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About the project
The ‘Community Policing without Borders’ project is implemented from April 2021 until March 2023,
and is funded by the European Union’s Rights, Equality and Citizenship Programme (2014-2020). The
activities are implemented by the International Organization for Migration Belgium & Luxembourg,
with the partnership of five Belgian police zones (PZ Ghent, PZ Bruxelles Ixelles, PZ BruNo, PZ Charleroi
& PZ Antwerp) as well as LEVL (formerly Minderhedenforum), Unia and Uit De Marge vzw.
The objective of this project is to contribute to the eradication of all forms of racism, xenophobia and
other forms of intolerance and discrimination within the Belgian Police force and by the Belgian police
towards migrant communities.
The project focuses on four main activities:
1. Improve the police’s Human Resources policy and processes to increase migrant
representation in the police corps and retain police officers with a migration background.
2. Improve the quality of the existing complaint mechanisms to increase their accessibility to
victims of racists and xenophobic acts and efficacy in addressing acts of racism, xenophobia
and other forms of intolerance.
3. Improve community policing and trust between migrant communities and the police to reduce
racial bias, xenophobia, and intolerance.
4. Facilitate transnational exchange among stakeholders on local, national, and European levels
to contribute to the eradication of all forms of racism, xenophobia, and intolerance in police
forces in the EU.
Adopting a bottom-up, needs-driven, and participatory approach, the project will build on existing
good practices identified in Belgium and throughout the EU and capitalize on the experiences and
expertise of its large project consortium.
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Introduction
Based on desktop research and exploratory meetings with project partners and other stakeholders,
this Good Practices Report constitutes a mapping and assessment of the current internal and external
complaint mechanisms available in Belgium and in other police forces, both within and outside of the
European Union (EU), for migrants and police officers who are confronted with racism and
discrimination by police officers. Accordingly, the report identifies effective existing practices in the
areas of transparency, accessibility and visibility, neutrality and independence, as well as alternative
settling methods like mediation.
This Good Practices Report is meant to inform and inspire project partners, in this case primarily the
participating Belgian Police Zones, with the ultimate goal of enabling them to develop and implement
similar initiatives based on the good practices and lessons learnt shared in this document. Particularly
interesting and/or innovative good practices will be the subject of more in-depth study visits.
Subsequently, based on the results of this report, the exchanges held during the study visits, and the
findings emerging from surveys and focus group discussions which will be organised in the
participating police zones, practical guidelines will be drafted. The practical guidelines will be key
recommendations that specify how good practices can be implemented in practice in order to improve
the Belgian complaint mechanisms and make it neutral, functional and accessible. The practical
guidelines will be adaptable to the Belgian context but also to other local contexts outside of Belgium.
The report is structured as follows:
•
•

•

The methodology section, outlining the techniques used for data collection and analysis and
discussing the challenges encountered in the process;
A background section, sketching the institutional environment of the Belgian complaint mechanism, i.e. the constellation and the roles of the various institutions available to Belgian citizens and police officers to seek redress for acts of discrimination and racism by the police;
The good practices section, presenting the results of this mapping exercise which have been
grouped in four main areas:
o Improving the overall complaint system;
o Improving the external complaint mechanism (citizens against police officers);
o Improving the internal complaint mechanism (police officer against police officers).
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Methodology
The findings of this good practices research are based on inputs from the project partners, affiliated
partners, larger stakeholders based in Belgium, in Europe and even beyond combined with desktop
research. Several e-meetings with stakeholders were held, to get a better view on the topics discussed
below.
The list of inspiring practices is non-exhaustive, it is a selection of interesting practices we came across
that are related to the 3 topics that are addressed within the project:
•
•
•

Human resources;
Complaint mechanisms;
Community Policing.

This report covers ways to improve the existing complaint mechanisms to increase their accessibility
to victims of racist and xenophobic acts and efficacy in addressing acts of racism, xenophobia and
other forms of intolerance.
The practices are enumerated under each of these headings, which are further divided into subthemes. The reader will find a description of the practice and a link for further information. The strong
points of each practice are summarized under the practice description.
Some of the input is based on one-to-one conversations and not on written information. Some
information (such as Scandinavian practices) does not exist in English. E-meetings were then set-up to
still get an insight into important conclusions/recommendations.
This good practice report should be seen as a catalogue of inspiring ideas for the Belgian local police
zones to be adopted/adapted locally. These practices will be presented to the police zones and can be
further delved into when deciding to set up similar initiatives in Belgium. It is important to note that
the most practices take place within a certain socio-economic, cultural, country-bound context. They
rather serve as inspiration than as ways to copy paste ideas.
.
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Background: the institutional framework of the Belgian complaint
mechanism
In Belgium, there are several players that are active in the complaint mechanism process. 1

Internal Supervision Service (ISS)
Each local police force is equipped with one Internal Supervision Service. The three main tasks are:
handling complaints, proactive research and supporting policy. Concretely, this service is part of the
hierarchical structure of the police organization. The service is led by the chief of the police zone and
works under supervision of the mayor. To file complaints, you can contact the specific police zone in
person, on their website and/or by the telephone. After research of the complaint, the chief of the
police zone can decide if disciplinary actions are in order.

