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ORIGINAL RESEARCH

Why Indigenous Canadians on reserves are 
reluctant to complain about the police
John Kiedrowski*, Michael Petrunik†, and Mark Irving‡

ABSTRACT

Recent widespread protests and intensive media coverage of actual and alleged acts of police misconduct against members 
of vulnerable populations (e.g., Indigenous and racialized persons, mentally ill and/or addicted persons) overrepresented 
in the criminal justice system have renewed interest internationally in the factors influencing civilian complaints against 
police. In Canada, a major concern exists regarding how Indigenous persons who feel improperly treated by the police 
perceive and confront barriers to making formal complaints about such treatment. This study focuses on the Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), the police agency providing services to the majority of rural and northern reserve 
communities. Our survey and interviews with influential “community informants” (in this instance community court 
workers) with intimate knowledge of such local communities, shared culture and language, and vicarious appreciation 
of the experiences of community members support the view that Indigenous persons do encounter significant barriers 
to launching formal complaints and are consistent with other research literature. We discuss our findings, raise policy 
considerations for decision makers such as police leaders and police complaints bodies, and outline implications for 
future research.
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INTRODUCTION 

Indigenous peoples have had a long and difficult relationship 
with Canada’s justice system (Royal Commission on Aborigi-
nal Peoples, 1996; The Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
of Canada, 2015; and the National Inquiry into Missing and 
Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, 2018). In 2017–2018, 
they accounted for 30% of all admissions to custody (Malakieh, 
2019) and 24% of the federal corrections population (Public 
Safety Canada, 2019). In provincial and territorial corrections, 
Indigenous peoples are overrepresented in arrests and con-
victions for serious offences (Department of Justice Canada, 
2017; Correctional Service of Canada, 2013). In 2018, they were 
involved in “homicides at a rate nearly eight times greater 
than non-Indigenous peoples” (Roy & Marcellus, 2019, p. 14; 
Beattle et al., 2018). 

Despite Indigenous over-representation in involvement 
with the criminal justice system as victims or offenders, there 
has not been a corresponding level of formal complaints 
against the police, the agency that acts as an initial intake 
into this system. Civilians who make formal complaints can 
be assumed to do so in their belief that the actions of police 

were unjustified or unreasonable in their particular case and 
that they have a right to make this known to public officials 
(Strudwick, 2003; Smith, 2003; 2009). While the willingness 
to file complaints in all communities varies in terms of such 
factors as gender, age, racial/ethnic categorization, mental 
health/addiction issues, and criminal record, not enough is 
known about the reasons why few complaints are filed in 
Indigenous communities despite considerable indications of 
dissatisfaction with the police (Jones et al., 2014; Kiedrowski 
et al., 2016; Kiedrowski et al., 2017; Comack, 2012; Public Safety 
Canada, 2010).

This exploratory study looks at factors influencing 
Indigenous complaints in Saskatchewan, Canada. We begin 
by describing the contextual factors that might contribute to 
complaints and follow with a description of our methodologi-
cal strategies and data sources. We conclude with a discussion 
of our findings and their implications for research and policy. 
Our intent is to shed light on an issue which has proven puz-
zling: the over-representation of Indigenous peoples in the 
justice system and their expressions of vocal dissatisfaction 
with the police while lodging few complaints about their 
treatment by the police. 
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OVERVIEW OF POLICING AND THE PUBLIC 
COMPLAINTS SYSTEM

Policing First Nations communities in Saskatchewan is 
done mainly through Community Tripartite Agreements 
(CTA) involving the Government of Canada, the Province of 
Saskatchewan, and First Nations communities (Kiedrowski 
et al., 2016). Under the CTA arrangement, First Nations in 
Saskatchewan receive policing services from a dedicated 
contingent of RCMP police officers (Kiedrowski et al., 2016). 
The exception is File Hills First Nations Police Service, a self-
administered stand-alone police agency serving five First 
Nations communities in the Treaty Four Tribal Territory.

