
1 
 

CANADA 

PROVINCE OF NEWFOUNDLAND & 

LABRADOR 

  

 

IN THE PROVINCIAL COURT OF 

NEWFOUNDLAND & LABRADOR 

                    

HER MAJESTY THE QUEEN 

v.  

DEPT. OF JUSTICE AND PUBLIC SAFETY 

 

 

AGREED STATEMENT OF FACTS 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Summary 

1. On Thursday, 21 February, 2013, Officer Howard Lavers, a 57 year old Fish and 
Wildlife Enforcement (FWE) Officer, died when the snowmobile he was operating 
broke through and sank under the Ice on Eastern Blue Pond (Narrows Area), 
Newfoundland and Labrador, approximately 30 km from Bellburns, NL. 

2. Officer Howard Lavers was on snowmobile patrol as part of a routine investigation 
of a firearms violation with two other FWE Officers when the snowmobile he was 
riding broke through the ice.  

3. Rescue attempts by fellow Officers failed to remove Howard Lavers from the 
water and he drowned. 

4. FWE Officers routinely travel over ice covered bodies of water during the winter. 

5. However, at the time of this incident FWE had no written safe work procedure 
(SWP) for travel over ice, including no written procedures for checking ice 
thickness prior to travel on ice. 

6. While FWE had a number of SWP and policies in place for FWE officers, including 
a Working Alone Policy and a policy regarding the use of SPOT(GPS) devices for 
tracking/locating officers, these polices were not always followed by officers and 
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this was known to the FWE. 

7. While FWE Officers were issued numerous Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), 
including personal flotation devices, ice picks, and other safety equipment, there 
was no policy or other mechanism in place to ensure appropriate PPE was used 
or carried while on patrol. 

8. Some of the PPE previously issued to FWE Officers for travelling over ice was 
inadequate, including no appropriate flotation snowmobile suit in the event an 
officer broke through the ice.  

9. The Officers present with Officer Lavers had not received proper training in ice 
rescue, including no training in the use of throw bags. 

10. Other provincial departments had experienced previous incidents of officers going 
through the ice while operating snowmobiles. However, these incidents were not 
investigated or documented and no policies or strategy was put into place to 
prevent reoccurrences. 

Background 

11. The Fish and Wildlife Enforcement Division is part of the Department of Justice, 
Government of Newfoundland and Labrador. FWE enforces fish and wildlife 
regulations in the province of Newfoundland and Labrador.  

12. FWE has 68 employees, including 54 field employees, including both full time and 
seasonal Officers and Staff.  

13. Officer Howard Lavers had worked as a Wildlife Enforcement Officer for FWE and 
other government departments for more than 25 years. 

February 21, 2013 – The Incident 

14. Weather conditions on February 21, 2013 were fair. 

15. On the morning of 21 February, 2013 2 other FWE Officers (identified as officers 
A and B) met near Hawke's Bay, NL to conduct a snowmobile patrol as part of a 
routine investigation of a firearms violation. Officers A and B had made 
arrangements the previous day with Officer Lavers to meet at Officer Lavers' cabin 
on Eastern Blue Pond. Officers A and B arrived at the cabin at noon. 

16. At approximately 13:30 hours the three Officers departed the cabin and headed 
across Eastern Blue Pond towards the "narrows" In the direction of River of Ponds 
to begin their patrol. When the three Officers left the cabin Officer Lavers was in 
the lead, followed by Officer B and then Officer A. 

17. None of the Officers were wearing personal flotation devices or similar PPE 
when they left on patrol. Use of PPE, including personal flotation devices, was 
not required by the Division for those travelling over ice. 

18. Ice thickness on the pond was not checked prior to the Officers heading out. No 
such check was required by any FWE policy.  
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19. While travelling across Eastern Blue Pond, Officer Lavers stopped and said that 
there was snow flicking back on him but nothing could be seen that would cause 
this. Officer B then took the lead followed by Officer A and Officer Lavers. 

20. As they approached the ''narrows" open water was observed by Officer B to the 
right of the route of travel. Officer B crossed from one point of land to another point 
of land to avoid the visible open water but while doing so his snowmobile broke 
through the ice. Officer B was able to cross this area with snow, slob, ice, and 
water clearly being thrown from the track of his snowmobile. 

21. Officer B was able to get to solid ice or land and made hand and arm gestures to 
Officer A to direct him away from the unsafe area. Officer A did avoid any unstable 
ice and stopped near Officer B. 

22. Officer Lavers was observed coming around the point of land, Officer B was again 
using hand and arm gestures to warn Officer Lavers of the dangerous area. Officer 
Lavers was observed increasing his speed and travelled parallel to Officer B's 
route but closer to the open water. Officer Lavers' snowmobile then went through 
the ice, disappearing very quickly. 

23. Officer Lavers tried to jump towards unbroken ice towards the shore where Officer 
A and Officer B were located. Officer Lavers went into the water and upon 
surfacing called for help while being submersed in water to his shoulder/neck area 
and holding onto the Ice edge. 

24. Officer A obtained his rescue rope and walked out towards Officer Lavers but 
broke through the ice and went into the water. Officer A was able to get back to 
solid Ice and rolled to safety. 

25. Officer B removed all his outer clothing and dressed only in thermal underwear 
and socks attempted to get closer to Officer Lavers. Officer B also went through 
the ice and Officer A was able to assist Officer B out with the rescue rope. 

26. Officers A and B made several attempts to throw the rescue rope to Officer Lavers 
but due to wind were unable to get the rope to Officer Lavers. 

27. Officer A then tied a rescue shovel to the rope to add weight so the rope would 
not be affected as much by the wind. Officer B moved closer to Officer Lavers but 
was still unsuccessful after numerous attempts to get the rope to officer Lavers. 
Officer B broke through the ice several times while trying to attempt this rescue 
and was assisted out each time by Officer A. 