General Inspection Service (GIS)
The General Inspection Service shall ensure, as an independent supervisory body of the police services
under the executive branch, that the functioning of the federal and local police and their components
is optimized, while respecting democracy and the protection of fundamental rights and freedoms."
The agency falls under the responsibility of the Minister of Internal Affairs and the Minister of Justice.
The Minister of Internal Affairs can order the service to conduct research into specific police forces,
or the service can decide to do this by their own will. When complaints are made to this service, they
can refer the complaint to the prosecutor’s office or the internal supervision service.

Committee P
The institution, Committee P for short, is the external body that acts totally external and independent
with regard to the executive power (minister, mayor, police college, ...) and the police forces (local
police, federal police, inspection services, ...). Under the supervision of the Federal Parliament it
oversees both the general operation of the police, inspection or monitoring services and the policing
practices of all officials with policing powers.The Committee P examines more specifically complaints
and reports of police misconduct relating to an organizational failing or a serious failing, fault or
negligence by an individual.
Complaints of police misconduct relating to an organizational or structural failing are investigated by
our own Investigation Department P. The investigation of other complaints can be handed over to
the responsibility of the local police chief in order to be examined by the internal monitoring bodies.

Local Ombudsman
A person can also file a complaint to the local ombudsman of the municipality. The ombudsman can
be a mediator and make recommendations.

Unia
Unia fights discrimination and promotes equal opportunity. They are an independent public institution. One of their most important responsibilities is processing individual reports of discrimination, a
service they provide free of charge and in full confidentiality. Anyone in Belgium who feels that he or
she has been discriminated against or has witnessed discrimination can report it to Unia. Unia always
first tries to reach an amicable solution, but if this does not prove effective, then, with the permission

1

https://lethal-force-monitor.org/downloads/police-lethal-force-report.pdf, https://mensenrechten.be/pagina/notapolitiegeweld
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of the person affected by discrimination, Unia can file a lawsuit or participate in one. However, there
are only a limited number of cases in which Unia will effectively take the matter to court.

The Office of the Children’s Rights Commissioner
This independent institution was founded by the Flemish parliament, to guard children’s rights. Minors
can file a complaint which they will handle as a mediator.

Key criteria for effective complaint mechanisms
One of the key elements of a good functioning police force in a country, is accountability. When police
forces are not held accountable for all stages of their operations, they can quickly abuse their power.
There are several actors that hold police forces in a country accountable: first and foremost the police
itself, but additionally society actors at all levels including the competent ministry, the parliament,
academics, media and civil society organizations, amongst others. 2
The main functions of a complaint mechanism include addressing grievances of victims and provide
remedies/compensation, identifying police misconduct and learning from mistake to avoid future
police misconduct.
There are several ways to assess the quality of complaint mechanisms. One of them was defined by
the European Court of Human Rights. According to the Court, there are five key criteria to make sure
the investigation of complaints is effective:
•
•
•
•
•

Independence: there must be no institutional or hierarchical connections between the
investigators and the police officer subject of the complaint
Adequacy: the capability to gather evidence to determine is the police force was behaving
unlawful
Promptness: the investigation should be punctual, with a clear time period to follow
Public scrutiny: the openness and transparency of the complaint mechanism to stakeholders
and citizens
Victim involvement: the complainant should be properly involved in the whole process.

The list of good practices below is drafted in light of these key criteria. Belgium and its complaint
mechanisms have been cited as exemplary in several research findings. The list of good practices
below give inspiration to further improve the system.

2

https://www.humanrights.dk/publications/police -oversight-mechanisms, p. 5-7
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Good practices
1. Improving the overall complaint system
1.1.

Monitor data to obtain concrete insights

For every complaint mechanism, it is
crucial to analyze data and proactively
research the ‘trends’ behind these
numbers. The campaign “Niet normaal”
(“Not normal”) in Belgium3 to stop ethnic
profiling, also suggests that the
registering of identity checks should be
the new way of working in order to really
grasp trends in discrimination by the
police.

Image 1: Campaign “Niet normaal?”. Source: link.

The analysis of the data of registered identity checks is also interesting for the complaint mechanisms,
since they can lead to complaints by citizens about ethnic profiling. By keeping track of the different
backgrounds (e.g. religion, age, ethnicity, …) of complainants, more structural improvements and
tailored recommendations can be made. 4
Additionally, to investigate complaints, the ombudsman can also monitor complaints for trends and
patterns. Complainants can voluntarily fill in a survey that asks for personal data and the allegation
they encountered. By this data gathering mechanism, not only direct discrimination but also indirect
discrimination can be monitored. A good practice in this case is the data collection behavior of Ireland
and Northern Ireland.
1.1.1.

Office of the Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland (OPONI)5

In Northern Ireland, there exists an impartial and independent system for investigating complaints
against the police services of Northern Ireland: the Office of the Police Ombudsman for Northern
Ireland (OPONI). OPONI does not only handle complaints, it also investigates (upon its own initiative
when necessary) or monitors complaints for trends and patterns. It does so by sending a questionnaire
that asks personal data (political opinion, sexual orientation, racial group, etc.) and the categories of
allegation. When OPONI suspects a more structural racist or discriminatory experience, they
commission studies to delve deeper into these topics. Their statistics are easily accessible on their
website (including for example public awareness of the office, youth awareness of the office,
complaint statistics in certain areas, and more). 6

3

https://stopethnicprofiling.be/nl/
https://mensenrechten.be/pagina/nota-politiegeweld
5 https://www.policeombudsman.org/About-Us, https://www.justiceinitiative.org/uploads/449dcf75 -c97e-432c-8fd2f7a884057d48/reducing-ep-in-EU-12172012_0.pdf (p. 63)
6
Complaint Statistics in Northern Ireland - Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland - Police Ombudsman for Northern
Ireland
4
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Image 2: Complaint statistics in Northern Ireland. Source: link.

