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The National Union of Public and General Employees (NUPGE) is a family of 13 
Component unions. Taken together, we are one of the largest unions in Canada. 
Most of our 425,000 members work to deliver public services of every kind to the 
citizens of their home provinces. We also have a large and growing number of 
members who work for private businesses. 

The office of the National Union of Public and General Employees is on the 
traditional and unceded territory of the Algonquin peoples and is now home to 
many diverse First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples.  

We recognize the crimes that have been committed and the harm that has been 
done and dedicate ourselves as a union to moving forward in partnership with 
Indigenous communities in a spirit of reconciliation and striving for justice. 
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The Crisis in Provincial Correctional Services: Overcrowding 

This paper provides an overview of the overcrowding crisis in adult correctional facilities in 
Canadian provinces. 

The administration of correctional services in Canada is a shared constitutional 
responsibility between the federal government and the provincial and territorial 
governments. The Correctional Service of Canada is responsible for the federal system and 
has jurisdiction over adult offenders (18 years and older) serving custodial sentences of 2 
years or more, and is responsible for supervising offenders on conditional release in the 
community (such as parole or statutory release). The provincial and territorial correctional 
services programs are responsible for adults serving custodial sentences that are from 60 
days to a maximum of two years less a day, persons on remand (awaiting trial, sentencing 
or other proceedings), offenders sentenced to short terms (approximately 60 days or less), 
offenders serving community sentences such as probation, and offenders awaiting transfer 
to a federal or provincial correctional facility. In the provinces, the correctional facilities 
housing these offenders are correctional centres, jails, and detention centres. 1  

This paper will not address federal penitentiaries, but will examine correctional facilities 
operated by Canadian provincial governments. 

Introduction 

Federal and provincial governments have created a crisis in the pan-Canadian criminal 
justice system. They promote public policies that consistently focus on crime and 
punishment, but at the same time they fail to allocate the necessary resources to finance 
such a system. As a result, Canada’s correctional facilities continue to face a serious 
problem of overcrowding, and with that, correctional officers continue to experience 
significant occupational hazards. 

As Canada’s social safety net becomes torn more than ever before, we see our jails 
increasingly populated by those who are politically, socially, and economically marginalized, 
such as Indigenous people and racialized people. 

It is an indictment of these governments that those who suffer from addictions and mental 
health problems are not able to receive the help that they need and are subjected to 
incarceration. In our jails, these individuals are frequently at risk, or present a risk to both 
staff and other inmates. 

Our provincial justice systems are seeing an increase in organized criminal elements, such 
as gang members. This prison population makes the job for correctional officers 
increasingly precarious and dangerous. 

Workers in the criminal justice system experience unfair caseloads in violent and 
dangerous workplaces. Furthermore, changes in the operations of provincial correctional 
facilities have resulted in officers being less able to maintain order. 
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Canada needs to adopt more humane and worker-friendly ways to respond to the 
challenge of crime and criminals in our communities, one that balances the needs of 
inmates and the interests of correctional workers who deal with them. This will make our 
communities safer and our correctional facilities places of rehabilitation. 

Incarceration Rates: Sentenced Custody v. Remand 

Canada’s adult correctional system currently faces a serious problem of overcrowding. The 
system is bursting at the seams. Provincial correctional facilities have far more inmates 
than they are designed or staffed to hold. Accounts abound of double-bunking—housing 
twice as many inmates as the cell was built for—or even triple-bunking. 

Most correctional facilities in Canada currently house more inmates than they were 
designed for. New evidence suggests that the overall aggregate federal and provincial adult 
incarceration rate is declining, and this might lead us to believe that the situation could be 
improving.2 But these official statistics do not clearly explain the extent of the problem in 
provincial and territorial jails because they aggregate all adults in custody: federal, 
provincial and territorial. That is, they aggregate all federal and provincial offenders in 
correctional facilities as a result of court-ordered sentences (custodial sentences), and all 
those in remand (temporary detention awaiting trial or pending sentencing). Since it is the 
responsibility of the provincial correctional services to incarcerate adults in remand, the 
remand statistics are what offers a clearer overall picture of prison overpopulation in the 
provinces. 

What these statistics tell us is that while the overall aggregated federal and provincial 
incarceration rate has been declining among the custody population of adults who have 
been sentenced, the overall rates of those in remand are dramatically increasing. And the 
remand population continues to exceed the sentenced-custody population. This means 
that for Canada’s provincial and territorial jails, the problem is actually getting worse. 

The Growing Problem of Remand 

One of the major contributing factors to overcrowding in Canadian correctional institutions 
is the growing number of people in remand. Remand is the “temporary detention of a 
person while awaiting trial, sentencing or the commencement of a custodial disposition. 
According to the Criminal Code, adults and youth can be admitted to remand for a variety of 
reasons, including to ensure attendance in court, for the protection or safety of the public 
or to maintain public confidence in the justice system.”3 

Both the Canadian Civil Liberties Association and Statistics Canada have observed this 
phenomenon of the growing remand population for many years. A May 2011 study by 
Statistics Canada reported that from 2000 to 2010, the number of adults in remand 
increased 84%, while the number in sentenced custody declined by 9% over the same 
period. The study found that the number of adults in remand on any given day had been 
steadily increasing over that decade. This increase in the adult remand population 
coincided with a gradual decrease in the number of adults in sentenced custody. Beginning 
in 2005, and for consecutive years thereafter, the number of adults in pre-trial detention 
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(remand) began to outnumber those in sentenced custody.  4 Indeed, as the Canadian Civil 
Liberties Association emphasized, 2005 marked “the first time in Canadian history” 5 that 
the remand population exceeded the population in sentenced custody. 

In 2014, the Canadian Civil Liberties Association reported on a series of studies that found 
that the remand figures revealed a range of equity and social justice concerns. For 
example, although Indigenous adults comprised less than 4% of the Canadian adult 
population, they accounted for up to 25% of all admissions to remand (with Indigenous 
women making up an astounding 37% of females awaiting trial or sentencing). The studies 
also showed evidence that Black people accused “were much more likely to be remanded 
to custody before trial than offenders from other racial backgrounds.” 6 

Another frightening trend they reported on was the growing proportion of individuals with 
mental health or addictions-related issues spending time under pre-trial detention. A study 
of individuals supervised by bail programs in Ontario showed that 70% had issues with 
substances (alcohol or drugs), over 40% reported that they had current mental health 
issues, and 31% had concurrent mental health and substance use issues. Approximately 
one-third reported being homeless.7 

New evidence suggests that this trend is continuing. This evidence confirms that the 
percentage of adults in remand has grown by as much as 300%8 since 1984, even though 
the sentenced population has declined. It shows that the remand population continues to 
outnumber those in sentenced custody, and that a disproportionate number of individuals 
in pre-trial detention have mental health or substance abuse issues, are Indigenous and 
racialized, and are socio-economically marginalized. 

