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TO: Vancouver Police Board Service and Policy Complaints Review Committee  
 
FROM: Drazen Manojlovic, Director, Planning, Research and Audit Section 
 
SUBJECT:  Service and Policy Complaint (2016-115) on Handling of Cultural or Religious 

Items 
____________________________________________________________________________  
 
RECOMMENDATION:  

 
That the Vancouver Police Board (VPB) Service and Policy Complaints Review 
Committee accept the complaint, and advise the complainant of the action taken 
by the Vancouver Police Department (VPD).  
 

SUMMARY:  
 
In September 2015, the complainant, who is Aboriginal, was arrested and was searched 
incidental to arrest.  A medicine bag was located on his person and the complainant alleges his 
medicine bag was searched by officers at the scene without his consent, and then it was placed 
with his other effects at the Vancouver Police Jail (“Jail”).  The complainant feels that the police 
did not treat the medicine bag with proper respect due to a lack of understanding of its cultural 
significance.  The complainant alleges he tried to address this issue with the VPD however was 
unsuccessful in arranging a meeting.  The complainant filed a complaint with the Office of the 
Police Complaint Commissioner (OPCC) on January 28, 2016.  
 
A review of the VPD’s existing policies in both the Regulations and Procedures Manual (RPM) 
and the Jail Manual of Operations (JMO) reveals no specific direction to officers on how to deal 
with religious or cultural items such as a medicine bag.  A review of numerous policies across 
many police jurisdictions reveals that there are police agencies that have such policies in place 
to guide their officers in the handling of such items.  
 
In the spring of 2015, the VPD conducted extensive training in Aboriginal cultural sensitivity. 
Included in this training was the proper way to handle a medicine bag.  To assist officers who 
either did not take the training or new officers joining the VPD, it is recommended that the VPD 
develop training to guide officers in the handling of a range of items such as medicine bags. 
This will serve the VPD well to preserve valuable relationships with cultural and religious groups 
to ensure the proper handling of items of significance.  
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The Planning, Research and Audit Section (PR&A) examined this issue and determined: 
 

a. That VPD police officers could benefit from more information about cultural items and 
their significance; 

 
b. That creating procedure to cover every culture or artifact that an officer may encounter 

would be very difficult. Therefore adding a “policy statement” to RPM Section 1.12.1(v) 
Searches of a Person, which provides the “spirit” on how a procedure should be applied, 
based on VPD principles, would be an appropriate solution to assist officers and  serve 
the needs of Vancouver’s diverse community; and 

 
c. That a resource document that provides some cultural context and handling practices for 

items be linked to the policy statement to provide police officers with information on how 
to handle such items.    

 
In response to this service and policy complaint, PR&A developed a policy statement and, along 
with the efforts of the Diversity and Aboriginal Policing Section, developed a resource document 
that would also be added to the RPM Section 1.12.1(v) Searches of a Person.  This resource 
document has been reviewed and supported by leaders from the local Aboriginal, Muslim, Sikh, 
and Jewish communities. 
 
POLICY/LEGISLATION:  
 
The applicable policy is: 
 

• Section 1.9.3 Property and Evidence, General Property Policy and Procedure. VPD 
Regulations and Procedures Manual. 

• Section 1.12.1(v) Prisoners and Jail Operations, Search Policy. VPD Regulations and 
Procedures Manual 

• Section 1.12.12 (i) Prisoners and Jail Operations, Prisoner’s Property. VPD Regulations 
and Procedures Manual 

• Section 2.05 Jail Constable. Jail Manual of Operations 
• CCC Section 495 (annotations) Search incident to arrest 

 
BACKGROUND: 
 
The complainant was arrested by VPD police officers on September 3, 2015.  Upon searching 
him incidental to arrest on a warrant, one officer found a suede bag hanging around the 
complainant’s neck.  The bag was removed and the complainant advised the officer that it was a 
medicine bag.  The officer opened the bag and tipped the contents into his hand. He observed 
some dried roots and an oval stone.  He asked the complainant about the roots and he replied it 
was sweet grass.  The contents were put back into the medicine bag and the bag was placed in 
a plastic bag with his other effects and taken to the Jail with the complainant, where they were 
stored and returned to him upon his release.  
 
