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ABOUT COMMUNITY CORRECTIONS IN CANADA


Canada is a geographically large country consisting of ten provinces and three territories with a population of roughly 41 million people (Statistics Canada, 2025d). Since Confederation in 1867, Canada has maintained a unique constitutional division of powers that fundamentally shapes its approach to community corrections. The Constitution Act, 1867 allocates criminal law jurisdiction to the federal Parliament while assigning the administration of justice to the provinces and territories. Bourgon (2024) provided a substantive overview of the complex legal framework. The Criminal Code of Canada (1985) is the federal statute that defines most criminal offences and sets out core criminal procedures. The Code is periodically revised to reflect societal change and refine the justice process. Although the Code contains the bulk of Canadian criminal law, some federal statutes create additional offences outside its scope, including the Firearms Act (1995), the Controlled Drugs and Substances Act (1996), and the Youth Criminal Justice Act (2002), the latter differentiating adult (age 18+) and youth 12-17 years of age.

The constitutional framework between the federal and provincial/territorial jurisdictions creates a complex, multi-layered system of community supervision, with differences from systems in other countries (Office of the Correctional Investigator, 2019). The federal government, through Correctional Service of Canada (CSC) and the Parole Board of Canada (PBC), supervises individuals serving imprisonment sentences of two years or more. Provincial and territorial correctional systems supervise those sentenced to custody terms of less than two years, as well as all individuals subject to probation orders, conditional sentences, and other community-based sanctions. Division is therefore bifurcated according to the length of prison sentence (less or more than two years) creating 14 distinct correctional jurisdictions across Canada (one federal, ten provincial, and three territorial). Each has their own legislation, policies, organizational structures, and resource allocations (Bourgon, 2024). The multiple systems have been criticized as “archaic”, lacking coherence and not keeping “pace with social change” (Department of Justice, 2019, p. 9). In practice, critiques also include a harsh dependence upon punishment and incarceration with insufficient focus on rehabilitation or community-based sentencing. 

Historically, Canadian parole emerged from a distinctive vision grounded in rehabilitation principles. The PBC’s historical narrative traces parole's origins to early twentieth-century Canadian reformatory movements. In 1899, the Ticket of Leave Act established the foundation of parole’s early days and was largely modeled on British verbiage. Attempts to identify young prisoners “of good character” who might benefit from a second chance if released prior to their warrant expiration and, instead, given another opportunity to help define an early goal of supporting structured reintegration (Parole Board of Canada, 2018). However, with the 1959 Parole Act, modern practices were formalized and clearly differentiated from more punitive models, though their application was uneven and remain politically contested. Around the same time, Canada’s early probation law emerged to follow calls denoting how incarceration was exceptionally restrictive by international standards. Until 1969, probation was limited to first-time prisoners and to offences carrying no more than two years’ imprisonment unless—Canada being a Commonwealth nation—the Crown consented (Hagan & Leon, 1980; Weinrath, 2020). The long-standing resistance to broader probation use has since shaped parole’s evolution, which contributes to a current downward trend (Reid & Cole, 2023). 
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Determining the composition of Canada’s adult community supervision population remains difficult due to fragmented jurisdictions and inconsistent reporting across correctional systems (Weinrath, 2020). National statistics reveal broad patterns—most notably the persistent overrepresentation of marginalized groups, especially Indigenous individuals—yet these trends are hard to interpret without more detailed demographic data (Robinson et al., 2023). Legislative distinctions between adult and youth systems further divide datasets, limiting integrated analysis and leaving national estimates necessarily incomplete. 

The term “community corrections”, although a normative reference, is not formally used in Canadian policy discourse. Practitioners and policymakers instead refer to “community supervision,” specific correctional services, or dispositions such as probation, parole or conditional sentences. Such dispositions include probation orders, conditional sentence orders (i.e., “house arrest”), statutory release, and day or full parole; in some contexts, the term also refers to bail or pre-trial supervision (Bourgon, 2024). Given Canada’s 14 jurisdictions differ substantially in geography, population, and available resources, each generates distinct operational environments and challenges, including limited-service access and unique arrangements in rural versus urban regions.


