

March 5, 2009

Hon. Peter Van Loan

Minister of Public Safety

House of Commons

Ottawa, Ontario

K1A 0A6

VIA FAX 613-992-8351

Dear Minister Van Loan,

It has come to our attention that the Correctional Service of Canada has announced plans to close down six prison farms across the country, including the Pittsburgh Institution and Frontenac Institution in Kingston, Ontario; the Westmoreland Institution in New Brunswick; the Rockwood Institution near Winnipeg, Manitoba; the Riverbend Institution near Prince Albert, Saskatchewan; and the Bowden Institution in Alberta. The phase out of these institutions is slated to begin immediately and take place over the next two years.

The National Farmers Union strongly urges you to reconsider and reverse this decision to close these institutions.

The sale of the crown-owned prison farm land appears to be the primary motivation behind their closure. All the institutions are located in or very near major urban centres, and the potential commercial value of the real estate is no doubt significant. In a 2007 review of the federal correctional system by a consultative task force appointed by the federal government, the sale of the Ontario land alone was estimated to be worth approximately $2 million. However, the sale of these facilities and lands at this time would be a very short-sighted move.

The mandate of the Correctional Service of Canada is to ensure public safety, and to provide programming for inmates to enable them to obtain skills, knowledge and attitudes to successfully re-integrate into their communities. The CSC has stated the prison farms no longer provide marketable skills that will allow inmates to gain employment upon their release. The NFU strongly disagrees with this assertion. Not only does it imply that farming in Canada does not require a considerable amount of skill and professionalism on the part of its practitioners, but it also suggests that farming and food production itself is an outmoded and irrelevant activity. It also suggests, strongly, that the federal government has written off agriculture as a fundamental cornerstone of the Canadian economy.

The NFU believes the CSC prison farm program should, in fact, be enhanced and expanded. Rather than closing these prison farms and relocating the inmates into the regular prison system, which by all accounts is overcrowded and rife with serious internal difficulties, including the proliferation of gangs and the problems associated with these activities, the CSC should be looking at the prison farms as a constructive alternative.

It is well-established that inmates who participate successfully in the training programs offered at these prison farms do, in fact, gain valuable employment skills. These skills are many and varied, and include: technical skills in operating sophisticated equipment and machinery, teamwork in working with others, pride in their work, social skills such as empathy and consideration of the needs and feelings of others, and skills in the care and handling of animals.

However, an equally-important consideration is the fact that these prison farms contribute a considerable quantity of locally-grown food, for the prison population itself. The institutions are located on prime agricultural land which is capable of producing considerable yields.

This is particularly true of the two federal prison farms in the Kingston, Ontario area. For many years, the National Farmers Union has been developing a more sustainable local food system in the Kingston region. One of our goals has been to increase the number of people with connections to the land. Working with the soil and producing food is very satisfying and therapeutic – beneficial to the individual and to society as a whole.

The NFU, therefore, urges the Government of Canada to reverse its decision to close down the prison farm institutions in Canada, and to take into account the following points:

1. The prison agriculture program allows inmates to contribute to their community by growing and processing food that feeds fellow inmates in the region. Involvement in meaningful work increases self-esteem and self-worth, and enhances rehabilitation.

2. Inmates learn and practice taking responsibility, being punctual and working as a team. They develop a work ethic and learn mechanical skills and equipment operation in growing and processing vegetables, dairy beef and poultry products. The abattoir at the Pittsburgh Institution in Ontario, is an important example of how inmates can contribute much–appreciated infrastructure to the local food system while they develop their workplace and life skills.

3. Food products now provided by the farm program will need to be purchased if the program ends. The cost to taxpayers and the nutritional value and quality of replacement food must be taken into account in assessing the value of the farm program.

4. Ending the program on the basis of public safety implies that inmates who participate in the farm program have a higher rate of re-offending than participants in other programs. Is that the case? Does the CSC or the Ministry of Public Safety have research that supports that conclusion? If not, the program should not be terminated for public safety reasons.

5. As affordable sources of light sweet crude oil are depleted, it will become increasingly difficult to provide food for our population including inmates. There is debate about how soon that time will come, but when it arrives, it will be too late to start building a more sustainable food system for the prison population. We wonder how public safety will be affected if inmates cannot be properly fed.

6. The potential sale of prime farmland in major urban centres at fire-sale prices is a very ill-advised move at a time when the federal government should be taking a leadership role in preserving scarce, highly-productive agricultural land. At a time when the local food movement is increasing the demand and supply of locally-grown food, it makes no sense for CSC to end its program of growing its own food. In fact, we urge the program of self-sufficiency be enhanced by increasing vegetable gardens and greenhouse capacity of the program, and by creating a culinary training program for interested inmates. Fresh, locally-grown food would benefit the nutrition and therefore the physical, social and mental health and well-being of the inmates.

The NFU believes there are many improvements to the agriculture program that would help inmates’ chances of a positive return to Canadian society, and which would assist the objective of enhanced public safety.

Thank you for your attention to this matter, and we look forward to your positive response at your earliest opportunity.

Sincerely,

Stewart Wells

President
National Farmers Union

National Office


2717 Wentz Ave.


Saskatoon, Sask.


S7K 4B6


Tel  (306) 652-9465


Fax (306) 664-6226


E-Mail: nfu@nfu.ca
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