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Superprisons in Canada
what they are
how to stop them



Introduction

This pamphlet was written in Kingston Ontario, the city with the largest
concentration of prisons in Canada, and our hometown. We wrote it to bring
people up to speed with what we see as a dangerous agenda at work within the
federal government with respect to the Canadian prison system. At this very
moment, the federal Conservative Party, their various corporate partners, and
their provincial proxy-parties are pushing hard for a major expansion of the
Prison Industrial Complex (PIC). This is the term we use to refer to the
interest groups, businesses, and government institutions that rely on locking
people up to increase their bottom line. While private contractors are a major
aspect of the PIC — one we’ll delve into later in this pamphlet — this issue is
about more than privatization. It’s about an ideology of “Law and Order”
driven by fear, racism, and moral panic. It’s about the extent to which the
logic of prison is being extended into society generally, through increased
surveillance and heavier-handed policing in the name of “public safety.” And
itds about our town, Kingston, Ontario, where the prst Canadian prison was
ever built, and what it means to be a city that experiences economic booms
when more people are being put in prison.

This pamphlet touches on a few specipc issues relating to the ongoing
Conservative revolution in prisons and policing, and tries to strategically
show a few points of intervention for people who want to resist this expansion.
Most of our research has focused on the internal plan to construct new
super-prisons, but related issues such as the closing of the prison farms, the
backdoor privatization of the prison system, and the introduction of draconian
amendments to the Criminal Code are all elements of the Conservative
transformation in its vulnerable and weak introductory phase, which could be
resisted simultaneously in order to disrupt this current process. The strong
link between the ousted Mike Harris regime in Ontario, and the key players in
the Corrections transformation sheds light on what we might expect in the next
year. Drawing on the experiences of the anti-Harris movement could provide
insight into effective tactics and strategies with which to resist and ultimately
defeat the current government and any future governments determined to
implement such policies.

There is no single strategy that will, on its own, reverse the regressive
policies being pushed by the current Conservative government. The one
thing we are unwaveringly convinced of is that the current government will
not change direction based on moral persuasion or sound logic. Mobilizing
public opinion through traditional activism could be one effective interim
measure to slow down the current process. Political and economic disruption
of the Conservatives’ ability to govern is another important set of tactics that
should be seriously considered as a part of a strategy to defeat the current
government.

Each group involved in a movement built to oppose the current
transformation will bring their own interests and expertise to the table, and
will probably not have a shared long-term vision beyond resisting the current
change. From our perspective as an anti-PIC organization, coalitions can
facilitate cross-germination of ideas, and this issue could build momentum
to energize a new movement in Canada that could go on the offensive and
directly challenge the Prison-Industrial Complex and simultaneously support
the development of community-based restorative justice alternatives to
the PIC. This is why the current transformation, which seeks to redepne
‘Canadian’ culture itself, must be reversed while it is still weak, before it
becomes entrenched and much more difpcult to break.

Further Reading

Regional Campaigns

Save Our Prison Farm Campaign: www.saveourfarms.ca
Harper Index: www.harperindex.ca

John Howard Society: www.johnhoward.ca

Citizens Against Private Prisons: www.capp.50megs.com
Against Prison: www.againstprison.wordpress.com
4struggle Magazine: www.4strugglemag.org

United States

Critical Resistance: www.criticalresistance.org

Prison Activist Resource Centre: www.prisonactivist.org
California Prison Moratorium Project: www.calipmp.org
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In the Kingston area there is a coalition to ‘Save the Prison Farms.’ In
20009, the federal government announced it would be closing farms owned
by CSC, which until now have formed a part of the rehabilitation strategy for
eligible prisoners. This sparked a coalition composed of pro-rehabilitation
progressive religious groups, the National Farmers Union, and the Union
of Solicitor General Employees, and social democrats in general. This
campaign has received critical support from advocacy organizations such
as the John Howard Society, MPs from all political parties, and dissenting
factions within Corrections Canada. Even the local Conservative candidate,
Brian Abrams, has gone on record with lip service to the effect that he doesn’t
support his own party’s plans to close the prison farms.