Adults: Custodial versus Community Supervision

A contemporary view of the national data shows how, in the adult federal system, there were 6,106 community admissions compared with 7,287 custodial admissions, with an average daily count of 8,362.2 adults under community supervision and 12,667.2 adults in federal custody (Statistics Canada, 2025c). Expressed per capita, this corresponds to 40.07 adults per 100,000 under federal jurisdiction versus 71.59 per 100,000 in the provincial/territorial systems. The more pronounced reliance on community supervision in the provinces and territories partly reflects the presence of probation, an inexistant sentencing option at the federal level (Malakieh, 2020).

Data from 2019 to 2024 showed the total number of people under community supervision across the provincial/territorial reporting jurisdictions (i.e., including probation, conditional sentences, and provincial parole where it exists) declined slightly from 86,621 to 84,114 (Statistics Canada, 2025a). Relative to incarceration rates per 100,000 adults in those same jurisdictions (78.66 in 2019 and 77.78 in 2024), probation remains the most common sentencing outcome, though probation’s use also decreased during this period from 279.52 in 2019 to 230.94 in 2024, averaging 231.89 per 100,000 residents (Statistics Canada, 2025a). The figures should be interpreted cautiously, as national reporting is often limited by data unavailability in several jurisdictions (Malakieh, 2019, 2020) and, thus, figures are conservative estimates given the system fails to have consistent nationwide data (Weinrath, 2020).

Data discrepancies also can be found between custodial figures, which combine sentenced individuals with those held on remand, and community supervision totals, which exclude all pre-trial supervisory arrangements. Programs such as bail supervision, releases on a persons’ own recognizance, or other conditions imposed prior to sentencing do not appear in these national community supervision estimates, meaning the total volume of supervision occurring outside custody is substantively higher than reported. Regardless, the most recent trends reinforce the broader patterns and gradual decline. 

The adult federal custodial population decreased from 14,071 persons (47.08 per 100,000) in 2018 to 12,667 persons (40.07 per 100,000) in 2023 (Statistics Canada, 2025b). Within the overall count, community supervision under the CSC consisted of several distinct release mechanisms. Day parole decreased from 1,688.9 in 2018 to 1,452.2; full parole decreased from 4,364.6 to 4,061.9; and statutory release decreased from 2,766.4 to 2,364.8 across the same period in 2023. By contrast, long-term supervision orders rose from 457.7 to 483.3, reflecting a narrow set of circumstances in which CSC secures authority to supervise an individual beyond their warrant expiry date (Statistics Canada, 2025b).

Long-term supervision patterns at the provincial/territorial level also show sustained declines in probation-related oversight. The average daily number of adults on probation dropped from 96,116 in 2012-2013 to 60,994 in 2021–2022 demonstrating a reduction of 36.5% (Public Safety Canada, 2023). Earlier decades show a similar trajectory: probation counts fell from 78,298 in 1994 to 62,656 in 2019, and when adjusted for population growth, the probation rate decreased from 5,687 to 2,528 per 100,000 residents—a 56% decline across twenty-five years (Reid & Cole, 2023).

Demographic indicators in recent reporting periods remain consistent with long-standing national trends. Men continue to comprise 80–85% of adults admitted to provincial/territorial custody and approximately 93% of those admitted to federal custody (Malakieh, 2019, 2020). Within provincial and territorial correctional services, probation accounts for roughly 90% of all community supervision, and nearly three-quarters of all adults under any form of correctional control, including custody and community supervision combined (Malakieh, 2020). The most pronounced demographic feature continues to be the overrepresentation of Indigenous individuals: although representing roughly 4% of the adult population, Indigenous adults accounted for 27% of the federal offender population in 2020–21, and Indigenous women, who constitute 43% of federally incarcerated women, remain the fastest-growing group in federal custody (Auditor General of Canada, 2022).


