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Introduction 

Upon winning their first federal election in 2006, The Conservative Party of Canada 

(“Conservatives”) has made corrections policy based on their “tough on crime” agenda.  According to 

Statics Canada (2013), Canada’s crime rate in 2006 of 7,245 per 100,000 people was the lowest it had 

been since 1978 (Appendix 1). Conservative policy has driven federal, provincial and territorial 

incarceration numbers from 33,390.8 in 2006 to 39,087.3 in 2012 (Statistics Canada, 2013). 

This paper discusses the above data and policy further following an analysis of Canadian crime 

statistics dating back to 1970. The hypothesis made here is that Canada’s current government is not 

basing corrections policy on evidence available from Statistics Canada or other sources of credible 

research.  It is my feeling that they are simply basing it on uninformed Republican policy in the United 

States from decades prior. 

Although youth and adolescent incarceration is fraught with weighty issues like “serious 

emotional disorders”, mental illness and substance abuse (Lyons, Baerger, Quigley, Erlich, & Griffin, 

2001, p. 69), this paper will focus on adult incarceration and corrections policy. 

Historical Perspectives 

Police-reported crime went up from 5,212 per 100,000 in 1970 to 10,040 in 1992 and then down 

to 5,953 in 2010 (Statistics Canada, 2013).  Doob and Webster (2006) stated that incarceration rates had 

not changed “appreciably since 1960” (p. 325). In fact, incarceration rates per 100,000 people have only 

ranged between 131.34 and 154.33 between 1979 and 2012’s rate of 141.83 (Statistics Canada, 2013).  

While Canada’s incarceration rates have remained stable, rates in the United States have increased 

nearly five times from 1970 to 714 per 100,000 in 2003. Doob and Webster attribute this large increase 

to harsher and more punitive policies in the United States including “three-strikes sentencing, 

mandatory minimum penalties, habitual offender laws, and truth-in-sentencing” (2006, p. 327). 
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In general terms crime rates were increasing during the 1970s and 1980s. Bertrand reported in 

1982 (cited in Doob & Roberts, 1984) that Canadians felt sentencing was not harsh enough. A 1981 poll 

found that only 8.5% of people in “Quebec, Ontario and Manitoba felt that Canada’s criminal justice 

system is “functioning very well as it is”” (Group Research on Attitudes Toward Criminality Q4 cited in 

Doob & Roberts, 1984). In 1967, the Liberal government of Lester B. Pearson “temporarily suspend[ed] 

the death penalty for all crimes of murder except the killing of a police officer or a prison guard in the 

execution of their duties” (Correctional Service of Canada, 1998). In 1976, Pierre Trudeau’s Liberal 

government officially abolished the death penalty (Correctional Service of Canada, 1998). Interestingly, 

66.5% of Canadians felt the number of murders had increased since the abolition of capital punishment 

when they had in fact gone down (Doob & Roberts, 1984). 

Doob and Roberts (1984) conducted a study of 568 people and found that 63% felt sentencing 

for crimes were too lenient after learning of an incident from a newspaper, radio or television.  Upon 

providing information similar to those actually attending a court trial, only 19% thought the sentencing 

was perceived as too lenient and 52% thought it was too harsh.  Perhaps the public and politicians in the 

United States and England developed their theories of harsh prison sentencing based on public opinion 

driven by mass media. 

Possibly in response to the sharp increase in crime during the early 1990s and partly in response 

to more punitive practices in the United States and the United Kingdom, Canada introduced minimum 

sentences and longer maximum sentences for certain violent crimes using firearms in 1996 (Doob & 

Webster, 2006).  Incidentally, Brian Mulroney and his Progressive Conservative government were in 

power during the crime spike in 1991 and the above punitive practices were introduced during the 

Liberal government of Jean Chrétien (Appendix 4).  

Section 718 of the Criminal Code states that sentences were supposed to 
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contribute, along with crime prevention initiatives, to respect for the law and the 

maintenance of a just, peaceful and safe society by imposing just sanctions that have 

one or more of the following objectives: [denunciation, general and individual 

deterrence, incapacitation, rehabilitation, reparations to victim and community, 

promoting a sense of responsibility and acknowledgement of harm by offenders] (cited 

in Doob & Webster, 2006, p. 339). 

