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 On September 27, 2010, the Lieutenant Governor of British Columbia ordered The Missing 
Women Commission of Inquiry to evaluate the response of law enforcement in the cases of missing and 
murdered women. The commission had four mandates. The first was to inquire into the conduct of the 
investigations conducted between January 23, 1997 and February 5, 2002 by police in British Columbia 
regarding the missing women in the Downtown Eastside. The second mandate was to examine the 
decision of the Criminal Justice Branch to stay charges against Robert Pickton of attempted murder, 
unlawful confinement, and aggravated assault with a weapon on January 27, 1998. The third order was to 
recommend changes regarding the initiation and conduct of investigating missing persons and suspected 
multiple homicides. The fourth mandate was to recommend changes to investigations that were cross-
jurisdictional and required the involvement of more than one police organization. The Honourable Wally T. 
Oppal was named commissioner of the Inquiry. Oppal was a judge in a country court of B.C. between 
1981 and 1985. Then, he presided in the B.C. Supreme Court from 1985 to 2003. Afterwards, he became 
the attorney general from 2005 to 2009. The Inquiry lasted approximately three years. The Commission 
published its final report in 2012. The report, entitled Forsaken: The Report of the Missing Women 
Commission of Inquiry, is divided into five volumes and an executive summary. It includes a detailed 
examination and analysis of the administrative failures of the VPD and RCMP as well as 
recommendations for the future.  

 This report will delve into the aftermath of the Robert Pickton case. It will primarily focus on the 
failures of the police that enabled Pickton to get away with murder for so long. It will also outline the 
underlying cause of those failures. As a result, most of the details in this report can be found in the 
Commissioner’s final report. This report also refers to data from from police and civilian testimonies. All of 
these documents can be found on the Commission’s website, www.missingwomeninquiry.ca. The report 
itself, testimony transcripts, exhibits, and rulings are all carefully archived away here. It is an extremely 
fascinating collection of resources for those who want to learn more about the Pickton case or about legal 
and police lexicon.  
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 While the Inquiry was a direct response to the Pickton case, the crisis of missing and murdered 
women did not simply begin with his heinous crimes. As a result, Commissioner Oppal begins the first 
volume of Forsaken with statistics concerning the long standing presence of missing and murdered 
women in Canada. Almost immediately, he stresses the disproportionate representation of indigenous 
women in these cases. Despite only representing 3.8% of the Canadian population at the time of the 
Inquiry, Aboriginal women made up over 10% of all homicide cases. He includes some startling numbers 
from The Native Women’s Association of Canada: Sisters in Spirit. There were 582 reported cases of 
missing women between 1990 to 2010. Two thirds of these women were eventually discovered to be 
murdered. 160 women disappeared from British Columbia alone. 113 of these women were murdered. 
According to Walk4Justice, a Vancouver based organization that seeks to bring awareness to the 
violence against Aboriginal women, there were 2932 women who were missing and murdered between 
the 1970’s and 2011. They argue that at least 20% of these women were Aboriginal. Oppal also delves 
into the Highway of Tears murders in Northern B.C. which took place along the 720 km section of 
Highway 16 between Prince George and Prince Rupert from 1969 to 2011. There are 23 indigenous 
communities that surround this stretch of road. This area was plagued by poverty. A lack of public 
transportation left people with little choice but to hitchhike. While police forces report 19 murders, many 
indigenous organizations suggest up to 40 murders. Thirteen of the confirmed nineteen victims were 
teenagers. At least ten of victims were of Aboriginal descent. Commissioner Oppal also wrote at length 
about the unusually high numbers of serial killers and rapists in B.C. Clifford Olson, Gilbert Jordan, Martin 
Tremblay, and Cody Legebokoff also brought about fear and terror to the province. British Columbia also 
had the highest number of missing persons in all of Canada. Oppal suggests three reasons for this 
phenomenon: the province’s complex arrangement of police forces and jurisdictions, the abundance of 
dense forests and uninhabited coastlines that make for ideal dumping grounds, and the large transient 
population as a result of the mild climate.  

 Next, Commissioner Oppal elaborates upon policing duties, structures, and standards. Oppal 
highlights the necessity of non-discrimination in policing. While the legal system rendered discrimination 
against women, Aboriginal peoples, and visible minority groups to be illegal, there was a discrepancy in 
the definition of systemic discrimination between the Supreme Court and the Vancouver Police 
Department. The Supreme Court’s definition stated that systemic discrimination established practices and 
polices that have an unintended negative impact on certain groups of people. Moreover, the 
discrimination is self-perpetuating and often difficult to detect. On the other hand, the VPD primarily 
centred this type of discrimination around malicious and pejorative intent. Oppal notes that this difference 
resulted in police forces failing to detect unintentionally negative stereotypes and stigma. This resulted in 
less effective policing and the erosion of the community’s trust and cooperation with officers.  

 Oppal delves into the structures of B.C. police organizations. During the time of this Commission, 
there were 11 municipal policing departments and 60 RCMP detachments. The RCMP has municipal, 
provincial, and federal factions. It replaced the British Columbian Provincial Police in the 1950’s. The 
Vancouver metropolitan region was the largest metropolis to be without a regional police force at the time. 
Instead, the VPD and RCMP controlled different parts of it at different times. This arrangement became 
problematic when municipal forces and the RCMP established separate legal and policy frameworks. 
Oppal also criticized the VPD and B.C. Police Act’s decision to name the mayor as chair of the 
department. He noted the conflict that could arise when city politics and policing merged into one system.  

