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Statement: On the 25th Anniversary of the Arbour Report, Torture of Prisoners
Persists in Canadian Prisons

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

OTTAWA, THURSDAY, APRIL 1, 2021— On this, the 25th anniversary of the Arbour Report, let us
insist on an end to torture and segregation and the implementation of not only Justice Arbour’s
recommendations, but also the calls of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the National
Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls and the anti-racist demands of
the Parliamentary Black Caucus to decriminalize and decarcerate.

Twenty-five years ago, the Honourable Justice Louise Arbour called for judicial oversight of
corrections.

In her report following the Commission of Inquiry into Certain Events at the Prison for Women in
Kingston, she chronicled a multitude of legislative and policy breaches by correctional
authorities, including the stripping, shackling, illegal transfers and lengthy segregation (also
known as solitary confinement) of women. In identifying the urgent need for courts to oversee
such decision-making by prison officials, she wrote:

“I see no alternative to the current overuse of prolonged segregation but to
recommend that it be placed under the control and supervision of the courts.”

In 2019, the Senate echoed Justice Arbour’s call when it amended Bill C-83 to require judicial
oversight of segregation and solitary confinement. Bill C-83 renamed and rebranded segregation
and developed a regime of Structured Intervention Units (SIUs). Regrettably, the government
rejected the amendment. In its absence, Bill C-83 has failed not only in its stated objective of
eradicating conditions of segregation but also in ensuring the robust oversight and accountability
necessary to prevent this and other inhumane practices.

The result? Prisons remain the only branch of the Canadian criminal legal system that operates
without the baseline guarantee of transparency and accountability afforded by judicial oversight.
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http://www.justicebehindthewalls.net/resources/arbour_report/arbour_rpt.htm

Worse yet, Bill C-83 has not only consequently permitted practices and conditions of torture to
persist, but, particularly during this pandemic, to proliferate, in Canadian prisons.

Between 2017 and the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, more than 30 Senators visited federal
prisons throughout Canada. We met with staff and prisoners, including those segregated or
otherwise isolated, some in the units renamed as SIUs. With the pandemic, whole prisons have
been locked down, resulting in all or most prisoners being subjected to weeks and months of
conditions of segregation or solitary confinement.

The ministerial advisory panel charged with monitoring implementation of Bill C-83 struggled for
months to obtain from Corrections the data necessary to monitor whether segregation
persisted. Once disclosed, the data revealed that 3 in 10 prisoners in SIUs were subjected to
solitary confinement and for 1 in 10 prisoners, conditions amounted to torture.
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