Canada has maintained balance in the purposes of sentencing while the United States - and later 

the United Kingdom - shifted radically to the punitive approach characteristic of “tough on crime” 

agendas (Doob and Webster, 2006).  Canada has maintained a long history preferring incarceration as a 

last option after considering a number of other alternatives in sentencing (Doob & Webster, 2006). 

Canadian governments have been willing to let bureaucrats and experts create sentencing policy 

with ultimate decisions made by the courts.  Since these officials are unelected, they have resisted 

public opinion asking for harsher sentencing (Doob & Webster, 2006).  

Doob and Webster (2006) present a Canadian public that trusts its judicial system of 

proportional sentencing and politicians have largely supported this notion.  In 1982, under a Liberal 

government, a policy statement was issued that states “that the [criminal justice] system cannot 

realistically be expected to eliminate or even significantly reduce crime…” (Government of Canada, 1982 

cited in Doob & Webster, 2006, p. 355). Similarly, in 1996, a Liberal Minister of Justice stated that 

“Crime prevention is too important to be left to the lawyers, or the justice ministers, or even the 

judges…” (Rock, 1996 cited in Doob & Webster, 2006, p. 255). Again while under a Liberal government in 

2003, The Criminal Justice Act (2003 cited in Doob & Webster, 2006) “removed deterrence from the 

sentencing principles and gave rehabilitation prominence” (p. 355). 
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Both Canada and the United States showed a spike in crime around 1991 and subsequent drop 

(Ouimet, 2002, Doob & Webster, 2006). Ouimet (2002) showed that while the United States increased 

the numbers of both police officers and rates of incarceration per capita in the 1990s, Canada decreased 

both per capita police and incarceration.  While United States governments were focusing on getting 

tough on crime, Ouimet (2002) states that Canadian governments were focusing on debt reduction.  

Since crime went down in both countries from the 1991 peak, it may be assumed that tough-on-crime 

agendas do not actually decrease crime rates.  While not likely a cause of crime rates, Progressive 

Conservatives were in power leading up to the 1991 crime spike and Liberals took over the federal 

government in 1993. 

Ouimet (2002) also notes demographics.  More Canadians were born in 1962 than in any other 

year and these children became young adults during the 1980s which included a period of recession, 

“hiring freezes, shutdowns, and high unemployment” (Ouimet, 2002, p. 44).  Possibly attributing to the 

early 1990s drop in crime is that “the number of people aged between 20 and 34 dropped by 18% in the 

U.S. and Canada between 1990 and 1999” (Ouimet, 2002, p. 45). 

Another possible reason for increased crime in the 1980s and subsequent drop after 1991 is 

related to unemployment rates.  Ouimet (2002) notes high rates of unemployment in the 1980s and a 

significant drop after 1991 in unemployment rates within both the United States and Canada (Ouimet, 

2002). 

Another factor that may have led to an increase in crime rates was deinstitutionalization of 

psychiatric services. Sealy and Whitehead (2004) assert that “rapid closure of beds…in the 1970s and 

1980s” (p. 249) was the result of government cost-cutting measures.  They recognized that this practice 

increased the strain on hospital psychiatric units and community-based services.  While more research is 

required, this rapid deinstitutionalization may have contributed to crime. 
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Corrections Policy and Its Effects Thereof  

Elliott (2002) asserts that social services, education and health care provide protections from 

harm while criminal justice is very limited in its ability to prevent crime.  By this reasoning, the 

“protection through retaliation” aspects of tough on crime policies do not work (Elliott, 2002, p. 5). 

In 2001, Aboriginal peoples represented 3.3% of Canada’s general population, and 19% of 

provincial prisons and 17% of federal penitentiaries (Hendrick and Farmer, 2002 cited in Roberts & 

Melchers, 2003).  The reasons for overrepresentation are complex and may be partly attributed to “re-

admissions of the same person” and that Aboriginal populations have a “higher percentage of people in 

the high-crime age groups” than Canada’s general population (Roberts & Melchers, 2003, p. 218). 

Another factor identified by Roberts and Melchers (2003) is the higher rate of urbanization over the last 

couple decades. 

Governments have added legislation to address this overrepresentation in the penal system. 

