
WHAT IS CHANGING?
The RCMP will transition civil criminal record checks 
away from name-based checks, to mandatory 
electronic fingerprint-based checks. Although 
originally planned for 2015, we have heard that the 
implementation timeline has been put on hold (with 
the exception of federal level employees).

WHO IS AFFECTED?
All organizations that require their volunteers or 
staff to undergo a criminal record check, including 
vulnerable sector checks, will be affected by the 
planned changes.  

WHY ARE THESE CHANGES HAPPENING?
•	 Improved Accuracy 

The rationale offered by the RCMP is that mandatory electronic fingerprinting will increase accuracy 
and timeliness and, by extension, public safety. It will eliminate the risk of individuals changing their 
names or using a false identity to gain access to vulnerable populations.  

•	 Efficiency and Savings 
The move toward electronic fingerprinting is expected to increase efficiency and reduce processing 
times, which have become quite lengthy in some jurisdictions.   
 
Local police agencies will have the choice of whether they will continue to offer civil background 
screening, or direct applicants to private sector agents. It is argued that this will allow police 
services to focus on “core policing activities” (however, vulnerable Sector Checks that return 
information requiring police review will still be the responsibility of the police).  
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This In Brief provides a summary of the planned changes around fingerprinting requirements and processes 
for Police Information Checks, including vulnerable sector checks. It considers the unintended consequences 

of these changes as they relate to volunteer recruitment, monetary costs, efficiency and privacy.  

POLICE INFORMATION CHECKS
PROPOSED POLICY CHANGES

BACKGROUND
Police Information Checks have long been one 
element of the screening process many nonprofit 
organizations undertake as part of the recruitment 
process. Under the current name-based system, once 
an application is received, local police departments 
query several databases for information about the 
applicant based on name and date of birth. 

A vulnerable sector check is usually included in the 
screening process for positions that involve working 
with vulnerable populations, including children 
and persons with disabilities. These checks also 
search the Records Suspension (formally known as 
Pardons) database for sexual offences. Fingerprinting 
is presently only required for applicants who are 
undertaking a Vulnerable Sector Check and have 
the same gender, surname and/or date of birth as a 
pardoned sex offender. 



Connotation of Fingerprinting:  

Fingerprinting holds the connotation of running afoul of the law. It will likely be 
seen by many as an overly invasive procedure for someone who simply wants to 
volunteer. 

Privacy:  

The discomfort with fingerprinting will likely be exacerbated if civil screening 
requests are contracted out, to be processed by private industry. Incidents of 
personal information breaches and identity theft are all too common. 

Data security is of increasing concern to Canadians, and many are becoming 
leery of sharing identifying information. Because this new policy requires all 
Police Information Check applicants to be fingerprinted, even those applicants 
that will have no contact with vulnerable populations will be required to be 
fingerprinted.  

It is easy to imagine why someone with a minor conviction in their distant past 
would feel uncomfortable with such an invasive screening process. 

Time and Convenience: 

The Canadian Criminal Real Time Identification Services (the national provider 
of biometric-based criminal record checks), destroys fingerprints collected for 
civil purposes after the check. This means that applicants will need to undergo 
fingerprinting for each new application requiring a Police Information Check. 

As some organizations require volunteers and employees to undergo screening 
at regular intervals, individuals will have to be re-fingerprinted. Once the 
proposed change is implemented, every applicant will be required to attend 
a Police Information Check location in order to be fingerprinted. For some 
prospective volunteers, transportation logistics will pose an additional barrier.

The overarching concern with the proposed change is that it may negatively 
affect nonprofit organizations, particularly their ability to recruit volunteers. 
There are a variety of issues that separately, or when taken together, may serve 
as a disincentive to volunteering:

CONCERNS



It is important to understand that 
each jurisdiction has its own process, 
and so the planned changes may 
play out differently depending on the 
municipality or region. 

For example, the Calgary Police Service has moved to 
an online process for Police Information Checks in an 
effort to increase efficiency. Unfortunately, the new 
mandatory fingerprinting requirements, from both a 
convenience and an efficiency perspective, appear to 
negate the benefits of this online application process. 
Likewise, it is the municipality that determines whether 
to charge additional fees for fingerprinting (in addition 
to the $25 federal fee for employees), so the cost 
implications will vary depending on your location.   

