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ABSTRACT: The presentation will be a general overview of the framework of 

civilian oversight of municipal police forces in Canada. After a brief discussion of 

the history of the modern day police force, the three branches of civilian oversight 

will be described and discussed: Police Boards (governance), Office of Police 

Complaints Commissioner (complaints against police) and Independent 

Investigation Office (criminal investigation of police). Each branch of oversight 

will be discussed in the context of a specific case study. The consistent theme will 

be Sir Robert Peel’s vision that “we are the police; the police are us” and 

demonstrating why this theme is essential to the success of modern society as well 

as policing itself.  
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1. THE HISTORY OF POLICING 

 

The existence of a professional, uniformed police force is so ingrained in the fabric of 

modern society that it is easy for us to think of such police forces as a traditional part of 

society.  In fact the modern day police force is a relatively recent concept, dating back 

only to the 19th century. 

In ancient societies there was little if any attempt to establish a police force as such: a 

defined group of people charged with law enforcement.  Instead, individuals, families and 

clans took it upon themselves to exact revenge against those individuals who wronged 

them.  This type of “law enforcement” was reactionary.  The idea of crime prevention was 

not a part of this type of model. 

As cultures and societies developed, the responsibility for law enforcement fell to the 

military.  In the time of the Roman Empire, when riots and uprisings were not uncommon, 

the military played an important role in maintaining social order.  It was common to see 

Roman centurions patrolling markets and other common meeting areas; their very 

presence served as an effective deterrent to law breakers. ( Echols, 1958) 

                                                           
 Lawyer Member of Victoria County Bar Association, CANADA. 