Strengths: data are analysed and give insight into key trends in complaints against police, the volume
of complaints, the alleged perpetrators, type of complaint closures. Transparent to public.
1.1.2.

Garda Siochana Ombudsman Commission, Ireland7

Like in Northern Ireland, this commission based in Ireland, collects ethnic and other data from
complainants on a voluntary basis. The Garda Siochana Ombudsman Commission (GSOC) has a datacollection system where a complainant voluntarily can share personal information like sex, age,
ethnicity, religion, etc. Even though this data collection is not completely foolproof, it can give some
indications as to ethnic profiling, discrimination, racism, and more.
It is also clear what the outcomes of your complaint can be, through the overview of case summaries:

8

Image 3: Case summaries Ireland. Source: link.

Strengths: possibility for citizens to anticipate potential outcomes of their complaint based on
previous data. Data are analysed and give insight into complaint types, reasons for inadmissibility,
duration of cases, outcomes of cases, etc. Transparent to public.

7

https://www.gardaombudsman.ie/about-gsoc/garda-oversight/; https://www.justiceinitiative.org/uploads/449dcf75 c97e-432c-8fd2-f7a884057d48/reducing-ep-in-EU-12172012_0.pdf (p. 62)
8 https://www.gardaombudsman.ie/publications/statistics/reasons-for-inadmissibility-jan-december-2020/
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1.1.3.

Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC), United Kingdom9

The Independent Office for Police Conduct, or IOPC, is an executive non-departmental public body,
that exists to increase public confidence in the police complaints system in England and Wales. This
office was instituted in 2018, coming to replace the Independent Police Complaints Commission
(IPCC). They research on complaints of discrimination, deaths and serious injuries involving the police,
police corruption and the abuse of power, and more. 10
The IOPC has shown great transparency
and reporting. On their website, they
provide extensive reports and statistics,
cases that are being investigated,
recommendations, and more. They publish
annual reports and statistics on complaints
all over England and Wales. Since recently,
they reported to have been using the same
software, which not only makes it easier to
centralize complaints but also easier to
monitor them. They have a specific
Image 4: Overview research by IOPC. Source: link.
page for research and recommendations and one dedicated to statistics.
Strengths: uniform software installed at all police zones that is used to enter data about complaints,
they analyze data and translate it into learnings and build a strategy on this to improve the policing.

1.2.

Encouraging mediation

Some partners explained the sensitivity of complaints concerning racist/discriminatory behavior
whether it is within the police force or between the police and citizens: in most cases it is a matter of
word against word, with little evidence (with the exception of videos or witnesses). Where an
‘ordinary’ complaint mechanism will most probably classify the complaint without result, mediation
could help in such cases.
Having an open discussion has proven beneficial for complainants, to help increase mutual
understanding and bring closure to painful incidents. 11 Research proves that mediation can be a good
alternative and solution to address breaches of the antiracism and antidiscrimination law in Belgium.
In cases where there are mistrials (because of lack of evidence for example), mediation can help
victims to process wrongful acts. Mediation can be done on several levels and by several actors . 12
What makes mediation successful:
•
•
•
•

If the participant’s trust the process and the mediator
Full impartiality of the mediator (especially when dealing with internal complaints)
Provide a clear and transparent ethical framework for the process
Professionally trained mediators with active listening, problem-solving and transformative
conversation skills. 13

There are pilot initiatives in the Belgian police: in a mediation project, a mediator is someone neutral
and not from the same force, that followed at least a basic course to have the authority for this

9

https://www.amnesty.nl/content/uploads/2017/01 /ainl_police_oversight.pdf?x44402 ,
https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/complaints-reviews-and-appeals/make-complaint
10
https://policeconduct.gov.uk/research-and-learning/key-areas-work
11 https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10282580.2021.1884978?journalCode=gcjr20 , p. 5
12
https://www.unia.be/files/Documenten/Publicaties_docs/Position_paper_Selectivite_Policiere_Unia_ -_EN.pdf
13 https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10282580.2021.1884978?journalCode=gcjr20
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function. These projects focused mostly on internal complaints instead of external, but if proven
successful it can be generalized to several levels and scaled to other police zones.
It could be an idea to set-up a structural platform where information/training/good practices/etc.
about mediation can be shared by and for police zones in Belgium. Trained mediators could intervene
in different police zones upon specific requests.
1.2.1.

Biased Policing Complaint Mediation Program: Los Angeles police department

Mediation as conflict resolution and to address the needs of the community, has been a concept since
2002 in Los Angeles, United States. Firstly it began with internal facilitated mediation, however
afterwards external mediation was introduced. From 2014 until 2016, the Biased Policing Complaint
Mediation Pilot Program was implemented, to improve civilian-police relations.
An independent mediation vender, the Dispute Resolution Program, dealt with biased policing in all
forms (incl. discriminatory conduct, discourtesy, …). The complaints that were handled deemed
successful, however there were a lot of reassignments, as the complainant or police officer was
unavailable or unwilling to participate. In an evaluation survey, 83,8% of the participants were very
satisfied or somewhat satisfied. Afterwards, this pilot program was installed permanently in the police
department.
Interesting takeaways are:
•
•

•
•
•

It was crucial for both parties to
have face-to-face mediation in a
safe space
The program was promoted:
▪ Internally: through an elearning course
▪ Externally: through
media, advisory council
and community forums
Satisfaction of complainants was
evaluated through surveys
Integrate lessons learned into
roll-call briefings or in-service
training
The availability of this mediation
system signaled to the
community that their concerns
were taken seriously.