Increasing Population of Remanded Individuals 

According to studies by Public Safety Canada and Statistics Canada, the proportion of 
remand inmates is increasing, and the number of remanded inmates is exceeding the 
number of sentenced inmates. The remand population increased by 29.6% from 2013–
2014 to 2015–2016, and since 2006–2007, remanded inmates have exceeded the number 
of sentenced inmates. 9 

Likewise, Statistics Canada reports that in the provinces and territories, the gap between 
remanded and sentenced populations is increasing: since 2004–2005, the total number of 
adults in remand has exceeded the provincial and territorial custody population of 
sentenced adults. On a typical day in 2016–2017, adults in remand outnumbered those in 
sentenced custody by a ratio of 1.5 to 1. As a result of the increasing proportion of 
remanded individuals, Statistics Canada notes that “provincial and territorial correctional 
services face challenges providing services, such as rehabilitation and housing.”10 

It must be remembered that there are many shorter-term jails and lock-ups across the 
country. Most of these are managed by a municipal or provincial police force as well as by 
the RCMP. Anecdotal accounts suggest that these facilities are experiencing their own 
overcrowding problems. 
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In most provinces, correctional facilities are also double- and triple-bunking inmates, but 
there is no centralized source of information on the overcrowding crisis in Canada’s 
provincial jails. We must instead rely on internal reports from each province on inmate 
counts and the number of spaces in an institution. The following snapshots paint a picture 
of problems faced by provincial facilities across Canada. 

British Columbia 

In January 2015, (the last time a report was published addressing the situation regarding 
corrections) British Columbia’s Auditor General, Carol Bellringer, released an audit of the 
province’s correctional facilities. Bellringer found that in 2013/2014, approximately 16,000 
people were admitted into the province’s jails. These inmates were almost equally divided 
between those who had been sentenced and those on remand (awaiting bail, trial, or 
sentencing). The growth of the inmate population, combined with the 2002 closing of 10 
provincial facilities, has resulted in “extensive double-bunking in cells, almost all of which 
were designed single occupancy.”  11 

Bellringer also noted with significant concern that 

Correctional Centres in British Columbia are over capacity, operating 
at 140% occupancy on average with individual centres ranging from 
107% to 177%. Prison overcrowding increases risks to both inmates 
and staff, and contributes to rising tension and the potential for 
conflicts. Although the Adult Custody Division regularly inspects, 
assesses risks, and monitors and reviews critical incidents, it cannot 
adequately demonstrate whether operating its prisons at these 
levels provides for safe custody.12 

The audit further found that despite increased capacity becoming available through 
planned expansion projects, the occupancy rate is still expected to be about 121% by 
2022/2023, with 35% of inmates double-bunked.13 

B.C. correctional officers reported a serious increase in violence (assaults and threats) 
connected to the level of overcrowding. In 2014, B.C.’s Parliamentary Secretary to the 
Minister of Justice and Attorney General for Corrections, Laurie Throness, reported on this 
violence occurring within the province’s correctional facilities over a five-year period. 

He reported an 18% increase in assaults and a 129% increase in threats against staff, an 
increase in the intensity of violence (injury) against staff (over 400 staff injuries), and an 
increase of up to 48% in violence between inmates.14 

This account may in fact be seriously under-representing the scope of the problem. BC 
criminologist Neil Boyd conducted a study of the exposure of correctional officers to 
stressful incidents in the province’s correctional facilities. In his report, he wrote that 
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more than 90% had been exposed to blood, and more than 75% to 
feces, spit and urine. Notably, more than 90% had responded to 
requests for staff assistance and to medical emergencies, two-thirds 
had received a credible threat of harm from an inmate, almost 40% 
had been hit by feces, urine, vomit, spit, more than one in four had 
been physically assaulted by an inmate, more than 80% had 
responded to a serious injury to an inmate and almost 20% had 
witnessed the death of an inmate.15 

There is very little evidence that this linked pattern of overcrowding and subsequent 
violence is abating. And as we shall see, it’s a familiar pattern across Canada. 

Alberta 

There have been reports of severely overcrowded Alberta jails for well over a decade. In 
2013, Alberta had more than 2,900 inmates being held daily in provincial correctional and 
remand centres, a 22.5% increase over 5 years.16 That year, hopes were raised that the 
situation would improve with the opening of a new remand centre in Edmonton. The $569 
million Edmonton Remand Centre can hold up to 2,000 inmates, with contingency plans to 
build additional housing units to hold 800 more if required. Prior to the new centre’s 
opening, approximately 800 people were housed in the downtown remand centre, nearly 3 
times the capacity of that building.17 

But now, 6 years later, the results are mixed. In the short term, the new centre has solved 
the problem of overcrowding. But the long-term problem remains because Alberta’s overall 
population of pretrial inmates is exploding. Since it opened, Alberta’s adult remand 
population has surged to 2,682 inmates compared to 1,032 inmates in sentenced 
custody—or 72% of Alberta’s provincial inmate population (up from 57% in 2010—2011). 
This is a larger proportion than before the new remand centre opened, and the highest 
proportion in Canada.18  

The new centre has also created other problems. A major concern for correctional officers 
is the direct supervision method used at the centre. According to a Correctional Service 
Canada report, this method places guards “right in the living unit where they are required 
to have continuous, direct, personal interaction with inmates.”19 It should come as no 
surprise, therefore, that correctional officers have repeatedly complained about safety 
issues at the facility.20 

Saskatchewan 

According to a report by the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA), Saskatchewan 
has “one of the most highly strained provincial prison systems in the country.”21  

In April 2012, Saskatchewan’s provincial prisons had a total of 817 cells. Even with most 
cells double-bunked, the system is said to have the capacity to house 1,050 inmates. 
However, in 2011-2012, there was an average daily count of 1,400 inmates in the province’s 
jails.22 
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Overcrowding is not a new problem in Saskatchewan. According to the CCPA, 

the province already built a 90-bed dormitory-style facility in 
Saskatoon in 2009 to deal with overcrowding issues and a growing 
prison population. In October 2013, the province opened 30 new 
cells in the Pine Grove Provincial Correctional Centre for women, and 
they have broken ground on a 72-cell expansion at the Prince Albert 
Correctional Centre. Even if all of these new cells are double-
bunked—and plans suggest that they will be—the bed count still falls 
short of the average daily count.23 

The 2011 annual report by Saskatchewan’s Ombudsman, Kevin Fenwick, notes that 

with respect to the continuing problem of overcrowding in 
correctional facilities, we are very concerned that the current 
situation could go from bad to worse. Correctional centres in 
Saskatchewan already house almost twice as many inmates as they 
were designed for. With the recent passage of the federal omnibus 
crime bill, Bill C-10, this situation has the potential to deteriorate 
further. No one can predict with certainty how great the impact will 
be, but it would be naïve to suggest that the impact will be anything 
less than significant. Some of the problems are obvious. Double-
bunking is already common in cells that were designed for one 
person, and there is the potential that three inmates may be 
squeezed into cells designed for one. Classrooms have been 
converted into dormitories. Entire sections of our jails that had been 
closed due to their age and poor condition, and should have 
remained so, have been re-opened because there is nowhere else to 
put the inmates.24 