The complainant also alleges that his medicine bag was placed on the police car where it got 
wet. As a result of getting wet, the bag got moldy but he was able to remove the mold when the 
item was returned to him.  A query of the weather for September 3, 2015, reveals that the 
temperature was 13 degrees Celsius and 1.6mm of precipitation was recorded.1  
 
                                                
1 http://www.theweathernetwork.com/weather/historical-weather/cabc0308 
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On October 6th, the complainant called Superintendent Michelle Davey to speak to her about 
some concerns he had as a native elder who was asked to hand over his medicine bag.  He 
advised he also contacted the Professional Standards Section (PSS).  Superintendent Davey 
tried contacting the complainant and after failing to reach him, asked Sergeant Matt Black of the 
Neighbourhood Police Team in District 2 to contact the complainant to see if he could assist 
with this complaint. Sgt. Black called the complainant the same day and left him a voicemail 
message.  On October 9th, Detective Constable Rick Lavallee (Aboriginal Liaison Officer) and 
Sgt. Matt Black met with the complainant to discuss and attempt to resolve his complaint. To 
Det/Cst Lavallee’s knowledge, the meeting was successful in resolving the complainant’s 
concerns.  
 
On January 28, 2016, the complainant filed a complaint with the OPCC alleging that his 
medicine bag was not afforded the proper respect it was due and an investigation was initiated 
by the OPCC. The VPD was directed by the OPCC to investigate this complaint and 
Superintendent Davey was assigned to lead the investigation.  
 
DISCUSSION: 
 
Police Action Taken 
 
Superintendent Davey reviewed the complaint, the Computer Aided Dispatch Ticket for the 
arrest incident and the General Occurrence Report (GO 2015-165165).  She then requested 
statements from the arresting officers, Sgt. Matt Black and Det/Cst Rick Lavallee, as well as the 
Jail report related to the complainant’s arrest.  Superintendent Davey also reviewed all RPM 
policies related to the search of a prisoner and the handling of effects as well as the Jail Manual 
of Operations (JMO) sections relevant to the handling of prisoner property.  She also requested 
that staff in the PR&A conduct a search nation-wide for policies in other police jurisdictions 
where specific direction is given to officers in the handling of religious or cultural items. 
 
GO report 2015-165165 reveals that the complainant was stopped by officers on September 3, 
2015, in the company of a second male after they exited a car that displayed a license plate 
commonly associated to a truck and not a car.  A query of this plate revealed that the plate was 
attached to a pick-up truck and not the vehicle at roadside.  The two males were detained and 
one was identified as the complainant who admitted to police that he purposely placed the 
incorrect license plate on the vehicle to drive it to Vancouver from where he purchased the car.  
He admitted that he knew he did not have insurance for the vehicle.  
 
A query of the complainant’s name revealed that he was on parole thus the complainant’s 
parole officer was called.  The circumstances of the stop were relayed to the parole officer who 
then issued a warrant for the arrest of the complainant for the purposes of returning him to 
Federal custody.  The complainant was provided with his charter rights, searched then placed in 
the wagon for transport to Jail.  This is when the medicine bag was removed from the 
complainant, searched and placed with his other effects.  Following his period of incarceration 
for this incident, the medicine bag was returned to the complainant.  
 
Superintendent Davey conducted a review of current VPD policies related to prisoner search 
and the handling of prisoner property.  There is no mention in any of the VPD’s policies in the 
RPM or in the JMO about the handling of religious or cultural items.  A search of similar policies 
in other police agencies showed policies specific to Aboriginal medicine bags, turbans, burqas, 
niquabs, etc.  
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Superintendent Davey then spoke with Det/Cst Rick Lavallee who advised that he had taught 
the handling of medicine bags in Cycle 2 Team Training delivered to all patrol officers in April 
and May of 2015.  One of the two constables who interacted with the complainant on the day of 
his arrest did take the training and the other did not.  What is notable is that even if both officers 
took the training, there is no place in the RPM for officers to refresh their memory on the proper 
handling of religious items. Thus, the VPD would benefit from having the information 
documented in a place where officers can easily access it.  The best place for this information to 
be stored is in policy in the RPM, which is available to all officers on their desktop or laptop 
computers.  
 
Superintendent Davey has therefore made the recommendation that policy be updated to 
advise how to handle the most common religious and cultural items of the Vancouver 
community. PR&A staff created a policy statement and resource document in consultation with 
relevant community partners. 
 
Policy 
  
PR&A developed a policy statement based on the VPD principles of justification, proportionality 
and the least intrusive means to ensure public safety while considering and respecting our 
diverse communities.  The proposed policy statement is: 
 

Searches of Cultural or Religious Items and Clothing 

The Vancouver Police Department recognizes the many diverse cultures and 
religions that co-exist in Vancouver, each with unique customs, beliefs and 
traditions.  This may include wearing special garments, carrying cultural or 
religious items, or observing traditional ceremonies or practices.   