Image 5: Overview of complaints handled through mediation.
Source: link.

In general, there is still positive feedback about this system: mediation proves to renew trust and
confidence in the civilian-police relationship. 14 The Los Angeles Police Department provides quarterly
policing updates on the progress made. 15
Strengths: face-to-face interaction often leads to satisfaction, satisfaction quickly spreads as good
publicity and builds trust, quick and effective if both parties are open to it.

14
15

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10282580.2021.1884978?journalCode=gcjr20
Example of 2017 : http://lapd-assets.lapdonline.org/assets/pdf/2017%20Q1%20BP.pdf
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1.2.2.

New York Police Department

The New York City Police Department has used
external mediation16 to resolve civilian complaints,
since 1993. This program has received positive
feedback from complainants about the process. The
conditions for successful mediation are clearly set
out on their website.
“Mediation is a complex enterprise, and many
obstacles can arise in the course of establishing a
program. Experienced mediators generally find that
citizen complaint cases differ from other kinds of
cases they have mediated because of the police
officer's inherent power. Moreover, many police
officers are unenthusiastic about using mediation to
resolve citizen complaints”. 17
Explaining and showing the benefits of mediation
should be done externally towards citizens but also
internally towards police officers.
Strengths: mediation exists since a long time in the
NYC department and police officers are not fearful
to participate to a mediation since they have
understood the process and potential outcomes.

1.3.

Image 6: Explanation about what mediation is and the
process. Source: link.

Possibility to contest outcome

Accountability goes further than just having a complaint mechanism: having the possibility to appeal
against decisions after filing a complaint could also be included in the whole process. The possibility
can exist to appeal to the same instance or to another actor. It is important to note that not in all
countries an appeal procedure is put in place.
1.3.1.

Northern Irish Police Ombudsman, Northern Ireland

In Northern Ireland, it is not possible to file a complaint against the decision of the Police Ombudsman.
However, you can complain against the way the Ombudsman handled your complaint. In a document
called “Customer Complaint Policy” it is thoroughly explained what you can appeal against (e.g.
rudeness of a member of staff, poor customer care, an unnecessary delay in a case, …). The document
also addresses actions to be made when you want to prosecute the office. If you are then still
dissatisfied, you can complain to the Minister of Justice. 18

16

Mediation - CCRB (nyc.gov)
Mediating Citizen Complaints Against Police Offiers: A Guide for Police and Com munity Leaders (usdoj.gov)
18 https://www.amnesty.nl/content/uploads/2017/01/ainl_police_oversight.pdf?x44402
17
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Image 7: Explanation about complaint handling of the office. Source: link.

Strengths: attention is being paid to the way complaints are handled by the staff, recurrent complaints
could lead to an incitement to improve the ‘customer service’.
1.3.2.

Independent Police Complaints Authority, Denmark

The Danish Independent Police Complaints Authority handles investigations of criminal cases against
police officers and considers and decides complaints of police misconduct. Headed by a council and a
chief executive, the Independent Police Complaints Authority exercises its functions in complete
independence of both police and prosecutors.
While decisions about non-criminal cases by the authority remain final and cannot be appealed,
complaints about misconduct may be dealt with by a senior police officer by informal resolution. When
the decision was made that there would be no prosecution, the complainant or the authority can
appeal to the Director of Public Prosecutions. 19
Strengths: possibility to appeal against decision of no prosecution by both parties, appeal possible
about misconduct through informal resolution.
1.3.3.

Independent Office for Police Conduct, United Kingdom

When a complainant is unhappy with the way the complaint was handled, the person could apply for
a review or appeal to the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC). On the website 20 , it is
thoroughly explained how one could apply for this review or appeal and all specific questions linked
to this. The office will not reinvestigate the complaint, however it will assess the reasonability and
proportionality of the outcome/handling of the complaint:

19
20

https://politiklagemyndigheden.dk/english/
Reviews and appeals | Independent Office for Police Conduct
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Image 8: How to apply for review. Source: link.

Strengths: The website explains in a precise way the different ways someone can appeal, what
happens after you ask for a review of appeal, etc. Possibility to re-assess the outcome based on
disproportionality and ungroundedness. The forms to fill in are downloadable on the website.

1.4.

Explain the complaint process to plaintiffs

As mentioned by several researchers and other stakeholders, it is often unclear to complainants where
and how to file a complaint. If people already know where to address their complaint to, the current
(online) systems do not really provide more clarity on what the process will be like. The online form
of Committee P, only limits itself to fill in the complaint, but no additional explanation is given about
the process. This leaves the complainants wonder what they can expect in terms of outcome and
timeline. Additionally, there also exists confusion about the difference between disciplinary actions
(tuchtrecht) and criminal offenses (strafrecht) when filing complaints. In some cases, complaints
should go directly to the court instead of to the Internal Supervision Service.
As stated by the European Court of Human Rights, promptness is one of the criteria to assess the
effectiveness of a complaint. Therefore, it would be good to make clear to a complainant how long
the process of the handling of the complaint can take. The complainants should be informed through
an email or a letter about the complaint process. In practice, this is often not done. Not being informed
about the process gives the complainant an additional sense of frustration. A letter or an email could
provide information about psychological help or mediation options. 21 The good practices mentioned
below have clear set periods, time limits and keep the complainant up to date.
1.4.1.

