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Mabel Jack holds up a photograph of her son and his family
who have been missing since 1989. “I want everyone to know
what happened to my family….  I still miss them. Some
people—friends—they ask me how I am. I said, “I'm okay, but
I'm not ... I hurt more than anybody else.” 

Community members participate in a spirit healing walk in
Burns Lake, British Columbia, in remembrance of missing and
murdered women. 

In Terrace, British Columbia, a woman discusses how police
told her it was “too early” for them to do anything when she
reported that her grandniece (whom she considers her
granddaughter) had been missing for 14 hours. She said she
told the police: “There are enough girls missing out there
already, I want to know where my granddaughter is.”

A woman shows a paper she has kept displaying the photos of
women, some of whom she knew, who disappeared from the
downtown eastside of Vancouver, British Columbia, in the 1990s. 



14 Those Who Take Us Away

The memorial stone for the Downtown Eastside's missing and murdered women
located in Crab Park, Vancouver. The stone reads: “The heart has its own memory,
dedicated July 29 2007. In honor of the spirit of the people murdered in the
Downtown Eastside. Many were women and many were Native aboriginal women.
Many of these cases remain unsolved. All my relations.” 

1“National chief keeps up calls for inquiry after aboriginal B.C. teen’s murder,” Canadian Press, December 9, 2012,
http://www.globaltvbc.com/national+chief+keeps+up+calls+for+inquiry+after+aboriginal+bc+teens+murder/6442768931/story.html 
(accessed December 17, 2012).
2 Fowler was from the Gitanmaax First Nation, an indigenous community in northern British Columbia.
3 “Funeral for slain First Nations teen Thursday,” CBC News, December 20, 2012, 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/story/2012/12/20/bc-cj-fowler-kamloops.html (accessed January 2, 2013).
4 John Colebourn, “Grieving parents of murdered teen appeal for witnesses to come forward,” The Province, December 12, 2012,
http://www.theprovince.com/news/Grieving+parents+murdered+teen+appeal+witnesses+come+forward/7690642/story.html#ixzz2GqgcVoFv 
(accessed January 2, 2013).
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• Establish a national commission of inquiry into
the murders and disappearances of indigenous
women and girls before the end 0f 2013; ensure
the inquiry’s terms of reference are developed
with leadership from affected communities and
that they include the examination of the current
and historical relationship between the police
and indigenous women and girls, including
incidents of serious police misconduct, and the
systemic socio-economic marginalization of
indigenous women and girls that predispose
them to high levels of violence;

• With leadership from indigenous communities,
develop and implement a national action plan to
address violence against indigenous women and
girls that addresses the structural roots of the
violence as well as the accountability and coordi-
nation of government bodies charged with
preventing and responding to violence;

• Establish independent civilian investigations of
reported incidents of serious police misconduct,
including incidents of rape and other sexual
assault, in all jurisdictions;

• Cooperate with the United Nations Committee on
the Elimination of Discrimination against
Women’s inquiry into the issue of missing and
murdered indigenous women and girls, including
by granting permission for a site visit, and
provide similar cooperation to other international
human rights bodies that may seek to engage
the government on these issues; 

• Ratify the American Convention on Human Rights
and the Inter-American Convention on the
Prevention, Punishment, and Eradication of
Violence Against Women (Convention of Belém
do Pará).

RECOMMENDATIONS

TO THE GOVERNMENT OF CANADA

• Ensure that a public inquiry takes place into the
violence experienced by indigenous women and
girls in northern British Columbia. The inquiry
could be part of a national commission of inquiry
or a standalone inquiry for the province. The
inquiry should include both the murders and
disappearances of indigenous women and girls
along Highway 16 and police abuse of indigenous
women and girls. The inquiry’s terms of reference
should be defined in cooperation with
indigenous communities, and adequate financial
and victim supports for non-government
community participation and interests should
proportionately equal those provided for
government and police; 

• Expand the mandate of the Independent
Investigations Office to include authority to
investigate allegations of sexual assault by
police;

• Provide adequate shelters and social services for
victims of violence, including in rural areas and
with specific culturally-sensitive services;

• Renew the commitment to implementing the
recommendations of the 2006 Highway of Tears
Symposium, updated, as necessary, in
cooperation with northern indigenous
communities;

• Expand non-incarceration options for publicly
intoxicated individuals, including sobering
centers where medical personnel can provide
appropriate care.