In the course of their duties officers may be required to search arrested persons 
in possession of cultural, religious or spiritual items.  These items may pose 
unique considerations for officers when balancing the need to ensure safety, 
enforce the law and conduct criminal investigations with preserving the person’s 
dignity and respecting the sanctity of their culture or religion.  Officers should be 
cognizant that the manner of handling certain significant items may cause 
offense or compromise the sanctity of the item, and steps can be taken to 
observe cultural sensitivities. 

As with any search of a person, officer and public safety is paramount.  Officers 
should consider what steps they can take to respect a person’s beliefs and 
traditions and uphold the core values that exemplify the VPD. 

<LINK Cultural Considerations in Searches> 

 
The resource document “Cultural Considerations in Searches” (attached Appendix A) was 
developed in collaboration with the VPD Diversity and Aboriginal Policing Section and their 
community contacts as well as from the review of policies from other police agencies.  The 
resource document provides consideration for cultural or religious items and culturally sensitive 
clothing, from the Aboriginal, Muslim, Sikh, and Jewish communities including: 
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a. Medicine Bags; 
b. Kirpans; 
c. Prayer Scrolls; and  
d. Religious head coverings. 

  
It is important to state that this resource document has been reviewed and supported by leaders 
from the local Aboriginal, Muslim, Sikh, and Jewish communities.  It is VPD’s intention to add 
the above policy statement and resource document link to RPM Section 1.12.1(v) Searches of a 
Person.  However this policy is currently being amended through ongoing consultation with the 
transgender community. After policy development is complete, these revisions will be combined 
to provide a policy that better serves our diverse community.  The final policy will be brought 
before the Police Board upon completion. 
 
CONCLUSION: 
 
This complaint highlighted a gap in the policy and procedures for the handling of religious and 
cultural items in the VPD.  The creation of such a policy statement and resource document 
would provide timely and meaningful information to front-line officers when they are in the field 
and have such an item in their possession.  This will serve the officers well to assist with 
upholding the values and beliefs of our diverse community in Vancouver. Should there be new 
items that come to the VPD’s attention, they can be added to the resource document. 
 
Author: Drazen Manojlovic Telephone

 
604-717-2682 Date: June 2, 2016 

    
Submitting Executive Member:    

Chief Constable Adam Palmer  Date: June 7, 2016 
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VANCOUVER POLICE DEPARTMENT 
PLANNING, RESEARCH & AUDIT SECTION 
 
 

 
June 2, 2016 

Cultural Considerations in Searches of a Person 
 
The Vancouver Police Department recognizes the many diverse cultures and religions that co-exist in 
Vancouver, each with unique customs, beliefs and traditions.  This may include wearing special 
garments, carrying cultural or religious items, or observing traditional ceremonies and practices.   
 
In the course of their duties members may be required to search arrested persons in possession of 
cultural, religious or spiritual items.  These items may pose unique considerations for members when 
balancing the need to ensure safety, enforce the law and conduct criminal investigations with preserving 
the person’s dignity and respecting the sanctity of their culture.  Members should be cognizant that the 
manner of handling certain significant items may cause offense or compromise the sanctity of the item, 
and steps can be taken to observe cultural sensitivities. 
 
The overlying philosophy of balancing officer safety, legal authority and investigation with cultural 
sensitivity and respect prevails.  Members are encouraged to explain what they must do and why to the 
arrested person, to illicit cooperation and a better understanding of police responsibilities.  As with any 
search of a person, officer and public safety is paramount.  Members may consider what steps they can 
take to minimize a person’s discomfort and uphold the core values that exemplify the VPD. 
 
The following information serves as a guide and resource but is not an exhaustive list, nor is it intended 
to be prescriptive or directive.  As always, members rely on their common sense, compassion and 
professionalism when carrying out their duties as a police officer. 
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Aboriginal Medicine Bags 
 
A medicine bag is a small pouch containing objects of spiritual significance to its owner, such as stones, 
herbs and other objects intended to bring health, protection or healing.  The medicine bag is considered 
sacred and traditionally the objects within should only be handled by its owner or an Elder.  
 
If a search of a medicine bag or other religious or spiritual articles is required, the examining officer 
should request the owner open the pouch and manipulate the objects for visual inspection if possible 
and if safe to do so.  Many Aboriginal cultures prescribe that women in particular should not touch the 
contents of a medicine bag due to the belief that women are far more spiritually powerful than men, 
and even simply viewing the contents of a bag will alter their efficacy.   Therefore, members should 
make efforts to have a male officer preside over the examination of the medicine bag. 
 
