
 

If Canada is serious about confronting
systemic racism, we must abolish prisons

July 9 2020, by Martha Paynter, Linda Mussell and Nataleah Hunter-
Young

  
 

  

Segregation cells at Dorchester prison in New Brunswick. Credit: Senate of
Canada, CC BY-NC

Global uprisings in response to anti-Black police brutality have prompted
demands to defund policing and reinvest in communities. Public health
professionals recognize the connections between racism and community
well-being. But it is not just policing agencies that have a systemic
racism problem, Canadian prisons do too.
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Prisons are densely packed. Social distancing and adequate hygiene is
impossible. Advocates suggest depopulating carceral facilities to reduce
harm and save lives.

The Ontario government recently announced it would funnel $500
million into corrections—despite anticipating a $20.5 billion deficit due
to the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Saskatchewan government also recently announced it would spend 
$120 million to build a remand center expansion at the Saskatoon
Correctional Center, while predicting a $2.4 billion deficit.

These developments are regressive. It is time to look at alternatives to
imprisonment and set our sights towards prison abolition.

As soon as COVID-19 spread to North America, health professionals,
scholars and activists expected widespread outbreaks in prisons.
Advocates pleaded for governments to release prisoners.

One province, Nova Scotia, heeded this call.

Nova Scotia's approach

In Nova Scotia, the judiciary, corrections, crown and defense counsel,
along with community organizations, collaborated to cut the provincial 
prison population in half. As of June 16, Nova Scotia's jail for women
had only eight prisoners. This resulted in only one case of COVID-19 in
Nova Scotia's prison system.
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https://news.ontario.ca/mcscs/en/2020/06/ontario-investing-in-frontline-corrections-workers.html
https://news.ontario.ca/mcscs/en/2020/06/ontario-investing-in-frontline-corrections-workers.html
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-ontario-projects-205-billion-deficit-in-2020-21-as-it-spends/
https://www.saskatchewan.ca/government/news-and-media/2020/june/17/remand-center-expansion
https://nationalpost.com/pmn/news-pmn/canada-news-pmn/newsalert-saskatchewan-says-COVID-19-factor-in-2-4b-deficit-no-cuts-coming
https://justiceexchange.ca/abolition/abolition-in-canada-syllabus/
https://www.thechronicleherald.ca/opinion/local-perspectives/martha-paynter-prisons-petri-dishes-for-coronavirus-418686/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/nova-scotia/jail-population-cut-in-half-new-COVID-19-measures-1.5541732
https://phys.org/tags/prison/


 

  

A still from the documentary ‘Conviction’ (2019) depicting women prisoners in
Nova Scotia. Author provided

Prisons that did not heed the warnings of experts—like those in Ontario,
B.C. and Québec—saw widespread outbreaks.

We spoke with Coverdale Executive Director Ashley Avery, who reports
the people they support are mostly arrested for public intoxication,
homelessness and mental health crisis. These are areas where
imprisonment should not be the answer.

Abolition is a creative project that replaces punishment, widely
considered ineffective in reducing violence. Instead, transformative
approaches prioritize health and well-being.
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https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/canada-s-prison-ombudsman-calls-COVID-isolation-extremely-concerning-1.4910922
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/canada-s-prison-ombudsman-calls-COVID-isolation-extremely-concerning-1.4910922
http://tpcp-canada.blogspot.com/2020/05/confirmed-COVID-19-cases-linked-to_29.html


 

Decarceration is the effort to limit the numbers of people who are
detained behind bars, either through minimizing who is sent to carceral
facilities in the first place or through creating avenues to release people
already in custody.

Every decarcerated person requires housing, adequate income and health
services. In Nova Scotia, community groups (Coverdale Courtwork
Society, Elizabeth Fry and John Howard) report it costs them $150 per
person per day to keep a decarcerated person housed in a hotel with
legal, health and other services. Compare this with $255 per day to keep
someone in a provincial jail.

Prison expansion is a step backward

The mass incarceration of racialized communities in Canada's prisons
reflects the country's racial profiling and over-policing of Black and
Indigenous people. Decarceration offers a direct way to address the
systemic oppression Canada has imposed on Black and Indigenous
peoples.
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https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-002-x/2017001/article/14700/tbl/tbl06-eng.htm
https://phys.org/tags/mass+incarceration/


 

  

Port Cartier prison cell in Québec, the first prison in Canada to report cases of
COVID-19. Credit: Correctional Investigator of Canada

More than 30 percent of Canadian prisoners are Indigenous (they are
five percent of the Canadian population), and 9.6 percent are Black (they
are 3.5 percent of the population). Indigenous women account for 42
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https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-002-x/2019001/article/00010-eng.htm
https://www.hilltimes.com/2020/06/17/the-afterlife-of-slavery-defund-reform-canadas-prisons-advocates-say-after-watchdog-says-very-little-has-improved-for-black-inmates/252966
https://www.cbc.ca/news/indigenous/indigenous-overrepresentation-prison-oci-statement-1.5434712


 

percent of women in federal custody.