 The report also explores the procedures for missing person investigations in the VPD. In the 
1999, the VPD’s Missing Persons Unit consisted of one full-time detective under the violent crimes 
section and one civilian clerk. The vast majority of missing persons were found after 2 days. In fact, 93% 
of them were found within 3 weeks. More often than not, they returned home on their own account. If not, 
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the police confirmed their whereabouts and let them be. After all, it was not a crime for an adult to 
relocate without telling anyone. The issue lay with people who disappeared for long spans of time. In 
2005, there were over 100,000 people reported missing in Canada. Around 4,800 people were still 
reported missing after a year. The VPD had a written mandate for accepting missing persons reports. 
Reportees could specify the person’s name, date of birth, age, race, sex, address, date and location of 
where they were last seen, a physical description, their social insurance number, dental charts, driver’s 
license information, and any disabilities. The dispatcher would receive this information. They would pass 
it along to a field supervisor at the Communications Centre. The supervisor would assess the file and 
pass it along to a patrol member. Priority was determined based on age and their mental and physical 
condition.  

 There were no restrictions based on time. However, there was confusion surrounding where 
reports were to be submitted. Reportees were not sure whether to inform Vancouver police or the police 
in their communities. With respect to the victims of the Pickton murders, many women worked in the 
Downtown Eastside, but lived with their loved ones outside of Vancouver. They also disappeared outside 
of Vancouver. Unfortunately, the VPD did little to alleviate this confusion. Furthermore, there were no 
formal procedures for routinely reviewing files. Officers would usually conduct record checks, witness 
checks, and hospital checks upon the initial investigation. However, there were no regulations specifying 
what they had to do next. This fact compounded with the extremely understaffed unit resulted in 
outstanding files not being regularly reviewed.  

 Meanwhile, the RCMP had practices and procedures of its own. The RCMP detachment in 
Coquitlam also had a written mandate for reporting missing persons. It determined the agency of 
jurisdiction to be where the missing person normally resided. For example, if a man who lived in 
Richmond were to disappear on a journey to Coquitlam, then the reportee would have to make the report 
to the RCMP detachment in Richmond. Coquitlam did not have a dedicated Missing Persons Unit. 
Furthermore, they did not give priority to any one group of people. All cases were investigated 
chronologically. Unlike the VPD, the RCMP required all missing persons cases to be reviewed after 10 
days and demanded regular communication with the family. The investigative process was outlined as 
such: First, police were to obtain a detailed description of the missing person by family. Then, they were 
to interview the reportee, any witnesses, and family members. After that, they were to search the area 
where the person was last seen as well as areas they normally frequented and any hospitals in those 
areas. They were to publish a photo of the missing person and then enter the information on the CPIC. 
CPIC stands for the Canadian Police Information Centre. It compiles criminal record information, missing 
persons information, stolen property data, and vehicle information. Afterwards, they were to check dental 
records and any other records that might apply to the case.  

 As stated in the mandates of the Commission, one of the primary areas of inquiry lay in the VPD’s 
treatment of the sole survivor of the Pickton murders as well as the Crown’s decision to stay the charges 
against Pickton. The Eistetter assault was addressed in detail in one of the shows’ episodes. To recap: 
On March 22, 1997, Pickton visited the Downtown Eastside and offered to pay Ms. Eistetter one hundred 
dollars for oral sex at his farm. After having sex, Pickton immediately handcuffed Ms. Eistetter and 
attempted to strangle her. To defend herself, she stabbed him in the jugular with a kitchen knife. Pickton 
grabbed the knife from her hand and stabbed her repeatedly. She eventually managed to escape his 
farm. She was rushed to the E.R. at the Royal Columbian Hospital in New Westminster. She suffered 
from life-threatening injuries and technically died twice on the operating table. Pickton was later charged 
with the attempted murder of Ms. Eistetter with unlawful confinement and aggravated assault with a 
weapon. The trial was set for January 28, 1998. Crown Counsel would stay all charges only a day before 
the trial. The Eistetter assault should have been a big, red flag for the VPD and RCMP. They should have 
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immediately directed their focus to Pickton and pursued a speedy line of investigation. They should have 
consulted Ms. Eistetter about what she witnessed and endured on the farm. Instead, Pickton got away 
with all the charges and the police almost immediately lost contact with Ms. Eistetter. So why exactly did it 
go awry? 

 There were several limitations to the Eistetter investigation. To begin, the police did not treat the 
information that Ms. Eistetter provided with the gravity it deserved. During her interview, Eistetter informed 
the police that Pickton told her he picked up sex workers from the Downtown Eastside at least once a 
week and brought them back to his farm. She explicitly communicated her belief that she was not the first 
woman to be so brutally attacked by Pickton. She noticed a woman’s bra in the truck that did not belong 
to her. She also noticed many unused condoms at the farm as well as three hairbrushes with pink 
handles. She thought that this was odd considering Pickton was extremely unkempt and severely balding. 
Furthermore, she was admitted into the E.R. with the handcuff still attached to her wrist. Police would 
later discover the key in Pickton’s shirt pocket. Despite all of these observations that suggested Ms. 
Eistetter was not first woman that Pickton had harmed, police did little to follow up.  

 There were also logistical errors on the police’s part. Pickton’s trailer was only investigated 12 to 
14 hours after he was arrested. By this point, many people had entered in and out of his property. This 
included Pickton’s niece who had actually entered the crime scene. This delay likely resulted in the 
contamination and disturbance of the crime scene. Moreover, police did not search the trailer after the 
interview with Ms. Eistetter. This decision was particularly faulty on their part. After all, police had been 
slightly doubtful of Ms. Eistetter’s observations given her state of intoxication on the night of the assault. 
This would have been the perfect opportunity to confirm or reject her observations. Instead, they were 
inactive and let Ms. Eistetter’s first hand experiences go to waste.  

