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Past mistakes don’t determine who you are. We only live one life and sometimes make the
wrong choices, but we shouldn’t be condemned forever because of them. Life is hard
enough as it is, and when trying to build a better life we should be supported instead of
being thrown under the bus.
S.G., pardon recipient
On April 5, 2013 the Criminalization and Punishment Education Project1 (CPEP) held a public forum at
the University of Ottawa which highlighted the changes made to the Canadian pardon system in
2010(Bill C-23A) and in 2012 (Bill C-10)2. The event included a panel comprised of front-line workers,
researchers, and directors from a variety of organizations,3 as well as testimonials from individuals
who have been directly affected by the changes. Panellists and other presenters touched on a number
of issues that factor into the ongoing stigmatization of criminalized individuals (mental illness, lack of
education and employment opportunities, homelessness, and discrimination based on race, gender
and culture) showing that the penal system is unfair enough without the added obstacle of an
increasingly punitive pardon program. The purpose of the forum was to shed light on the detrimental
impacts that the new pardon system has on individuals, families, and communities across Canada. This
goal was achieved ten times over within a two-hour period and the end result was a room full of
people who were now informed and ready to take action.
In 2006, Rick Ruddell and Thomas Winfree wrote a journal article4 that applauded the
Canadian pardon system for increasing the chance of successful reintegration and suggested that the
program be mirrored in the United States. The article speaks to a $50 application fee, three and five
year wait periods before eligibility, and the fact that every person in Canada with a criminal record
(apart from those serving life sentences) was able to apply for, and potentially obtain, a pardon. This
program is no longer in existence and has since been replaced with a record suspension program5 that
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is more expensive and far more restrictive. The higher application fee6 impedes those who are either
living on social assistance or who have little-to-no income from applying for a pardon, creating a
program that discriminates against the poor. The new wait periods7 force individuals who have served
their sentence and remained crime-free in the community for three to five years to endure several
more years of stigmatization and criminalization and for many this means putting life (going back to
school, gaining meaningful employment, and finding safe and secure housing) on hold. Finally, the
exclusion of certain groups of people from the pardon program8 means that there are now individuals
living in our communities who will never be forgiven by the system and for whom the idea of
reintegration will never be fully realized.
The changes introduced last year have arguably put the pardon program at odds with key
elements of the avowed mission9 of the Parole Board of Canada (PBC) which is expressed in
statements such as: “the timely integration of offenders” and “[respecting] the inherent potential and
dignity of all individuals and the equal rights of all members of society.” The way the program is
carried out also runs counter to the following statement within the operating principles10 of the PBC:
“The Parole Board of Canada is committed to making timely and well-documented decisions that are
equitable, impartial, responsible and understandable.” The backlog of approximately 22,000 files that
dates back to October 201011 is a clear indication that applicants are not being served within a timely
manner, forcing them to continue living with a searchable criminal record and therefore prohibiting
equal participation in civic activities.
At several points throughout the forum it was recognized that the changes made to the pardon
program were partly due to climate resulting from sensationalism by the media12. Many ‘tough-oncrime’ laws gain popularity in the context of heavy media coverage and fear-mongering in relation to
isolated extreme cases, obscuring what may be sensible, humane, and cost-effective policy in the
majority of cases. A lot of time and energy goes into talking about groups of people who should not be
granted a pardon, but the testimonials delivered at the forum came from individuals who made
compelling cases that they should be eligible but now face several obstacles or, in some circumstances,
dead ends. There was a sense of sadness and a general theme of lost hope in each of the stories shared,
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but despite the challenges these individuals face it was important for their situation to be heard so that
others can better understand the scarcity of forgiveness that plagues our current penal system.
Given the 97% success rate of the old pardon program13 it is safe to say that the changes were
yet another unwarranted reaction by politicians who were more concerned about media coverage and
playing to the desire on some parts of the public for vengeance over expert and practitioner opinion
and evidence from research and practice about what is reasonable public policy. The in-depth
screening process that applicants were required to go through (and that has been made more
exhaustive over the years) ensured the integrity of the program and therefore the introduction of
longer wait periods before eligibility and the exclusion of certain individuals from the program was
completely unnecessary. Those applying for pardons have served their punishment and paid their
debt to society. These are people who have worked hard to make right all past wrongdoings. These are
people who are not a risk to society, but rather an asset. These are people who have sought treatment
for their addictions and those who now have the support needed in order to live with mental health
issues. These are people who have grown up and now have families to support and those who strive to
be positive role-models for their children. These are people who are trained workers who want to
contribute their skills and knowledge to the workforce. These are people who want to help others by
becoming social workers, paramedics, or nurses. These are people who have already been forgiven by
their friends, families, and sometimes even their victims. These are people who are deserving of
another chance.
Fear is the driving force behind many or most decisions made within the realm of the penal
system, and until those in positions of power stand up and start to eradicate this fear it is unlikely that
we will see a reversal of the Harper government’s punishment agenda. For those who want to see
change sooner rather than later there is a lot of work to be done, but it is important work as it means
reinstating the elements of compassion, forgiveness, and empathy into the way we treat each other in
this country. The forum concluded with several ideas on how to keep the flaws of the new pardon
system in the limelight including gathering for rallies on Parliament Hill, using social media to get the
attention of politicians and party leaders, and continuing to collect more stories from individuals who
are stuck in the cycle of criminalization and punishment. For those who attended, and for others who
want to get involved, we must keep this energy going so that we can help those who shared their
stories and the thousands of others like them who feel as though their voices are not being heard.
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