The arresting officer, with approval of the Jail NCO, should allow the person to keep the medicine bag in 
their possession while in custody if it is deemed safe to do so.  If the owner cannot be permitted to 
retain their medicine bag, the owner should place the medicine bag into a property bag separate from 
other possessions, and place the property bag into the larger property bag containing their remaining 
possessions.  This is because a medicine bag should only be handled by its owner or an Elder, and should 
not be touched by others.  When returning the item, the owner should be permitted to remove the 
medicine bag from the property bag so that no one else touches it. 
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Searches of a Person Wearing a Burqa, Hijab, Niqab, or other covering 
veil 
 
The burqa, hijab, niqab or other covering veil is a symbol of modesty and is worn by some women in 
accordance with their culture or religion.  Many women of the Muslim faith feel that wearing such 
clothing allows the wearer to connect to her religion, present only her intellectual side to the public, and 
protects her from being sexualized or objectified.  Depending on her particular beliefs, a Muslim woman 
may only reveal her face or hair to her close family, and non-related men may not view her hair or face, 
depending on the type of covering she wears. 
 

 
 
In the event a Muslim woman must be searched incidental to arrest, the search should be conducted by 
a female officer in private; this includes revealing her face to verify her identity.  After verifying her 
identity and searching for weapons or evidence, the arrested person should be allowed to retain her 
head covering during the transport to the Jail if it is safe to do so, taking into consideration her level of 
compliance and ensuring there are no concerns of self-harm or further concealment of contraband. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 9 

Searches of a Person Wearing a Turban and/or Kirpan 
 
Traditional Sikhs hold several religious articles as sacred, commonly known as the “five Ks”: 
 

1. Kacha – short legged undergarment 
2. Kada- steel bracelet 
3. Kanga- comb for grooming uncut hair 
4. Kes- unshorn hair 
5. Kirpan – sword or dagger 

 

 
 
Wearing a turban is also a requirement for a baptized Sikh; it symbolizes discipline, integrity, humility 
and spirituality.  A turban is comprised of 15’ of fabric that is carefully wrapped around uncut hair.  A 
Sikh person may feel humiliated if asked to remove their turban in public, as doing so exposes an 
intimate part of their body.   
 
If an arrested person is wearing a turban, the arresting officer may request the person to remove the 
article themselves if it is safe to do so.  The searching officer should ideally conduct the search in a 
private location to minimize discomfort, and when satisfied that there is no contraband concealed upon 
the person, and the length of fabric poses no safety risk to the wearer, they may allow the person to 
replace the turban before transport, without any pins or fasteners.  If there are any concerns of suicidal 
behavior, the person must be carefully monitored.   
 
An arrested person shall not be permitted to possess their kirpan while in police custody. 
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Searches of a Jewish Person in Possession of Religious Items 
 
If a member should arrest and subsequently be required to search a person of the Orthodox Jewish 
faith, they may note the person has several religious articles or clothing.  Men of the Orthodox Jewish 
faith must cover their head at all times with a skull cap (kippah or yarmulke), and often a wide-brimmed 
hat.  Depending on their sect, they may wear a prayer shawl called a tzitzit or talit.  There may be strings 
or a fringe hanging from the man’s clothing, which is a traditional observation of religious dress.   
 
An Orthodox Jewish man may also be in possession of a phylactery or tefillin, a small leather box 
attached to the bicep by a strap which is tied with a special knot, is wound by the wearer seven times 
around the forearm and hand.  The second is worn on the forehead at the hairline, with its straps going 
around the back of the head, connected at the top of the neck with a special knot, and hanging in front 
on each side.  A tefillin contains parchment prayer scrolls and is a sacred item, should one be damaged 
or altered they are quite expensive to replace, and are a significant loss for the owner.   
 
Should a member search a person in possession of a tefillin, once they are satisfied that the item is safe 
and does not pose a risk to the wearer or others, the person may be allowed to keep the item in their 
possession, but should be observed continuously to ensure their safety if there are suicide concerns. 
 
 

 
 
Married women of the Orthodox Jewish faith must cover their heads, particularly their hair, as a sign of 
modesty.  They may do so with a veil or a wig, and no man but her husband should see her natural hair.  
Should members be required to search a woman of the Orthodox Jewish faith, the search should ideally 
be conducted in private by a female member, and once the veil/wig is determined to contain no 
contraband it may be returned to the woman to cover her head while in police custody. 
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