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OPINION

Addressing systemic
discrimination in federal prisons

By CHRISTOPHER J. SCHNEIDER AND STACEY HANNEM  OCTOBER 29, 2020

In correctional facilities across Canada, the ion scanner is calibrated to test visitors
for trace detections of illicit drugs in order to prevent drugs from entering prisons.
In many cases, it does not produce valid results.
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Ottawa has been well aware of the problems with the ion scanner for years, yet puzzlingly, the devices

continue to be used by CSC across the country. Photograph courtesy of Unsplash
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rather than actually correcting the issue.

federal prisons and risk assessment?

The battle against systemic racism in Canadian prisons has won all-party
support following a Globe and Mail investigation that showed bias against
Black and Indigenous men when assessing risk. This is a good first step. We
can now probably expect that government-funded studies and reports will
be commissioned and that much more ink will be spilled initially detailing,

What actions can we take right now to address systemic discrimination in

We think our 2019 book, Security and Risk Technologies in Criminal Justice:

Critical Perspectives, provides some clear and concrete answers, particularly

our chapter on the ion mobility spectrometry device or the ion scanner. For

anyone who has had their hands swabbed to test for trace detections of

explosive residue material when passing through airport security, the ion

scan is likely familiar.

On the one hand, Correctional Service of Canada, as The Globe and Mail

investigation clearly documented, bases part of its risk assessment of

incarcerated individuals on family ties and that this level of risk assessment

is based on the administrating officer’s judgement. On the other hand, the

technology presents the illusions of objectivity that continues to allow

correctional officers to make their own subjective determinations of visiting

family members who pose risks to the correctional institution. The

compendium of evidence is crystal clear that preserving family ties of

incarcerated persons is a significant factor for reducing risk and

reoffending.

In correctional facilities across Canada, the ion scanner is calibrated to test

visitors for trace detections of illicit drugs in order to prevent drugs from

entering prisons. In many cases, it does not produce valid results. A positive

test could result in loss of visitation privileges to see incarcerated family

members, sometimes permanently.

First, the evidence reveals that the technology is not discriminatory enough

to identify individuals who are carrying drugs (false-positive readings can

be common). Second, the device does not actually prevent drugs from

entering prisons, since not every single person who enters is tested

(correctional staff are not tested).

Ottawa has been well aware of the problems with the ion scanner for years,

yet puzzlingly, the devices continue to be used by CSC across the country.

CSC, even as it said the devices can be useful in detecting most drugs, it

noted in its 2010-2011 report that “these devices are often oversensitive and

are limited in their ability to detect certain forms of drugs.”

In 2017, Professor Stacey Hannem testified before the Public Safety

Committee on the use of the ion scanner by CSC. Drawing from 60

interviews with family members of incarcerated persons in Canada,

Professor Hannem found that the device does little more than provide an

opportunity for CSC to exclude certain people. Often, these determinations

of risk can be rooted in assumptions about race and class.

One woman, whose husband was incarcerated, told Professor Hannem:

“They don’t apply the rules to everyone in the same way.” Another woman

on a visit to see her incarcerated husband observed that the correctional

officers had failed to change their gloves and add a new insert to the ion

scanner. The ‘“lady before me tested positive for cocaine, and I went behind

her and I tested positive for cocaine.” (Common antacid medications are

known to have the same mobility constants as cocaine, thus providing a

false positive for trace detections of cocaine. Banknotes will also regularly

test positive for cocaine).

We can protect and preserve family ties of incarcerated persons including

Black and Indigenous inmates right now—and maintain family

relationships and reduce risk—while we wait for the House of Commons

committee members to raise and vote on the NDP motion to review CSC risk

assessments.

CSC should stop using these devices immediately.

Christopher ]. Schneider is Professor of Sociology at Brandon University. Stacey

Hannem is Associate Professor of Criminology at Wilfrid Laurier University.
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Canada in a ‘civic moment,’
says Samara researcher,
urging consideration of
citizen assemblies in bid to
‘build back better’

NEWS | By PALAK MANGAT

'There's not much
evidence in my
mind that
Canadians don't
trust their leaders
or don't trust
their leaders enough. There's
plenty of trust there, but I don't
know that that trust is always
returned, says Mike Morden.

Senators say publishing
details of powerful
committee’s internal
work part of ‘evolution’
to greater transparency
NEWS | By SAMANTHA WRIGHT ALLEN
Q | ‘The more we can,
_ \ the more we want
= to be open, says
ISG Sen. Saint-
Germain of move
to make public
details of the the Senate Internal
Economy Committee's seven
subgroups.

3

Pace of virtual inspections on
migrant worker conditions a
concern, say critics, with half
completed this summer
NEWS | By SAMANTHA WRIGHT ALLEN
= " 'This [program)]
should be a win-
win-win situation,
and it's turned out
to be a lose-lose-
lose situation and
it has to be rectified, says
Independent Sen. Ratna

One hopeful Tory candidate
wants the Ottawa-Beijing
relationship on the ballot
NEWS | By NEIL MOSS

'In the riding and
everywhere in
Canada today,
there are
questions about
the rise of China,
says Matthew Fisher, who is
hoping to be the Conservative
candidate in Kanata-Carleton,
Ont.

‘We need courage’: Bloc,

NDP MPs push for House to
recognize Uyghur genocide

in face of Beijing pressure
NEWS | By NEIL MOSS

" Chinese
Ambassador Cong
! Peiwu told
reporters on Oct.
15 a parliamentary
recognition that
the Chinese government is
committing genocide against the
Uyghurs would be met with a
'strong reaction.

Byelection results should
give Liberals ‘pause’ after
strong showing from Greens,
Conservatives, say experts
NEWS | By BEATRICE PAEZ

' ‘While the Liberal
fortress held...

" based on these
results, I'm not
certain an early
election would
produce a majority government,
says professor Tracey Raney.

RCMP neck-hold review
‘ongoing’ four months
after Lucki’s promise

NEWS | By PETER MAZEREEUW
RCMP
headquarters
began tracking
i the use of the
‘carotid control
hold' by its
officers nationwide in
September. It has been used
once since then, says a
spokesperson.

MPs pass Conservative
motion to initiate expansive
committee study on feds’
pandemic response, despite
Liberals’ objections

A number of
Liberals abstained
from voting on an
d amendment that
| extended the
government's
timeline for disclosing
documents sought under the
motion.

Liberals fend off challenges
in pair of byelections, but
shed support in Grit
stronghold in process

NEWS

UNTIL THERENS A

INNOVATIVE
*» MEDICINES

=
ﬁé?@ CANADA

COVID-19)VACCIN

By Microsoft Canada

Sponsored Content

Overcoming a
Crisis: Digital
Transformation in
Government

RELATED STORIES

B

|
|

BT Microsoft

Moving forward,

together

Enable people and
teams to collaborate
and be productive
from anywhere

......

1y
1YY
\\\\
.

2 ",n

Iit's a

David vs
two Goliaths

story.

ka.ms/enableanywhere

JUL 15, 2020

Prison watchdog has
‘grave’ concerns that
CSC rates Indigenous,
Black inmates as higher
risk

JUL 8, 2020
Cultural assessments
needed for sentencing
reform, say advocates,
amid calls to address
high Black incarceration
rates

APR 8, 2020
‘Critical situation’ in
prisons as health-care
workers threaten to walk
over lack of protective
equipment

MAR 25, 2020

Release low-risk
prisoners to prevent
COVID-19 outbreak, say
advocates calling for
‘immediate action’
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Correctional Service of
Canada must do better
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