically, probably not the associated costs) of in the expanding infrastructure of
high policing in Canada. Thinking about the bigger picture while listening to the
speakers at this summit, it was difficult for me at least not to conclude that, figuratively
speaking, ‘Public Safety’ is being robbed in order to pay ‘National Security’ and the
gloomy result will be that Canada will get neither.

James Sheptycki, March 7, 2015



