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METHODOLOGY 

The crime rates in the Yukon Territory are among the highest in Canada. Too many of the 
individuals involved in the justice system also struggle with other various issues, such as 
homelessness, poverty, addictions, stigma and discrimination, mental health challenges, 
chronic diseases, violence, and trauma. 

This project was created to recognize the individuals' stories and experiences  of being 
involved in a complex justice system. Stories and experiences reflected altercations with 
the RCMP, incarceration, community supervision, stigma and discrimination from front line 
workers, and a lack of appropriate and culturally relevant programs and services. These 
experiences keep individuals in this cycle of criminal activity, homelessness, poverty, 
addictions, violence, and trauma. This project is a snapshot of the challenges and struggles 
these individuals experience on a daily basis throughout their lives. 

We warn readers that some inappropriate language is used throughout this document to 
maintain the authenticity of the personal narratives and experiences of the 
participants. The views and opinions expressed through the personal narratives do not 
state or reflect those of Blood Ties Four Directions Centre Society. We hope this project 
gives the community a better understanding of the challenges of a system that has failed 
many and helps all members of our community live with dignity. 

Blood Ties solicited individuals willing to share their stories and experiences of being 
involved in the justice system within Whitehorse, Yukon. We invited anyone with lived 
experiences and who was justice involved, whether they had altercations with RCMP, were 
recently incarcerated, on probation, or in wellness court,  to participate. We created 
posters to share with other organizations serving individuals with lived experiences, and 
communicated the opportunity to participate through word of mouth among our client 
populations.  

Stories and experiences were collected through focus groups and individual interviews in 
2016. Each focus group revolved around a theme highlighted in the Revolving Door of the 
Justice System info graphic our organization designed (see pg. 3). The themes were: Release 
into Homelessness, Justice Navigation, Release into Poverty, Unrealistic Conditions, Stigma
and Discrimination, and Limited Treatment Options. Each focus group and 
individual interview was recorded and transcribed with consent from all participants. Ten 
individuals participated in one of more of the focus groups, or personal interviews, 
organized.  

Individuals were also able to participate artistically through drawings, poetry, and 
paintings. We had one individual share their stories and experiences. All participants 
received a honorarium for their contributions in this project. 

A total of 11 individuals participated in this project; eight males and three females. The age 
range of individuals was 23 to 53 years old. All individuals who participated spent a 
majority of their lives in the Yukon, but also resided in Alberta, British Columbia , and the 
Northwest Territories. All individuals who participated in the project identified as First 
Nation. 
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EARLY EXPERIENCES

"When I was a kid, I was always in trouble. 
I came from a very poor family. My mom 
couldn’t afford much for us, so I would 
steal thinking I was helping at first. I got 
caught and put in the Assessment center
here in Whitehorse, and that led to more 
problems because I met older kids who 
didn’t care what happened from their 
actions. I learned how to break into 
buildings and steal without getting 
caught. I was small and they could boost 
me through a window easily. Then I was 
introduced to drugs and alcohol. I didn’t 
get the chance to go to school while I was 
there, as much as I wanted too. As a 
result, I am older, with no education, 
struggling with addictions, and involved 
with the justice system. I can’t find work. 
I’m homeless. So much bad stuff 
happened to me at the Assessment 
center. I was abused and raped from staff 
members, by people that were supposed 
to look after you. Those experiences 
impacted my life." 

Many individuals shared they experienced various issues and challenges as 
children that contributed to the hardships later in life. They were living in 
poverty, experiencing homelessness, exposed to violence and substance 
misuse, and experienced trauma. The collective suffering and losses of 
culture, languages, and traditions, in communities reflect the over- 
representation of Indigenous peoples in the justice system today.

"My experiences as a kid shaped
me. I grew up in a secure
juvenile facility in Vancouver, 
from 13 to 18 years old.  When I 
was in there, I got more violent. 
I left tough, angry, mean, and 
pissed at the world. It followed 
me my whole life. I am still like 
that. I want to change, but I’m 
not ready and don’t know when 
I will be ready."

"My first experience was at 8 years old. 
I was caught stealing. I was stealing 
because I was hungry. I didn’t eat for a 
few days. My family was struggling to 
feed us at home at the time. At this age, 
I was also introduced to alcohol. I also 
had my first experience in the bush by 
myself. Most people would say I was 
homeless. I remember dealing with the 
RCMP and not understanding what I did 
wrong. I was just hungry and trying to 
survive. That’s when the mistreatment 
and misunderstandings started."

