
The Numbers
In a judgment rendered on 23 April 1999, the
Supreme Court of Canada said that prison has
replaced residential schools as the likely fate of all
too many modern-day Aboriginal Canadians. The
Court pointed out that:

• While less than three percent of the national pop-
ulation is Aboriginal, Aboriginal people 
represent 15 percent of the federal prisoner 
population.

• In the Prairie Region of the Correctional Service
of Canada (CSC), Aboriginal people account for
64 percent of the prisoner population.

• A male treaty Indian is 25 times more likely to be
incarcerated in provincial jail than a non-Native.

• A female treaty Indian is 131 times more likely to
be incarcerated in provincial jail than a non-
Native.

• While Aboriginal people make up only six to
seven percent of the general population in
Manitoba and Saskatchewan, they comprise 72
percent of the provincial jail admissions in
Manitoba and 55 percent in Saskatchewan.

At the same time, available evidence suggests that
Aboriginal communities are at increased risk for
HIV infection. Aboriginal people are infected at a
younger age than non-Aboriginal people; they are
overrepresented in groups at high risk for HIV infec-
tion, in particular among injection drug users; and
the high degree of movement of Aboriginal people
between inner cities and rural areas may bring the
risk of HIV to even the most remote Aboriginal com-
munity.

What Must Be Done?
Aboriginal prisoners need the same preventive mea-
sures (see info sheets 4-7), and the same level of
care, treatment, and support (see info sheet 8) as
other prisoners.

In addition, however, there is a need for initia-
tives, by and for Aboriginal prisoners, that recognize
their special needs and cultural values and promote
opportunities for them to improve their health. In its
1994 report, the Expert Committee on AIDS and
Prisons (ECAP) proposed the following initiatives:

• Development of information and prevention pro-
grams that will respond to the specific needs of
Aboriginal prisoners.

• Inclusion of community and peer input into these
programs.

• Increased efforts, for and by Aboriginal prison-
ers, their communities, and elders, with the assis-
tance of CSC and others, to improve the health
status of Aboriginal prisoners.
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• Increased efforts to decrease the vulnerability of
Aboriginal prisoners to exposure to infectious
diseases, in particular HIV infection, to drug use
and its harms, and to imprisonment.

The Committee made a series of recommendations:

• CSC should ensure that Aboriginal prisoners
have access to traditional healers, healing cere-
monies, and medicines.

• Education and prevention programs should be
developed that will respond to the specific needs
of Aboriginal prisoners.

• Aboriginal groups and elders/healers should be
encouraged to deliver these programs.

• CSC in collaboration with Health Canada and
others should fund Aboriginal groups and
elders/healers to provide this education.

• Aboriginal prisoners should be encouraged and
assisted in developing peer education, counsel-
ing, and support programs.

• CSC in collaboration with Health Canada and
others should fund such programs. 

In recent years, the Correctional Service of Canada
has undertaken a variety of initiatives aimed at pro-
viding education specific to the needs of Aboriginal
prisoners, and a strategy and action plan for
Aboriginal people and HIV/AIDS in corrections
has been developed. However, this has been a slow
process, and everybody agrees that much more
needs to be done.

Finally, implementing the recommendations of
the Expert Committee on AIDS and Prisons and
adopting strategies and actions for Aboriginal peo-
ple and HIV/AIDS in prison, while essential, will
not be enough. Various government inquiries have
concluded that the justice system is failing Abori-
ginal people on a crushing scale. As the Supreme
Court of Canada said, “[t]hese findings cry out for
recognition of the magnitude and gravity of the
problem, and for responses to alleviate it.” Every
attempt should be made to divert Aboriginal people
away from prison and toward alternatives.
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