Fenwick further says, “The problem of overcrowding is not just about the humane 
treatment of prisoners. Overcrowding does pose serious health and safety risks for the 
inmates, but it also poses risks for the corrections workers tasked with supervising them.”25 

In the 2016 annual report, Saskatchewan’s Ombudsman, Mary McFadyen, singled out the 
Saskatoon Correctional Centre, which “has run at or over its operational capacity since it 
opened 35 years ago.” The centre received media attention in the summer of 2015  when 
inmates wrote an open letter to the media, describing the living conditions as inhumane, 
and stating that these conditions and the increased violence at the facility were a result of 
overcrowding. 26 

McFadyen investigated and assessed “the physical living conditions and whether the 
conditions we observed met reasonable standards.”27 After reviewing accommodations, 
beds and bed space, and access to toilets and showers, McFadyen wrote,  
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We saw inmates using mattresses on the floor in the medical, 
holding, secure and remand units, and the dormitories. . . . Inmates 
double-bunked in cells, including specialized unit cells with toilets, 
had no privacy. In some cells, there is minimal space between where 
inmates sleep or eat and where they use the toilet. Inmates in the 
specialized living units told us they spend the bulk of their day in 
these cramped living conditions.28 

McFadyen noted that “some progress” was made,29 albeit largely cosmetic, such as new 
flooring, repairs, cleaning, and painting. She noted that a shower, sink, and a urinal were 
added to one of the dormitories in the main building, and “better quality temporary beds” 
were supplied, “so inmates do not have to sleep on mattresses on the floor when the 
centre’s population exceeds capacity.”30 

Despite these largely superficial improvements, McFadyen’s report paints a pretty bleak 
picture: 

While Corrections does not have control over how many people are 
remanded, or sentenced to serve time in a provincial correctional 
centre, it does have control over the operation of these correctional 
centres. In our opinion, Corrections should establish minimally 
acceptable standards for inmate accommodations, beds/mattresses, 
privacy and the use and availability of toilets and showers—and it 
should ensure these standards are met.31 

For the most part, McFadyen’s report shows that not much has really changed. And this sad 
truth is confirmed by recent incidents of violence. For example, on December 14, 2016, one 
inmate was killed and 8 were injured in a riot at the Saskatchewan Penitentiary, in which as 
many as 200 medium-security inmates took part. 32 

In the annual report released in 2017, Ivan Zinger, the Correctional Investigator of Canada 
considered “some other plausible explanation for the incomprehensible violence and 
mayhem” beyond bad or inadequate food. He noted that overcrowding was one of the 
possible explanations. Zinger noted that “some of the cells in that forbidding and 
antiquated facility housed two inmates even though there is barely adequate space for 
one.” He added: “Standing in the middle of another cell, I could reach out and touch the 
sides of both walls.”33 

Manitoba 

Manitoba ranks with Saskatchewan as having the most overcrowded provincial jails. 
According to Statistics Canada, Manitoba has the highest incarceration rate of 240 per 
100,000 adult population.34 According to the Manitoba Auditor General’s 2014 report, (the 
last time such a report addressed the situation regarding corrections) between 1990/91 
and 2004/05, “the Province’s average adult-custody population grew from 989 to 1,147 
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offenders, an increase of 158, reflecting modest growth of 16% over these 15 years.” But in 
the 9 years from 2004/05 to 2012/13, “it grew from 1,147 to 2,425 offenders, an increase of 
1,278, reflecting growth of 111%.”35 

Despite efforts to create more space for inmates, overcrowding remains a persistent 
problem in Manitoba. According to the 2014 Auditor General’s report, 

while the total adult custody population varies day to day, at times 
during 2012 it surpassed 2,500 offenders. . . . The Department spent 
$182 million adding 651 beds to its adult correctional centres 
between May 2008 and May 2013. This increased the total rated 
capacity of centres by 52% (from 1,242 to 1,893 beds), and helped to 
reduce the level of overcrowding, but did not completely eliminate it. 
The total adult custody population was 147% of rated capacity on 
May 15, 2012, but this was reduced to 126% by May 15, 2013.36 

The Auditor General’s report also provided some noteworthy insights into what 
overcrowding means for the living and working conditions of inmates and correctional 
officers alike:37 

As overcrowding has persisted despite increasing bed capacity by 52% since 2008, in order 
to house offenders the Department [of Justice] has: 

• Double-bunked offenders in what were previously single-occupancy cells. 

• Quadruple-bunked offenders in what were previously double-bunked cells. 

• Added dorm-style bunk beds to recreational and program space (gym space and 
space used for training and treatment programs). 

• Placed offenders in temporary holding cells, originally intended only for reception 
because of their smaller size. 

• Triple-bunked offenders (when necessary) by putting floor mattresses on top of 
plastic platforms in cells already equipped with bunk beds. 

The Auditor General’s report went on to note the following broader systemic impacts: 38 

• Reduced rehabilitative, training, educational, and recreational programming for 
offenders. 

• Less space and time for visitors, including family and lawyers. 

• Greater challenges in keeping the large and growing number of different gangs 
apart, as per department practice. 

• More frequent transfers of offenders between correctional centres to relieve 
overcrowding pressures, leading to higher costs for transporting offenders. 
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• Greater mixing of remand (charged, but not yet convicted or sentenced) and 
sentenced offenders. 

• Offenders spend more time in their cells for safety and security reasons. 

• Less offender privacy. 

• Increased tension, leading to greater risk of security incidents. 

• More labour issues related to the more stressful work environment. 

• More overtime. 

• Senior management time and attention is overly focused on finding places for 
offenders. 

• Greater risk of disease. 

• Department data showed the number of “serious incidence” security events in 2012 
totaled 2,552—43% higher than the 1,783 security events reported for 2009. 

The report went on to acknowledge the concerns of labour unions: “While overcrowding 
would not be the only reason for the increase, it would be a key factor. In public 
announcements, union representatives have described the overcrowding as a crisis 
causing an unsafe work environment.”39 

Ontario 

The word crisis best describes the state of Ontario’s correctional facilities. A significant 
number of the province’s jails are aging and crumbling institutions that are inadequate for 
housing the numbers and categories of inmates coming into the system. There are barely 
enough staff to maintain order, or to provide rehabilitative programs. Multiple violent 
incidents occur daily. 

The Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional Services reported in 2012 that on an 
average day, 14 of Ontario’s 29 jails held more prisoners than they were designed for. In 
that same year, the reported province-wide capacity hit 98.5%, matching the previous peak 
of 2008/09. However, this figure was only slightly higher than the average rate in the 
intervening 4 years. 

