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The Committee to End Homelessness in Victoria 

Meeting Minutes 

June 11, 2014 

 

Chair:  David Turner 

Minutes: Trudy 

Present: Joyanna, Janine B, John G, Diana S, David Tat, Chris, Bernice, Heather, Launa, Hilary, 
Renee, Larry, Paul B, Dale, Bob. 

Guest: Chief Frank Elsner, City of Victoria Police Department 

 

1.  Thanks to Lkwungen people for allowing us to meet on their territory. 

2.  Minutes- Minutes from last week were not circulated- we forgot. They will be circulated and 
reviewed next week. 

3. Guest- Frank Elsner: 

The Chief responded in detail to a list of questions circulated at the meeting and several that 
arose during the discussion. The following is a summary of his comments: 

Q:  With decreasing crime rates and police having to be social workers, should police hire 
social workers as their colleagues? 

A. Police encounters are 75% social and 25% law enforcement; thus most issues are social and 
therefore a health concern. The police are the last 24/7 agency available and thus often the 
first contact for people with mental health concerns, not a good use of his resources. Need to 
collaborate with mental health professionals especially nurses. He does not think the police 
should hire social workers as that may result in dilution of police effectiveness in doing their 
job, law enforcement. He has met with the CEO of VIHA and put forth his ideas around 
harm reduction and other community health issues and how policing could fit as one piece of 
the system as last resort. Police can advocate for services rather than increasing policing to 
do social work. 

Q.  What is police department doing to sensitize police to issues of poverty and 
homelessness?  

A. Sensitivity comes from leadership and that leadership comes from his office. He noted that 
about three years ago Victoria took a “hard right turn” in law enforcement. This was a result 
of government pressure subsequent to a report from the Fraser Institute suggesting that 
focusing on “prolific offenders” ( a term Frank had never heard until he came here) would 
decrease crime. Increased and targeted policing in downtown was one result. He's concerned 
with Victoria's "number 1 economic driver" - tourism, and more focused on social disorder 
than on "prolific offenders." 
 
He is also hard at work on the force’s strategic plan which will lay out his direction  of   
community orientation and support clearly for all officers to see. He  observed that “we 
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can’t arrest our way out of these [social] problems” and so will  change the business model of 
the police to better suit the issues at hand. 
 

Q. What training do your officers have in being anti-racist, anti-oppressive, anti-stigma, 
anti social profiling and in dealing with mental health issues? Examples: shake downs 
on Pandora: selective searches of kids playing basketball at Central Park 
 

A. The Chief thought that most people were not racist, and that when officers are told they are, 
they stop listening. However, he acknowledges that people have “inherent bias” towards 
people they perceive as similar to them and against those they saw as different. He hopes to 
bring sensitivity training to Victoria (it is happening in Toronto) based on an understanding 
of inherent bias as it does not make people wrong; it helps them understand they have bias 
and it is important to become aware of that and try to avoid it while on duty. 
 
On the general issues of diversity training for officers, Frank reiterated that this is a 
leadership issue and one he is committed to consistently following through with. He seeks 
training in non-confrontational techniques to give officers tools to work with the issues they 
face (focussed on inclusion, rather than what he sees as divisive anti-racism training 
approaches). This should reduce police resistance to training. 
 

Q. Comment on reports of racist comments made by some police about aboriginal people. 
 

A. If true, this was absolutely unacceptable and lead to discipline. 
 

Q. Police routinely enter shelters and Our Place, which are viewed by users as homes. This 
creates tension and hardship. Are you prepared to enter into dialogue with Our Place 
concerning putting parameters around policing in such places? 

A.  On a discussion of over-policing “predatory behavior of police at Our Place”, Frank noted 
“No one likes to be policed…police are in the rule business”. He wants to know directly and 
at the time if officers are doing random searches and conducting shakedowns. He made it 
clear that he will not tolerate inappropriate police behavior.  

Later in this discussion Frank said he would be willing to engage in dialogue with social 
agencies around “unfettered access” to their premises for example, Our Place. The Chief 
understands the protocol to be that officers have a warrant, attend at the front desk and then 
search for the individual in question- at least that is what he expects to happen.  He does not 
approve of random searching of premises. He did say however that if a street robbery had 
taken place and that if the suspect “looked like a homeless person” then officers would go to 
Our Place and similar agencies to look for the individual. He also observed that potentially 
Our Place uses the police as “free security” when they do walk throughs. Then he also 
seemed to go the other way near the end, saying he also wants people to gain familiarity with 
officers going by on their beat, so maybe there is a reason to just "stop by", but admits he 
could be dead wrong on that idea and is very willing to discuss this further. 

The Chief is trying to have a different relationship with people. He would like to reorganize 
some officers’ duties to be CROs, community relations officers and have a greater presence 
in the community. This would be a uniformed presence only so officers can be identified. He 
came back to leadership and strategic directions saying that if leadership “values community, 
then they will find ways to do it. If they value stats and numbers of tickets, then they will get 
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tickets and stats”. Instead, he wants police evaluations to include new measures that 
encourage officers making positive contributions by making them visible.  

Q. Do you support safe consumption sites?  
 

A. Yes with the proviso that it have a health component, support, treatment etc. he Chief 
supports people getting the services they need and definitely 24/7 as necessary. He definitely 
doesn’t want more resources for policing and will do whatever he can to ensure services are 
available. He is meeting with the health minister in July to start a dialogue.  
 

Q.  Do you support a temporary tent site for people who are homeless?  
 

A.  Yes he supports a tent city in theory. He would not want to see it become a ghetto or a place 
to ‘house’ immigrants. All deserve more. Dignity Village in Portland was offered as an 
example where with many challenges, a permanent tent city, an alternate lifestyle, works 
well. 
 

Q. Do you have concerns about lengthy remands for youth and limited facilities that 
contribute to homelessness and further crime? 
 

A. Chief is against lengthy remands for youth. Has been very public about his opposition to 
closing the Youth Detention Center. He feels youth should be jailed as a last resort. Strong 
supporter of restorative justice.  
 

Q. People with street and homeless experience are apprehensive about encounters with 
police and making complaints. Please comment. 

 
A. The Chief explained the role of the Officer of the Police Complaint Commissioner and the 

rigorous investigation process. He does not believe anyone would be able to get past this if 
there was a case of wrongdoing.  He is not prepared to condone misbehavior or cover-ups 
and would not tolerate integrity offences by officers.  
 

The Chief’s final comments included that police are “hired from the human race and fall down 
a lot” like everyone else. It was suggested to him not to come to our Committee meeting as “they 
hate police” and would “beat you up”. He said he would talk to anyone and so he came to talk to 
us. He emphasized that he is a “community person” and would like to be seen that way. 

 
We thanked Chief Elsner for attending and look forward to beginning a dialogue with him 
around police access to social agencies and creating an agreement that would govern such 
access. The Chief agreed.  

4.  Pass the Hat: We forgot!  

5.   Next meeting- Wednesday June 18th, 7 pm at Silver Threads on Douglas Street.  
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