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I get lots of email, and I try to respond (or arrange for a response) to all of it. Sometimes I feel 
that an email and its response might be of interest to others, so I publish it here. And sometimes 
we hear the same kind of comment or question from many sources -- and through many 
avenues. 
This is a question we’ve heard a lot of comments on, and many different questions. So it’s worth 
an in-depth answer. I’ll offer an amalgam of the various questions I’ve received own that 
subject. 

The question from several residents:  

Why isn’t Coquitlam doing what Surrey is doing with their police? Surrey’s Mayor has promised 
to create a municipal police force to replace the RCMP, which I think we should be doing too. 
Why would we want a police department run out of Ottawa when we could have our own police 
force that we could direct and control. McCallum says it might cost up to 10% more, though I 
don’t believe it would be that much. But even if it is a bit more expensive, we should do it. 
__________________________________________ 
 
Thank you for writing to me about policing. 
 
We’ve looked closely at the issues associated with the model of policing, as I suspect every 
community does, and I must say that the numbers that are currently being discussed don’t make 
sense. I don’t know the context of the “10%” comment, but that isn’t an accurate representation 
of the costs involved. 
 
There are four main reasons why municipal police forces are typically significantly more 
expensive than RCMP – 1) Federal subsidy, 2) wage level, 3) force size, and 4) shared 
services. 
 
Federal Subsidy: The Federal Government pays 10% of the cost of running an RCMP 
detachment, which I suspect is the basis for “10%” being used in the context of the incremental 
cost. That subsidy means that we pay 90 cents of every dollar of policing cost in our community, 
and the Feds kick in the remainder. And to increase from 90 to 100 is actually an 11% increase 
(11.11% percent actually, but let’s keep it simple). So, if RCMP and municipal police costs are 
EXACTLY the same, then the switch from RCMP to municipal would require an 11% budget 
increase. But of course, RCMP and municipal police DON’T cost have the same costs, which 
we’ll see below. 
 
Wages: The second reason for the disparity is that municipal police wages are substantially 
higher than RCMP wages. As I understand it, the current salary gap between the two is in the 
order of 12% (RCMP have traditionally been non-unionized, though that is changing). It’s 
unclear whether that gap will narrow, but I don’t think it will evaporate in the next decade. And 
while municipal policing wages would have to reflect to some degree the cost of living in that 
jurisdiction, RCMP is a national force, so it will likely continue to use an average (to some 
degree) of the costs of living from across the country in determining salaries. In other words, it’s 
unlikely that the national RCMP salary will be set based on the cost of living in the most 



expensive region in the country (Metro Vancouver), so the RCMP remuneration will likely stay 
lower than municipal police in this region, even as they unionize. 
  
Cop-to-Pop ratio:The ratio of police officers to population (generally called the “Cop-to-Pop 
ratio”, typically described as “one officer for every 600 residents”, etc.) varies from city to city 
(see the attached table from the BC Solicitor General’s office). And the cop-to-pop ratio for 
municipal forces is significantly higher than for the RCMP. There are several reasons for that.  

1. Economies of Scale: Here in BC, the RCMP (E-Div) is a much larger organization than 
even the largest municipal police force, and as such offers economies of scale to draw 
upon for specialty services or peak demands. If we have a school lockdown here in 
Coquitlam, for example, we will typically immediately (and mostly seamlessly) see 
RCMP cars and officers from the major RCMP detachments of Ridge-Meadows, Surrey, 
Langley, and Burnaby, all a few minutes away.  

2. Integrated Teams. Here in BC, we have a system of “Integrated Teams” for a variety of 
regional functions, improving efficiency and effectiveness.  

• ERT – Emergency Response Team (often called a “SWAT team”) 
• ICARS – Integrated Collision Analysis and Reconstruction Service, for investigating 

complex car crashes  
• IFIS – Integrated Forensic Indentification Service  
• IHIT – Integrated Homicide Investigation Team 
• IPDS – Integrated Police Dog Service (to share police dogs around-the-clock) 
• IRSU – Integrated Road Safety Unit, aimed at assisting local detachments with traffic 

safety issues 
• CFSEU – BC – The Combined Forces Special Enforcement Unit is BC’s “integrated anti-

gang police agency”. The CFSEU-BC is the largest integrated police program in 
Canada, made up of members from every RCMP detachment and municipal police force 
in the province, dedicating over 400 officers to the fight against criminal gangs. 

• Air-One, the RCMP helicopter that serves the region. 