Independent Police Investigative Directorate, South Africa 22

The Independent Police Investigative Directorate of South Africa has put time frames for processing
complaints. A complaint should be registered and allocated within 72 hours of receipt, and the
investigation should be concluded, and recommendations made within 90 days. Afterwards , the
recommendation reports should be issued within 30 days after the investigation is closed, and the
complainant should be informed of the outcome of the case in the same timeframe.

21

https://www.unia.be/files/Documenten/Publicaties_doc s/Position_Paper_INCC-FRB_NL_maro_(1).pdf
https://www.amnesty.nl/content/uploads/2017/01/ainl_police_oversight.pdf?x44402, Independent Police Investigative
Directorate of South Africa, http://www.ipid.gov.za/node/15
22
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The mandate of the IPID is to conduct independent and impartial investigations of specified criminality
committed by members of the South African Police Service (SAPS) Municipal Police Services (MPS). On
their website, the complaints procedure is explained, as also a clear brochure provided with the
actions that will follow after filing a complaint:

Image 9: Explanation of complaint handling process. Source: link.

Strengths: pre-defined timelines offer guidance to complainants, visual explanation of procedural
steps makes the process understood and transparent.
1.4.2.

Office of the Independent Police Review Director (OIPRD), Ontario

The Office of the Independent Police Review Director (OIPRD) is an independent civilian oversight
agency, that receives, manages, and oversees all public complaints about municipal, regional and
16

provincial polices in Ontario. 23 On the website, you can check your complaint status, have a clear
overview of the process through explanatory graphics, watch a video on how the OIPRD screens
complaints about the police, and more. See the explanatory video here. This chart gives a clear
roadmap of what a complainant can expect when filing a complaint:

Image 10: Complaints Process Ontario. Source: link.

23

https://www.oiprd.on.ca/about-us/
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Strengths: visuals, graphs and especially videos are the best format to explain procedures to a wide
audience.
1.4.3.

Independent Police Complaints Authority, Denmark24

The Independent Police Complaints Authority in Denmark has set out clear timeframes for processing
complaints: in case of misconduct, if the authority did not yet settle a complaint within six months,
the complainant and the police officer will be notified with the reasoning for the delay and the
expected date of decision. In case of offence, if the authority did not settle a complaint within one
year of receipt, the complainant and other parties involved must be notified in writing.
Strengths: pre-defined timelines offer guidance to complainants, obligation to inform complainants in
case of delay and explain reason of delay.

2. Improving the external complaint mechanism (citizens against police officers)
2.1.

Ensure visibility: make sure citizens know about the existing complaint mechanisms

What has been commonly raised by different stakeholders is the fact that there is not a lot of
awareness on the existence of complaint mechanisms regarding the Belgian police, and if there is,
there are a lot of obstacles to overcome. Information about complaint mechanisms is scattered and
many citizens do not know where and how to file a complaint.
Below, we will list some good practices concerning attractiveness/accessibility.
To generate more outreach, stakeholders interviewed and research recommended the following:
•
•
•
•
•
2.1.1.

Provide a clear (visually attractive) overview of the existing complaint mechanisms for the
public
Reach out to minority groups to make sure that they know of the existence of the
organization25
Make sure the overview is available in multiple languages
Train associative actors on how to advise citizens who seek assistance to file a complaint: they
are often the first point of contact for questions
Include external stakeholders (youth workers, …) in the campaign process and hear their
opinion.
‘Zo geflikt’, Uit De Marge, Belgium26

Young people in socially vulnerable situations often do not have a good relationship with the police.
Youth workers are regularly asked questions about this and hear disturbing stories. How can youth
workers play a role in improving that relationship without risking their own relationship of trust with
young people? How can we work with the police in the interests of young people and their rights?
The NGO Uit De Marge is training youth workers on how to build bridges between young people and
the police. They can advise the youngsters where and how to file a complaint if deemed useful. The
youth workers can play a major role since they are the first point of contact.
Strengths: working with intermediaries who have built up the trust of young people to assist and
advice.
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Image 11: ‘Zo Geflikt’, building bridges between young people and the police. Source: link.

2.2.

Change the perception: give reasons to believe filing complaints is not useless

Mistrust by persons with a minority background in the complaint system of a police department, is
unfortunately a common reality in many countries. Mistrusting complaint systems can happen at any
stage of the process: making, recording, investigating and responding to complaints. Mistrust of
civilians towards the police happens when they experience physical or verbal abuse, unfair treatment
or discrimination. Their mistrust follows through in the police system, and consequently also in the
complaint making process. 27
This perception grows because of a number of factors: they do not understand the process of the
complaint system, are frustrated when there are no repercussions for the police officer (demotivating
outcome), no clear understanding of who to turn to (e.g. difference between complaint mechanisms
or difference between misconduct and criminal charges), and more. People with a migration
background often tend to mistrust the police officers because of the perception and status of police
officers back in their country of origin. Certainly during the COVID-pandemic and lockdowns in
Belgium, the relation between the Belgian police and certain communities deteriorated since there
were often more encounters with the police due to covid-restrictions and checks. In view of this
context, it is interesting to think about ways to change the perception of the people that mistrust the
police department and the complaint mechanism.
2.2.1.