“Section 718.2(e) of the Criminal Code states that “all available sanctions other than imprisonment 

should be considered for all offenders, with particular attention to the circumstances of Aboriginal 

offenders” (Roberts & Melchers, 2003, p. 214).  In 1996, under a Liberal government, the practice of 

conditional sentencing was introduced and a Supreme Court judgment later affirmed that conditional 

sentencing would do more to achieve restorative objectives than incarceration (Roberts & Melchers, 

2003). Roberts and Melchers (2003) conclude that these well-meaning additions to the Criminal Code 

have done little to reduce the overrepresentation of incarcerated Aboriginals.  “Comprehensive social 

development” to reduce the numbers of people entering the criminal justice system may provide the 

“greatest hope” (Roberts & Melchers, 2003, p. 237). 

Incarceration may be even more difficult on women. While crime rates were decreasing 

between 1997 and 2006, “the population of Canadian women in federal prisons jumped 22%” 
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(Correctional Service of Canada, 2006 cited in Pollack, 2009, p. 83).  Even more disconcerting is that 

female Aboriginal rates of imprisonment “jumped 72.5% between 1996 and 2004” (Office of the 

Correctional Investigator, 2006 cited in Pollack, 2009, p. 84).  Feminists argue that this jump is a result of 

neo-liberalism and globalization (Sudbury, 2005, Neve, & Pate, 2005 cited in Pollack, 2009). 

While the incarceration rate has remained relatively stable compared to crime rates, actual 

numbers of prisoners has been steadily increasing. The Canadian government has reduced funding to 

community services to support correctional services which may result in even higher numbers of women 

in prisons (Pollack, 2009).  Pollack (2009) interviewed 68 women on their experiences transitioning from 

jail with the central theme of “community (in)exclusion and the role of parole supervision in women’s 

experience” (p. 87). Since half-way house workers were responsible for both social control and support, 

trust was a difficult issue and that may have negatively affected treatments (Pollack, 2009). Another 

problem identified by Pollack (2009) was with parole prohibitions against contact with others who have 

been involved with criminal activity and those with criminal records. This makes it nearly impossible to 

get support from friends and family and others who are on parole.  The women were also further 

stigmatized as criminals making it difficult to fit into new communities. 

On the mental health aspects of incarceration, Peternelj-Taylor (2003) points out “that society 

has tried to hide…issues such as interpersonal and family violence, childhood sexual abuse, the 

criminalization of mental illness and substance abuse, poverty, homelessness, lack of education and 

meaningful employment, and the abandonment of older adults” (p. 5) within the confines of prisons. 

A study by Bean, et al (1998) of prisoners in the United States found a prevalence of major 

depression nearly double to that of communities outside prison (cited in Diamond, Wang, Holzer III, 

Thomas, & Cruser, 2001). Another study of 76 female Canadian prisoners found a 33% incidence of 

major depression (Blanchette and Motiuk, 1996 cited in Diamond et al, 2001).  Following a review of 
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multiple studies, Diamond et al (2001) concluded that rates of most disorders were higher within the 

prison system,  with much higher lifetime rates of disorders like “Antisocial Personality Disorder, alcohol 

abuse/dependence, and drug abuse/dependence” (Diamond et al, 2001, p. 31). 

Calzara et al. (2003) interviewed 439 males and 158 females in Ontario prisons and found 45% 

had used drugs while incarcerated and 19% used non-cannabis drugs. Eleven percent of Inmates with a 

prior history of using injection drugs had “injected while incarcerated in the past year” (p. 1257). The 

researchers also noted that 60% of their subjects had “less than secondary school education” (Calzara et 

al., 2003, p. 1259). 

Incarcerated sex offender numbers have been increasing since the early 1990s (Corrections 

Compendium 2002 cited in Ricciardelli, & Moir, 2013) in both Canada and the United States. Ricciardelli 

and Moir (2013) describe sex offenders as viewed as deviant and inhuman by both the public and other 

incarcerated populations.  This perception of sex offenders limits “the rehabilitative potential of 

prisoners during and post release from prison” (Maruna, Lebel, Mitchell, & Naples, 20014 cited in 

Ricciardelli, & Moir, 2013). Ricciardelli and Moir (2013) assert that “No person should ever live in 

constant fear and uncertainty; society should set a positive example for citizens – not reinforce negative 

behaviours and views” (p. 378). 