 Furthermore, Pickton may have been previously investigated for raping and stabbing a woman 
seven years prior to the Eistetter assault. This was alleged by an officer at the RCMP detachment in 
Surrey. This startlingly significant piece of information was met with an air of indifference. When the police 
learned that the file for the case no longer existed, they performed no further follow up and assumed that 
it was an exaggeration. The police also failed to interview neighbours, residents of Pickton’s farm, and did 
not canvass the area.  

 Crown Counsel’s decision to stay the charges remains highly controversial. Before we delve 
further into the decision itself, it is beneficial to explain the elements of  prosecutorial discretion, a 
fundamental element of the Canadian Justice System. As an extension of prosecutorial independence, 
the Crown has the discretion to bring prosecution of a charge laid by the police. Crown counsel also has 
the discretion to enter a stay of proceeding, accept a guilty plea of lesser charge, withdraw from criminal 
proceedings altogether, and to take control of private prosecution. With regards to the first element of 
prosecutorial discretion, the Crown Counsel can stay proceedings if they find an unsubstantial likelihood 
of conviction. This often arises when there is not enough available material evidence to build a strong, 
solid case for court. However, there are guidelines surrounding this type of discretion. For instance, there 
are exceptional circumstances where prosecution must proceed anyways in cases of high risk, violent, or 
dangerous offenders. Crown Counsel may be assigned “red files”. Red files are cases that are 
significantly more serious, complex, or lengthy to prepare. The Prosecution must prioritize these cases. 
Ms. Eistetter’s case was assigned as a red file. Randi Connor was to be the Crown Counsel for the trial.  

 At the Inquiry, Connor testified to the difficulties of putting a case together. She stood by her 
decision to stay the charges. She attested to Ms. Eistetter’s failure to attend meetings. There were many 
times where Connor tried to reach out to her with little avail. On the few instances she showed up, she 
was always very intoxicated and failed to recount the night of the attack. Connor testified that she did not 



© 2018 Canadian True Crime          Page 5 of 14 
 

have training to deal with people who had long term addictions to drugs or any form of post traumatic 
stress disorder. However, she argued that it was not an obligation on her part and that it was the police’s 
duty to provide appropriate care. There was no indication that steps were taken to provide Eistetter with 
the psychological and emotional care she needed. Furthermore, Ms. Connor posited Ms. Eistetter to be 
the case. Her refusal to cooperate or to testify at the trial completely jeopardized the conviction. 
Proceedings were never reopened. For this to happen, Ms. Eistetter would have to demonstrate long term 
changes in her drug dependency. Unfortunately, she was unable to do so during the course of the Pickton 
investigation.  

 Pickton’s bail included a cash bail of $2000. He was also forbidden to go to areas where sex 
workers commonly resided or to come in contact with women. Police also did not inform Eistetter of 
Pickton’s bail conditions or to confirm her safety should bail be granted. Despite Eistetter telling the police 
she feared for her safety, they simply informed her that her last name was not used during Pickton’s 
interrogation and that she was always encouraged to call the police should anything happen in the future. 
The police’s seemingly indifferent attitude and approach towards this case is grossly abhorrent. What 
happened to Ms. Eistetter is a great shame and there is no doubt that she deserved better than what she 
got. As a positive aside, sources report that Ms. Eistetter is now living drug-free with a family of her own. 
Her real identity remains protected and understandably, she strives to put her past and all interactions 
with the police behind her.  

 Problems with the Vancouver Police Department did not arise spontaneously during the 
disappearances of Robert Pickton’s victims. By January 1997, there were 15 missing women linked with 
the Downtown Eastside. The community was already tense and frustrated with the police’s lack of 
urgency. Locals assembled and marched in the first Women’s Memorial March on February 14, 1991. In 
November 1996, activist and former sex worker Jamie Lee Hamilton planted white crosses on the lawn of 
City Hall in remembrance of the missing and murdered women engaged in the sex trade. In June 1997, 
the media covered several stories about the large numbers of murdered women in the sex industry and 
the indifference from the police and public. Less than a year later, Jamie Lee Hamilton sent 67 stilettos to 
City Council to remind them of the increasing rate of disappearances of sex workers. Family members of 
the missing women also issued a letter writing campaign. In the letters, they asked the VPD to establish a 
taskforce, publically acknowledge the potential of foul play and a serial predator, supply a reward for any 
notable information, and to protect any witnesses involved. Main proponents of this campaign included 
Wayne Leng and Maggie de Vries, friend and sister of Sarah de Vries. Sandra Gagnon also fought very 
hard for the prioritization of these cases. She was the sister of Janet Henry, a missing woman who was 
never found, but suspected of being murdered by Pickton. Wayne Leng became one of the biggest 
advocates for the missing women. He would later create a website dedicated to them and establish a 
1800 number during the investigation for informants to call in with tips. He also brought the issue of 
missing and murdered women to America’s Most Wanted.  

 The VPD and RCMP responded to the community’s outrage at a disconcertingly slow pace. By 
the time that Project Amelia was assembled in May 1999, dozens of women had disappeared. This 
taskforce encountered many issues with their investigation. On December 9, 1999, Sgt. Geramy Field 
wrote to an inspector that they were back to “square one”. At the RCMP detachment in Coquitlam, 
officers conducted a separate investigation of Pickton. Corporal Mike Connor investigated Pickton on his 
potential involvement with the disappearances from the fall of 1998 to 1999. Surveillance was carried out 
for four days between October 1 to October 10, but no important information was collected. It was evident 
that Detective Shenher and Corporal Connor exchanged memos for a few months. However, senior 
management was not involved in this communication. After Corporal Connor transferred, almost all 
contact between the two units was lost.  