“Mag da?”, “Is this allowed?”, Belgium

In Belgium, the police zone of Antwerp launched a campaign called “Mag da?”. “Mag da?” roughly
translates to “Is this allowed?” and focuses on the most common asked questions of one’s rights in
contact with the police. This initiative was led by police zone Antwerp for youths in the zone. More
specifically for complaints, they explain how you can make a complaint and that this is allowed to do.
For the video, see here.

Image 12: ‘Mag da?’ or “Is this allowed?” Source: link.
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Strengths: direct questions asked to young people on the street is attractive to inform other
youngsters and make them reflect on their rights and obligations
2.2.2.

Public Perceptions Tracker, Independent Office for Police Conduct, United Kingdom

There is no better way to know what the public feels about certain complaint systems, than just
analyzing this with data. The IOPC regularly measures public perceptions through a Public Perceptions
Tracker28 to stay on top of things when it comes to the complaint mechanism. This tracker not only
focuses on people who made complaints, but on the public in general. They focus on topics such as:
awareness of the existence of the IOPC, how likely people are to make a complaint about the police,
the barriers and challenges people think exist to making a complaint, and more. They also focus on
the discrepancy between certain minority groups (LGBTQI, BME, ) and the general public to see if there
is less trust, less likeliness to complaint, and more.

Image 13: Public perceptions tracker. Source: link.

This graph for example shows that BME respondents were less confident in the fairness of complaint
handling by the police. Getting insights in the perceptions of the public, helps to set out objectives to
work on as a complaint mechanism. To go one step further: it might be interesting to also research
the needs of the public and what they expect from their local police zone.
Strengths: valuing the opinion of the public/users in the system, making the public feel that their
opinion counts.

2.3.

Accessibility/attractiveness: focus on language and attractiveness of the complaint
mechanism

The complaint mechanism should be accessible to every person. More specifically for people with a
migration background, Dutch or French might not be the language they feel most comfortable to file
a complaint in. Therefore, having multiple languages available to file a complaint would make it easier
to contact the police.

28
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Accommodating language is one way to assure that people that want to file a complaint understand
the process and how to make a complaint, however the attractiveness and layout is also a crucial
factor. With the use of colors, images that tell a story, clear and short sentences, etc. it can be easier
for a complainant to know what to do, even when they might not know the language.
2.3.1.

Northern Irish Police Ombudsman, Northern Ireland

In countries where multiple languages are common, the complaints form should be available in all
common languages. The Northern Irish Police Ombudsman provides a complaint form and the
complaints procedure not only for their official languages, but also Chinese, Lithuanian, Polish,
Russian, and more. In this way, language barriers are taken away for the most common groups of
immigrants in Northern Ireland. 29

Image 14: Multiple options for languages. Source: link.

Strengths: overcoming the language barriers, give minority groups the feeling their opinion als o
matters.
2.3.2.

Independent Office for Police
Conduct (IOPC), United Kingdom

When it comes to language, the website of
the IOPC provides multiple ways to connect
for people who would like to file a
complaint: at the bottom of each page exists
the option to translate the page in multiple
languages. Additionally, when someone
calls the customer contact center, one can
be reconnected with an interpretation
service as needed. By using the logos of the
social media outputs at the center of the
page, this also attracts people to reach out
Image 15: Clear explanation of the system of IOPC. Source: link.
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to those channels if they would feel more comfortable with this.
Looking closer at the layout and attractiveness, the website is user-friendly. Through the use of bold
and colored boxes for the most important takeaways, a potential complainant is helped as quickly as
possible. The website also uses short bullet-points to explain the specific actions that can be done by
someone that wants to complain (see example on the right). 30 For people who might not understand
English as well as their primary mother language, there is the option to change the website page to
‘Easy read’. In this format, only short sentences and plain English help people further with their
questions.
Strengths: adapt the language to the reader by using simple terms.
2.3.3.

Police Watch, Belgium

In order to visualize the possible actions when one comes into contact with police violence, the
website of Police Watch was created as a way to help victims or witnesses know who to contact and
what to do. This website is user-friendly: the most important questions are in bold and in different
colors and the three most important points (inform, analyze and act) are put in different colors with a
clear indication that when you click on them, you get more information.

Image 16: Website Police Watch. Source: link.

While it might not be (financially) possible to revamp certain websites, it might be interesting to look
at these examples to know and understand what complainants need when wanting to file a complaint.
Information should be clear, easily accessible and understandable for everyone.
Strengths: structure website and make it attractive with symbols, colours and easy language.

2.4.

