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RECOMMENDATION: THAT the Vancouver Police Board Service and Policy Complaints 
Review Committee (the Committee) receive this information, supplemental to the October 
25, 2013 report. 
 
 
SUMMARY:  
 
In September 2013, the Vancouver Police Board, through the Office of the Police Complaint 
Commissioner, received correspondence from an individual complainant and from the Pivot 
Legal Society (Pivot) outlining concerns about the Vancouver Police Department’s (VPD) 
practice and policy to release mental health information on a Police Record Check (also known 
as a Police Information Check).    In their letter, Pivot states that the VPD’s policy of releasing 
information where a person has not been charged could be seen as a violation of the Freedom 
of Information and Protection of Privacy Act.  Pivot also raises concern that releasing a person’s 
history of mental illness on a Police Record Check is overly broad and unfair when there is no 
independent evidence to suggest that their illness is a danger or threat.   Further, the letter 
states that the complainant in this incident is just one of many individuals who have had police 
contact because they may harm themselves but have no history of behaviour that suggests that 
anyone else is at risk. This report focuses on the VPD policy, not the circumstances of the 
relationship the citizen making the original complaint had with the VPD. 
 
At the November 12th meeting of the Service and Policy Complaints Review Committee, the 
Committee received a report outlining the VPD’s Police Information Check policy.  In summary, 
the VPD, along with all other municipal police agencies and most BC RCMP detachments are 
now follow standardized guidelines that were developed with input from a broad range of 
stakeholders including the Office of the Information and Privacy Commissioner of BC and 
incorporate the Federal Ministerial Directive on this subject.   
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The British Columbia Guidelines for Police Information Checks (Provincial Guidelines) support 
the release of the following mental health information:  
 

 A single suicide attempt or threat of suicide, occurring in the past year;  

 Multiple suicide attempts or threats of suicide, occurring within the past 5 years; 

 All Mental Health Act apprehension(s), (with the exception of suicide attempts) occurring 
within the past 5 years, where the subject’s behaviour is characterized by a tenor of 
violence. 

 
 
The Provincial Guidelines are consistent with the VPD’s mandate to support community safety, 
including the safety of our most vulnerable persons: children, the elderly, and those of 
diminished capacity.   The examples in this report confirm the VPD’s commitment to balance 
personal privacy with public safety, demonstrating the rigour that the Department puts forth in 
managing the disclosure of sensitive information.   
 
 
BACKGROUND  
 
In mid- 2012, the VPD adopted the B.C. Provincial Guidelines on Police Information Checks as 
its policy. The policy addresses the release of mental health incidents on Police Record Checks, 
also known as Police Information Checks. The policy reflects the Department’s values of 
compassion and respect and aligned with its mandate to support and preserve public safety. 
The policy is the product of several years of consultation with police agencies and stakeholders 
across British Columbia and Canada, and provides specific direction on how and when mental 
health information is released on a record check. 
    
The policy on the release of mental health information is limited to suicide attempts, threats of 
suicide, and Mental Health Act apprehensions. The criteria for release is not based on the fact 
of mental illness, per se, but rather is dependent on a tenor of violence and how recent the 
occurrence. For example, in cases where a tenor of violence exists, the police report may 
describe a subject as exhibiting violent or threatening behavior towards self or others.   
 
Apprehensions under Section 28 of the Mental Health Act have a five-year disclosure period 
from the date of occurrence, with the exception of suicide attempts or threats of suicide that 
have a one-year disclosure period. Where there is more than one attempt of suicide, the fact of 
the apprehension is released for five years from the date of the earliest attempt or threat. The 
Act is quite specific regarding when a police officer may apprehend someone: 
 

Section 28 (1) A police officer or constable may apprehend and immediately take a 
person to a physician for examination if satisfied from personal observations, or 
information received, that the person 

(a) is acting in a manner likely to endanger that person's own safety or the   
safety of others, and 
(b) is apparently a person with a mental disorder. 

 
The VPD’s threshold for release is therefore dependent on three components: a tenor of 
violence, how recent is the event and whether the subject has been apprehended under the 
Mental Health Act (1996).  
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DISCUSSION 
 
Examples of Police Record Information where mental health information is not released.   
 
The following set of examples illustrates circumstances where the VPD, following the Provincial 
Guidelines did not release mental health information on a record check. In these examples, 
there is a mental health element, but a tenor of violence is not present, nor is there documented 
behaviour to suggest that anyone may be at risk.  Conversely, the violence may have been 
present and someone at risk, but time lapsed beyond the respective one or five year disclosure 
periods. In each of these circumstances, the VPD does not release mental health information on 
a record check.       
 