While electronic fingerprinting is expected to reduce 
the time to process an application (previously 
fingerprints were collected using the traditional ink-and-
roll method), because fingerprinting will be mandatory, 
there will be a drastic increase in volume. For example, 
in Calgary there are currently about 7,000 vulnerable 
sector checks requiring fingerprinting per year and 
83,000 name-based Police Information Checks. 

Once the planned change comes into 
effect, we can expect approximately 
90,000 biometric checks per year, a 
thirteen-fold increase. 

In Calgary, the cost to handle this increased volume is 
estimated at $2.5 million. In recognition of this massive 
increase in demand, police services will have the 
option to outsource to the private sector. While there 
is no change to the existing federal fee structure for 
biometric based checks, it is not known what sort of 
fee structure will be established by private companies 
that provide fingerprint screening to help accommodate 
increased demand. 

It is still unclear whether the additional costs, caused 
by increased demand, will fall to individual applicants, 
nonprofit organizations, police services or the public.  

It is important to recognize that 
as with any screening process, 
fingerprinting all applicants will not 
guarantee the safety of vulnerable 
people, nor safeguard employer 
assets. 

People without past offences will not be captured using 
this type of screening and this is why it is important 
to include a range of screening activities in order to 
assess prospective volunteers, in addition to ongoing 
monitoring. 

No information exists on the number of current 
“positive hits”; that is, the number of Police Information 
Checks that return information of concern. It follows 
that there is no way to measure the effectiveness of 
this policy change. It seems that a solution has been 
developed without knowledge of the extent of the 
problem. 

Fundamentally, we need to ask: What 
are the benefits and at what cost? Will 
we actually have a material increase 
in public safety? How will we measure 
this? How far do we need to keep 
going? 

We are aware that some organizations are requesting 
Police Information Checks, and even vulnerable sector 
checks, when they are not required. This raises the 
question of whether, and to what extent, this has 
resulted in increased processing times, and delays 
for volunteers and employees who absolutely need 
vulnerable sector checks given that their role involves 
contact with vulnerable populations.  

Maybe it’s time to collectively take a 
step back and look at the processes 
we employ to screen volunteers and 
whether these are achieving their 
desired ends or whether there is a 
better way of approaching this. 

DISCUSSION



CCVO’S POSITION

CCVO is concerned with what we see as significant changes that are being 
implemented without prior discussion with affected parties. 

WHAT YOU CAN DO

We’d like to hear what you have to say on this issue. Share your concerns 
or recommendations. 

We believe there is a need to consult across sectors and jurisdictions to fully understand the consequences of the 
planned changes and to mitigate any adverse effects on volunteer recruitment and retention.

To that end, CCVO recommends that a working group consisting of 
representatives from the nonprofit/charitable sector and policing agencies 
convene to discuss:

•	 Whether fingerprinting should be mandatory for all Police Information Checks.
•	 Under what circumstances it is reasonable and prudent for organizations to request a 

Police Information Check.
•	 How to reduce the barriers Police Information Checks introduce for prospective volunteers.
•	 Strategies to better coordinate processes across jurisdictions and levels of government. 
•	 How to measure the effectiveness of Police Information Checks as a screening mechanism. 
•	 Promising practices in volunteer and employee screening from other jurisdictions.

CCVO
policy@calgarycvo.org  | 403-261-6655

ECVO
info@ecvo.ca | 780-428-5487

Volunteer Alberta
rpereira@volunteeralberta.ab.ca | 780-482-3300

Related Resource
The Screening Handbook
Public Safety Canada

www.volunteer.ca/content/ 
2012-screening-hanbook

Share this information with your stakeholder 
groups and contact your elected officials to 
recommend a working group be struck to review 
planned changes and advise on implementation.

This In Brief is provided for general information only.  While we have done our best to research its content, we cannot guarantee accuracy. Other organizations are 
welcome to distribute, use and quote from any of our publications.  We ask that you acknowledge the Calgary Chamber of Voluntary Organizations as the source 
and provide a link to www.calgarycvo.org.  We would also appreciate being informed about where this information is used.