Unfortunately, there is a significant disconnect between the province’s official stated 
capacity for current facilities and the numbers the buildings were originally designed to 
hold. Some retrofitting of older institutions has resulted in the Ministry of Community 
Safety and Correctional Services significantly increasing their capacity figures, while double-
bunking has become commonplace in facilities not designed to accommodate such 
crowded living arrangements. 

As a result, these institutions have, like their counterparts in other provinces above, 
witnessed dramatically increased rates of violence in the past couple of years. An 
investigation by Global News reported that inmates in Ontario’s jails are 
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caught in a penal system whose violence-related crowding is even 
worse than depicted on paper: Older prisons retrofitted to hold 
many more inmates than their original design capacity are more 
likely to be scenes of brutality, analysis of numbers obtained 
through access-to-information requests reveals.40 

The 2013 murder of an inmate at the Elgin-Middlesex Detention Centre, and a subsequent 
class action lawsuit brought against the institution, placed the crisis in Ontario’s jails before 
the media and public.41 Built in 1977, with an intended 208-inmate capacity, Elgin-
Middlesex underwent renovations to increase capacity to 382. On average, however, in 
past years it has held 420 inmates in custody. 

Staff and inmates at Elgin-Middlesex view the overcrowding problem in this facility—as in 
others across the province similarly bursting at the seams—as contributing to a volatile 
living and working environment. Global News reported that between 2008 and 2013 there 
were almost 1,200 reported violent incidents at the facility, “making it one of the five most 
dangerous jails in Ontario.”42 The report noted in comparison that the Central East 
Correctional Centre in Lindsay (with more than double the London jail’s average inmate 
population) “had just over 1,400 violent incidents in that time period.”43 It concludes: “Our 
analysis shows that provincial jails built before 2000 have significantly higher instances of 
both overcrowding, compared to their original design capacity, and inmate violence.”44 The 
news story went on to reveal that in 2013, there were approximately 3,000 reported 
prisoner-on-prisoner assaults, a major increase from the 2,300 incidents reported 5 years 
earlier. 

Another Ontario facility facing crisis is the Ottawa-Carleton Detention Centre (OCDC). Built 
in 1972 to hold 176 inmates, the OCDC has housed on average 567 inmates over the past 5 
years, but is not considered to be overcrowded because its capacity is reported to be 585. 
However, both staff and inmates see OCDC as dangerously overcrowded, a conclusion 
supported by the reported number of violent incidents by inmates—1,770—over a 5-year 
period.45 

It’s a similar story in Milton, at Ontario’s Maplehurst Correctional Complex. While the jail 
has an official capacity of 1,144 inmates, it was originally designed to hold 420. Not 
surprisingly, 1,950 violent incidents were reported there during a 5-year period. Reporting 
on these statistics, Global News drew a “direct relationship between crowding, in relation to 
a facility’s original capacity, and violence rates.”46 

The situations in the institutions mentioned here are symptomatic of a provincial system in 
crisis. Incidents in these jails have received media attention, while many other institutions 
are similarly in crisis without being subjected to outside scrutiny. 

A reflection of the growing problems in these jails is the increased use of lockdowns to 
bring critical situations under control. Reports from staff indicate that a combination of 
high inmate counts and low staffing creates volatile situations where a general lockdown is 
the only safe course of action. 
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Ontario’s Ombudsman, responding to complaints by inmates of assaults by correctional 
officers, reported that 

correctional officers told us one of the primary causes of conflict is 
chronic overcrowding of inmates—two or even three to a cell (known 
as double- or triple- bunking). Senior officials at various institutions 
echoed this concern. One deputy superintendent suggested there 
might be a direct correlation between high inmate counts and 
incidents of use of force. Another said overcrowding often leads to 
the application of force against inmates. 

The problem of overcrowding in correctional facilities has been the 
subject of judicial consideration in sentencing of inmates, numerous 
media reports, and was addressed in the Ontario Auditor General’s 
2010 annual report. Our Office has been aware of this issue for 
many years. Over the past four years, we received almost 200 
complaints about crowded inmate living conditions.47 

The 2010 Ontario Auditor General’s report, referenced by the Ombudsman above, pointed 
out that 

the Ministry’s transformation strategy, launched in 2004/05 with 
plans to eliminate 2,000 beds by 2007/08 and save $60 million 
annually, had not produced the anticipated results. Adult 
Institutional Services had almost 1,000 more inmates than when the 
strategy was introduced, and Ontario’s correctional institutions were 
operating at 100% capacity. They were overcrowded and at 
increased risk for inmate disturbances, labour-relations issues, and 
health and safety problems for staff and inmates. The Ministry 
predicted at that time that it might be short 2,000 beds by 2010/11.48 

The problems in Ontario’s jails were compounded when the Ministry imposed a hiring 
freeze, contributing to the potent combination of understaffed and overcrowded facilities 
that is linked to dangerous levels of inmate-on-inmate violence. 

Of particular concern is the dramatic increase in assaults committed by inmates against 
staff. According to statistics provided by the Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional 
Services, between 2010 and 2013 inmate assaults against staff skyrocketed from 321 to 
855.49 

Since this data was released, the situation has deteriorated in Ontario jai ls, with violent acts 
against correctional officers increasing dramatically. The hazards correctional officers face 
daily include threats, spitting, punching, kicking, and attacks with feces, urine, and 
weapons. 
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According to 2 reports (interim and final) on institutional violence in Ontario published in 
2018 by the Independent Review of Ontario Corrections,50 there were 1,389 such incidents 
reported in 2017 at the province’s 25 jails, the highest by far compared to the previous 5 
years.51 And one of the reasons cited for this prison violence is overcrowding: “Violence 
does not just happen,” the reports explain, but “arises in a context.”52 

Prison violence is the product of “complex, multiple, and intersecting variables” that include 
(to name “just a few”): 53  

• inmate crowding and corresponding staff levels 

• training 

• management competence 

• gaps in oversight and accountability 

• gang activity 

• internal contraband economies 

• mental health and addiction issues 

• limited staff experience 

• facility design  

• poor operating policies and procedures (including inadequate intake assessment 
classification, and placement) 

• abuse of authority 

• lack of trust 

• arbitrary decision making 

• lack of meaningful activities for inmates 

• lack of support for staff 

• predatory conduct of some inmates 

• fear 

The Interim Report explains that  

globally, trends indicate that in countries where prisons and jails are 
overcrowded, or where there is an increase in prisoner population, 
there is more violence among prisoners, and more violence directed 
against correctional staff. These countries typically experience a 
reduced staff-to-prisoner ratio which leads to ineffective supervision, 
fewer resources for correctional programming opportunities, more 
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lockdowns, and ultimately lessens the chances for successful 
reintegration, putting public safety at risk.54  

The institution deserving particular mention, and that is the subject of a case study in the 
Final Report, is the Toronto South Detention Centre (TSDC). Between 2016 and 2017, this 
notorious jail saw an 85% jump in inmate-on-staff violence―”the highest number and 
greatest rate of increase in reported incidents” for any institution in Ontario.55 And 
according to the report, the overwhelming majority (85%) of inmates involved were on 
remand.56 As a result of this violence, nearly three-quarters of corrections officers surveyed 
at the TSDS said that they don’t feel safe at work, and 58% said they worry about being 
assaulted by an inmate at least once a day.57 The Final Report described these safety 
concerns as follows: 

