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BROKEN TRUST: INDIGENOUS PEOPLE AND THUNDER BAY POLICE SERVICE 

THE PATH TOWARDS RECONCILIATION 

In 2015, the body of missing Rainy River First Nations member, Stacey DeBungee was discovered in 

the McIntyre River near Thunder Bay Ontario. [1] In less than three hours and without identifying the 

body, the Thunder Bay police concluded in a formal statement to the public that his death did not 

appear to be suspicious. [2] After the family and the Indigenous community got involved, it was 

discovered a short time after the incident that Stacey DeBungee’s case was mistreated by the Thunder 

Bay Police. In a candid CTV interview, Robin McGinnis, Chief of Rainy River First Nations explained 

that, “the police didn’t do their job, they didn’t investigate anyone, they didn’t interview anyone, and 

they didn’t tape off the scene. That’s when the community got involved and wanted answers.” [3] It 

was after hearing how Stacey DeBungee’s investigation was neglected, legal counsel for the DeBungee 

family confirmed that on “March 18, 2016, Stacey’s family and the leadership of Rainy River First 

Nations filed an Office of the Independent Police Review Director (OIPRD) complaint regarding 

a lack of thorough investigation into Stacey’s death on the part of the Thunder Bay Police Service, 

[…] pointing to a systemic issue in the investigations of drowning deaths of Indigenous men and 

boys.” [4]  

THE REPORT: BROKEN TRUST 

After waiting a lengthy two years, the report would eventually surface and give the DeBungee family 

the answers they were looking for. In a scathing two-hundred-page report titled Broken Trust,[5] 

Gerry McNeilly, the Independent Review Director wrote in his lengthy report that the “crisis of trust 

between Indigenous people and police is rooted in Thunder Bay’s colonial history.”[6] McNeilly 

concluded that systemic racism existed within the Thunder Bay Police Service, “investigations were to 

often handled differently because the deceased was indigenous.”[7] The report went on to validate 

what the indigenous community knew all along. McNeilly confirmed that there was a “failure to 
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conduct adequate investigations and the premature conclusions drawn in these cases is, at least in part, 

attributable to racist attitudes and racial stereotyping […] officers repeatedly relied on generalized 

notions about how Indigenous people likely came to their deaths and acted, or refrained from acting, 

based on those biases.”[8] For the DeBungee family and the Indigenous community, the report could 

not come soon enough. Chief McGinnis supported the findings, explaining that he “was most 

surprised with how honest the report was.”[9] Chief McGinnis went on to say that the report made 

him very happy, “it was openly admitted that there was systemic racism in the Thunder Bay Police 

Service.”[10] This admission was a bitter sweet victory, bringing the relationship between the 

Indigenous community and the Thunder Bay Police Service one step closer to reconciliation. 

Reconciliation can not exist unless the wrongdoings of the past are acknowledged. Alvin Fiddler, 

Grand Chief of Nishnawabe Aski Nation, explains that “change won’t come easily, the first step is for 

Thunder Bay to just acknowledge the problem.”[11] 

THE DISBANDED THUNDER BAY POLICE BOARD 

Just days after the two-hundred-page report was published, the police services board in Thunder Bay 

was disbanded. A newly appointed administrator concluded that “relations between the force and the 

city’s Indigenous community were in a crisis that constitute an emergency.”[12] In addition, former 

Chair of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), Senator Murry Sinclair spoke openly about 

the issues in Thunder Bay, highlighting that the circumstances surrounding these findings are 

telling and are suggestive of an extreme level of racism.[13] Sinclair states that, “the issues 

identified with Thunder Bay policing through this investigation are not the result of behaviours by 

individual racists.”[14] Rather “they are indicative of a broader, deeper and more systemic level of 

discrimination in which an unacceptable status quo is viewed as the normal state of affairs.” [15] 

A HISTORY OF MISTRUST ACROSS THE COUNTRY 
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It seems that the Thunder Bay Police Service is not the only force in Canada plagued with a dark 

history of botched investigations and a lengthy history of wrongdoings.[16] In 2016, the Saskatoon 

police “attempted to erase reference to the deadly practice known as “starlight tours” from the police 

force’s Wikipedia page.”[17] It was discovered in 2000, “that two members of the police force in 

Saskatoon drove an indigenous man named Darrell Night five kilometres outside of Saskatoon and 

abandoned him in -22°C weather with just a T-shirt and jean jacket on his back.”[18] This type of 

police conduct would later become known as ‘starlight tours.’ [19] A deadly practice in which “officers 

were said to have picked up drunk or rowdy people like Night, at night, and dropped them off in the 

dead of winter.”[20] The government initially resisted calls for an inquest and for years, certain officers 

and their superiors displayed “self-protective and defensive attitudes” around the case. At the same 

time, in the early 1990s, Indigenous communities in and around Thunder Bay raised concerns about 

the quality of Thunder Bay Police Service investigations into the deaths of Indigenous people. The 

sad truth is that Indigenous people are overrepresented in Canada’s criminal justice system as both 

victims and offenders. [21] In 2015, Indigenous people accounted for 25% of homicide victims, at a 

rate which was about 7 times that of non-Indigenous people. [22] 

THE PATH TOWARDS RECONCILIATION 

The McNeilly report would come only three years after the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 

Canada: Calls to Action. In the call to action, the TRC recommended the need for professional 

development and training for public servants to require skills-based training in intercultural 

competency, conflict resolution, human rights, and anti-racism and education on the history of 

Aboriginal peoples. [23] Carving a pathway towards reconciliation is not a change that can be made 

overnight. It is a tremendous undertaking. Chief McGinnis is one of many leaders fighting to pave the 

way towards reconciliation. He explains that there is a “big mistrust between indigenous communities 



 

 4 

and the Thunder Bay police service. You have to build that trust. You have to gain the trust of the 

people you police.” [24] McNeilly highlights in his 44 recommendations that:  

Meaningful change must come with a public formal acknowledgement by Thunder Bay Police 
Service of the serious deficiencies in how it investigated Indigenous missing persons and 
sudden or unexpected deaths. It must also come with public acknowledgement that systemic 
racism within the service is truly an issue that must be addressed and prioritized. In order to 
improve its relationship with Indigenous communities, Thunder Bay Police Service must 
ensure that its investigations are timely, effective and non-discriminatory. As well, Indigenous 
cultural competency and anti-racism education and training must be embedded in the culture 
of the organization and delivered by the community. [25] 
 

Developing trust will take time. Chief McGinnis explains that reconciliation must be a collaborative 

effort. “There has to be participation on all sides, there is roles to play for everybody, the indigenous 

community coming into the city, the Thunder Bay police board has to make sure that the Thunder 

Bay police are following these recommendations and use the indigenous community to help them on 

how they should be policing.” [26] The Thunder Bay Police Service and the board is set to begin 

implementation immediately and are given a three-year period set out by the OIPRD to fully enact 

the 44 recommendations. [26] Senator Murray Sinclair explains the pathway to reconciliation: 

“Achieving reconciliation is like climbing a mountain. We must proceed a step at a time. It will not 

always be easy. There will be storms, there will be obstacles. But we cannot allow ourselves to be 

daunted by the task because our goal is Just, and it is also necessary.”[27] 
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