Centralise complaints

The problem of co-existing multiple complaint mechanisms is that data are not centralized. This makes
it hard to keep track of the number of complaints filed, and difficult to create timely reports with
recommendations on how to structurally improve the complaint mechanisms.
The output of the complaints that are taken to court are centralized by Unia. However, the inputs are
not centralized: the different complaint systems have their own databases, or some complaints are
not addressed to the official complaint mechanisms, but to the cabinet of the minister of Justice, the
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King, the Ombudsservices, etc. This makes it even more difficult to have a clear overview of the
number and nature of complaint.
On top of this, how a complaint is treated by the Internal Supervision Service, depends on the specific
police zone. If the police zone is in a bigger city, the supervision service consists of a separate
institution within the police force where complaints are treated accordingly. However, in small
municipalities for example, the internal supervision service is equal to the chief of police, which makes
the complaint handling less neutral or independent.
Centralising complaints would not only help the people that file the complaints (promise them that
independently of where they file their complaint, they will be treated the same way) but also the
police zones themselves. Additionally, this would also help to give an overview of the workings of the
current complaint mechanisms, localize recurring trends, etc. 31
Many complaint mechanisms in Europe are focused on individual cases of abuse by law instead of
seeing the more structural problems and patterns. Not only the lack of centralization but also the lack
of ethnic data, doesn’t help to break this tradition. 32
2.4.1.

Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC), United Kingdom33

The IOPC publishes annual reports and statistics on complaints all over England and Wales. Since
recently, they reported that all local police forces use the same software to enter their data on
complaints, which not only makes it easier to centralize complaints but also easier to monitor them.
They have a specific page for research and recommendations and one dedicated to statistics.

Image 17: Website IOPC. Source: link.

Strengths: one software to be used by all police zones.

2.5.

Strengthen an independent police oversight mechanism

By installing an independent police oversight mechanism, the independent and neutral handling of
cases is promised. Additionally, victims of police misconduct are often reluctant to file complaints at
the local police zones as they lost their trust in the institution. Therefore, independent oversight
mechanisms can assure to victims the neutrality that they seek when handling this complaint.
After research by the UN Special Rapporteur, several key features were identified as assessing criteria
to see if a police complaint mechanism is operational in its best capacity. One of the key features is
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independence. The mechanism should have full independence from the police and be free from
executive or political influence, making police staff members should be avoided.
2.5.1.

Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland (PONI), Northern Ireland

Mistrust is developed when complainants are dissatisfied with the way a complaint has been handled
by the police service or oversight agency. This will even make them question the complaint mechanism
itself. 34 However, the Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland has achieved positive results in the
civilian-police complaint resolution system, in comparison to other countries. The agency is
independent from the government and investigates all complaints made against the police. There are
specialist investigators to even seize documentation and property for example. There are also
possibilities for informal resolution between the complainants and police officers. In sum, the
ombudsman meets people’s expectations, on topics like independence, impartiality, public
awareness, and more.
In their annual report they voice the targets and commitments, and through a survey they check what
public sentiment is towards the complaint mechanism:

35

Image 18: key aims and targets set by complaint mechanism PONI. Source: link.

Strengths: Setting target and using monitoring tools helps analyzing the performance of a system.
Surveys help understand how impartiality and independence are perceived by the public/users.
2.5.2.

Power to investigate, Independent Police Investigative Directorate (IPID), South Africa

Another way to assure accountability of a police force is to have the investigative powers, for example
to obtain search warrants, subpoena documents, compel police cooperation, and more. The South
African IPID has investigative powers similar to PONI, however not the same level of resources. The
investigators of IPID have the same power as police officers: they can search premises, make arrests,
execute warrants, and more. 36
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It is important to note that watchdogs Committee P or the General Inspection Service do not have the
same investigative powers. The General Inspection Service is independent from the police hierarchy
and conducts research with the aim of making recommendations for changing general policing
activities. Committee P conducts complaint investigations and handles overall control and oversight.
However, a lot of cases sent to Committee P for example are sent back to the Internal Supervision
Service. Hence the concern of independence, when complaints are sent back to the same local police
forces where the complaint has been made. This might jeopardize the perception of the independence
of the complaint system. 37

3.

Improving the internal complaint mechanism (police officer against police
officer)

It proved difficult to find information about the internal complaint mechanism. Most of the feed-back
we received came from stakeholders. It has to be noted that the threshold to file a complaint against
another colleague or superior is extremely high. There are several reasons for that, the most important
one that the complainant will be seen as a traitor in the team. Each police zone can a ppoint a focal
point for discrimination, but not every police zone does this. They are appointed by the chief of police
but remain part of the team. For this extra role, they do not get any financial compensation or extra
hours, so there are practically no incentives to accept such a role except for moral voluntary obligation
to fulfil this role.

3.1.

Ensure the neutrality/independence of the complaint system: promise no involvement
of colleagues/superiors

Research and stakeholders brought up the idea that the police is still predominantly seen as a white,
masculine organization with a large hierarchical structure. Additionally, there is this overall idea that
uniformity is the way to go and therefore asking questions about existing structures/behavior is met
with resistance. 38 There seems to be a ‘silence culture’ where victims are discouraged to file a
complaint because there are rarely consequences for the acts of ‘offenders’. There were even
testimonies of complainants who got transferred after filing a complaint against a colleague. Such
outcomes of course dissuade others to file complaints.
Another challenge is that you normally have to address the complaint first to your superior officer,
and then he/she will make a report for you. It would be recommended to skip the hierarchy and go
directly to the internal supervision department within the police zone.
To change a certain culture, it is crucial to train police officers and police chiefs on how to deal with
issues of discrimination and racism. Having transparency and showing other police officers what
happens when someone is racist/sexist/discriminatory/… towards a colleague can quickly break the
pattern of so-called unpunished acts and change the trend. 39
3.1.1.