Youth: Custodial Versus Community Supervision

Youth correctional services in Canada operate entirely within the provincial and territorial systems despite the Act being federal legislation, there is no federal youth system. The most recent national data show an incarceration rate of 2.52 per 10,000 young people. Youth and adult custody are distinct, with a much smaller population of youth under supervision, and few youth ever serving custodial sentences under the YCJA (Bourgon, 2024)

[bookmark: _Hlk213956335]In 2022/2023, the provincial/territorial youth systems recorded 7,481 community admissions relative to 3,479 custodial admissions, indicating a privileging of community-based responses for youth correctional involvement (Statistics Canada, 2025c). On an average day, 3,362.1 youth were supervised in the community, compared with 499.4 youth in custody across all types of secure and open facilities (Statistics Canada, 2025c). Within the custodial population, 68% of youth were held in pre-trial detention or other temporary statuses, while 18% were in sentenced secure custody, and 14% were in sentenced open custody. This distribution illustrates the central role of remand and pre-trial detention in shaping the composition of the youth custodial population (Statistics Canada, 2025c).

Demographically, custodial admissions show distinct patterns. Indigenous youth accounted for 46% of all youth custodial admissions, while non-Indigenous youth represented 53% and those with unknown identity comprised 1% (Statistics Canada, 2025f). Age distributions follow predictable developmental trajectories: custodial admissions increase substantially through mid-adolescence, peaking at 17 years of age where the recorded admission count is the highest of all age groups (Statistics Canada, 2025e). Admissions were lowest at age 12, then rose progressively across ages 13, 14, 15, and 16 with 18 and over no longer falling under youth correctional authority (Statistics Canada, 2025e).

Overall, the youth data reflect a system structurally distinct from adult correctional services in scale, legal framework, and intensity. Youth incarceration levels remain low, low enough to b expressed per 10,000 population rather than 100,000, and community supervision represents most of the youth correctional involvement. The distribution of custodial statuses highlights the continued significance of pre-trial detention in the youth system, while demographic patterns, particularly the overrepresentation of Indigenous youth, remaining the central contextual features of the custodial population.



FORMS OF COMMUNITY CORRECTIONS 

Community corrections in Canada encompass a range of sanctions, supervision mechanisms, and reintegration strategies designed to manage individuals in the community rather than in custodial setting. These programs exist across pre-trial, sentencing, and post-incarceration stages and operate under both federal and provincial jurisdiction. The Canadian model emphasizes judicial oversight, proportionality, and rehabilitation within a framework that integrates state supervision and community-based supports.



Probation Orders
Probation, again only part of the provincial and territorial services, remains the most frequently used form of community supervision for both adults and youth in Canada (Weinrath, 2020). In the adult system, probation operates within the parameters of the Criminal Code, where probation can accompany conditional discharges, suspended sentences, or custodial terms of up to two years, but cannot be imposed as an independent sanction (Reid & Cole, 2023). Every probation order begins with three statutory requirements: i) the individual must keep the peace and be of good behaviour, ii) attend court when required, and iii) notify supervising authorities of any change in name, address, or employment. Courts may add further conditions—such as abstaining from substances, reporting to a probation officer, attending treatment, completing community service, complying with curfews, or avoiding particular people or places—when they believe these restrictions will help reduce future offending. While a single adult order may run for up to three years, consecutive or overlapping orders can lead to sustained periods of community supervision.

Youth probation is structured differently under the Youth Criminal Justice Act (YCJA), which caps probation at two years and limits mandatory requirements to appearing before the court as directed, reflecting the YCJA’s emphasis on minimal intervention, accountability appropriate to developmental stage, and reduced reliance on custody (Reid & Cole, 2023). Since introduced in 2003, the YCJA has substantially reduced youth incarceration, with overall detention and custody rates dropping by nearly half compared to the era of the Young Offenders Act. The YCJA also expanded the range of community-based sanctions available to youth courts. These include Deferred Custody and Supervision (a close analogue to the adult conditional sentence), Intensive Support and Supervision, and automatic community supervision for the final portion of a youth custody sentence (Bourgon, 2024).