Analyses of Recent Changes to Corrections Policies, 2006 to 2013 

In 1995, Canada’s rate of incarceration was 9008 per 100,000, likely resulting from the 1991 

spike in the crime rate.  Crime rates have fallen continuously since 1991 and incarceration rates have 

correspondingly dropped until 2005 (Statistics Canada, 2013). As mentioned previously, incarceration 

rates have started to rise despite a continual decline in crime rates.  As of 2012 there were 39,087.3 

incarcerated persons in Canada which corresponds to a 2012 incarceration rate of 141.83 per 100,000 
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persons.  At Canada’s previous incarceration rate peak in 1995, Canada had 33,760 prisoners and rate of 

154.33 per 100,000 (Statistics Canada, 2013).  

The Conservatives campaigned as “tough on crime” and began implementing its policies once it 

was elected to government in 2006. To quote the Conservative Party of Canada Website, “We are the 

only party that is tough on crime. We’ve introduced tougher penalties for violent criminals, cracked 

down on sex offenders, and made sure the rights of victims outweigh the rights of criminals” (2013, 

http://www.conservative.ca/?page_id=3934). 

These policies have created a federal prison system that Howard Sapers, Canada’s ombudsman 

for federal inmates, describes as more crowded, more violent and less effective at rehabilitation (Fine, 

2013). The number of federal prisoners rose from 2003 to 2013 by 16.5% and although 2,700 new cells 

are being added, “more than 20 per cent of inmates are double-bunked – two in a cell designed for one” 

(Fine, 2013). Sapers was quoted as saying “As penitentiaries become more crowded, they also become 

more dangerous and unpredictable places“ (Fine, 2013). Even though the United States is beginning to 

reverse their tough on crime strategy, the Conservatives seem to be emulating United States policy of 

yesteryear. 

 In an article by Carlson (2011), penology expert Matthew Yeager called the plan to add 2,700 

beds “is to [his] knowledge, the largest expansion since the 1930s”.  Prisons are now double-bunking 

and triple-bunking because of Conservative bills like the 2010 Truth in Sentencing Act that “eliminated 

two-for-one credit for time served in pre-trial custody” (Carlson, 2011). This will be combined with new 

mandatory minimum sentencing and ending house arrest for serious crimes (The Canadian Press, 2013). 

Conservative policies have also strained provincial prisons.  British Columbia, for example, has 

1,692 cells and 2,655 inmates and Alberta often resorts to triple-bunking (Carlson, 2011). 
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A 2011 Huffington Post article by David Gibbs outlines the following as portions of an omnibus 

crime bill that will further move Canada’s corrections system from rehabilitation to punishment: 

Eliminating Pardons for Serious Crimes Act; Penalties for Organized Crimes Act; Ending House Arrest for 

Property and Other Serious Crimes and Violent Offenders Act; Protecting Children from Sexual Predators 

Act; Protecting the Public from Violent Young Offenders Act; Fair and Efficient Criminal Trials Act; 

Keeping Canadians Safe [International Transfer of Offenders] Act; Investigating Powers for the 21st 

Century Act; Combating Terrorism Act; and Justice for Victims of Terrorism Act. 

Under Stephen Harper, the Conservatives introduced 61 crime bills in their first five years of 

minority government (Greenspan & Doob, 2013). Going against a long standing Canadian tradition of 

sentencing “proportionate to the gravity of the offence and the degree of responsibility of the offender” 

has affirmed the Conservative tough on crime branding (Greenspan & Doob, 2013).  As of January 2013, 

the Conservatives started lengthening the time served in secure mental health facilities for those 

deemed “not criminally responsible because of mental illness” (Greenspan & Doob, 2013).   

Conservative policies are exacerbating the marginalization of already vulnerable populations. A 

report by the Public Safety Department deemed that drastic increase in incarcerated aboriginal women 

is “nothing short of a crisis” (Bronskill, 2013).  “One in three females in the federal correctional system is 

aboriginal” representing a 90% increase over ten years (Bronskill, 2013). 

During the recent Throne Speech, the Conservatives announced more measures to add more 

tough on crime legislation like making “the worst of all criminals” serve full life sentences (Chase, 2013); 

Victims Bill of Rights; and “Legislation to give police and prosecutors more power against cyberbullying” 

(Kennedy, 2013). 