© 2018 Canadian True Crime          Page 6 of 14 
 

 A few years later, the police forces established a Joint Force Organization. Led by Don Adam of 
the Serious Crimes Unit, Project Evenhanded drafted a very clear and concise plan. First, they would 
review the VPD’s investigations. Second, they would organize a physical review to look for DNA of 
persons of interest in 74 solved and unsolved murders and 285 assaults of sex workers in the Downtown 
Eastside area. Third, they would conduct a ViCLAS link analysis of all the files. ViCLAS stands for the 
Violent Crime Linkage Analysis System. It is a national analytical database developed in the 1990’s to 
compare crimes and develop potential suspects. The lead investigator of any violent crime would load the 
data from a comprehensive workbook into the database. Fourth, they would develop and consolidate a 
suspect list. As discussed in Part 1, Project Evenhanded divided their pool of suspects into Priority One, 
Priority Two, and Priority Three suspects. Fifth, they would obtain the DNA from Priority One suspects. 
Finally, they would conduct a full investigation using the data they obtained. This full investigation would 
involve comparing the DNA samples of the persons of interest to the DNA in the murder and assault files. 
Then, the police could begin undercover operations, interrogations, and obtain general search warrants to 
confirm or eliminate suspects,.  

 On August 28, 2001, Project Evenhanded published a progress report. They had reviewed 1,348 
tips from Project Amelia and 300 persons of interest. There were 31 Priority 1 files including Robert 
Pickton, 60 Priority 2 files, and 101 Priority 3 Files. At this point, police brainstormed 4 investigational 
problems. Although, they treated missing persons cases as homicide cases, the lack of recovered bodies 
eliminated forensic potential. There was also a loose range of time surrounding their disappearances and 
when they were reported to be missing. There was a large suspect pool that police considered difficult to 
narrow. Finally, there were inadequate resources to conduct research. DNA labs could only take 6 to 10 
missing persons cases per month. They were considered to be low priority since they were not connected 
to a greater crime. By November 5, 2001, Project Evenhanded met members of the Green River Task 
Force and Spokane Serial Killer Task Force. VPD and RCMP investigators learned about the importance 
of consistent communication with patrol cops and with establishing media liaison and victim liaison 
positions. (Less than a month later, the Green River Task Force arrested Gary Ridgway for the serial 
murders of 49 sex workers near Seattle.) On January 14, 2002, a “street crew” of 12 officers dressed in 
plain clothes set out to canvass the main strolls of the Downtown Eastside and interview sex workers. 
They were met with mistrust and a reluctance to cooperate. A month later, RCMP Coquitlam executed a 
search warrant on Pickton’s property for the possession of an illegal firearm. 

 Before I delve into the detailed examination of where the VPD and RCMP went wrong, it is helpful 
to first share the investigative processes that the police took for four notable cases. In all of these 
examples, there were key moments that best captured the major failures of the police during the search 
for the missing women. Marnie Frey’s last contact with her family was on August 30, 1997. That day was 
her 24th birthday. Her family realized something was wrong when Marnie failed to show up to her 
daughter’s birthday, Thanksgiving, her stepmother’s birthday, or to collect her welfare checks. Her 
stepmother, Lynn feared something terrible had happened. Marnie suffered from acute heroin and 
cocaine addictions and worked as a sex worker in the Downtown Eastside under the street name, Kit Kat. 
Marnie had past experiences with gang violence and being held against her will. Marnie’s family also 
knew of Robert Pickton and his farm in Port Coquitlam. In fact, Pickton’s friend, Gina Houston lived with 
the family for several years. Lynn and her family drove out to Pickton’s farm several times in 1998. During 
the Inquiry, no one testified to hearing of this until after Pickton was arrested. Although Lynn filed a 
missing persons report in Campbell River in December 1997, the VPD only began their investigation in 
September 1998. Lynn explained that the family was not completely aware of the steps taken during the 
investigation. Police failed to deliver consistent reports and did not follow up on the many tips that the 
family submitted. The family was also shocked and frustrated by the police’s lack of compassion and 
apparent disinterest in the investigation. 
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 Brenda Wolfe was reported missing by her sister on April 25, 2000. Brenda stayed in touch with 
her daughter. They spoke regularly on the phone until her daughter was six years old. When she failed to 
call, Brenda’s stepmother knew that something was wrong. She was last seen in February by her landlord 
when she was evicted from her flat. The police conducted checks on several persons of interest including 
her ex-husband who was later revealed to already be in custody during the time of her disappearance. 
Other than this line of investigation, police were slow and inactive. All in all, they conducted little more 
than background and welfare checks. They failed to follow up on information and tips provided by 
Brenda’s family. Her family was also never interviewed. Brenda’s last known address was never attended 
by police until a year after Brenda was declared missing. Police were also reported to be callous in their 
approach. Police informed Brenda’s eight year old daughter of her mother’s death at her foster home. 
After telling her that her mother had been murdered, they proceeded to bombard her with a series of 
questions. Brenda’s daughter later testified that it felt like an interrogation. She had been extremely 
frightened and overwhelmed. 

 Mona Wilson was reported missing by her common-law spouse on November 30, 2001. He 
informed the police that she was on methadone for her addiction problems. She was supposed to pick up 
her daily prescription from the East End Pharmacy and had not picked it up for seven days. He had last 
seen Mona when she was propositioned by a passenger in an airport taxi on November 23. Mona left in 
the vehicle and was never seen again. By this point, her file was transferred to Project Evenhanded and 
immediately treated as a homicide investigation. In comparison to Brenda and Marnie’s investigations, 
Mona’s case was quite active. The police began within five days of receiving the missing persons report. 
Tips on persons of interests were quickly followed up and police even conducted a part time surveillance 
on one of them. They interviewed four persons of interests and spoke to witnesses. They interview family 
members, including Mona’s sister, Ada Wilson. Officers also attended to addresses that Mona commonly 
frequented. However, Mona’s family criticized the police’s cold attitudes. Police appeared to show little 
investment in the case. Furthermore, Project Evenhanded never informed the family that Mona’s remains 
were found on the farm. Her family had to learn that fact through the news.  