In both adult and youth systems, the experience of probation can vary considerably. Although publicly perceived as a rehabilitative alternative to incarceration, probation often carries substantial obligations. Court orders may require regular reporting, strict adherence to curfews, participation in counselling or treatment, financial restitution, or up to 240 hours of community service. These obligations can be demanding, particularly for individuals managing unstable housing, employment limitations, or health needs. Canadian case law emphasizes probation is intended as an alternative to custody and should prioritize rehabilitation rather than deterrence or denunciation, however, in practice many individuals experience the cumulative conditions as restrictive and punitive (R. v. Deis, 1996 as cited in Weinrath, 2020)


Conditional Sentence Orders (CSOs)
Conditional Sentence Orders (CSOs) were introduced in 1996 to provide an alternative to incarceration for sentences under two years (Reid & Cole, 2023). Although formally custodial, these sentences allow individuals to serve their term in the community under stringent supervision. Often referred to as “house arrest,” CSOs require offenders to comply with conditions comparable to those of probation, including curfews, abstention from alcohol or drugs, geographic restrictions, and participation in treatment programs (Bourgon, 2024). Between 1996 and 2019, CSOs accounted for approximately 2–5% of adult sentences, reflecting moderate but consistent usage within the sentencing spectrum (Public Safety Canada, 2023).

Federal Conditional Release
Under the Corrections and Conditional Release Act (CCRA, 1992), federally sentenced (i.e., under CSC’s supervision) individuals are subject to a structured system of conditional release administered by the PBC and the CSC. Four main types of release exist: i) temporary absences, ii) day parole, iii) full parole, and iii) statutory release (Bourgon, 2024; Parole Board of Canada, 2025).

Temporary Absences include Escorted Temporary Absences (ETAs), which may occur at any point in a sentence, and Unescorted Temporary Absences (UTAs), which are restricted by security level and time served. Temporary absences are short-term, supervised releases for rehabilitative, family, or medical purposes. In 2022–23, approval rates for ETAs and UTAs exceeded 80%, particularly among women and Indigenous offenders (Parole Board of Canada, 2025).

Day Parole permits incarcerated people to work, attend treatment, or participate in community activities while residing each night in a correctional facility or community residential centre. Eligibility typically begins six months before the full parole date or after six months in custody. Day parole decisions increased by eight percent in 2022–23 (Parole Board of Canada, 2025).
	
Full Parole authorizes offenders to live in the community under supervision for the remainder of their sentence. Eligibility begins after one-third of the sentence or seven years, whichever comes first, and later for life sentences (Government of Canada, 2010). Federal data show consistent growth in the use of Elder-Assisted and Community-Assisted Hearings, especially in Quebec and the Prairie provinces (Parole Board of Canada, 2025).

Statutory Release allows most, but not all, offenders to serve the final third of their sentence under supervision unless the PBC determines they pose a significant risk of serious harm. In 2022–23, release rates declined slightly to 48% of eligible offenders, with continued regional variation and higher rates among Indigenous individuals (Parole Board of Canada, 2025).

Provincial Conditional Release and Temporary Absences
Provinces and territories administer analogous conditional release mechanisms for offenders serving sentences under two years. For instance, Ontario and Saskatchewan operate temporary absence programs permitting release for work, education, or rehabilitation, typically subject to electronic monitoring or frequent reporting. These systems mirror federal conditional release while showing variation across jurisdictions in offender eligibility and oversight procedures (Parole Board of Canada, 2024)

Pre-Trial and Bail Supervision Programs
At the pre-sentencing stage, community supervision occurs through bail or judicial interim release supervision programs. These are typically managed by non-profit organizations such as the John Howard Society or Elizabeth Fry Society under provincial contracts. Such programs ensure compliance with release conditions (e.g., curfews, substance restrictions) and reduce pretrial detention rates, particularly for marginalized populations.

Community Service and Restorative Justice Programs
Community service may function as a condition of probation or as a stand-alone sanction. Restorative justice programs, including mediation, community conferencing, and diversion initiatives, offer non-custodial alternatives that prioritize victim reparation and community participation. These approaches are especially prevalent within Indigenous and northern justice systems, where community justice committees play a supervisory and restorative role.

Electronic Monitoring & Intensive Supervision
Electronic monitoring (EM) is used selectively across Canadian jurisdictions. Seven provinces and territories currently operate EM programs, while six use none, reflecting significant regional variation in adoption (McDonald, 2015). Even where implemented, EM typically serves a limited subset of cases involving heightened supervision needs such as bail, conditional sentences, or temporary absences. The research base on effectiveness remains limited. Early evaluations—including the Bonta, Wallace-Capretta, and Rooney (2000) study of radio-frequency monitoring found limited impact on recidivism rates (as cited in McDonald, 2015; Weinrath, 2020). Subsequent federal pilot programs have shown inconclusive rehabilitative impact and raised concerns about cost-effectiveness. More recent GPS-based systems lack rigorous evaluation to scale, leaving critical questions about their effectiveness, proportionality, and role in community corrections largely unanswered.