The Civilian Review and Complaints Commission for 
the RCMP (CRCC) is a federal agency separate from and 
independent of the RCMP. As set out in the Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police Act, the CRCC is mandated to accept public 
complaints about the on-duty conduct of RCMP members, 
although the Chairperson of the CRCC can also initiate 
a complaint. Important to note is that the CRCC does not 
presently collect statistics related to the complainant’s 
race, ethnicity, or Aboriginal identity. Individuals lodg-
ing complaints must: (a) have been directly involved in 
the incident in question; (b) have witnessed the conduct 
of the RCMP officer(s); or (c) be authorized to act on behalf 
of the individual directly involved in the incident. A public 
complaint can be made to either the CRCC, the RCMP, or the 
“provincial authority responsible for receiving complaints 
against police in the province in which the subject of the 
complaint took place” (CRCC, 2018). Typically, the RCMP 
investigates the complaint in the first instance and reports 
back to the complainant. A complainant not satisfied with 
the RCMP’s report can ask the CRCC to review the case. 
In fiscal year 2019–2020, the public lodged a total of 3,641 
complaints against the RCMP across Canada; of these, 2,317 
were accepted by the CRCC as meeting the legislated criteria 
for complaints set out in section 45.53 of the Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police Act (CRCC, 2022).

Some observers have raised legitimate concerns about 
the composition of police oversight and review agencies 
(e.g., police complaints bodies and serious incident/special 
investigations units) across Canada—particularly the lack of 
racial, ethnic, and gender diversity among investigators. For 
instance, in 2020, the Canadian Press reported that of the 167 
investigators employed in Canada, 111 were former police 
officers and 118 were men; only 20 investigators identified as 
non-White. Ghislain Picard, an Indigenous leader, contends 
that “It’s … the police investigating their own that’s totally 
unacceptable for many people. There is no faith, no trust” 
(Malone, 2020).

COMPLAINTS ABOUT POLICING

In the extensive domestic and international literature across 
many jurisdictions on police complaints and the reasons 
why individuals do or do not complain (Grossmith et al., 
2015; Prenzler et al., 2010; Prenzler, 2004; Rojek et al., 2010; 
Radford et al., 2005; Smith, 2009, 2003; Terrill & McCluskey, 
2002; MacKinnon, 2019; Waters & Brown, 2000), the most com-
mon criteria used to describe an individual’s decision-making 
when considering filing a complaint are the following:

1. The perceived seriousness of the allegation (Bucke, 
1995; Docking & Bucke, 2006)

2. The degree of self-confidence of would-be complain-
ants (Smith, 2003; Goldsmith, 1991)

3. The degree of confidence in the police and the police 
complaints system (Donner et al., 2015; Prenzler et 
al., 2010; Kerstetter, 1996; Landau, 1996)

4. The degree of awareness of the procedures used 
in registering and investigating police complaints 
(Schulenburg et al., 2017; Waters & Brown, 2000; 
Goldsmith, 1995) 

5. The perceived availability of support to complain-
ants throughout the complaints process and after-
wards (Ready & Young, 2015; Scheindlin & Manning, 
2015; Smith, 2009; Strudwick, 2003). 

Beyond these general factors, there are specific individ-
ual reasons for lodging or not lodging police complaints that 
need to be considered in the context of particular communi-
ties (Rohner, 2020; Freeze, 2019; Annable, 2018). Socially and 
economically marginalized populations such as Indigenous 
peoples are likely to be more disadvantaged than other popu-
lations for historical reasons such as colonialization (Scott & 
Fanon, 2017) and the subsequent loss of culture and language 
and traditional ways of life (Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission of Canada, 2015). Indigenous peoples suffer unduly 
from economic disadvantage, discrimination at a societal 
level (Rutherford, 2017), addictions and health concerns, high 
rates of criminal victimization, high suicide rates, and high 
arrest, conviction, and incarceration rates (Malakieh, 2019). 
Research on how Indigenous peoples in Canada view police 
complaint systems is limited. The National Inquiry into Miss-
ing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls (MMIWG, 
2017) found that fear of bullying and retribution when decid-
ing whether to report complaints about the police was not 
uncommon (MMIWG, 2017). Similarly, Moorcroft (2011) found 
that women living in the Yukon fear police retaliation if they 
file a complaint against the police about their behaviour.