28. Officer Lavers vocalized that he was getting very cold and would not be able to 
hang on much longer. A tree stump was obtained by Officers A and Officer B and 
this was also tied to the rescue rope for more weight. 

29. Officer Lavers was told to drop his service belt but Officer Lavers vocalized that 
he could not, as he could not let go of the ice. 

30. After several attempts the rescue rope was thrown to Officer Lavers and he was 
able to get one if not two hands on the rope. Officer A tied the free end to a 
snowmobile and began to move forward in an attempt to pull Officer Lavers from 
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the water. Officer Lavers was pulled partially out of the water onto the ice but the 
ice broke through again and Officer Lavers went completely under the water. 

31. Officer Lavers was seen surfacing and could be heard blowing as if he had taken 
water into his body. Officer A again tried to use the snowmobile to pull Officer 
Lavers out. The snowmobile lost traction and began to spin and when Officer A 
looked towards Officer Lavers he observed that only Officer Lavers hand could be 
seen and then the hand slipped beneath the surface. There was no sight of Officer 
Lavers after this time. 

32. Officer A observed that Officer B was severely shaking and appeared to be in bad 
shape. Officer A assisted in getting Officer B dressed as Officer B was unable to 
dress himself as he was too cold. Officers A and B returned to Officer Lavers' 
cabin to seek shelter and warmth. Officer A called the Corner Brook Fish and 
Wildlife Enforcement office to report the Incident and then waited for help to arrive.  

33. On 22 February, 2013, RCMP dive team completed a scene search and 
documented the scene. Photos of the scene taken by the RCMP are attached 
at Tab A.   

34. Officer Howard Lavers body was located near the edge of the hole where the rope 
leading from shore was located. Officer Lavers was still wearing full uniform 
including winter jacket, snow pants, gloves, green rubber boots and secured duty 
belt including firearm.   

35. On February 22, 2013 Fish and Wildlife Enforcement advised snowmobile patrols 
to cease for all officers of the division pending a review of the incident. 

PPE, Safe Work Policies and Procedures at FWE 

Prior incidents 

36. Investigation into this incident revealed two other incidents where personnel from 
other government departments went through ice while operating snowmobiles 
while on patrol. 

37. FWE and other government departments did not track these types of workplace 
incidents, and the known incidents were not investigated or documented. No 
policy or procedure was developed for ice safety prior to October 2013. 

Equipment Issues, Policies and Gaps 

38. All Fish and Wildlife Enforcement Officers are issued SPOT units which is a GPS 
(global positioning system) based device that is monitored by an international 
company.  FWE policy requires that all members have their SPOT units turned on 
and operating when working.  The units have a tracking mode that is updated 
approximately every 10 minutes.  The SPOT units also have a 911 feature that 
the user can activate if they require help.   

39. On 21 February, 2013 Officer A activated the 911 feature after he and Officer B 
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had returned to Officer Lavers' cabin. This was detected by the monitoring 
company and a call was made to the Fish and Wildlife Enforcement Division in 
Corner Brook, NL to advise of the alert.  

40. There is no data available from Officer B's or Officer Lavers' SPOT units.  

41. Investigation into this incident revealed that some FWE members did not turn on 
their units as required by the Division's policy, and the FWE was aware of this 
having been an issue with some Officers in the past. 

42. FWE have in place a “Working Alone” procedure, effective as of March 12, 2012, 
and disseminated March 16, 2012. Officers working in the field after hours are to 
call the Royal Newfoundland Constabulary (RNC), Corner Brook, NL to advise 
where they are, and their estimated time of arrival at their destination.  There is 
no record of Officer Lavers contacting the RNC to report his travelling before or 
after normal working hours, nor was any other member of the Fish and Wildlife 
Enforcement Division aware of when Officer Lavers travelled to the cabin.  

43. FWE Officers routinely travel over ice covered bodies of water during the winter. 

44. FWE did not have a written procedure for workers travelling over ice at the time of 
this accident, including no written procedures for checking ice thickness prior to 
travel on ice.  

45. While FWE Officers were issued personal flotation devices, ice picks, and other 
relevant safety equipment, FWE had no policy or other mechanism in place to 
require, and to ensure, that all appropriate equipment was used or carried while 
on patrol when travelling over ice. 

46. A comprehensive “Travelling and Working on Ice” policy was developed following 
this incident, effective October 7, 2013.  A copy of the new “Travelling and 
Working on Ice” policy is Attached at Tab B. 

47. All FWE staff received orientation/training on the “Travelling and Working on Ice” 
policy following this incident. 

48. Review of this incident also determined that the PPE previously issued to FWE 
Officers for travelling over ice was inadequate, including no appropriate flotation 
snowmobile suit in the event an officer broke through the ice.  

49. Following the incident, FWE has identified, tested and selected new PPE – 
specifically the Mustang Survival Ice Rider snowmobile suit – for use when 
travelling over Ice and working in cold weather environments. FWE staff are now 
required to wear flotation snowmobile suits at all times when traelling on 
snowmobile. A FWE report “Field Testing of Flotation Clothing” outlining the 
testing and benefits of the new PPE is attached at Tab C.  

50. The Officer present with Officer Lavers had not received proper training in ice 
rescue, including no training in the use of throw bags. 

 

Consented to on behalf of the Crown  
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  Alex Keaveny 

 

Consented to on behalf of Dept. of Justice and 

Public Safety  

  

  John Drover 
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Tab A - Photos of the scene taken by the RCMP 
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Tab B – October 2013 “Travelling and Working on Ice” policy 
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Tab C - FWE report “Field Testing of Flotation Clothing” regarding the PPE 