Police Complaints Officer/Committee, The Netherlands

In the Netherlands, an independent contact is designated where police officers can file a complaint.
This ‘police complaints officer’ will discuss the complaint with the complainant. Afterwards, a ‘police
complaints committee’, which is made up of independent members, looks into the complaint and
advises the competent authority. In addition to the committee, the mayor and/or the chief public
prosecutor may also advise on how to proceed. The competent authority will base its decision on
these recommendations. 40
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Strengths: independent contact as focal point for complaints. Complaints committee is made up of
independent members outside the police.

3.2.

Try to change police culture to incite victims to file a complaint

Campaigns can help people recognize discrimination and racism in the workplace, whether they are
the victim or a witness. The campaign shows that discrimination lies sometimes in a small detail: an
inappropriate comment, a not-so-funny joke, ... . Those things may seem innocent but can be painful
for those who have to listen to them.
3.2.1.

“Het is gauw gebeurd”, “It can happen at any moment”, Belgium

The first good practice here is the campaign of 2017 called “het is gauw gebeurd”. 41 Roughly translated
to “it can happen at any moment”, this campaign focuses on tackling discrimination at the workplace.
Through radio spots, advertisements, social media, … a simple message was spread: a discriminatory
comment can be made at any moment, and in a second. This was an initiative with workers
organizations, the Flemish government, Unia, Minderhedenforum and Grip vzw. The campaign
material can still be found online.

Image 19: Campaign pictures “het is gauw gebeurd” or “it can happen at any moment”. Source: link.

Strengths: awareness raising campaigns focus on where the border is between what is acceptable
and unacceptable. It will make victims aware of their rights and offenders of trespassing a certain
line.
3.2.2.

“Stop racisme” campaign, “relay police officers” Belgium

A second good practice focuses more specifically on racism. 42 In 2019, an awareness raising campaign
was held on hate speech, hate crimes, racism and the legal framework regulating those. The campaign
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incites victims or witnesses to speak up and report.
The different channels to speak up are
enumerated: online, per email, per phone, per
letter, through one of the local contact points.
Strengths: explanation about what constitutes
racism, hate crime and hate speech so that citizens
know when they can legally file a complaint.
A good practice to go beyond a campaign comes
from the police zone of Charleroi. They have
Image 20: ‘Reageer!’ or ‘React!’ Source: link.
installed a system of “relay police officers” on a
voluntary basis, where the police officers are ambassadors bound to a certain theme (eg. LGBTQI).
These volunteers really invest in their roles, by following courses and making sure that no act of
discrimination goes unnoticed. The same relay officers could be appointed for discrimination based
on ethnic origin.
Strengths: the volunteers take their role seriously and can more easily speak out when they witness
inappropriate behaviour. They are the guards for a respectful workplace.
3.2.3.

Diversity liaison officers, New Zealand

There are certain diversity liaison officers in New Zealand
who provide liaison between the police and those in the
community who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual,
transgender and queer (also called Rainbow
communities). They cannot interfere in a court process
when someone has filed a complaint, however they can
support a victim through the process. Additionally, they
give advice, link people with the proper support groups,
and more. 43

Image 21: Diversity liaison officers in New-Zea-

land. Source: link.
In Belgium, the ‘Rainbow Cops’ 44 provide the same type of
support to victims, and they train and inform other police officers to help them detect discrimination.
Such a support group could also be created for other underrepresented groups, such as those with a
migration background.

Strengths: moral support and advice given to victims can empower them to speak out.

3.3.

Guarantee no fear for retaliation/install whistleblower protection

There exists a cultural pressure to not expose other police officers in their wrongdoings, as there exists
the idea of support and protecting each other. Not only is breaking the silence not done, it also poses
a risk for whistleblowers (for some even costing one’s life). 45 For police officers with a migration
background, taking the role as whistleblower is even harder than for others . 46
There is some evidence that a blue code of silence exists in police organizations. Research 47 in Sweden
focused on whistleblowing in the police organization. In Sweden, it is against Swedish constitutional
law to subject employees in the public sector to negative consequences when they act as
whistleblowers. Research has shown that an unclear whistleblowing procedure in police departments
43
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causes confusion: potential whistleblowers do not know where to turn, which procedure to follow and
the nature of protection available. Therefore internal whistleblowing is essential to reduce the risk
that discriminatory practices remain undetected.
3.3.1.

Protection Against Retaliation Policy, United Nations Ethics Office

This good practice is not in relation to police misconduct based on discrimination but can serve as an
inspiring practice to report any type of misconduct and get protection after reporting such
misconduct.
The United Nations’ (UN) Protection Against Retaliation Policy ensures that the Organisation functions
in an open, transparent and fair manner and enhances protection for those who report misconduct
(any violation of the Organisation’s rules and regulations by staff members), wrongdoing (by any
person that is harmful to the interests, operation or governance of the United Nations), or cooperate
with duly authorized audits or investigations.
Retaliation means any direct or indirect detrimental action that adversely affects your employment or
working conditions, where such action has been recommended, threatened or taken for the purpose
of punishing, intimidating or injuring you because you engaged in a protected activity.
If you feel you were subjected to retaliation because you reported misconduct or wrongdoing, or
cooperated with an audit or investigation, contact the Ethics Office. Complete the Ethics Office’s
Protection against Retaliation Form. 48

Image 22: Protection against retaliation policy. Source: link.

Strengths: specific policy to protect the one who reports misconduct of any form, possibility to contact
an ethics office in case the ‘whistle-blower’ has reported misconduct.
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