In written responses to the Independent Review Team, some TSDC 
staff expressed concern regarding the safety of their working 
environment. This sentiment is captured in the feedback received 
from a correctional officer who wrote, “every day I come to work I 
have to wonder if me or my partner will end up as a 911 call.” 
Concern for safety was not unique to officers; for example, one staff 
member who was not a correctional officer remarked, “I worked for 
twenty-two years at the Don Jail and never during that time did I feel 
my safety was jeopardized. Since starting at TSDC I have never felt 
secure. It’s a ticking time bomb.” 58  

The Ontario Public Service Employees Union has long maintained that a contributing factor 
to the growing violence is the problem of overcrowded, aging, dilapidated prisons, 
combined with understaffing. And all this affects inmates and those who guard them. With 
lockdowns and administrative segregation, prisoners are prevented from socializing, 
exercising, or receiving proper health care, which contributes to frustration, violence, and 
death. And working under such hazardous and dysfunctional conditions of constant fear of 
harm and the consequences of violence is taking a “huge toll” on correctional officers and 
their families, with high rates of post-traumatic stress disorder.59  

So, it is not surprising that in his 2017-2018 Annual Report, the Ontario Ombudsman Paul 
Dubé wrote that “correctional facilities traditionally generate more complaints to our Office 
than any other aspect of the Ontario public sector” and that complaints about Ontario’s 
adult correctional facilities are “significantly higher” than previous years.  60 And many of the 
complaints from inmates concern overcrowding. 

Quebec 

Quebec’s correctional system has not been immune from the crisis of provincial 
overcrowding. Overcrowding remains a chronic problem.  
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In her 2013-2014 report, Quebec’s Ombudsperson Raymonde Saint-Germain (who also 
acted as Quebec's correctional ombudsperson) found that 

prison overcrowding in Québec has been growing steadily for at 
least a decade. For example, occupancy levels increased from 
108.3% in 2010–2011 to 122.8% in 2013–2014. In its 2012–2013 
Annual Report, the Québec Ombudsman detailed the many harmful 
effects that overcrowding has on detainees, including repeated 
transfers from one facility to another. 

The number of inter-institutional transfers increased by 16.6% (from 
29,291 in 2012–2013 to 34,154 in 2013–2014). Some of these 
transfers had nothing to do with overcrowding, notably in cases of 
court appearance and release. However, the purpose of the vast 
majority of the transfers was to relieve overcrowding in prisons 
bursting at the seams and to assign inmates to other detention 
centres.61 

The excerpts below from the Quebec Ombudsman’s 2012-2013 report provide important 
insight on the impact of overcrowding on the province’s correctional facilities: 

Prison overcrowding is not a recent phenomenon. In its 2006–2007 
annual report, the Québec Ombudsman noted that the capacity of 
Québec’s detention facilities had long been exceeded and that 
overcrowding had been steadily growing for years. It has many 
causes, including a large number of offenders in preventive custody, 
an increase in people declining release on parole, mass arrests 
following large-scale police operations, and tougher sentencing 
ordered by the federal government. 

This year has seen violent demonstrations in some detention 
facilities. While in some cases overcrowding was to blame, the 
Québec Ombudsman found that this was not always the case. 

The main consequences of overcrowding as ascertained by the 
Québec Ombudsman are the deterioration of prison conditions, lack 
of privacy, tension between detainees and with staff, an increase in 
transfers from one facility to another, wrong classifications, medical 
appointment postponements and staff exhaustion. One of the 
subjects covered by the Québec Ombudsman’s special report on 
services for detainees with mental disorders, submitted in 2011, was 
the effect overcrowding has on this particularly vulnerable group.62 
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The Ombudsman pointed out that Quebec’s Ministry of Public Safety adopted a number of 
strategies to counter the effects overcrowding and increase prison capacity, having 
negative implications. One strategy was “to house two or even three inmates in cells 
designed for one.”63 The Ombudsman noted: “when a cell must serve double capacity, the 
consequences are lack of air, dirt, violence and tensions requiring physical intervention on 
the part of prison staff.” And such consequences can present “a safety risk for both 
prisoners and staff.”64 

More recent reports and updates suggest that the overcrowding crisis persists. In 
November 2017 in the National Assembly, the public security critic for the Parti Québécois, 
Pascal Bérubé delivered a lengthy speech on the province’s detention system, which  he 
described as “bursting at the seams.” As reported by Vice News, Bérubé said, “There’s 
overcrowding, shortage of staff, maintenance deficits, drone flights, riots and other 
problems that are only getting worse.” And furthermore, the same news story explained 
that according to the Société québécoise des infrastructures’ annual report, 33% of the 
province’s jails have received a rating of E, a failing grade, which qualifies the buildings as 
being in “very bad” shape. Research obtained by VICE News also showed that one third of 
the centres are either full and/or well over capacity.65 

And the overcrowding crisis continues to be a persistent concern raised by Quebec’s 
correctional ombudsperson. 

In her 2015-2016 annual report, Ombudsperson Raymonde Saint-Germain wrote that 
offenders were often “crammed into the same room where the air quality leaves much to 
be desired and the heating is inadequate,” or bunked so close together in common areas 
“that it is difficult to navigate the mattresses on the floor.”66 

The same criticisms and concerns were repeated in the 2017-2018 Ombudsperson report. 
Ombudsperson Marie Rinfret wrote, 

The phenomenon of overcrowding has affected the correctional 
community for many years. Faced with this problem, correctional 
facilities end up putting as many as three people in a cell meant for 
only one person. These detainees therefore have to share an area 
measuring approximately 7.5 m2. The Québec Ombudsman 
denounces this overcrowding and expects the Ministère de la 
Sécurité publique to take the required corrective measures.67 

A news release stated that “the Ombudsperson is critical that some Quebec correctional 
facilities cram as many as three people into a cell meant for one detainee.” Rinfret 
declared: "I'm speaking out against this overcrowding that jeopardizes detainees' safety 
and increases the risk of violence."68  

New Brunswick 
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In New Brunswick, there are 5 adult provincial correctional institutions accommodating 
close to 500 inmates at any given time.69  Prison overcrowding was a serious problem until 
the opening of 2 new facilities in 2011 and 2012 added space for more than 140 custodial 
inmates. In 2011, the new Dalhousie Regional Correctional Centre replaced the century-old 
Dalhousie Correctional Centre and the Bathurst Detention Centre. And in 2012 the 
Southeast Regional Correctional Centre in Shediac replaced the old Moncton Detention 
Centre. These new facilities seemed to solve the problem of overcrowding. For example, in 
2009–2010, a daily average of 457 inmates were held in spaces that could only 
accommodate 402. By 2013–2014, the average daily count of 431 inmates appeared to be 
better accommodated by the province’s maximum capacity of 546 beds.70 