Black people are six times more likely to be street checked in Halifax,
and more likely to be charged than white people for the same behavior.

Indigenous confinement has been described as "a national travesty" by
the Correctional Investigator of Canada and "the new residential schools
" by criminologists. African American literary and cultural historian
Saidiya Hartman calls it the "afterlife of slavery."

Very few releases

Eight hundred people in the federal prison system tested positive for
COVID-19. Several prisons had massive COVID-19 outbreaks, and two
people have died.

While the federal government claimed it had released hundreds, in
reality there is only evidence that it released one person.

Minimum security prisoners could have been released. Those close to
parole could have had board appearances expedited. The elderly and
unwell could have been released on compassionate grounds. Prisoners in
Mother Child programs, where young children live with their imprisoned
mothers, could have been relocated to their communities. None of this
happened.

The recent announcements about Ontario and Saskatchewan investing
more dollars into prisons come amid pressing need for investments in
health. Despite its promise, Nova Scotia's decarceration initiative is at
risk of imminent defunding.
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https://www.cbc.ca/news/indigenous/indigenous-overrepresentation-prison-oci-statement-1.5434712
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/nova-scotia/street-checks-halifax-police-scot-wortley-racial-profiling-1.5073300
https://www.oci-bec.gc.ca/cnt/comm/press/press20200121-eng.aspx
https://www.macleans.ca/news/canada/canadas-prisons-are-the-new-residential-schools/
https://www.hilltimes.com/2020/06/17/the-afterlife-of-slavery-defund-reform-canadas-prisons-advocates-say-after-watchdog-says-very-little-has-improved-for-black-inmates/252966
http://tpcp-canada.blogspot.com/2020/05/confirmed-COVID-19-cases-linked-to_29.html
https://montreal.ctvnews.ca/a-second-inmate-in-a-canadian-federal-prison-has-died-of-COVID-19-1.4926031
https://montreal.ctvnews.ca/a-second-inmate-in-a-canadian-federal-prison-has-died-of-COVID-19-1.4926031
https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-news/hundreds-of-inmates-quietly-released-from-federal-prisons-over-COVID-19-fears-blair/
https://ottawa.ctvnews.ca/ailing-federal-prisoner-to-be-released-after-heading-to-court-over-COVID-19-fear-1.4900293
https://www.thecoast.ca/COVID19Needtoknow/archives/2020/04/11/for-those-incarcerated-with-their-babies-COVID-puts-two-generations-in-peril
https://www.thecoast.ca/COVID19Needtoknow/archives/2020/04/11/for-those-incarcerated-with-their-babies-COVID-puts-two-generations-in-peril
https://atlantic.ctvnews.ca/n-s-inmates-worry-housing-during-COVID-19-could-end-unless-funding-extended-1.4989446


 

  

Protest outside of Ottawa Carleton prison. Credit: Criminalization and
Punishment Education Project

Time for change

The federal Black Caucus called for public investments in non-carceral 
community justice strategies. Indigenous leaders in British Columbia
called for the release of as many people as possible, with support plans
for housing, financial aid and community safety. Sc'ianew First Nation
(Beecher Bay) Chief Councillor Russ Chipps wants William Head prison
closed and the land returned to First Nations.

Abolition may sound like a radical new idea, but people have been
working toward it for decades. Black feminist theorists including Angela
Davis, Ruth Wilson Gilmore and Mariame Kaba helped put this vision
into practice by providing language, organizations, initiatives and 
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https://www.chch.com/parliamentary-black-caucus-calls-for-action-on-systemic-racism/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-indigenous-leaders-say-csc-needs-to-address-outbreak-at-mission/
https://www.timescolonist.com/news/local/close-william-head-prison-and-return-the-land-says-first-nation-chief-1.24153672
http://criticalresistance.org/
https://survivedandpunished.org/


 

resources.

We can defund police and prisons instead of ticketing people for being
outside, snitching on our neighbors, tearing down tents, criminalizing
people in mental health and addictions crisis and profiling Black and
Indigenous Peoples.

Prisons are too broken to reform. If Canada is serious about dealing with
racism, then the abolition of both policing and prisons is the way
forward.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://transformharm.org/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/how-soil-carbon-can-help-tackle-climate-change-116039
https://phys.org/news/2020-07-canada-racism-abolish-prisons.html
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