TO THE PROVINCIAL GOVERNMENT OF BRITISH COLUMBIA
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• Collect and make publicly available (as ethically
appropriate) accurate and comprehensive,
disaggregated data that includes an ethnicity
variable on violence against indigenous women
and girls in cooperation with indigenous
community organizations and the National Centre
for Missing Persons and Unidentified Remains
(NCMPUR); the development of NCMPUR should
be part of a national RCMP strategy for the
elimination of violence against indigenous
women and girls that ensures consistency in data
collection, immediate reporting, and access to
information by police, coroners, and medical
examiners;

• Expand training for police officers to counter
racism and sexism in the treatment of indigenous
women and girls in custody and to improve
police response to violence against women and
girls within indigenous communities; such
training should be developed through collabo-
ration between indigenous and human rights
organizations, the Canadian Police College, and
the Department of Public Safety Canada; and
focus specifically on Canada’s colonial history
that has predisposed indigenous women to
suffer from gross levels of violence and on
human rights norms, including women’s and
girls’ rights to live free from violence and
discrimination and be treated with dignity and
respect in custody;

• Ensure that properly trained officers are
stationed at detachments in the north for a
sufficient amount of time to develop strong
relationships with the local community;

• Eliminate searches and monitoring of women and
girls by male police officers in all but extraor-
dinary circumstances and require documentation
and supervisor and commander review of any
such searches; prohibit cross-gender strip
searches under any circumstances;

• Prohibit the use of conducted energy weapons
(Tasers) on youth and re-examine the rules for
the use of police dogs and pepper spray on youth
with a view to limiting their use to extraordinary
circumstances that are then documented and
subject to supervisor and commander review; all
RCMP and municipal police policies on
conducted energy weapons, police dogs and
pepper spray should be made publicly
accessible; 

• Enforce existing rules mandating that parents or
guardians be contacted immediately in the case
of their child’s arrest and that youth not be
detained in cells with adults or children of the
opposite sex;

• Consider, in consultation with indigenous
communities in northern British Columbia,
changing the criteria for cases to be investigated
by the E-PANA task force to include a greater
number of the murders and disappearances of
women in the north;

RECOMMENDATIONS

TO THE ROYAL CANADIAN MOUNTED POLICE
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• Develop a timeline for NCMPUR to complete and
implement specialized and standardized
protocols for police response when indigenous
women and girls are reported missing or found
murdered; these protocols should be part of the
national RCMP strategy and be made in
cooperation with indigenous organizations;
protocols should include: 

— Oversight and accountability mechanisms
that track a police investigation of a missing
or murdered indigenous woman or girl from
the time such an incident is reported; 

— Clear, publicly available communication
standards for informing family and the
general community about the progress of an
investigation as it proceeds, and what they
can or are expected to do to contribute to an
investigation during its different phases; 

— Goals to involve an Aboriginal liaison officer
in all cases of missing and murdered
indigenous women and girls to work with
affected families and the police;

— Goals to review police response to missing
and murdered indigenous women and girl
cases at regular intervals to compile and
make public a report on best practices and
lessons learned that can then contribute to
more successful police investigations and
community response in the future. 

• Raise the issue of violence against indigenous
women and girls in Canada as part of the United
Nations Human Rights Council’s Universal
Periodic Review;

• Encourage Canada to launch a national inquiry
into the murders and disappearances of
indigenous women and girls.

TO THE UN HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL
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Highway 16, sometimes referred to as 
“the Highway of Tears” in recognition of the
women and girls who have gone missing or
been murdered in its vicinity, in northern
British Columbia. July 2012. 

© 2012 Samer Muscati/Human Rights Watch

More than 582 indigenous women and girls have gone missing or been murdered across Canada over the last five decades.
Indigenous women are almost seven times more likely to be murdered than non-indigenous Canadian women. Those Who Take
Us Away documents the double failure of policing by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) in the western province of
British Columbia: the failure to protect indigenous women and girls from violence and the responsibility of the police for abusive
practices and behavior, including excessive use of force, and physical and sexual assault. 

The report also documents the weakness of police oversight mechanisms. Complaints lodged with the Commission for Public
Complaints against the RCMP are likely to be investigated by the RCMP itself or an external police force. A recently established
provincial mechanism for civilian investigation of police misconduct offers some promise, but the office’s mandate excludes
investigations of rape and sexual abuse. Fear of retaliation from police runs high, and the apparent lack of genuine accounta-
bility for police abuse adds to long-standing tensions between the police and indigenous communities. 

To address the high levels of violence against indigenous women and girls, Canada should establish an inclusive national
public commission of inquiry into the murders and disappearances of indigenous women and girls. British Columbia should
expand the mandate of the civilian Independent Investigations Office to include authority to investigate allegations of sexual
assault by police. Among other steps, the RCMP, in cooperation with indigenous communities, should expand training for police
officers to counter racism and sexism in the treatment of indigenous women and girls. 

THOSE WHO TAKE US AWAY
Abusive Policing and Failures in Protection of Indigenous Women and Girls 
in Northern British Columbia, Canada


