
escapes.ca

Inside the hunt for Vancouver’s Stanley Cup Rioters
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The VDP Crime Lab is led by Inspector Les Yeo, Team Commander, wearing the white shirt and Insp. Lawrence Rankin, Lead 
Investigator, wearing the suit. Chris Stoddard is the Forensic Video Analyst working video/still images on last years’ June 15th 
Stanley Cup riots.
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With Friday marking the first anniversary of the 2011 Stanley Cup Riot, The Province revisits some of 
the key issues surrounding this traumatic episode in Vancouver's history. Read more of our Stanley 
Cup riot anniversary stories. 

He is a white man, early ‘20s, with short blond hair. He’s about 6’1, 185 pounds and built like a CFL 
wide-receiver. On the night of June 15, 2011, according to extensive video evidence, his sport was 
rioting, and he was very good at it.
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“He’s a big, fit guy,” says Det. Const. Caedmon Nash, of the Integrated Riot Investigation Team, as he 
watches several of the 100-odd video images of this unidentified riot suspect, that are logged on IRIT’s 
new $500,000 forensic video lab. “It’s repulsive what he’s doing. Smashing windows and cars, being 
involved in assaults of good Samaritans.”

As IRIT enters the home stretch of its massive, costly and controversial probe into Vancouver’s 2011 
riot, the case of this unidentified riot suspect is a good way to understand the challenges and 
successes of the IRIT unit.

The unit employed about 70 officers — “a small police force” as IRIT commander Insp. Les Yeo says 
— and by June 30 it will have cost about $2-million to run. Salary and overtime costs for IRIT officers 
run to $7-million, spokesman Sgt. Howard Chow says, but these are called “in kind” contributions since 
the officers would have been active in other units anyway.

IRIT came in for heavy criticism early because of a long wait for first charges. Basically, Yeo says, the 
delay was for two reasons. From the outset Yeo, a top North American kidnapping investigator, set the 
bar high for the types of charges to be pursued. Although based on photo evidence the team believed 
they could charge as many as 700 individuals, Yeo says it takes more than one image of a suspect 
smashing a window in order to convict them of the indictable charge of “participating in a riot.”

The charge carries a maximum sentence of two years in jail, and is valued by police as a stern 
deterrent. But based on one photo of an act of vandalism a suspect with a good lawyer could claim a 
momentary lapse of judgment, get a simple mischief charge, and dodge the hammer.

The trick for prosecutors is stringing together a trail of images — sourced from multiple media outlets, 
social media and security cameras — in order to prove a pattern of behaviour.

Yeo says his team realized they didn’t have the systems and methods needed. They had to build and 
learn to run a new $500,000 forensic video unit, paid for by the province, and undertake the massive 
job of “tagging” 65,000 individuals who were in the streets that night.

In comparison, for the 1994 Stanley Cup riot, police obtained 100 hours of video footage, all sourced 
from media, and every one of the 106 charges recommended netted a conviction.

After a marathon session at the University of Indiana’s LEVA lab, involving about 50 analysts from 
around the world, working round the clock for two weeks, the job was completed. What the team 
learned in Indiana is investigative technology purposed to deal with a potential 9-11 type scenario. 
According to IRIT, Vancouver’s riot probe is likely the largest and most sophisticated video 
investigation ever.

“What is historic and unique, is how we process a case with 150,000 people at a crime scene with so 
many cameras capturing a three-hour period,” Yeo says. “We use the video to give the full picture to 
the judge, process it in a way that almost follows the person through the crowd and gives the whole 
story.”
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“Instead of showing (a suspect) smash one window with a hockey stick, we show him roll two or three 
cars, assault people, break into stores and set fire to a car, and we get him on the Sky Train leaving 
with stolen goods.”

The most recent stats show IRIT has recommended 674 charges against 225 suspected rioters, 
including 27 assault charges. IRIT has recommended charges of “participating in a riot” against every 
suspected rioter. Crown has so far approved 276 criminal charges against 104 rioters.

This week it was announced IRIT has scaled back to 60 officers, but will “stay open for business” as 
long as tips come in according to Sgt. Chow. And co-leader investigator Insp. Laurence Rankin, an 
expert on homicide and sex crime, has moved into Yeo’s commander position.

Yeo and Rankin say they expect IRIT to complete recommended charges on up to 300 alleged rioters 
within the next month.

Currently there are about 200 unidentified suspects on IRIT’s website.

“I’m not saying we will get (the original goal of) 500 people charged, but the potential is there if the 
public went to the website and ID’ed the people,” Yeo says. “I think we should be very happy we have 
recommended charges on about 300 now.”

In the forensic video lab, analyst Chris Stoddard demonstrates the lightning-speed database computing 
of the new system.

Stoddard says in 5,500 hours of video logged in the system, there are 73,000 clips of interest, and 
about 15,000 images of alleged crimes, including some crimes captured multiple times from different 
cameras.

Investigators must source a tagged image and get a statement from the person who shot it, to prove it 
wasn’t modified. Suspects must be identified by a credible source. Investigators will interview the 
subject, to get their side of the story. Although it takes much more than a shot of a suspect posing in 
front of a fire to prove they are rioting, these shots are pieced together by the computer system with 
alleged crimes, to put behaviour in context.

For example, step-by-step, Stoddard types in numeric search terms for suspect characteristics: male, 
blue jeans, white shoes, blond-hair, tank-top, etc.

With each search filter, 73,000 clips are narrowed down to about 100 of the suspect mentioned at the 
start of this story. IRIT says he is one of their 10 most wanted suspects, and if he is identified, 
investigators will build a case around a video disclosure package, ultimately to be viewed by the judge. 
It’s a timestamped story of the actions of the subject, from an early kick at a bank window, to the one 
unmasked shot of him jumping on an emergency vehicle, to throwing a table at a car which bounces 
into the head of a female Good Samaritan, to break and enters, and so on.
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The sheer volume of images captured through social media and security cameras and pieced together 
in the video lab is an Orwellian nightmare if you are a defence lawyer, and a dream for a hard-nosed 
prosecutor.

From Yeo’s perspective, the message for young people is clear.

“I wish that I could take a timestamped snapshot of the investigation, how thorough and how successful 
we have been, and show it to those people about 15 minutes before (the riot started) and I would have 
hoped that deterred them,” he says. “Social media is changing daily, and law enforcement tries to keep 
up. Young people have to learn it allows you to connect with each other, it does also leave a strong 
evidence trail.”

There are critics that could say the investigation has been too long, too costly, and just too much for the 
crimes of rioting.

In return, Insp. Rankin says this: “Even now, when I’m watching a clip of one of the assaults I still get a 
visceral response. For those Good Samaritans that have stood up to the masses that night, it’s a 
miracle that no one got killed.”

And Insp. Yeo says this: “It would be lovely if it went faster, but we know what is required in court. 
There is no second chance, and you have to do it right the first time.”

scooper@theprovince.com

In response to the 2011 Stanley Cup riot, dozens of VPD members were reassigned from other units 
into the Integrated Riot Investigation Team. IRIT includes 70 members, from the VPD, municipal police 
detachments and the RCMP.

The province paid $500,000 for the state-of-the are forensic video lab used by IRIT, which is called the 
best in Canada, and will remain as provincial investigative infrastructure.

The most recent information from the VPD is 112 businesses were victimized (i.e. looted and/or 
damaged) and 122 vehicles were damaged or destroyed, in the 2011 riot, resulting in a loss of over 
$3.4 million dollars.
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