Other investigations and commissions have examined 
the relationships between Indigenous peoples and the police. 
Sinclair (2018) found that the Indigenous community there 
does not have confidence in the Thunder Bay Police Service’s 
(TBPS) complaint process. He noted factors such as the per-
ception that police will minimize, dismiss, or fail to investi-
gate with diligence complaints of violence against Indigenous 
peoples (particularly if intoxicants are known or suspected to 
be involved) and a fear that formal complaints by Indigenous 
individuals directed to the TBPS will result in repercussions 
against the complainant (Sinclair, 2018).

In a similar vein, the Quebec government launched the 
Public Inquiry Commission on Relations between Indigenous 
Peoples and Certain Public Services in Québec (PICRIPCPS, 
2018). It was established in response to the allegations of 
discrimination and systemic racism in the police and justice 
services towards Indigenous persons in northern Quebec. 
Indigenous witnesses testified to the Commission that they  
fear and mistrust police officers. The Commission found 
that it is difficult for an Indigenous person to lodge a com-
plaint about the police directly to members of the police 
service in a police station where the alleged offending officer 
might be on the premises. One witness likened the process 
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of making a complaint to going into a lion’s den (PICRIPCPS, 
2018, p. 38). 

Tulloch’s (2017, p. 236) review of police oversight found 
that members of Indigenous communities in northern Ontario 
were often impeded from filing complaints against the police 
by the remoteness of their communities and by language 
barriers. McNeilly (2018, p. 24) found that people did not 
complain about the police for fear of reprisals. Wood (2007, 
p. 6), as part of his review of the police complaint process in 
British Columbia, observed that social agencies dedicated 
to providing services to marginalized groups including 
Indigenous peoples were often poorly informed about the 
complaint process. The Union of Ontario Indians (2006) argued 
that because the members of the policing services lived in the 
First Nations community, potential complainants hesitated 
to lodge a complaint against them because of their fear of 
retribution, either by the police themselves or by other com-
munity members concerned about being negatively affected 
by a complaint.

In 2017, the CRCC for the RCMP (CRCC, 2017) released 
a report on its investigation into allegations of police mis-
conduct in northern British Columbia. While there were 
no findings of systemic misconduct, there was evidence 
of failure to investigate missing persons cases quickly and 
thoroughly. There are also indications that some policies were 
inconsistently applied or did not reflect recent developments 
in common law. The impetus for the CRCC investigation 
was a series of complaints by individuals documented in 
inquiries by the British Columbia Civil Liberties Association 
(2011), the British Columbia Missing Women Commission of 
Inquiry (2012), and Human Rights Watch (2013). While the 
CRCC investigated complaints pertaining to the conduct of 
specific RCMP members, a larger problem identified was the 
reluctance of First Nations people to lodge complaints against 
the RCMP in the first place. As the Human Rights Watch (2013, 
p. 10) report noted, “Fear of retaliation from police runs high 
in the north, and the apparent lack of genuine accountability 
for police abuse adds to long-standing tensions between the 
police and Indigenous communities.”

To help support Indigenous peoples living in Saskatch-
ewan in making complaints against the police, the Federation 
of Sovereign Indigenous Nations (FSIN) created a Special 
Investigation Unit (SIU) in 2000. The SIU was established 
after allegations of serious police misconduct including an 
Indigenous man’s complaint that municipal police officers 
left him on the western edge of the city on a freezing Janu-
ary night and two others died (Saskatoon Star Phoenix, 2017; 
Wright, 2004). Such acts of police misconduct have shaped 
many decades of tense relationships between the police and 
Indigenous peoples in Saskatchewan.