According to Kevin Page’s last Parliamentary Budget Office report, per capita spending had 

climbed 23% in ten years at the same time that the crime rate fell 23% (The Canadian Press, 2013). 
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While Conservative crime policies were set federally, nearly three quarters of the $20 billion criminal 

justice price tag is attributed to provinces in the 2011-2012 year (The Canadian Press, 2013). Before the 

Conservatives took office, “Canada’s federal corrections system cost nearly $1.6-billion per year, but the 

projected cost for 2011-12 has increased to $2.98-billion per year” (Davis, 2013). Budget projections 

have the 2013-2014 annual cost at $3.147-billion (Davis, 2013).  

Discussion 

After reviewing the literature for this paper, I could find no evidence that tough on crime 

policies actually reduce crime.  They are very expensive and do not provide effective means of 

rehabilitation.  Although I could find no research or statistics to the effect, it is possible that tough on 

crime laws will actually increase crime rates by further marginalizing and stigmatizing certain segments 

of Canadian society. 

The Conservative government is echoing tough on crime legislation introduced by United States 

governments during the last several decades.  Meanwhile, the United States is taking measures to 

reduce its massive prison population of 1.5 million people. The United States attorney general, Eric 

Holder, has called high levels of incarceration “ineffective and unsustainable” (Roberts and McVeigh, 

2013). To reduce incarceration rates the United States is implementing changes like: not applying 

minimum sentencing for minor drug dealers; making efforts to bring down the percentage of visible 

minorities in prison; and “expanding policy for considering compassionate release” (Roberts and 

McVeigh, 2013). Holder said, "We need to ensure that incarceration is used to punish, deter and 

rehabilitate – not merely to convict, warehouse and forget" (Roberts and McVeigh, 2013). 

Since crime rates in both Canada and the United States have been falling significantly since the 

early 1990s, there is no evidence to support the effectiveness of tough on crime legislation. It merely 

warehouses a great many citizens at great public expense who could otherwise be contributing to 
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society.  The Conservatives talk of keeping families, children and streets safe but there is, as mentioned 

previously, no evidence to support that overwhelmingly punitive measures do more to increase safety 

than less punitive measures. 

While more research and statistical analysis is required I suggest reversing the last ten years of 

Conservative crime legislation and diverting the massive savings into community development, 

education and social service programs to help steer people away from crime. 
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Appendix 1 

Canadian Rates of Incarceration and Crime 1979 to 2010 

Data Source: Statistics Canada, 2013 

Incarceration rate graphed as number of incarcerated persons per one million adults 

Crime rate graphed as number of incidents reported by police per twenty thousand adults 
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Appendix 2 

Table of Admissions and Numbers of Incarcerated Persons 

  

Source: Statistics Canada, 2013.  
Retrieved from http://www.statcan.gc.ca/tables-tableaux/sum-som/l01/ind01/l2_2693-eng.htm/ 

year ended Federal Provincal Fed + Prov Federal Provincial Fed + Prov

1979 4862 137407 142269 8530.0 13479.0 22009.0
1980 4653 137963 142616 8465.0 13363.0 21828.0
1981 4793 147383 152176 8651.0 13851.0 22502.0
1982 5401 157510 162911 8938.0 15126.0 24064.0
1983 5815 177749 183564 9775.0 17149.0 26924.0
1984 5880 165926 171806 10438.0 16542.0 26980.0
1985 5835 157736 163571 10856.0 16770.0 27626.0
1986 6120 155258 161378 11214.0 16178.0 27392.0
1987 5615 155900 161515 11106.0 15787.0 26893.0
1988 6256 160688 166944 10557.0 16077.0 26634.0
1989 6256 167965 174221 11030.0 16436.0 27466.0
1990 6856 168318 175174 11415.0 17735.0 29150.0
1991 6454 176368 182822 11289.0 17935.0 29224.0
1992 7275 209761 217036 11783.0 18940.0 30723.0
1993 7733 211374 219107 12342.0 19367.0 31709.0
1994 9934 209047 218981 13322.0 19482.0 32804.0
1995 9079 213403 222482 13948.0 19812.0 33760.0
1996 7850 206550 214400 14076.0 19729.7 33805.7
1997 7422 202488 209910 14197.0 19524.9 33721.9
1998 7342 194413 201755 13759.0 18955.6 32714.6
1999 7855 186802 194657 13170.0 19220.6 32390.6
2000 7906 197328 205234 12877.0 18574.1 31451.1
2001 7722 204241 211963 12642.0 18732.0 31374.0
2002 7381 205825 213206 12639.0 19163.4 31802.4
2003 7693 210975 218668 12602.0 19595.3 32197.3
2004 7571 205769 213340 12379.0 19353.4 31732.4
2005 7959 204011 211970 12301.1 19809.8 32110.9
2006 8260 237718 245978 12581.8 20809.0 33390.8
2007 8622 245630 254252 12934.8 22500.4 35435.2
2008 8594 254008 262602 13304.1 23106.7 36410.8
2009 8323 254947 263270 13342.6 23810.2 37152.8
2010 229117 229117 13209.3 24106.3 37315.6
2011 225776 225776 13758.3 24443.4 38201.7
2012 14265.8 24821.5 39087.3