However, there were reports that on some days, the daily count was much higher than the 
average of 431. And in a stunning confession made before the new facilities were open, 
even the provincial Department of Correctional Services predicted that the ability to 
provide adequate space for the offender population would not last. In a report entitled 
Business Plan 2011-2015 that can now only be retrieved through an internet archive, the 
New Brunswick Deputy Minister of Public Safety, Dale Wilson, admitted that: 

Two new adult facilities are scheduled to open in the fall of 2011 and 
this will increase bed capacity. However, offender population 
forecasts suggest that, even with the new institutions, overcrowding 
will continue to be a challenge.71 

And indeed this prediction does appear to be coming true: more recent offender 
population forecasts suggest that the ability to provide adequate space for the offender 
population will not last. According to Statistics Canada, of all the provinces and territories, 
New Brunswick is experiencing the largest increase in the average number of adults in 
remand in comparison to 2005/06. The average number of adults in remand was 112% 
higher in New Brunswick compared to the pan-Canadian average increase of 35%.72 And 
according to the latest report from the New Brunswick Department of Public Safety, the 
average daily count 6-year trend has been gradually increasing, from 432 in 2012 to 472 in 
2018.73 If this trend continues at the same pace, in a little over a decade, the adult 
population will exceed the province’s capacity of 546 beds. This means that even with new 
institutions, overcrowding will continue to be a challenge in New Brunswick. 

Prince Edward Island 

Prince Edward Island (PEI) is one of the most beautiful places in Canada. When people think 
about the Island, bucolic images are usually what come to mind. However, as with the rest 
of Canada, there is crime on the Island and the need for the administration of justice.  

There are 3 correctional institutions on PEI: 2 adult (male and female) and one youth. The 
province’s correctional facilities house prisoners on remand and those serving both 
provincial and federal sentences. Changes to federal legislation have had a 
disproportionate impact on the province’s correctional system. 
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In 2010, the Provincial Correctional Centre (located in Sleepy Hollow) built a new wing, 
adding 48 beds to the jail. Previously the facility had frequently experienced an 
overcrowding problem, holding as many as 30 inmates more than it was built for.74 

However, the relief from overcrowding was short lived. As reported by CBC news in 2011, 
Doug Currie, Justice Minister at the time, reported that there had been a 30% rise in 
admissions in the province as a result of “the federal government's drive to lengthen prison 
sentences.” 75 According to Currie, the facility was intended to house about 80 inmates full-
time, with 48 beds designed to be used by weekend inmates. “But those beds are being put 
into service to house full-time prisoners, and sometimes even those haven’t been enough. 
There are 146 beds in the province, and at times they’ve been used to hold as many as 162 
prisoners.”76 

For a small province, the costs associated with this increase and the implementation of 
federal legislation is considerable. This is one of the conclusions reached in 2012 in a report 
tabled by the Parliamentary Budget Officer (PBO). The PBO was requested to assess the 
fiscal impact of Bill C-10, which proposed legislative changes to the Criminal Code, altering 
the eligibility criteria for conditional sentences of imprisonment.77 The PBO examined what 
the fiscal impact would be had the legislation been in force in 2008. The PBO analysis 
explained that in 2008 there were 2 offenders in Prince Edward Island who would have 
been incarcerated instead of being put on house arrest. While house arrest costs 
approximately $3,000 a year, the cost of incarceration would have been more than $55,000 
for both.78 

When Bill C-10 was passed in the House of Commons in March 2012, the PEI Justice 
Minister Janice Sherry told the media,  

Our bed days in Prince Edward Island have increased 30% over the 
last year, so when you look at the implications of Bill C-10, we are 
certainly recognizing the fact that there will be impacts. 

70% of the people who are serving time in our criminal justice 
system are dealing with alcohol-drug addiction or serious mental 
illness. 

If those dollars that we will now be spending to incarcerate people 
could have been used in preventative programs in our communities 
to help individuals with these types of issues, what a difference we 
would make.79 

One of the problems in the Island’s correctional system is the high number of intermittent 
sentences handed out. This frequently means that weekends will see a large influx of 
inmates, exacerbating any overcrowding problem. 



 

 

 

 
18 

One advantage the province’s correctional facilities have is that they are relatively small  
community-based institutions. This appears to mitigate, somewhat, the tensions that arise 
in overcrowded conditions. There appear to be proportionately fewer critical incidents or 
acts of violence in these facilities than elsewhere in the country. 

Still, Prince Edward Island is not immune to the pressures of overcrowding witnessed in 
other more populated provinces. According to data released in 2017 by Statistics Canada, 
and reported by the CBC, over a 5-year period from 2010/2011 to 2014/2015, PEI sent 
people to jail at a higher rate than the national average, despite having a violent crime rate 
well below the average. 80 In 2014/15 the Island's incarceration rate per 100,000 population 
was 88.93, compared to 85.46 nationally. And over a decade, as compared to the decade 
before, there was an increase of 13.3% in the incarceration rate, as opposed to just 7.5% 
nationally.81 

In a statement to CBC News, PEI's Department of Justice and Public Safety said there were a 
number of factors contributing to the rise, such as impaired driving: 

Some of the known factors that have contributed to the increased 
custody over the last decade included significant criminal law reform 
such as length of sentence for repeat impaired driving, minimum 
mandatory sentences, and restrictions on the use of conditional 
sentence orders and credit for time served.82 

Nova Scotia 

With the decommissioning in January 2015 of the Antigonish and Cumberland Correctional 
Facilities, and their replacement with the Northeast Nova Scotia Correctional Facility 
commencing operation in February 2015, there are now 4 adult correctional facilities in 
Nova Scotia. These facilities have a total capacity of 700 beds (up from 554 beds83): Cape 
Breton (Sydney), Central Nova Scotia (Dartmouth), Northeast Nova Scotia (Priestville, Pictou 
County), and Southwest (Yarmouth). Of the adult facilities, the Central Nova Scotia 
Correctional Facility (CNSCF) is the largest, with more than 50% of the beds, and the 
greatest number of new arrivals.84 

According to the Nova Scotia Department of Justice (NSDJ), over the 5-year period 2012-
2013 to 2016-2017, the total average daily count in Nova Scotia was variable, ranging from 
a high of 524 inmates in 2013-2014 (approximately 94% capacity on average when there 
were 554 beds in the province’s adult facilities) to a low of 483 inmates in 2015-2016 
(approximately 69% capacity on average when there were 700 beds).85 

In 2016-2017, the average daily count was 489 adults in custody (approximately 70% 
capacity on average), which was relatively stable compared to the prior year, with just a 
slight increase (6 inmates or 1.24%).86 The number of adults in provincial sentenced 
custody decreased by 6%, while the number on remand increased by 6% in 2016-2017. 
Adults on remand consistently outnumbered those in sentenced custody. In 2016-2017, 
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more than half (57%) were on remand, while a smaller percentage (38%) were in sentenced 
custody.87 

With the province’s jails at approximately 70% capacity on average, it is clear that on some 
days these facilities are overcrowded. For example, consider the case of the Central Nova 
Scotia Correctional Facility (CNSCF), which contains over half of all the 700 beds in Nova 
Scotia.  