DATA AND ANALYTIC APPROACH

Our selection of Saskatchewan as a research site was based 
on the high number of Indigenous peoples residing in remote 
and rural First Nations communities (Saskatchewan Bureau 
of Statistics, 2016; Indigenous Services Canada, 2019) and the 
high number of problematic encounters between Indigenous 
people and the police expressed in reports of crime, victimiza-
tion, and public disorder. In addition, there have been many 
media reports pointing to Saskatchewan’s justice system as 

a “topic of intense scrutiny” (Friesen & Fine, 2018; Campbell, 
2016; Brass, 2004).

A crime-reporting measure used in Canada called the 
crime severity index (CSI) is instructive when applied to 
Saskatchewan. In 2018, Saskatchewan led the nation with an 
overall CSI of 139, almost double the national average of 75 
(Moreau, 2019). Furthermore, Saskatchewan’s violent crime 
CSI was the second highest of all the provinces. These crimes 
are not distributed randomly. Jones et al. (2014) report that 
several northern First Nations have reported rates of crime 
that are among the highest in Canada. Rates of crime in rural 
areas and the provincial north, where the populations of 
Indigenous peoples are concentrated, are much higher than 
in the urban centres, and are the highest in the First Nations 
in Saskatchewan (Perreault, 2019; Malakieh, 2019).

Access to and familiarity with the population under 
consideration was an important practical consideration for 
our selection of Saskatchewan as a research site (Reid, 2020; 
Ruddell & Kiedrowski, 2020; Kiedrowski & Petrunik, 2018; 
Kiedrowski, 2013; Peltier, 2018; Bharadwaj, 2014; Bruhn, 2014; 
Kowalsky et al., 1996; Macaulay, 1994). The senior researcher 
was able to use connections made through his work on First 
Nations governance, policing, and housing (Kovach 2018, 2010;  
Graveline, 2000) and access to justice and social service work-
ers in Saskatchewan gained during previous research and 
consultation work. With the help of these connections, con-
sultation on and support and assistance with the study were 
sought from two First Nations organizations in Saskatchewan.

Given that the members of the research team were outsid-
ers to the communities being studied, such consultation was 
methodologically essential. As researchers conducting ethno-
graphic community studies have long noted, understanding 
the views of members of communities vastly different from 
one’s own typically requires assistance from community lead-
ers and other “influential informants.” These individuals can 
not only vouch for the legitimacy of the researchers and help 
them gain access to participants but are also able to provide 
the benefit of their own direct and vicarious experience of the 
lives of community members. A much-noted example of this 
in the research literature is Harvard sociologist William Foot 
Whyte’s use of such “influential informants” in his study of 
an Italian American community in North Boston. Well-aware 
of the social distance between himself and the community 
he was studying and his unfamiliarity with its culture and 
the social organization of the community, Whyte made use of 
knowledgeable insiders with direct knowledge and vicarious 
experience to develop empathic understanding of community 
members and contextually grounded interpretations of the 
data he was gathering (Whyte, 1943; Anderson, 2014). The 
challenges we faced as researchers of events and experiences 
in communities with which we were socially distant and 
culturally unfamiliar are akin to what Whyte faced, and we 
had to find a way to resolve them.

Letters from the two First Nations organizations and 
researcher were sent to 12 Native court workers who provided 
services in 13 First Nations communities. All agreed to par-
ticipate in the study. A 12-question survey instrument was 
distributed to court workers, who made use of their language 
and cultural knowledge and direct and vicarious experience 
of community life in answering questions. One question 
consisted of eleven statements on filing police complaints. 
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Rather than focusing on the degree of agreement/disagree-
ment with the statements by using a scale, respondents were 
simply asked to either agree, disagree, or express no opinion. 
Eight open-ended questions asked the participants about 
their understanding of community members who did not file 
a formal complaint and their relationship with their family, 
friends, and community. 

In addition to the survey, follow-up telephone interviews 
of about 50 minutes each conducted with court workers 
allowed them to elaborate on their initial responses and 
provide narrative detail (Kilian et al., 2019; Hyett et al., 2018). 
This combination of survey responses and narrative accounts 
derived from the interviews allowed us as researchers to 
gain a deeper interpretive understanding of the reasons 
provided by court workers as to why many individuals living 
on reserves are reluctant to file formal complaints against 
the police. 

