Revitalizing Canada’s Prison Farms Backgrounder

June 3, 2009 

In mid-February, Correctional Service of Canada (CSC) decided to close Canada’s six prison farms, and the wheels are now in motion to dismantle them.

Join the campaign which unites farmers and organizations involved in food security, labour, social justice, conservation, the environment, and offender rehabilitation.  We are mobilizing across the country to demand that this short-sighted policy be reversed and that the prison farm program be revitalized.  See http://nfuontario.ca/316/prison-farm-campaign for more background information and links to media coverage, and link to http://www.ipetitions.com/petition/PrisonFarms/index.html to sign the online petition.
Canada’s six prison farms are located at:

· Pittsburgh and Frontenac Institutions in Kingston, Ontario

· Westmorland Institution in Dorchester, New Brunswick

· Rockwood Institution in Stony Mountain near Winnipeg, Manitoba

· Riverbend Institution in Prince Albert, Saskatchewan

· Bowden Institution in Innisfail near Calgary, Alberta

Under mounting public pressure, Minister Van Loan has recently announced that the abattoir at Pittsburgh Institution will stay open and that prison farm land will be rented to local farmers.
  While these concessions are encouraging and indicate some flexibility from the minister, they do not go far enough.

The process of dismantling the prison farms should be halted immediately.  Canada’s six prison farms should be revitalized and re-oriented toward sustainable farming that will feed the inmates in the long-term, and train them to participate in the local food systems that will feed our communities in future.  Partnerships with local farmers should be enhanced and surplus food should be donated to food banks and meal programs in the regions where the farms operate. 

The National Farmers Union and partner organizations are seeking the support of individuals and organizations for the campaign to revitalize Canada’s prison farms.  

Please help us demonstrate the extent of national support for the prison farm program by doing one or more of the following:

1. Have your organization officially endorse and sign the attached Position Statement.

2. Commit resources to the campaign.

3. Write letters to the Minister and other Members of Parliament noting your organization’s resolution and commitment on this issue and urging the federal government to reverse this short-sighted decision. Find a sample letter at http://nfuontario.ca/316/federal-decision-close-prison-farms-canada. 

4. Connect this issue with the need for the Government of Canada to carry out a comprehensive review of all policies on farming and food.  Canadians want food that is healthy, as local as possible, supports farm and food sector incomes, and is sustainable in light of climate change, peak oil, water scarcity and global population growth.

5. Link to http://www.ipetitions.com/petition/PrisonFarms/index.html and sign the online petition.

Peter Dowling, National Farmers Union, Local 316, dowling@kos.net
Bridget Doherty, Sisters of Providence, Justice and Peace Office, bridget.doherty@providence.ca 

Reasons to Revitalize the Prison Farms:

1. The 300 inmates working in the farm program learn employment and trade skills such as agriculture (which includes a diversity of tasks such as rotation planning and plant and animal care), food processing, equipment operation and repair, metal fabrication.  They also learn teamwork, punctuality and reliability - all necessary to re-enter society and lead lives without crime.

2. Farming provides rehabilitation and therapy through working with and caring for plants and animals.

3. The program provides nutritious food for the prison system and makes important local donations that enhance regional food security, such as thousands of dozens of eggs per year to the Partners in Mission Food Bank in Kingston, Ontario.  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. Closing the program would make valuable farmland vulnerable to being sold and developed.  As an example, at the Frontenac Institution in Kingston, Ontario, approximately 80% of the 772 acres of land being farmed is class 2 and 3 soils (i.e. prime agricultural land).  This farm is within an urban area that is home to over 100,000 people in a region where such high quality farmland is scarce.

5. In addition to farmland, there is considerable farm and food system infrastructure located on these farms which would be lost to the prisons, and to the broader local food systems of each prison.  Examples include facilities such as abattoirs, feedlots, egg laying barns and grading equipment, dairy barn and milk processing equipment, greenhouses, cold storage and composting equipment.

6. 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. 

7. No clear accounting of the prison farm program has been put on the table.  The government insists that these farms are “losing money” - $4 million per year is the unsupported figure given.  We have heard that revenue, intended for inmate training on the farms, is not being applied to the program; that there is no budget line accounting for the training and security services that the farm training staff provide; and that expenses incurred in other programs are being allocated to the farms.  These claims raise numerous questions: 

i) What is the $4 million loss calculation based on?  

ii) How much do other CSC training programs cost and lose in comparison to the farms?  

iii) How much more will it cost taxpayers if the food needs to be purchased from outside?  

iv) If closed, what will be the financial losses to business within the local communities?  

v) What will be the costs of decommissioning the farms?  

A public investigation is needed to tell Canadians how much the closure of these farms will cost us.

8. Despite Minister Van Loan’s claim in parliament on April 28, 2009 that “the prison farms are set up on a model of agriculture that really reflects the way it worked in the days of the old mixed farm in the 1950s”, the farms are diversified, well equipped and highly respected for their productivity.  Delegates from Belgium, Saudi Arabia, Japan, Hungary, and England have come to tour these prison farms as a model to be emulated, and are investigating opening similar facilities.

9. Most concerning is the prospect that these closures may be part of a long-term agenda to shut down all farm and on-site food services and move towards the outsourcing of services, and the privatization of Canada’s prisons based on the U.S. model.
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