"At 13 years old, I was sexually harassed 
and assaulted by a female officer. It 
happened more than once. I think my anger 
runs deep because it was never dealt with. 
Once, I was home and that female officer 
came into my home and strip searched me in
my bedroom without cause. She put her 
hands in my shorts. I was just a little girl and 
didn’t know much, but I knew that was 
wrong. Now, when I look back, I think that I 
was not the only little girl that this 
happened too. There were times when she 
would strip me down and search twice –first 
when I was arrested and then when I was at 
the station in her custody. I didn’t tell my 
mom or anybody until finally said “you are 
not going to touch me or make me take my 
clothes off anymore unless you rip them 
off”, which she has in the past. I think a lot of
my anger towards police is because of that. 
When I get arrested now, they have to 
physically hold me down because I will not 
take anything off when I am searched." 

-Male , 43 years old -Female, 31 years old

-Male , 43 years old
-Male , 53 years old

For more information on Early Experiences, please read: 
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples. (1996). People to people, nation to nation.  
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. (2015). Final report of the truth and reconciliation 
commission of Canada. 
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"Because of residential 
school, it stripped people 
from a lot of love and 
kindness in their hearts. They 
went there with hope and 
faith that they would learn 
something. Then they got into 
those places, they were in a 
trap, like in a cell. You can't 
go anywhere. They couldn't 
speak their language. You 
couldn't see your sisters or 
brothers, you know? We kids 
were getting abandoned, 
when we wanted love and 
attention. But, instead of 
getting love and attention, we
got the opposite. We got the 
opposite from other people 
that were sick with alcohol 
because of what they went 
through. That’s why there are 
so many suicides and so much 
people dying of booze, it's 
because nobody has given 
these little kids chance to 
grow."

"Looking back to my younger days, I really 
had a good life, with my grandparents. They 
wanted the best for me, they wanted me to 
finish school, wanted me not don't drink, 
wanted me to do good stuff, and respect 
our elders. But at a young age, I started 
getting into trouble. It was when I was 
about 12 years old; I started getting into 
substance abuse. I started sniffing. I used 
that to numb the pain. You see, I'm the 
youngest. I was always picked on from my 
other brothers and we use to fight all the 
time. My mom, basically, abandoned us 
because she was an alcoholic herself; she 
died from drinking. When I was younger, I 
remember, I wanted to get away from my 
family because I was getting afraid they 
might hurt me. My mom wasn’t there for 
me. I grew up hating her…that's why I 
drank and why I got in trouble with the law. 
I was 16 years old the first time I went to 
jail. I had breaking and entering, breaches, 
underage drinking, and stuff like that. At 16 
years old, I had over 25 charges just from 
living in a small community. I was in jail for 
over 4 months."

"I was 15 years old. I was a pothead. I used 
to steal cassette tapes from the Hudson
Bay Company and sell them for five 
dollars. So, I got caught and charged for 
theft. I remember the police brought me 
home and my dad didn’t say anything to 
me. I can remember this vividly. I was 
sitting there, watching TV and I was really 
scared, thinking, he's not saying anything, 
which was what scared me. And, finally I 
couldn't take it anymore. I said, ‘dad, 
you're not going to say anything? You're 
not upset? You're not mad?’ He says, ‘well, 
what can I say? He says, you're being 
charged, and that's it.’ I went to youth 
court. The room was packed. All the youth 
were there for break and enter, vandalism, 
drinking under the influence, and theft. We
got put into this program called Diversion 
Program, which like for youth on probation
with first offences. If you completed this 
program, the charges would be removed 
from your record."

"This is deeply personal. When I was a young 
boy, I was sexually molested, by two older 
kids, both brothers. They were grade six or 
seven and I was grade one. My dad told me 
then he didn’t want me hanging around with 
so and so–my abusers. I never really thought 
of why I didn’t say anything then. Now 
looking back, I think the reason I didn’t come 
forward was because I thought it was my
fault somehow and I was scared. What’s 
really fucked up is one of those boys is now a 
senior officer in the Northwest Territories, 
and his brothers followed in his footsteps. 
So my abusers are now RCMP. Yeah, so, 
there’s another reason for my distrust of the 
RCMP, because I don’t know their past 
histories, or what they’re capable of."

-Male, 46 years old

-Male, 48 years old

-Male, 48 years old

-Male, 46 years old
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RELEASE INTO 
HOMELESSNESS
People getting out of jail don't always have a home to go to. They are faced 
with trying to get their life back on track while surviving on the street or in 
unstable housing. According to research, there is a over-representation of 
Indigenous peoples living on the streets rather than accessing shelters 
when they leave jail. According to research, there is a link between 
substandard housing or lack of housing with a poor quality of life. We need 
to create housing options for people exiting corrections. This includes 
short term transitional housing and long term supported housing. It costs 
$70/day to keep people in supported housing versus $370/day to keep 
people in jail.

