Ethnicity and Culture

A Diversified Correctional Approach
BY Djamila Amellal, Communications Officer, Communications and CitiEsngagement

The National Ethnocultural Advisory Committee (NEAGne into being in 2001, and Dr.
Emerson Douyon, an internationally renowned psyafpst, was elected chairperson in
fulfilment of Commissioner’s Directive 767, Ethntiaral Offender Programs. The CD
complements and enhances the existing progranmed@arrectional Service of Canada
(CSC) and encourages the recognition of ethniaity eulture while managing inmates.

| recently met with Dr. Douyon — an authority irstiield and an unassuming man. He spoke
openly and candidly about the importance of the@thltural factor when dealing with
offenders from ethnocultural minority groups.

“The Correctional Service of Canada administergpms in prisons to promote a change in
the criminal behaviour of offenders under its resoility,” Dr. Douyon said. “In order to
ensure that this educational process operategigéflsc CSC must take the ethnocultural
parameter into account and consider the needderfd¥rs from ethnic groups. Offenders do
not have the same history or the same path, asdh¢terogeneity requires a more diversified
and more personalized approach, depending on teed#’s home base, culture and
ethnicity.”

So far, Dr. Douyon, who has conducted researchdratea at the Université de Montréal and
outside Canada, has visited 14 federal peniteatian various CSC regions. He has talked to
offenders from many ethnic backgrounds and cultunetuding Asians, Blacks, Arabs and
Latinos. In his opinion, CSC should focus its efasn three key elements in relation to
ethnocultural offenders: programs, requirementssamdices, and staff awareness.

Adapting Programs to Cultural Realities

Correctional programs are very important sincertbbjective is to help offenders evolve and
prepare for parole in the community. However, adogy to Douyon, offenders belonging to
ethnocultural groups agree that they do not seasbkres reflected in these programs and
that the content is not adapted to their realiigirt ethnic identity, the traditions and values of
their culture of origin which constitute a refererfor them. “CSC programs are void of
culture — a hidden aspect of the personality,” dasysbouyon. “Behind the criminal acts,
there are attitudes, beliefs and values that apeshby culture. Individuals do not express
distress, emotions and needs the same way in euéttyre. Each program should, therefore,
have a specific cultural component, depending erethnic groups. This pluralist
ethnocultural approach would help with the effeetimanagement of diversity in prisons.”

Douyon raises another key issue regarding progrdeaing with non-Canadian offenders
who are serving their sentence under the respditgibi CSC and who are threatened with
deportation at the end of their incarceration. “Hdewve motivate these offenders in the
programs? What living environment do we preparenthar, here or elsewhere?”



Requirements and Services Meet Expectations

One of the requirements that offenders considepnapt isdiet This is not a minor issue for
those who want a diet that is consistent with ttrauitions and religious standards. “Behind
these community culinary preferences,” says Dr.yoou “are profound emotional and
spiritual links between diet and culture.”

Offenders also need to keep in direct contact thigir families or members of the NEAC
through visits to the penitentiaries. Accordindouyon, contact must be maintained at alll
times.

The offender intake assessment also could be raboeetd to identify ethnicity and cultural
factors. It would be useful for CSC to evaluateceatures and assessment tools with a view to
allowing for ethnocultural variations. If CSC digezds cultural parameters, a distorted image
of the offender’s personality may result. “Thawisat offenders are talking about when they
say that their criminal profile, compiled from p&gdogical tests, dangerousness
classifications and actuarial scales designed @tiNAmericans, does not reflect their

reality,” Douyon pointed out. “Some offenders mayibcorrectly classified as dangerous or
high risk, which could have an undesirable effectreeir incarceration."”

Staff Training — An Effective Tool for Improved Communication

Dr. Douyon points out that program methods couldfygroved by educating correctional
staff about offenders’ cultures of origin. In higimion, this could easily be achieved by
holding discussion workshops with staff members ethehocultural offenders. It would be an
opportunity to become familiar with one anotheamatmosphere of mutual respect.
“Knowledge makes it possible to correct certaimesieypes and prejudices, labelling
practices, and some negative attitudes that argrdettal to intercultural harmony,” Douyon
commented.

He added, “Recruiting more diverse staff and makimegn more visible to staff and offenders
will help CSC accomplish its mission. It would loeal if diversity were visible in
administrations and in the institutions. For examjkclerc Institution has an intercultural
relations officer who conducts outreach work frdma institution. That's fantastic. It would
also be good to have parole officers from a vardtgthnic backgrounds to supervise in the
community and make connections with offenders’ feas.’

Building Bridges with the Ethnocultural Community

According to Dr. Douyon, awareness is not justtiidito CSC staff. A great deal of
education needs to happen with the families ofrofées belonging to minority ethnic groups
and with community organizations that do not alwiagse a positive perception of CSC. “In
a number of ethnocultural communities, there isuatnpolice and anti prison tradition and
culture,” says Dr. Douyon. “Because of their pagtezience in socio-political systems where
arbitrariness and non-entitlement are too ofterrtfes many offenders and their families are
prejudiced against CSC. So CSC needs the supptire damilies and ethnic communities in
order to facilitate offenders’ gradual reintegratiato the community. To build real bridges
with the ethnocultural community, we must bettedenstand it.”



To dispel these prejudices, Dr. Douyon stronglpmmends that CSC holds forums, recruits
volunteers from ethnic groups, educates peopletaheuole of the NEAC, develops research
projects on ethnic groups and conducts speciakgsreoncerning the perceptions, attitudes
and expectations of ethnocultural communities ddr@ss the Haitian community on the radio
to explain and educate,” he says. “People were lvappy to find out that there is an
ethnocultural committee. They didn't know. We néedlarify the image of CSC and foster
reconciliation.”

He also points out that raising awareness amormmaérs’ families will help offenders feel
less cut off from their communities. “There is adency in ethnic communities to abandon,
too quickly, those members who commit a crime. Tihhegome the shame of the family.
Family members and communities who abandon thexd&eonly fuel the offender’s anger
and discontent. Some of these individuals do nehepeak the local languages and become
very isolated. Raising awareness brings us clasarsblution.”

In conclusion, Dr. Douyon says, “Ethnicity and oué are the frameworks within which we
can examine offenders’ problems. In other wordsjietty and culture are categories or
interpretation methods that can assist us withsassent, orientation, treatment and offender
reintegration. Any initiative to restructure progrs, services and research in an increasingly
diverse prison setting should consider these neanpeters.$