The individual Indigenous court workers assisting in 
this study were selected on the basis of their knowledge 
of local communities, language, and culture, relationships 
with community members, and knowledge of the criminal 
justice process gained both formally in their official duties 
and informally through individual relationships. Note that, 
to ensure anonymity, neither the names of the communities 
nor their geographic location were identified. 

Court workers provide guidance to Indigenous accused 
persons with various court processes, including translation  
and interpretation of information from the court. They 
may refer accused persons to other agencies and services, 
if needed, help with liaison, help the clients file a complaint 
against the police, and follow up on cases (Department of Jus-
tice Canada, 2008, 2013; Native Courtworker and Counselling 
Association of British Columbia, 2014). In some instances, 
the court workers provide counselling and emotional sup-
port of an informal nature to those living in First Nations 
communities who have had encounters with the police as 
either alleged offenders or victims (Department of Justice 
Canada, 2018). The court workers are thus well positioned 
to observe the relationships of individuals who have prob-
lematic encounters with the police that might lead to filing 
an official complaint.

The approach taken has several limitations. First, there 
are no formal systems currently in place to identify the 
number of complaints filed by Indigenous peoples living on 
reserves in Saskatchewan. Second, we were unable to identify, 
locate, and interview particular persons who filed complaints. 
Third, the court workers we used as research informants 
(although they do have some direct knowledge and vicarious 
understanding of the communities studied) do not statistically 
represent a cross section of the members of the communities 
examined. They can only provide a proxy knowledge. Fourth, 
no RCMP members whose actions might have been the basis 
for complaints were interviewed.

RESULTS: DATA ON INDIGENOUS 
COMPLAINTS

The CRCC collects data on the number of complaints made 
against the RCMP but does not currently record, track, or 
report on socio-demographic characteristics such as age, 
gender, and Indigenous or non-Indigenous status. We tried to 

address this gap by using data provided by the CRCC on the 
number of complaints according to detachment or town/vil-
lage location directly associated with a specific First Nations 
community or data that included the specific name of the First  
Nations community. Based on this source, we were able to 
identify the number of complaints registered in on-reserve 
locations versus off-reserve locations in Alberta, Saskatchewan, 
and Manitoba for the years 2016 to 2018 (see Table I). 

Additionally, although the FSIN’s SIU has not published 
formal reports, we obtained some limited complaints-related 
data from the FSIN. These are presented in Table II, which 
provides the number of complaints filed through the FSIN’s 
SIU to the CRCC. Between January 1, 2013, and December 
31, 2017, the Commission received 21 public complaints from 
the FSIN about RCMP member conduct related to incidents 
on a reserve.

TABLE I Number of public complaints made against the RCMP from 
a reserve for Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba

Year On-Reserve 
Location

Off-Reserve 
Location

Percentage of Total 
Complaints Made 
from On-Reserve 

Location (%)

Alberta

2016 29 449 6

2017 47 493 9

2018 31 497 6

Saskatchewan

2016 48 249 16

2017 34 218 13

2018 23 179 11

Manitoba

2016 18 133 12

2017 20 145 12

2018 15 146 9

Source: Civilian Review and Complaints Commission (CRCC), 2019; 
Alberta Law Enforcement Review Board, 2019; Ministry of Justice and 
Attorney General (Saskatchewan) Public Complaints Commission, 
2017; 2019; Manitoba Office of the Commissioner Law Enforcement 
Review Agency, 2019.
RCMP = Royal Canadian Mounted Police.