 Dianne Rock was last heard on October 17, 2001 when she phoned her son on his birthday. She 
promised she would see him on the weekend. However, she failed to show up. At first, her family did not 
take any action. They were not aware that she was a sex worker in the Downtown Eastside. However, a 
month of inactivity led the family to believe that she had run away. She was reported missing on 
December 13, 2001 by a social worker when she failed to pick up her welfare cheques. Dianne had been 
previously held captive, beaten, and raped at Pickton’s farm. During a party on his property, Dianne was 
forcibly confined for two days. She was badly hurt. Witnesses later described the handcuff marks on her 
wrists, her ripped clothing, and her distraught and traumatized nature after escaping. Dianne refused to 
report her attack to the police. Like Mona, Dianne’s case was treated as a homicide from the beginning. 
The initial investigation commenced four days after the report. Police visited her last known address 
shortly after. They contacted a few of he known shelters that Dianne would frequent and consulted the 
staff and common visitors. They also went through her belongings and tried to locate a person of interest, 
her ex-boyfriend. Police spoke to Dianne’s family at least once. However, her family reported that police 
failed to stay in touch and rarely updated them on their progress. 

 

 In 1994, the International Association of Chiefs of Police issued Missing Persons Model Policies. 
The group stressed prioritizing those with mental illness and drug dependencies, collaboration with the 
local organizations, and staying in contact with relatives of the missing persons. The Missing Women 
Commission of Inquiry Report elaborates upon 7 critical police failures concerning the Robert Pickton 
case. Commissioner Oppal lists them as such: poor report taking and follow up practices, faulty risk 
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analysis and assessments, inadequate proactive strategies to prevent further harm to the women of the 
Downtown Eastside, failure to pursue all investigative strategies, failure to follow Major Case 
Management policies, ineffective cross-jurisdictional coordination between police forces, and failure of 
internal reviews. 

 One of the biggest problems was the police’s poor report taking and follow up practices. As noted 
from the cases of Marnie Frey and Brenda Wolfe, there were significant delays when missing persons 
reports were entered into the database. Basic database entries and checks were not carried out on a 
timely basis. Unexplained gaps in the investigations were common. Sometimes these gaps would span 
several years. Police seldom canvassed last known addresses of the missing women. For instance, there 
was no indication that the VPD visited the residences of Kerri Koski, Brenda Wolfe, and Sereena 
Abotsway. Police seemed to approach these cases with a lack of urgency because they believed that sex 
workers would disappear and then return after a short period of time. There was also an unspoken rule in 
the VPD – no body, no crime. Many of the initial cases were never considered as potential homicide 
cases because bodies could not be recovered. Police firmly held this attitude despite the many tips from 
those who knew Pickton that suggested otherwise. Det. Shenher later testified that the police refused to 
consider the possibility that bodies were not being recovered because they were dealing with someone 
who possessed the means to dispose of them without leaving a trace. Indeed, Pickton’s wood chipper, 
regular use of a reduction plant, and widespread property suggested this to be the case.  

 Police failed to follow up on informants to their full potential. They did not verify Ms. Eistetter’s 
observations nor did they confirm her suspicion that she was not the only woman to be attacked by 
Robert Pickton. They did not look into the tip from Bill Hiscox that Pickton wanted to track Ms. Eistetter 
down and that he had bought new and used syringes to harm her. Nor did they seriously consider Ross 
Caldwell’s tip that Lynn Ellingsen had seen Pickton skin a dead woman and dispose of her body. Despite 
faults in their credibility, these were people who directly interacted with Robert Pickton and knew him well. 
To dismiss their concerns was extremely reckless.  

 Police records were also hindered by a lack of digital information systems. The VPD’s Missing 
Persons Unit were not provided with a computer until August 1998. Even then, Detective Shenher 
described the office as a “credenza of binders”. Marnie Frey’s family noted how the office was about 8 
feet by 12 feet. It could barely fit a small desk and three people. There were boxes and loose papers 
stacked everywhere on the floor and shelves. The office remained like this even during the peak numbers 
of the disappearances. The family thought it was very strange since the VPD building was three stories 
high and otherwise relatively organized. As seen through all four previously discussed examples, the 
police failed to follow up with the families of the missing women. There was very minimal contact followed 
by months or years of silence. Only a proactive few remained in touch on a regular basis.   

 Another issue was the VPD’s faulty risk analysis and assessment. This can best be encapsulated 
by their refusal to accept that the women were murdered and their belief that sex workers were 
automatically transient and forsaken by their families. There was no doubt that the sex workers in the 
Downtown Eastside were vulnerable. Most of these women depended on welfare cheques. When they 
failed to pick them up for long periods of time, police should have realized that something was amiss. 
Most of these women also kept in regular contact with their families. When families expressed concern 
about losing contact with their daughters and mothers, police should have taken their distress more 
seriously.  

 Police largely dismissed the potential for foul play and serial predators during their initial 
investigations despite many reasonable counterarguments. Senior Officer and Detective Inspector Kim 
Rossmo was the main promoter of the serial killer theory in early years of the case. Detective Inspector 
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Rossmo was sworn in as a member of the VPD in 1980. He became a first class constable after three 
years. In 1987, he pursued a master’s degree in criminology at Simon Fraser University. In 1995, he 
became the first detective in the VPD to earn a PhD. He developed a geographic profiling unit called 
Rigel. Using 3D imaging, his software ranked suspects in serial cases by location. Rossmo believed that 
serial killers started in their home turf and then branched out as they become more confident and 
experienced. According to Rossmo, Rigel narrowed target areas by 95%. During the late 1990’s, Rossmo 
was working as a consultant in geographic profiling for the VPD. Rossmo shared his findings with the 
senior management and expressed his concern that there was a predator or several predators hunting 
the strolls of the Downtown Eastside. Rossmo had a contract with the Vancouver Police Department. 
Consequentially, he did not have as many long term concerns about tarnishing his reputation and 
relationship with the department. Rossmo’s theories were immediately rejected by investigators. Many of 
them ridiculed his ideas and continued to publically stand by their initial denials.  