In the first incident, police officers attended the subject’s residence after neighbours reported 
screaming and very loud music coming from the subject’s house.  In speaking with the resident, 
officers learned that the subject had been prescribed medication for depression, but had 
recently stopped taking the medication and was feeling depressed. The officers noted extreme 
emotions, where crying would be followed by hysterical laughter and then more crying.  Based 
on what they had witnessed, and the fact that the subject admitted being depressed, the officers 
believed that the subject was either not able or not willing to take his medication and, as a 
result, he was apprehended under Section 28 (1) of the Mental Health Act.  The citizen 
subsequently applied for volunteer position working with the vulnerable sector as a group 
facilitator.  As there was no tenor of violence or threat of suicide, this citizen received a clear 
record check. 
 
In the second incident, the VPD Mental Health Car attended the home of a subject to check on 
her well-being.  The subject was extremely thin, and there was no food in the home.  The 
subject was interviewed and it became evident that she could not properly care for herself.  As a 
result, she was apprehended under Section 28 (1) of the Mental Health Act. Subsequent to this 
event, the citizen applied for a paid position working with children in an after-school care 
program.  She received a clear record check as there was no tenor of violence, no threat of 
suicide, nor were there any other mental health related incidents within the records 
management system.  
 
In the third example, police officers were called to a home where the occupant was brandishing 
a knife and threatening to harm herself.  The police officer who attended the call made a written 
note that the subject had a history of suicidal ideation and attempts, although no reports were 
located in the police record management system of this history. In this incident, the subject 
informed the police that she wanted to be dead but did not want the pain of doing it 
herself.  Police officers apprehended the subject under Section 28 (1) of the Mental Health Act.   
 
More than a year later, the citizen applied for a position babysitting children in a fitness centre. 
Despite the tenor of violence noted in this incident and the fact that the party was apprehended, 
the citizen received a clear record check as this was a lone incident located in the police record 
management system and more than a year had lapsed since threat of suicide occurred.  
 
Examples of Police Record Information where mental health information is released.    
 
The next three examples are situations where the fact of a mental health occurrence is released 
directly to the record check requestor.  In all instances, a tenor of violence is present and the 
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subject’s behavior indicates a risk to either himself or herself or another person. As well, the 
subject was apprehended under the Mental Health Act.  The information is released due to the 
violent nature of the incident and not the mental health component – the information is released 
regardless of whether or not the person is working with the vulnerable. In each example, the 
wording used to report the results portion of the record check is included.  The file number and 
date of the incident are withheld to protect the identity of the individual. 
 
In the first incident, police were called to a home where the occupant telephoned a friend to say 
“goodbye”, stating she had taken a large quantity of drugs to kill herself.  In speaking to the 
police, the subject denied taking the drugs but was visibly upset, making repeated comments 
about feeling distraught and not being able to “continue on like this”.  The police determined that 
the subject was a danger to herself and apprehended her under Section 28 (1) of the Mental 
Health Act.  The citizen was applying for a position in the service industry and would not be 
working with the vulnerable sector. As the incident occurred within 12 months of applying for a 
record check, and the party was threatening to commit suicide, the incident was released: 
 

VPD FILE# Date of Incident: Role/Incident Type Status 

(withheld) (withheld) Subject-Threat of 
harm to self 

No charges laid 

   
In the second incident, the VPD had three interactions with the subject in a two-year period. The 
subject was seeking employment with an organization that assists citizens who are from the 
vulnerable sector of the community.  
 
In addition to repeated suicide attempts and threats of suicide, the subject expressed a desire to 
murder and hurt people on more than one occasion.  In each incident, the subject was 
apprehended under the Mental Health Act.  All three police incidents were released on the 
record check as they occurred within the five-year window and had a tenor of violence.  
 

VPD FILE# Date of Incident: Role/Incident Type Status 

(withheld) (withheld) Subject- Threat or 
harm to self or other 

No charges laid 

(withheld) (withheld) Subject- Threat or 
harm to self or others 

No charges laid 

(withheld) (withheld) Subject- Threat or 
harm to self of others 

No charges laid 

 
In the last incident, the subject was applying for a position to work one-on-one with young 
children.  The VPD had been involved three times with this subject, however the most violent 
situation was more than five years old and therefore not released.   
 