TABLE II Number of complaints from FSIN to CRCC, 2013–2017

Year Complaints Against the RCMP on Reserve

2013 4

2014 4

2015 3

2016 8

2017 2

Source: Civilian Review and Complaints Commission (CRCC), 2019. 
FSIN = Federation of Sovereign Indigenous Nations; RCMP = Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police.
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FINDINGS

Table III provides the responses of court workers in our study 
to a series of 11 statements on why Indigenous community 
members are reluctant to file a formal complaint against the 
RCMP. Five respondents indicated community members 
feared something negative would happen if a complaint was 
made against the RCMP. Five, five, nine, and four respondents 
expressed little confidence that complaints filed would be 
taken seriously by the RCMP (statements b, c, d, and h, respec-
tively). In terms of the actual process for filing complaints, 
respondents noted a number of problems with this process. 
Five, six, four, and six respondents, respectively stated the pro-
cess is too complicated (statement e), the process takes too long 
to investigate (statement i), the persons filing the complaints are 
not properly informed about the progress of their complaint 
(statement f), and the complaints made by the individual may 
not be considered valid (statement g). In response to the state-
ment “The agency responsible to investigate the complaint 
against the RCMP will provide an objective assessment of the 
file,” six respondents had no opinion and five agreed with the 
statement. These responses are complemented by those made 
to statement k: “The members of your community are unaware 
of the CCRC for the RCMP.” Here, 10 persons agreed with this  
statement on the basis that only a very few people know about 
the process for filing a complaint against the RCMP. 

One of the persons who provided an “agree” response 
stated that, although “some people are aware,  information is 
not posted publicly, making access to it difficult. Most people 
want someone else to file the complaint on their behalf.” 
Lastly, four of the respondents who provided an “agree” 
response stated that the information on the complaints 
process (i.e., posters, applications) needs to be in the Dene 
or Cree languages. 

To further understand the impact or influence of fam-
ily members, friends, and the community on whether an  

individual will file a complaint against the police, the 
respondents were asked to provide their views on specific 
questions. With respect to the question, “Do you believe there 
are pressures from family members placed on a community 
member to not file a complaint against the RCMP,” eight of 
the respondents stated family does influence or put pressure 
on individuals to not file a complaint. One comment that 
stood out was, “family members will encourage them to ‘let 
sleeping dogs lie’ rather than complain.”

Similarly, the respondents were asked whether they 
“believe there are pressures from friends (e.g., boyfriend/
girlfriend, friends from school) on a community member to 
not file against the RCMP.” In this case, 10 of the respondents 
were of the view that there are pressures from friends on 
community members to not file a complaint. The following 
are some of the reasons included: it is a waste of time; don’t 
want to be viewed as a troublemaker or a bad person; living in 
a remote community where everyone knows everyone else’s 
business leads to rumours, conspiracy theories, gossiping, 
and nothing being kept confidential.

When asked whether they “believe there are any conse-
quences (negative or positive) from the community against 
a community member who does not file a complaint,” seven 
respondents expressed their belief that the community at large 
does not play a role in whether a person will file a complaint. 

Finally, the respondents were asked to provide further 
comments regarding the filing of complaints. Some stated that 
few of those working in the area of justice and court workers 
know about the CRCC and the public complaints process 
while others commented that there is a lack of information 
on how to file a complaint. 

CONCLUSION

This exploratory study asks why Indigenous peoples resid-
ing on reserve seldom launch formal complaints about the 

TABLE III Respondents’ views on statements on filing police complaints and processes

Statements Agree Disagree No 
Opinion

The community member fears something negative would happen if a complaint is made against 
the RCMP.

5 5 2

The RCMP investigate the RCMP therefore nothing will happen. 5 6 1

The community member’s complaint against the RCMP will be ignored. 5 6 1

The community member’s complaint against the RCMP will not be taken seriously. 9 2 1

The process to file a complaint against the RCMP is too complicated. 5 4 3

The community member who files a complaint against the RCMP is not properly informed about 
the progress of their complaint.

4 3 5

The community member’s complaint against the RCMP may not be viewed as valid. 6 3 3

The process to file a complaint against the RCMP is a waste of time as nothing will happen. 4 6 2

The community member’s complaint against the RCMP takes too long to investigate. 6 1 5

The agency responsible to investigate the complaint against the RCMP will provide an objective 
assessment of the file.

5 1 6

The members of your community are unaware of the Civilian Review and Complaints Commission 
for the RCMP.

10 2

RCMP = Royal Canadian Mounted Police
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