 However, Rossmo was not the only one to have these ideas. Newspapers, families of the missing 
women, and sex workers all shared their fear that foul play was involved. Many sex workers would report 
to families of the missing women that their friends were getting into a truck and never coming back. Since 
sex workers tended to establish strolls for themselves, they knew that their friends would never suddenly 
abandon their corners after years of work. Despite many tips from family members and speculation in 
news sources, the VPD remained firm in their beliefs. As a result of their faulty risk assessments, the 
police failed to fully investigate Pickton, failed to instill proactive measures that could have protected other 
women, and failed to acquire the appropriate and sufficient resources.   

 In fact, there was a general failure to pursue preventative strategies. Despite their high risk 
professions, drug dependencies, and emotional and psychological stress, many officers were flippant to 
deem sex workers as a vulnerable group. The VPD did not create the positions of sex trade liaison officer 
or victim liaison officer. These roles likely would have instigated positive relationships between the police 
and the women in the Downtown Eastside. The police did not share their findings or concerns with 
community shelters. There were few warnings directed at street cops. There was also no media release 
regarding the increasing numbers of missing sex workers despite Det. Insp. Rossmo’s recommendation in 
September 1998. Senior management considered this step to be too premature. As previously 
mentioned, police also failed to suitably protect Ms. Eistetter after her attack. Det. Shenher and Corporal 
Connor were well aware of Pickton’s threats of harm against Ms. Eistetter. Besides relaying this 
information to Eistetter and informing her that her last name was not used during the interview, they did 
little else to ensure her safety.  

 Furthermore, police failed to consider and properly pursue all investigate strategies. Despite the 
disproportionate number of missing indigenous women, police did not consider an Aboriginal specific 
investigative strategy. There was restricted involvement with family members and reportees. Only 3 joint 
family meetings were held during the course of the investigations. These meetings mostly served to 
inform families of their progress. Marnie Frey’s stepmother, Lynn noted how the detectives did not 
present themselves as compassionate. Rather, “they did their job; that’s all they were there for.” Despite 
his friendship with Sarah de Vries and her family as well as his dedication to the investigation, Wayne 
Leng was not allowed to participate in family meetings. Police did not consider him to be part of the de 
Vries family even though the family wanted him as their representative.  

 

  The VPD was not alone in making poor decisions during the investigations. The RCMP seldom 
relied upon surveillance, search warrants, undercover operations, and forensic evidence. The layout of 
Pickton’s property made it difficult to set up effective surveillance cameras. Since it was very expensive 
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and specialized, police decided not to carry it out to its conclusion. However, police did not set up 
surveillance in the strolls of the Downtown Eastside or at the West Coast Reduction Plant where Pickton 
disposed of the animal waste on his farm. Police did not test Ms. Eistetter’s items for DNA of other 
victims. According to a test performed after Pickton’s arrest in 2002, the handcuffs used on Ms. Eistetter 
tested positive for the DNA of  Jacqueline Murdock, Andrea Borhaven, and Cara Ellis. Had the police 
tested the handcuffs when Pickton was arrested in 1998, they could have made the connection much 
sooner.  

 The delayed nature of Pickton’s interviews with the police were also highly problematic. In 
September 1999, RCMP investigators made several requests to interview Pickton. When Pickton ignored 
these demands, they paid a visit to his farm. Pickton informed the detectives that he and his brother were 
extremely busy and that he was not available to discuss any matters. At this point, police deferred to his 
requests to not come to the station. When Pickton finally agreed to an interview, he brought along Gina 
Houston. Gina was extremely disruptive and answered for him several times. It was evident that she was 
his security blanket. Constable Yurkiw allowed this interview to proceed anyways. Overall, there was a 
lack of planning and strategic approach.  

 After the Paul Bernardo case, Justice Campbell recommended that police abide by Major Case 
Management standards. Although this system was relatively new, it addressed exactly what to do during 
serious, complex, and violent crimes. Major Case Management practices were not widely implemented by 
B.C. police between 1997 to 2002. The RCMP did not formally adopt this method until 2003.  

 Major Case Management specifically addressed taskforce organization, information management 
standards, and proper utilization of specialized resources. The VPD and RCMP failed to meet any of their 
requirements. For instance, an investigation conducted by the Vancouver Sun revealed that Project 
Amelia had insufficient personnel and lacked full-time supervision. Although there were 9 members by 
1999, most of them were working part-time or other jobs concurrently. Most of the detectives were on the 
brink of retirement. Few had experience with missing persons cases and none of them had received 
major case training. In fact, Det. Shenher, one of the leading contributors of the taskforce testified that 
prior to being on the Missing Persons Unit and Project Amelia, he had no previous training or experience 
in major criminal investigations. During his involvement with Project Amelia, Det. Shenher was also 
working as a liaison to the coroner. The taskforce supervisor, Sgt. Field was managing Project Amelia 
and supervising the homicide unit. In short, he was doing the job of 2 to 3 people. Field did not delineate 
a clear strategy to his taskforce. Their roles were not clearly defined, which resulted in confusion and 
inactivity.  There was infighting and tension among officers. At one point, investigators refused to sit in the 
same room with each other. As Project Amelia came to an end, the staff was burn out, overworked, and 
underpaid.  