3. More flexible sharing of resources in emergent situations. For example, during the last 
couple of school lock-downs in Coquitlam, we would typically end up with more police 
vehicles to manage these complex situations than Coquitlam detachment would have 
on-the-road at the time. And if you looked from the air during one of those incidents, 
you’d see the large unit markings from Burnaby, Surrey, Maple Ridge, Langley, etc., 
responding somewhat automatically -- and reciprocally -- to emergencies in other RCMP 
communities. At one such lock-down, the RCMP Inspector who debriefed me was 
someone I didn’t recognize; she was actually in a Burnaby RCMP SUV, and I was 
impressed with how seamlessly the command structure worked. 
 

4. Senior Management – with the RCMP, divisional administrators and District Commander 
positions are funded by the Federal government, whereas with municipal forces their top 
brass are paid by the city. 

Detachment Size 

In addition to those items, the municipal police department seems to produce more pressure for 
police resources. For example, take a look at the 2016 numbers published by the Ministry of 
Public Safety and Solicitor General, where you can see the comparison of RCMP and Municipal 
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police forces. Here, you can compare the average Municipal police department with the average 
RCMP detachment in terms of cop-to-pop, caseload, and total budget. As you can see, on all 
three measures the RCMP detachments come off as more efficient and significantly more cost-
effective than municipal police departments. 
 
Here are the comparators for RCMP police departments: 
 

 
 
That’s the RCMP communities (over 15k in population). And here’s the corresponding numbers 
for Municipal police departments in the province: 



 
 
Using just those numbers, the 2016 average cost per capita of RCMP forces was $247, while 
for municipal forces the number was $385 -- 56% more. Of course, there are other factors to 
consider for those differences. But just the cop-to-pop in RCMP-policed communities comes in 
at 1 in 747, while for municipal forces it is 1 in 538 -- a difference of almost 40%. Is it because 
RCMP serves communities that have lower crime? No, crime rates of course are a factor, but 
the numbers show that cities with municipal forces actually have a lower average crime rate at 
71, while the number is 17% higher on average for RCMP communities. In terms of Coquitlam, 
our 2016 cop to pop was 1 in 859 and our crime rate was a low 58.  

Indemnification 

One of the other issues that can be significant is that the Federal Government indemnifies 
municipalities that use the RCMP from claims and compensation settlements, as well as legal 
services. Policing is a high-risk service -- from crashes to police dog bites -- and the risk for 
RCMP communities is covered by the Federal Government. 

IM and IT and the mundane 

Information Management and Information Technology are both large parts of policing, and 
setting up such systems from scratch contains enormous cost risks. So a conversion from 
RCMP to municipal policing is a very complex process from this perspective. Everything from 
software licenses, network, infrastructure, will end up costing a municipal force more than it 
costs RCMP-policed communities.  
With RCMP communities, such services as purchasing, payroll and HR are performed in the 
detachment, while in communities with a municipal police department, some or all of those 
duties could be excluded from the police budget, performed by the City Hall Purchasing, Payroll, 
and HR departments. 

“But the Mayor would have more control over a Municipal Police force.” 

Yep, that’s the oft-repeated suggestion. And it’s wrong. Completely wrong. 
Under the Police Act, elected officials have control over the policing budget, same as any other 
civic service. But Mayor and Council don’t direct police services, whether you have a contract 
with the RCMP or you have a municipal police force.  



I’ve had several conversations with mayors in other communities, and the typical response from 
my colleagues from non-RCMP cities is that “the grass isn’t greener” on the municipal side of 
the policing fence.  
“But you have your own Police Board with a Municipal Force.” 
Yes, and the Province appoints almost all of the Police Board members, leaving Mayor and 
Council with no direct control of policing, other than budget.  

Transition 

And then there are the transitional costs -- not just the new uniforms and equipment, etc. There 
is typically an expectation that a community moving between police forces would incur about a 
one-year’s budget in transition costs (for Coquitlam, something like $30 million) as we’d have to 
run two police forces for a year. And we can expect a large number of complications, training 
expenses, etc. that are hard to predict. 

Conclusion 

I won’t get into the debate over whether Surrey should convert to a municipal police force, as 
that decision is entirely up to their residents. But here in Coquitlam, I’d recommend against it, as 
I believe our annual policing costs would increase by 30 - 34%, not counting the amortization of 
the one-time costs (if you amortized those costs over a full decade, it would add about 10% 
more, raising the cost increase to at least 40%. 
We get good service from the men and women at Coquitlam Detachment RCMP, and our 
community is safe because of the continued investments we’ve made over the past two 
decades to ensure our force is right-sized for our need, something that’s both easier and less 
costly for those communities served by the RCMP. 
 