The Roadmap’s feasibility study makes it abundantly clear that land
from the closed farms will be used to construct superprisons and/or sold-off
to raise funds for the expansion of the prison system. A likely candidate site
for a superprison in Kingston is the Frontenac Farm at Collins Bay, and
federal ofpcials have hinted that this might be the case. The SOPF coalition has
recognized this connection, and could be an important ally in this movement.
As the dairy cows from the farms are scheduled to be auctioned off in June
(most likely to American farmers because of dairy-board-controlled milk
quotas in Ontario), the next few months provide an important window for the
convergence of related struggles.

Old sign for the Collins Bay Penitentiary Farm, where prisoners milked cows
and grew crops for the prison and the food bank.
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1st Move: The Review Panel

In April 2007, then-Minister of Public Safety Stockwell Day created a panel
to conduct a sweeping review of the federal prison system. Rob Sampson’s
appointment as chair of this panel is of particular signipcance considering
he was Ontario premier Mike Harris’ go-to man for privatization of public
services, and the chief political architect of Canadais prst private prison: the
Central North Correctional Centre.

The Central North Correctional Centre was constructed in 2001 at
Penetanguishene, Ontario to replace three provincial prisons, earning it the
nickname of “superjail.” Rob Sampson contracted out the management of
the prison to a private American corporation, Management and Training
Corporation, on a pve-year lease. This prst step towards privatizing
Canadian prisons was met with considerable grassroots opposition, notably
from the public service unions and a group calling itself Citizens Against
Private Prisons led by Sharon Dion. In 2006, Dalton McGuinty’s Liberal
government decided not to renew the contract, citing the “human costs” of
the private prison including: reduced healthcare, high re-offender rates, and
increased violence leading to frequent lockdowns.

——

Photo-op for the CSC Review Panel
(From Left to Right): Serge Gascon, Sharon Rosenfeldt,

Stockwell Day, lan Glen, and Rob Sampson



2nd Move: The Roadmap

A mere six months after coming together, the CSC review panel released a
255-page report entitled, “A Roadmap to Strengthening Public Safety.”
Bureaucratically speaking, six months is an impossibly short timeframe
for a sweeping review of the federal prison system and the compilation of a
comprehensive report. Itis hard to believe this blueprint wasn’t already largely
pre-written by Conservative ideologues, especially givenitsconclusions. Some
key points are discussed below, but for a more comprehensive response, see
A Flawed Compass: A Human Rights Analysis of the Roadmap to
Strengthening Public Safety by Michael Jackson and Graham Stewart
(September 2009).

Onerecommendation ofthe Roadmapwasto ‘modernize’ Corrections’
physical infrastructure by building ‘regional complexes’ (superprisons)
containing up to 2200 cells, combining minimum, medium, and maximum
security, as well as a ‘special handling unit’ aimed at long-term incarceration
in complete isolation and under heavy surveillance.

The Roadmap also called for a strengthening of so-called Public-
Private Partnerships (P3s) in superprison construction. While it falls
short of advocating for full private management, which was the case in
Penetanguishene, it advocates for the privatization of every other part of the
process: pnancing, construction, maintenance, and service delivery (e.g. food
providers). This process is called backdoor privatization; when carried out to
its logical endpoint, it results in a weak, token public agency charged with
overseeing an operation entirely carried out by a far more robust propt-driven
private sector.

The broader network of organizations opposed to neoconservative criminal
policieswill playanimportant partin this debate. Anti-drug war, and especially
pro-decriminalization of marijuana groups exist in every major city in the
country, and include among their membership legal societies, public ofpcials,
harm reduction health advocates, educators, and even police associations.

A strong movement opposing the expansion of the PIC already
exists in the United States, where the prison system has already undergone
the transformations started under Reagan. In terms of the measures being
proposed for Canada, we have a great deal to learn from prison abolitionist
and anti-PIC organizations such as Critical Resistance and the California
Prison Moratorium Project, who have considerable experience and would
bring valuable expertise to the table, specipcally for dealing with new prison
construction. Canada’s growing autonomist and anarchist movement is
likely to participate autonomously in this pght if it can be directly connected to
astruggle against the Prison Industrial Complex in general. Prison expansion
and construction might be the right crossroads issue to bring together a lot of
people for a perce resistance.

Renowned scholar and political activist Angela Davis writes about and speaks out against
the Prison-Industrial Complex through work with groups such as Critical Resistance and
INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence..
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