 Major Case Management also recommended electronic case management systems. These 
databases, such as E-Comm, recognized links among pooled information and could easily be shared 
among all police forces in the province. Project Amelia relied on pen and paper to document their 
findings. All of their tips were organized on a paper spreadsheet and loose papers in their office. At one 
point, Det. Shenher even failed to possess a notebook. Because of this archaic arrangement, persons of 
interest lists were not prioritized by the VPD. When they did come upon computer databases in 1998, few 
of the staff received training or had any experience with electronic systems. Project Amelia was highly 
disorganized with archiving their data. In a memo to Inspector Speaker on January 25, 2001, Sgt. Field 
wrote “Because of computer problems, I cannot be confident that all the information that should have 
been entered on suspects has been entered.”  
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 Without a doubt, one of the crucial failures of the police was the ineffective coordination between 
different police forces. Communication between the VPD, the RCMP, and their respective taskforces was 
inconsistent for the bulk of the case. There were 17 notable joint meetings between the two organizations 
between September 1998 to October 2001. Yet, they did not manage to successfully coordinate a multi-
jurisdictional investigation. The main issue that arose was the lack of clarity over case ownership. Even 
during the Inquiry, the VPD posited that there were two separate investigations taking place during the 
late 1990’s. The VPD was investigating the missing women in the Downtown Eastside while RCMP 
Coquitlam was investigating Pickton. This meant that a helpful tip provided to one department may not 
have been shared with the other. There was also confusion surrounding where missing persons reports 
should have been sent. The VPD primarily concentrated their investigation within the Downtown Eastside. 
VPD officers explained that while they found Pickton suspicious throughout the investigation, they 
assumed that he fell under the jurisdiction of the RCMP. During the Inquiry, VPD officers explained that 
they could not have simply stepped over the RCMP’s authority. Taking the lead would have been “police 
anarchy”. Det. Shenher spoke to this deferral as part of “police culture”. Nevertheless, Counsel to Marion 
Bryce, mother of Patricia Johnson argued that the VPD should have heeded the tips from Ms. Eistetter, 
Hiscox, and Caldwell to conclude that Pickton was kidnapping women in the Downtown Eastside and 
transporting them elsewhere. They ought to have figured that serial predators did not contain themselves 
within police jurisdictions. He postulated that the VPD ought to have proceeded with taking the lead 
regardless of etiquette. The formation of Project Evenhanded was arguably even more convoluted. There 
were long lag times between the first proposals in mid 2000 to the creation in May 2001. Police attributed 
these gaps to getting files ready for transfer and to technical problems with their electronic databases. 
Overall, there seemed to be a lack of organization between the many police forces in the Vancouver area.    

 The final critical issue was the police’s failure of internal reviews. Errors inevitably happen during 
investigations. However, the VPD failed to reprimand and correct the many human errors that occurred. 
Supervisors rarely engaged in critical assessment of the progress of their taskforces. Information was 
often accepted unchallenged. Rather than disciplining problematic team members, senior management 
would simply transfer them out. As a result, there was a high turnover rate of inexperienced and officers.  

 To conclude this episode, I’d like to discuss the underlying causes of these failures. A glaring 
issue that manifested into inaction and disinterest was discrimination and systemic bias. As I mentioned, 
Canadian police have the obligation to be impartial to all people regardless of their race, ethnic origin, 
faith, age, sexual orientation, and social standing. Canadian law also does not necessitate discrimination 
to derive from malicious intent. The VPD’s lack of urgency and delay in recognizing the presence of a 
serial killer stemmed from their assumptions and false stereotypes of the victims. They assumed that all 
sex workers were automatically transient and rejected by their loved ones. They questioned the idea of 
extra protection for a group that “voluntarily entered such a high risk profession”. When they realized that 
it was only sex workers and drug users who were disappearing from the streets, police failed to warn 
other sex workers because they assumed that they were already “too far gone” to protect themselves.  

 As Commissioner Oppal concludes in his report, defining women by their occupation was 
inherently problematic. It distanced the police from the fact that the victims were first and foremost 
women. It dehumanized and estranged these women from the rest of the population. As Det. Insp. 
Rossmo suggested at the Inquiry, these issues would not have occurred if the women had gone missing 
in Vancouver’s west side.  

 Another underlying cause for the problems that arose during the Pickton case was the absence of 
strong leadership. Since many of the detectives in the taskforces were inexperienced, effective leadership 
was key for a successful investigation. However, the leadership in Project Amelia was remarkably passive 
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and uncommitted. This resulted from the lack of communication between investigators and senior 
management. Everyone chose to play it safe rather than to disrupt anything within the unit.  

 There were also limited and outdated policing standards. It remains puzzling as to why the police 
chose not to adopt a clear system for handling missing persons cases when they did not otherwise have 
a set of those standards in place. The VPD and RCMP’s decision to ignore Major Case Management 
practices resulted in inadequately trained and inexperienced officers, high turnover rates within the 
Missing Persons Unit, and an absence of media strategy. The contribution of criminal profilers, 
geographic profilers, and patrol officers were also not effectively integrated. Moreover, the police rejected 
collaborative partnerships with the community. While the VPD continues to attest that it was difficult to 
form these in the Downtown Eastside given their mistrust of police, it is evident that there were more than 
enough family members and social workers who were willing to help.  

 The fragmentation of police organizations was also an underlying factor of the issues that arose 
with these cases. The greater Vancouver area has the most complex policing structure in all of Canada. 
Commissioner Oppal nicknamed it patchwork policing. Each unit seemed to operate by different 
standards and were only crudely connected on paper As a result, it was very difficult for police to pursue 
leads, secure jurisdictions, and establish priorities. The formation of inter-jurisdictional forces and formal 
communication forums was also strenuous. Police resorted to informal channels of communication which 
led to inconsistent and erratic follow ups.  

