SLAVES
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By Richard Sanders

r 500 years, inwhat isnow called
Fganada, Indigenous people have
been forced into various forms of
captivity and enslavement. From kidnap-
pings by early European “explorers’ and
the slavery imposed by the colonia fur
trade, to forced confinement on reserva-
tions and in residential schools, Aborigi-
nal people have long endured imprison-
ment and forced labour. Thistradition con-
tinues today in the unjust over-represen-
tation of native people in Canada’s pris-
ons. And, withinmatestoiling for $2 aday,
davery seemsalive and well in Canada.

The latest re-
port of Canada’'s Cor-
rectional Investigator,
Howard Sapers, re-
vealsthat whileIndig-
enous peoplecomprise
only 4.3% of Canada's
population, they repre-
sent 25% of all federal
inmates. In the prairies, where 47% of in-
mates are Aboriginal, there are four large
institutions that Sapers says “can be con-
sidered ‘ Indigenous prisons ” becausethey
make up 55% to 61% of the inmates.

I ndigenous women now represent
35% of al female prisoners in Canada.
This has almost doubled since 2005.
Sapers notes a 2014 study showing that
more than half of native women inmates
had either attended or had afamily mem-
ber in aresidential school.

Indigenous prisoners are also
“morelikely to be classified as maximum
security, spend more time in segregation
and serve more of their sentence behind
bars’ than non-Aboriginal inmates.What's
more, Indigenous offendersare“far more
likely tobe... returned to prison for atech-
nical violation of their release conditions.”
Sapers' previous reports also found that
Aboriginal inmateswere morelikely tobe

subjected to force by guards, and that they
“accounted for 45% of all self-injury inci-
dentsin federal prisons.”®

Intermsof prison labour, the* max-
imum inmate payment” for eight hours
work is $6.90. Despite inflation and in-
creased costs paid by inmates, thisamount
has not changed in 35 years. Because 80%
of a prisoner’s wages are deducted for
food, accommodation and telephone ad-
ministration fees, etc., the maximum “ net
daily pay” isonly $1.95. However, fewer
than 9% receive even this paltry sum. A
typical offender, says Sapers, works six
hoursaday for 30 centsan hour.*In short,
Canadian prisons use slave labour.

Though representing only 4.3% of Canadian society,
Indigenous people comprise 25% of all inmates. In the
Prairies, where 47% of inmates are Indigenous, there are

four large prisons where 55% to 61% are from First Nations.

The maximum net daily pay in Canadian prisons is $1.95.
Typically, inmates work six hours a day for 30¢ an hour.

Corrections Canada exploits pris-
on labour to make various products. Some
are purchased by government departments
including the military, which can be seen
as another form of captivity and forced
labour. Prisonersnot only make barracks
furniture (bunks, bedding, chairs and
desks) and weapons storage racks, they
have also received contracts to refurbish
hundreds of military transport vehicles.®

Ironically, Canadian prisons are
sold as caring placesthat build Indigenous
communities, cultureand spirituaity. This
myth is fed with isolated projects such as
paying slave wages to a few native pris-
onersto build a home for areserve fami-
ly.While such symbolic gestureshave no
real impact on Indigenous housing, they
are useful in diverting attention from Ca
nada’s colonial crimes, like land plunder.

Similarly distractingisasmall pro-
gram using native inmates to reproduce
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headbands, moccasins, medicine bags,
drumsand dream-catcher key chains. Say-
ing this mass production shows a*“lack of
respect” for local nations and artisans,
Cold Lake Metis artist Dawn Marchand
said this" exploitative” program lumpsall
First Nations together as if they were the
same. Itisalso“completely unacceptable,”
said Marchand for Indigenous inmates to
be“providing ‘ Slave Labour’ for profitin
the prison industrial complex.””

Canadian pena authorities, says
Jean-Philippe Crete, appropriate cultural
itemsto sell thefiction that jailsare spac-
esof healing and spirituality” whereIndi-
anslearntheir culture. This*cleansing pe-
nal discourse” invites
thepublic“toinvestin
the punishment of in-
digenous prisoners
through ... consump-
tion” of generic Indi-
an crafts and “sani-
tized penal narra-
tives.”8
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