Admissions Actual-In count Avg
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Appendix 3 

Table of Rates of Incarcerated Persons and Crime per 100,000 

 

Source: Statistics Canada, 2013.  
Retrieved from http://www.statcan.gc.ca/tables-tableaux/sum-som/l01/ind01/l2_2693-eng.htm/ 

year ended Federal Provincial Fed + Prov Total Violent

1979 50.90 80.44 131.34 7666 610
1980 49.46 78.07 127.53 8343 636
1981 49.41 79.10 128.51 8736 654
1982 49.92 84.47 134.39 8773 671
1983 53.44 93.76 147.20 8470 679
1984 56.05 88.83 144.88 8387 701
1985 57.41 88.72 146.13 8413 735
1986 58.50 84.40 142.90 8727 785
1987 57.14 81.23 138.37 8957 829
1988 53.44 81.38 134.82 8919 868
1989 54.95 81.88 136.83 8892 911
1990 55.68 86.50 142.18 9485 973
1991 54.19 86.10 140.29 10342 1059
1992 55.86 89.79 145.65 10040 1084
1993 57.83 90.74 148.57 9538 1082
1994 61.66 90.18 151.84 9125 1047
1995 63.76 90.57 154.33 9008 1009
1996 63.57 89.11 152.68 8932 1002
1997 63.34 87.12 150.46 8475 993
1998 60.60 83.48 144.08 8093 995
1999 57.34 83.69 141.03 7695 971
2000 55.39 79.96 135.35 7610 996
2001 53.68 79.59 133.27 7592 995
2002 52.89 80.24 133.13 7516 980
2003 51.95 80.84 132.79 7773 978
2004 50.35 78.72 129.07 7601 957
2005 49.37 79.50 128.87 7326 962
2006 49.85 82.80 132.65 7245 968
2007 50.57 87.96 138.53 6899 951
2008 51.25 89.01 140.26 6618 936
2009 50.59 90.28 140.87 6445 924
2010 49.28 89.94 139.22 5953 899
2011 50.57 89.85 140.42
2012 51.76 90.07 141.83

Incarcerated per 100,000 adults Crime per 100,000
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Appendix 4 

Prime Ministers of Canada, 1968 to 2013 (Prime Minister of Canada, 2013) 

Pierre Elliott Trudeau, Liberal Party of Canada 

April 20, 1968 to June 4, 1979 and March 3, 1980 to June 29, 1984 

Charles Joseph Clark, Progressive Conservative Party of Canada 

June 4, 1979 to March 3, 1980 

John Napier Turner, Liberal Party of Canada 

June 30, 1984 to September 16, 1984 

Martin Brian Mulroney, Progressive Conservative Party of Canada 

September 17, 1984 to June 25, 1993 

A. Kim Campbell, Progressive Conservative Party of Canada 

June 25, 1993 to November 4, 1993 

Joseph Jacques Jean Chrétien, Liberal Party of Canada 

November 4, 1993 to December 12, 2003 

Paul Edgar Philippe Martin, Liberal Party of Canada 

December 12, 2003 to February 6, 2006 

Stephen Harper, Conservative Party of Canada 

February 6, 2006 to present 
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