 A large issue that arose with this case was the inadequate amount of resources with which the 
VPD and RCMP had to work. The city made major cuts in VPD funding from 1993 to 2000. As a result, 
the VPD had to cut 42 positions to achieve budget reduction goals. There was a huge shortage of 
potential manpower. Not only did this affect the number of  investigators, but also the numbers of 
operators of equipment, technicians, and management. These cuts meant that many of the investigators 
on Project Amelia were involved with other cases and units at the same time. Furthermore, the Pickton 
case was the most expensive case in Canadian history. With over 500 investigators, British Columbia had 
heavily exhausted its resources on the entire ordeal. Besides over-burdening the jury, logistics and 
money were other reasons why the trial solely focused on six murders. The trial alone cost 4 million 
dollars and preparing for it had drawn on for several years. By the end of it, everybody was emotionally 
and physically spent. They were ready to reach a verdict and move on from the case that haunted them 
for over a decade.  

 The final underlying cause of the administrative failures of the VPD and RCMP was the police 
culture that manifested within both organizations. Like many other police departments, the VPD also had 
an “old boys” type of mentality. Senior management consisted of men who worked in Vice over 10 to 15 
years ago. The sex trade of their time did not represent the current climate of the Downtown Eastside sex 
trade. At the Inquiry, officers testified to the rigid chain of command and one-directional line of 
communication. Decision making was top down rather than consensus based. This meant that senior 
management had the final say over every matter regardless of their investment or knowledge of the case. 
Police etiquette also meant that lower rank officers could not disagree with these decisions. It also meant 
that reports were often edited to guarantee approval rather than to convey the most accurate findings. For 
the most part, the police were adverse to change. They did not approve of Kim Rossmo’s geographic 
profiling techniques and preferred seemingly archaic means of investigation. The “old boys” attitude also 
propagated negative preconceptions of sex workers and drug users. Marnie Frey’s family also noted how 
misogynistic VPD officers could be to their own female staff. They thought it frustrating that a group of old 
white men was leading an investigation where the victims were female, young, and part of a visible 
minority. 
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 It must be unimaginably hard to work on cases that deal with serial predators. The report cites a 
review of 1,400 serial killer cases over the last century with outlining 7 major pitfalls of serial predator 
investigations. The first problem is the inability to find linkages. The second problem is that victims are 
usually in lower social strata. As a result, their cases are often overlooked by the police. The third pitfall is 
that police are not willing to admit there is a serial killer on the loose. The fourth issues arises when they 
cannot manage large amounts of information. Since serial killers are not bound to a region, the fifth 
problem emerges when police cannot coordinate with other police departments. The sixth pitfall is an 
adversarial relationship with the media and the public. Finally, police are often not aware of the success 
rate of previous serial predator investigations. As shown through their administrative failures, the VPD 
encountered every single pitfall during their investigation of the missing and murdered women in the 
Downtown Eastside. That being said, it seems cruel and wrong to hound the VPD. It is safe to say that no 
one wanted the disappearances to be the outcome of one man’s killing spree. No one wanted to think the 
worst of people. Yet, Pickton was a malevolent and conniving man who managed to trick the police and 
his own friends and family.  

 We have something crucial that the VPD and RCMP did not have during the course of their 
search. And that is retrospection. Retrospection can lead us to simply judge and criticize the players of 
the event. However, it can also help us to outline suggestions for future improvement. Justice Campbell 
recommended five steps for police dealing with serial predator cases. It is crucial to establish a safe and 
positive attitude. He encouraged community-based policing and inter-jurisdictional cooperation. Rivalry 
and tension between police forces or a pompous, defensive mentality could delay the investigation and 
destroy any rapport between the public and the police. Justice Campbell also urged police to link offenses 
as soon as possible and to take note when people in vulnerable groups are being targeted. After all, serial 
killers tend to prey upon those that society are indifferent towards. Next, he recommended police to 
establish a centralized organizational structure and to update their case management computers and 
information systems. Finally, he called for specialized training and experienced officers to handles these 
tough cases.  

 Forsaken stresses remarkably similar facets of improvement. Mainly, Commissioner Oppal 
harkens police to strengthen proactive and community-based policing tactics over incident driven policing. 
While the traditional model determines success to be high numbers of arrests, a community-based and 
proactive model defines success to be a decrease in crime. A critical feature of community-based policing 
is that officers get out of their cruisers and physically interact with members of the area. This system is 
especially necessary in the Downtown Eastside where there are often a number of helpful organizations, 
but also where inhabitants often see the police as a last option. Oppal explains that collaborative 
partnership between the police and the Downtown Eastside could increase community trust over a long 
period of time. The proactive examination of identified and community-specific problems could lead to 
effective and appropriate responses in the future. Finally, Oppal recommends the restructuring of 
management, technological systems, and personnel. The standardization of investigative practices and 
databases could lead to less confusion especially during cross-jurisdictional cases. Strong and proactive 
leadership could mend the silo effect of management and the long spans of inactivity and indifference.   

 As for what we can do, we can re-examine our own perceptions of the vulnerable sector. Our 
society continues to stigmatize sex workers, drug users, and the mentally ill. It is crucial to realize and 
reject the dehumanizing effect of these labels. We cannot forget that the victims of this case had names, 
emotions, and lives of their own. Just as they felt anger, sadness, and fear, they also experienced 
happiness and love. They had friends who cared for them dearly when they were alive. They had family 
who were relentless in their pursuit of justice when they were murdered. Like all of us, these women tried 
their best to work with the hand that life dealt them. To reduce them to hookers and addicts would be 
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doing them a disservice. Remain resilient in the face of discrimination. Be aware of systemic bias and 
racism. Most of all, always stand up for those are underrepresented and wronged.    