In this example, Public Service Unit staff sought clarification from police officers in the VPD 
Mental Health Unit on whether the most recent incidents indicate violent behaviour.  It was 
ascertained that the subject is considered unstable and, due to her history of violence, has 
remained certified for over a year and is monitored on a weekly basis by mental health 
professionals.   
 
The VPD’s first interaction with this subject was when her son called 911 to report that his 
mother had become increasingly psychotic throughout their visit and eventually grabbed a knife 
and threatened to kill herself and her son.  Numerous police units attended including the 
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Emergency Response Team (ERT), negotiators and the Duty Officer.  After approximately four 
hours of attempted negotiation, ERT entered the residence and the subject was taken into 
custody.  The subject was apprehended under Section 28(1) of the Mental Health Act and 
transported to hospital.   
 
Five years later, police responded to a female shouting and screaming from her balcony.  The 
assigned officer contacted the subject’s mental health team who was familiar with this person 
and who immediately dispatched a psychiatrist and nurse.  The mental health team indicated 
they were concerned about the subject’s recent behaviour. Police and the mental health team 
knocked on the door, which the subject refused to open.  As there was concern for the subject’s 
safety and a risk that she may harm herself, police obtained the key from the building manager 
and the subject was taken involuntarily to the hospital. 
 
In the most recent interaction, BC Ambulance called for assistance with a certified psychotic 
patient who was off her medication and becoming verbally aggressive.  The subject was 
involuntarily apprehended.    
 
Due to multiple occurrences having a tenor of violence and due to that fact that the subject was 
apprehended under the Mental Health Act, the two most recent incidents were released.   The 
third incident (2004) is beyond the five-year retention period and therefore not released.  
 
 
 

VPD FILE# Date of Incident: Role/Incident Type Status 

(withheld) (withheld) Subject-Threat of 
harm to self 

No charges laid 

(withheld0 
 

(withheld) Subject-Threat of 
harm to self 

No charges laid 

 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The VPD’s policy, adopted from the Provincial Guidelines, makes every effort to strike a 
reasonable balance between possible privacy concerns and the ability of employers, 
organizations, and individuals to assess and discuss risk relative to employment or volunteer 
positions.  The VPD does not take lightly the disclosure of an incident with a mental health 
element. Release of this information is limited to serious incidents that reflect a tenor of 
violence.  Further, a retention period has been adopted, thereby limiting the period of time that 
these incidents are reported.   
 
In 2013, the VPD has provided Police Information Checks for 15,825 citizens.  Of those, 49 
(.3%), resulted in mental health information being released directly to the record check 
requestor.   
 
A record check is only conducted at the request and written consent of the requestor. The 
results are mailed to the requestor, never to the employer or volunteer agency.  
  
Each requestor may choose to share the results of their police information check with a potential 
employer or volunteer organization. The VPD’s role is to report results based on criteria adopted 
from the Provincial Guidelines. The VPD does not make any determination of suitability for 
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employment or volunteer status. The decision to hire an employee or work with a volunteer is 
one that must be left to each organization and employer.  An employee or volunteer agency 
may elect to use the results of a police information check to mitigate categories of harm that 
they believe they are entitled to assess. They may choose to enter into a relationship with an 
individual regardless of whether their Police Information Check is clear or not clear.       
 
At the recommendation of a Board member, information relating to the record check process is 
being updated for the VPD website and is expected to be available to the public by the end of 
January 2014.  The restructured site provides more detail on what information is released and 
on the reconsideration process for citizens who wish to have their file reviewed, due to either a 
perceived error or extenuating circumstances that may support having information withheld.  
 
Should there be an error or extenuating circumstance where the citizen believes the information 
should be withheld, the citizen may request that their file be reviewed first by the Director of 
Information Management and, if necessary, the Senior Director in charge of Information 
Services.  The formal reconsideration process was implemented in early 2012, and since that 
time, the VPD has received three requests to strike mental health related information from a 
record check.   On the first request, sufficient time had elapsed that the incident was beyond its 
retention date, allowing a clear record check to be released.  The second and third requests 
were denied after the files were reviewed.  With no new information or error detected, the Senior 
Director determined that there were no grounds to withhold the information on a record check.  
If a citizen believes that they were denied an employment opportunity because of a mental 
health disability, they have the right to make a formal complaint against the employer under the 
Human Rights Code.    
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