A number of news reports over the past 5 years have typically depicted this jointly run 
federal and provincial prison as the poster child of the crisis in Nova Scotia corrections. And 
CNSCF correctional officers have repeatedly and consistently reported that problems with 
overcrowding contribute to a highly volatile and dangerous environment inside the jail. 

A particularly difficult year was 2014, when concerns about an unsafe work environment 
led to a work stoppage at CNSCF. On February 15, 2014, a Halifax Chronicle Herald story 
about the stoppage reported 18 violent incidents. These included “serious assaults,” the 
most serious of which involved a female corrections officer who was knocked unconscious 
and suffered broken facial bones following an assault by a male prisoner awaiting trial for 
attempted murder. According to the newspaper, “Overcrowding at the facility remains a 
chief concern for the union members and their safety.”88 

In 2015, a media report described the same jail as an “understaffed, overcrowded hellhole” 
because of attacks on staff and inmates.89 And 2 years after that, throughout 2017, 
correctional officers once again engaged in work stoppages. For several weeks in May, and 
for over 2 days in November, guards refused to work in a section of the jail due to concerns 
about health and safety, and a lack of training to work with mentally ill inmates.90 

By 2018, nothing had changed. In his May 2018 report, Auditor General Michael Pickup 
offered a stark portrayal of Nova Scotia’s correctional facilities and their deficiencies in 
safety, security, and training. He noted that more than 600 assaults took place over the 22-
month period he and his team audited the work at the 4 jails, 75 of which were on staff 
members.91  

Auditors criticized the province for not having completed a comprehensive risk assessment 
of the jail system despite the level of everyday violence at provincially run jails. The report 
said that "without a comprehensive risk assessment framework, it is harder for 
management to ensure all risks, including new and changing risks such as new methods of 
smuggling in drugs, have been identified and adequately managed," and "Risks include 
violence against offenders and staff, drugs coming into facilities and mistaken releases."92 

The most egregious problems had to do with deficiencies in screening employees during 
the hiring process; for example, there was an instance where “one individual . . . had no 
reference, criminal record, vulnerable sector, or child-abuse registry check; nor did they 
have a pre-employment questionnaire completed," the Auditor General noted.93 Jason 
MacLean, NSGEU President, said he was shocked to learn of these deficiencies in screening 
employees during the hiring process. He told CBC news that managers of jails in the 
province are taking short cuts. “We need to slow it down because it has to be safety first,” 
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MacLean said, “and if you’re going to have people cutting corners, then it’s not going to be 
safe.”94 

In July 2018, a CBC story reported the ongoing safety concerns and frustrations of 
correctional officers, one of whom quit his job after 9 years at the CNSCF, because he could 
no longer work in an unsafe, "toxic environment."95 In August, the Halifax Examiner 
published a statement written by prisoners at the CNSCF declaring that they were engaging 
in a non-violent protest to call attention to prison conditions, and to make 10 demands on 
the Nova Scotia government aimed at “a more productive rehabilitative environment that 
supports the wellbeing of everyone in the system.”96 The headline of another newspaper 
announced “the evidence shows Nova Scotia is failing its prison population.” 97 

Newfoundland and Labrador 

If there were a top 10 list of the worst jails in Canada, first place would almost certainly go 
to a notorious 160-year-old facility in the capital city of Newfoundland and Labrador: Her 
Majesty's Penitentiary (HMP) in St. John’s. 

The largest institution in the province, and the oldest operating correctional facility in 
Canada, HMP has parts originally built the same year Charles Darwin published On the 
Origin of Species and Charles Dickens published A Tale of Two Cities.  

Conditions are so bad in this overcrowded and decrepit institution that many see it as the 
most dangerous, most unfit, and most inhumane prison in Canada. The President of NAPE, 
Jerry Earle, calls its crumbling infrastructure “almost impossible to describe.”98 Its 
corrections officers have described it as “a dungeon,” and have repeatedly decried their 
unsafe and unhealthy working conditions, recently described as “grim and often 
unnerving.”99  A January 2017 story in the Toronto Star described it as an understaffed and 
overcrowded “tinderbox.” 100 In March 2019, at a protest of former inmates and allies of 
those still serving time inside, one observer said, "That is hell in there. That is torture.”101  

In general, conditions in Newfoundland and Labrador correctional facilities have been a 
matter of some concern for decades. And after 3 reports on the province’s correctional 
system over 10 years, with over 94 combined recommendations, there appears to be no 
political will to fix the problems anytime soon, despite promises to do so.102 

One of these reports, entitled Decades of Darkness: Moving Towards the Light was released in 
2008 by the Department of Justice. With 77 recommendations, the report was intended to 
provide a roadmap for modernization and upgrading of Newfoundland and Labrador’s 
jails.103 

The report mentions statistics originally published in another report released that same 
year, the Auditor General of Newfoundland and Labrador’s Report of the Auditor General to 
the House of Assembly, which devoted a specific section to corrections. It found that in 2005-
2006 and 2006-2007, the province’s facilities were at 99% capacity. However, the 2 largest 
prisons in the province—HMP and the Labrador Correctional Centre—were each slightly 
more than 110% capacity.104 According to the Heritage Foundation of Newfoundland and 
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Labrador, 105 HMP was completed in 1859 with three corridors of 35 cells. In 1944 and 1945, 
2 additions to the facility added 41 cells, and by 1981 the whole prison had been 
substantially renovated and modernized leading to further growth in the prison population. 
By 1981, HMP was home to 96 cells, but both 2008 reports credit HMP with a capacity of 
145 inmates.106 

By all accounts HMP is in such an extreme state of deterioration that for many years critics 
have argued that the building is beyond repair.107 Nevertheless, while the province 
continued to cite the 2008 Decades of Darkness report in its strategic plans, there has been 
little progress toward increasing the capacity of correctional facilities. Past provincial 
governments have made commitments to proceed with building a new jail, but a 
combination of lack of political will, limited fiscal capacity, and jurisdictional squabbling has 
resulted in deadlock. The jurisdictional dispute is between the province and the federal 
government, which uses HMP to house federal inmates. Both parties acknowledge that 
something must be done either to renovate or to replace the facility, but have failed to 
reach an agreement on who should foot the bill. The limited fiscal capacity exists in part 
because of dramatic changes in world commodity prices, particularly crude oil, on which 
the province is so heavily dependent, and because of the Muskrat Falls boondoggle. The 
lack of political will exists for several reasons: health care and education always take higher 
priority; the fiscal capacity of provincial governments has been continually compromised 
and reduced as a result of decades of tax cuts, and federal cuts to provincial transfer 
payments; and simply put, there is a general lack of public sympathy. 

