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Three NL RCMP officers suspended after
reportedly cutting hair of Innu woman in
custody

The NL RCMP has launched internal review and engaged police oversight
team to investigate; woman reportedly attempted to harm herself with her
hair
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Three RCMP officers stationed in Happy Valley-Goose Bay have been suspended following an incident with an Innu woman in
custody. PHOTO BY FILE PHOTO /File

Warning: This story deals with suicide and includes content that some readers may find

difficult.

Three RCMP officers working in Happy Valley-Goose Bay have been suspended following an incident with
an Innu woman in custody that involved her hair being cut, a matter now under investigation by police and

Newfoundland and Labrador’s Serious Incident Response Team.
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An RCMP spokesman confirmed the force has launched an internal review and suspended three members

pending its outcome.

It has also engaged SIRT-NL, the province’s independent police oversight agency, to investigate the

incident, which reportedly happened in recent weeks.

The spokesman declined to provide further details about the incident while the internal investigation is
ongoing, but did confirm the person involved is a member of an Innu community who was in police custody

at the Goose Bay RCMP detachment.

Sources tell The Telegram the woman, who was being held at the detachment, made several attempts to

take her own life, resulting in police officers confiscating her clothing.

The woman allegedly then attempted to use her own hair to harm herself. Officers cut her hair.

It is unclear what mental health services or interventions were provided to the woman while she was in

custody.

‘A LEVEL OF DEGRADATION AND HUMILIATION THAT IS DIFFICULT TO IMAGINE’

St. John’s lawyer Will Hiscock said the circumstances as described raise serious questions and concerns on

a number of levels.
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Hiscock has represented Innu Nation members in public inquiries and civil lawsuits related to fatal

incidents, including cases connected to the Labrador Correctional Centre.

Read More

ONGOING Six families failed
by NL's child protection
system: Stories from the Innu
Inquiry

Man charged with murdering
woman, assaulting another
person in Sheshatshui

“Given the number of suicides that we’ve had in the Innu Nation, including at the Labrador Correctional

Centre, I appreciate the fact that there are extreme effort sometimes needed,” he said.

“But this is a disgusting and absolutely outrageous exercise of (police) authority and power.”

Lawyer Will Hiscock. Contributed
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In the reported circumstances, there seems to have been plenty of indication the woman was in a mental
health crisis and there should have been an opportunity to engage mental health-care professionals to

assist, Hiscock said.

“It seems to be a level of degradation and humiliation that is difficult to imagine happening in normal
circumstances, and it certainly raises the prospect of the level of the colonialism, and, frankly, racism,” he

said.

“Without a fulsome investigation, it’s hard to say at this stage what the motivations were. We don’t know
the exact circumstances here. I think we would have to wait and hear that evidence before we could say

more, but on its face, it’s deeply disturbing.”
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Hiscock welcomed the RCMP and SIRT
investigations, and said additional scrutiny from the

Innu Nation and other advocates may be warranted.

‘IT CAN UNDERMINE YEARS AND DECADES OF
WORK BY OTHER OFFICERS’

The Innu Nation represents approximately 3,200
Innu people in Labrador, most of them living in
Natuashish and Sheshatshiu.

Residents of both Innu communities have repeatedly This advertisement has not loaded yet

raised concerns over justice system outcomes, the
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handling of mental health and addiction crises, and

the adequacy of services.

Recent years have seen heightened tensions in
Labrador over drug trafficking, community safety
and policing responses, with Innu leadership calling
for stronger action and more input into
interventions related to justice, health and child

welfare.

Hiscock said incidents like the one in Goose Bay can
undermine efforts by the police to build trust with

Indigenous communities.

“There are a lot of very good police officers working
in Natuashish and Sheshatshiu, but when these kind
of things happen, it does so much damage to those
relationships and to those communities, and the
ability of those people in the communities to trust
the police. It can undermine years and decades of

work by other officers,” he said.
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Labrador MHA Lela Evans, who is also minister of
health and of Labrador affairs, travelled to
Sheshatshiu on May 29 for a town meeting in the
wake of the murder of a local woman, allegedly by
her partner, two days earlier. MHA Keith Russell
and members of the RCMP also attended the

meeting, which was closed to the media.

Evans later told reporters members of the
community raised concerns about policing and

mental health, among other issues.

“They shared a lot,” she said. “We certainly got a
sense of a lack of trust and a lack of, I guess,
supports for the things that they’ve been calling for.
They’ve called in the past for supports for addictions,
they’ve called for supports for their youth and their
children that have trauma issues, they’ve called
about aftercare for people getting out of
rehabilitation. They especially talked about the lack
of policing, the lack of response times, and about

how they were treated by police.”
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The RCMP in each province and territory of the
country has developed a reconciliation strategy, with
community input, to improve relationships between

the force and Indigenous people.

RCMP Newfoundland and Labrador’s strategy was
established in 2021, with three objectives: building
and maintaining a strong relationship of trust with
Indigenous people of the province, enhancing
employee awareness and support of reconciliation,
and increasing the representation of Indigenous

people in the force.

“RCMP Newfoundland and Labrador is committed
to reconciliation as part of an ongoing, ever-
changing continuum,” the strategy states.
“Effectively, reconciliation is a lens through which
we monitor our decisions and actions, always with a

view to the future.”
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