Community Residential Facilities and Halfway Houses
Community Residential Facilities (CRFs), often known as halfway houses, are critical infrastructures within community corrections. Operated by contracted non-governmental organizations such as the John Howard Society or culturally specific Indigenous agencies, CRFs provide structured living arrangements, supervision, and support for individuals on parole, statutory release, or temporary absence. They function as transitional spaces between custody and full community reintegration.

Indigenous Community Corrections and Healing Lodges
The Canadian correctional system integrates Indigenous-led community justice mechanisms through sections 81 and 84 of the Corrections and Conditional Release Act. These frameworks enable Indigenous communities to manage supervision and reintegration of offenders or to participate in release planning. Healing lodges and community reintegration programs emphasize cultural connection, spirituality, and community accountability as cornerstones of rehabilitation.

Community-Based Reintegration and Support Programs
Beyond formal supervision orders, community reintegration supports play a vital role in sustaining public safety and rehabilitation. These include employment readiness programs, substance abuse treatment, housing assistance, and psychological counseling, which are often delivered through local community agencies or federal reintegration funding streams. Such services extend the scope of community corrections beyond compliance monitoring to encompass social reintegration and recidivism prevention.



 
SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS: INDIGENOUS OVERREPRESENTATION

The profound representation of Indigenous individuals in Canada's correctional systems, including community supervision, reflects ongoing legacies of colonization, intergenerational trauma, and systemic racism (Malakieh, 2020). Indigenous individuals are incarcerated at a rate that much high then their portion of the Canadian population, leading the use of the term “overrepresented” in systems of justice. Indigenous individuals remain significantly overrepresented in Canada’s criminal justice system as both victims and accused/perpetrators. They are more likely to be found guilty, receive custodial or conditional sentences, and less likely to receive probation or fines compared to white defendants. In 2022–23, Indigenous adults accounted for about 30% of admissions to provincial and territorial correctional services despite comprising only 4% of the adult population, with the imbalance especially severe for Indigenous women, who made up 42% of female custody admissions (Department of Justice Canada, 2024). Section 718.2(e) of the Criminal Code, following the Supreme Court's decision in R. v. Gladue, directs sentencing judges to pay "particular attention to the circumstances of Aboriginal offenders" and consider "all available sanctions, other than imprisonment, that are reasonable in the circumstances" (Criminal Code, 2025; R. v. Gladue, 1999). Gladue, sadly, lack consistent use and comprehensive, effective implementation in many jurisdictions. Despite 25 years since Gladue, Indigenous overrepresentation persists and in some respects has worsened (Department of Justice Canada, 2024; Office of the Correctional Investigator, 2012). 

Indigenous adults made up roughly a third of all admissions to provincial, territorial, and federal custody in 2020, despite representing only about 5% of the country’s adult population (Statistics Canada, 2022, p. 4). In 2021/2022, Indigenous people in federal custody were granted day parole and full parole less often—72% and 21%—than non-Indigenous people, who received them at 77% and 33% (Department of Justice Canada, 2024). That disparity has held steady for a decade. Because of this, Indigenous offenders were pushed more frequently into statutory release, at 76% compared to 57% for non-Indigenous offenders. This meant they ended up serving a larger share of their sentences before first release on day or full parole—42% and 48% of their terms, versus 37% and 45% for non-Indigenous offenders (Department of Justice Canada, 2024, p. 6). Further, once sentenced federally, Indigenous offenders are often dislocated from their homes and loved ones, as there are no federal facilities in the North, specifically in the territories or the provinces of Newfoundland and Labrador and Prince Edward Island. In consequence, these individuals are serving sentences and often conditionally released far from their communities and supports. Overall, disparities complicate the evidence known about reintegration and the supports available for a disproportionate number of Indigenous Canadians who continue to be incarcerated at rates far out of proportion to their population which is a pattern rooted in the long-term social and historical harms of colonization. 
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