10 years after the Auditor General’s report and the publication of Decades of Darkness, 
another report was completed on December 12, 2018, written by Marlene Jesso, retired 
Royal Newfoundland Constabulary Superintendent. A heavily redacted version of the 
report was given to media on February 6, 2019. Its aim was to investigate 4 prison deaths: 2 
at HMP and 2 at the Clarenville Correctional Centre for Women. The mandate did not 
specifically include examining prison services, such as mental health services, or physical 
structure. But, as Jesso explains, over the course of the review, “it became clear that the 
issues in the prison system are contributing to the poor mental health of inmates.” And one 
of these issues is a “lack of physical space to house inmates,” which Jesso says “makes it 
difficult to meet the security and health needs of inmates.”108 

Jesso offers 17 recommendations on improving a correctional system, including building a 
new prison, creating mental health units in existing institutions, and cutting down on the 
drug trade in prisons.”109  

The jail singled out for its exceptional failures is HMP, and the report spares no criticism 
concerning the overcrowding crisis it faces. Jesso describes HMP as “dilapidated, 
overcrowded and in a constant state of disrepair,”110 and whose population management is 
complicated by “overcrowding, staff shortages, and infrastructure deficiencies,” where 
inmates are "triple-bunked in cells that normally have two people,” or accommodated in 
makeshift cells in the gymnasium, all of which leads to “increased safety and security 
concerns.” 111 Furthermore, mental health and addictions issues are commonplace, and 
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drugs cause "chaos" when they are present inside the prison leading to “an increase in 
assaults, threats of violence, and adverse health reactions…which compromises the safety 
and security of the inmates and staff.”112  

The report concludes with reference to Decades of Darkness and its 77 recommendations 
for change. “Most of the issues identified have existed for many years and have been 
identified by past reviews,” it reads. “Even with implementation of many of these 
recommendations, the changes did not go far enough to have a lasting impact.”113 
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Conclusion: A System in Crisis 

This overview of Canada’s correctional system leaves us with a disturbing picture. We have 
focused primarily on provincial correctional facilities, but indications are that the situation 
is just as bad in territorial centres. 

Without a doubt, the majority of provincial correctional facilities in this country are either at 
capacity or overcrowded. We have seen reports of institutions operating at nearly 200% 
capacity, which is twice as many inmates as the facility was built to hold. 

However, as we have also seen, figures can be deceiving, and may seriously underestimate 
the situation. The stated capacity of some institutions has been altered to reflect the 
normalization of double-bunking, and renovations made to older facilities may have 
created more room, but not necessarily adequate facilities. The new capacity figures may 
also reflect the fact that cell sizes are smaller and common areas have been reduced. 

With overcrowding there appears to be an increase in violence and serious incidents, from 
inmate-on-inmate violence to incidences between inmates and correctional officers. While 
most of the reports we have cited are careful not to proclaim a direct causal relationship 
between overcrowding and violence, they all see the two as having some connection. 

Part of the overcrowding problem stems from the growing number of people on remand—
yet to be convicted or sentenced—in provincial correctional facilities. In this environment, 
the rehabilitative function of these facilities is pretty much non-existent. The resources are 
simply not there to provide programming. 

We have also seen that there are ever greater numbers of people with mental health or 
addictions problems entering our correctional facilities. A significant number of these 
people are housed under remand, only to be returned to the community without 
treatment or options that will keep them out of the kinds of conflict that led them into the 
criminal justice system in the first place. Our jails are not meant to be treatment centres for 
people with mental health or addictions problems. Indeed, we cannot imagine how 
traumatic such an experience must be for such individuals, and being subjected to 
segregation or lockdown as a response to their illnesses only serves to exacerbate an 
already inhumane situation. This is a recipe for truly tragic consequences. 

Something needs to change in Canada’s correctional facilities. This report was intended to 
shed light on what is an ongoing and growing crisis. It is hoped that it will contribute to the 
continuing public dialogue on how to move forward in creating a correctional system that 
reflects the values and human rights concerns of Canadians, and that guarantees the 
occupational health and safety of corrections workers. 
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Appendix A:  

An Excerpt from Crisis in Correctional Services: Overcrowding and Inmates with 

Mental Health Problems in Provincial Correctional Facilities114 

Recommendations 

1. Restore Statistics Canada’s long-form census to provide accurate information on 
the incidence of crime in Canadian society. 

2. Improve and expand on the ability of Statistics Canada to compile data and report 
on provincial justice systems. 

3. Develop and implement a national system of data collection on offenders in the 
provincial/territorial correctional systems. 

4. Restore federal funding to research on corrections. 

5. Convene a national commission to examine and report on Canada’s correctional 
system at both the federal and provincial/territorial levels. 

6. Federal government should create a number of targeted transfers to support the 
modernization of provincial/territorial correctional systems. 

7. Develop and implement national standards on adequate and safe ratios on 
correctional officers to inmate populations. 

8. Develop and implement national guidelines on the appropriate size of correctional 
facilities, including standards pertaining to cell size and allotted space for inmates. 

9. Strive to move to a more community-based system of corrections with smaller-
sized facilities providing for closer contact between inmates and home. 

10. Develop and implement national standards for the use of segregation. 

11. After consultation with appropriate stakeholder organizations, develop and 
implement national standards and training for correctional officers, including 
course modules on dealing with mentally ill and addicted offenders. 

12. Expand the job scope for correctional officers to include more therapeutic and 
rehabilitative functions, including the dispensing of prescribed medication. 

13. The federal government should dedicate funds to help with the implementation, 
for both federal and provincial institutions, of the 2010 Mental Health Strategy for 
Corrections in Canada: A Federal-Provincial-Territorial Partnership. 

14. The federal government should work with its provincial and territorial 
counterparts for the full implementation of the 2012 Mental Health Strategy as 
formulated by the Mental Health Commission of Canada. In particular, those 
recommendations quoted below from the strategy require immediate attention:  
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Reduce the over-representation of people living with mental health problems and 
illnesses in the criminal justice system and provide appropriate services, 
treatment and supports to those who are in the system. 

2.4.1  Increase the availability of programs to divert people living with mental 
health problems and illnesses from the corrections system, including 
mental health courts and other services and supports for youth and 
adults. 

2.4.2  Provide appropriate mental health services, treatments and supports in 
the youth and adult criminal justice system, and ensure everyone has a 
comprehensive discharge plan upon release into the community. 

2.4.3  Address critical gaps in treatment programs for youth and adult offenders 
with serious and complex mental health needs. 

2.4.4  Increase the role of the “civil” mental health system in providing services, 
treatment and supports to individuals in the criminal justice system. 

2.4.5  Provide police, court and corrections workers with knowledge about 
mental health problems and illnesses, training in how to respond, and 
information about services available in their area. 

15. Develop supports and resources to be available for correctional officers or 
inmates suffering from post-traumatic stress disorders (PTSD). 
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