"I’ve lived most of my life on the streets. 
There would be times where I would have a 
job and a place to live, but that would be 
temporary. I had to learn at a very young 
age how to survive on the street. 
Employers wouldn’t look at you or 
landlords wouldn’t look at you. So there 
you are, back in the streets and back with 
the same crowd of people doing the same 
things."

"Finding housing is hard. One look at you 
and they judge you because you’re native. 
They think you’re just going to party and 
you’re going cause problems. Add a 
criminal record with no references. It’s no 
wonder I am on the streets."

"My only option is my family. Sometimes 
my family doesn’t want me around because 
of what happened that put me in jail in the 
first place. They don’t want the cops 
coming around and following up with me. 
So what are my options? It’s a shelter. It’s 
the streets. Then what happens? I drink 
and I do drugs because I feel 
hopeless. When you don't have a home to 
go to, you resort back to the illegal stuff 
that put you into the jail in the first place. 
I've been homeless for years. It's not 
changing.""I have had to jump through so many 

hoops to get my housing. I’m a single 
mother. I do have a criminal record, but I’m 
trying. I have a difficult time with my 
neighbors and landlords because of my 
history. They know that I have previous 
charges. It’s hard but I’m trying for my kid. 
I don’t want him to go through what I did 
at a young age. He helped me smarten up a 
bit. But it’s very hard because I do drink 
and I do drugs. I know that can put me 
back in jail."

-Male, 40 years old

-Male, 43 years old

-Male, 53 years old

-Female, 31 years old

For more information on the Release of Homelessness, please read: 
Gasparelli, J. (2014). Housing and homelessness. In P. Mensizes & L. Lavalee, Journey to healing: Aboriginal 
people with addiction and mental health issues: what health, social service and justice workers need to know (343- 
357). Canada: CAMH Publications. 
Homeward Trust Edmonton. (2015). Towards a deeper understanding of the Indigenous experience of urban 
homelessness.
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The justice system is complicated and difficult to navigate. For people with 
FASD, addictions, illiteracy, or mental health issues, this can be particularly 
challenging.  A recent study completed at Whitehorse Correctional Centre 
showed that 17% of participants had a diagnosis of FASD. Research also 
shows that Indigenous peoples disproportionately experience anxiety 
disorders, post-traumatic stress disorders, and trauma in their life, 
contributing to continued alcohol and drug use, violence, and criminality in a 
community.

JUSTICE NAVIGATION

"My first charge was aggravated assault, so 
pretty serious. I was 19 years old. I was going 
through a lot of shit at the time. I had lost a 
best friend to suicide and wasn’t doing well. I 
was struggling mentally. I was fighting with 
my boyfriend more and more and just lost it. I 
lost control over everything. I really hurt my 
boyfriend. I put him in the hospital for a week. 
I went to jail for a bit, then was put on 
probation and into wellness court. I was 
breaching a lot, like a lot. I breached 
appointments, curfews, drinking, all of it. 
There was even a restraining order between 
my boyfriend and I after that, but we kept 
seeing one another. So I was breaking that. 
That was a messy and frustrating experience 
in my life that I am still recovering from. I had 
no strong supports to help what I was going 
through at all. I felt completely hopeless. I 
didn't know what I was doing. I needed help 
and didn't get it."

"I had a DUI and I was trying to work with 
my probation officer. I was sober. I was 
clean. I went to counselling and AA 
meetings. I was doing everything I can to 
work with her, but it wasn’t enough. 
Sometimes, I would get so angry I would 
cry. She told I had to do more to make her 
happy. I wanted to hit her one time, but I 
didn’t; I could picture myself doing that 
too. She would push me for a reaction. I 
went to her supervisor, saying what was 
happening during my appointments. My 
probation officer was written up and her 
supervisor took me as her client instead. 
She said enough is enough. I was thinking, 
how many people go through that? What 
if they don’t have a voice for themselves 
and have to sit there and take that abuse 
and control? It’s not right. Probation is 
supposed to work for you and with you to 
get you out of the system."

"I have gone to treatment many times, in 
and out of the territory, because I struggle 
with an alcohol. I enjoyed the Jackson Lake 
Land-based treatment the most; it helped 
me. It was good, but you have to keep up 
with taking care of yourself afterwards. I 
leave feeling great and that feeling doesn’t 
last because something will happen and 
boom, I’m back to where I started in shit 
for whatever reason. I am in the same 
situation and back to applying for 
treatment. The chances you will go 
through the justice system again are likely 
to happen, especially for someone like me 
who struggles with alcohol."

"Education, job experiences, and job 
searching needs to happen. They need to 
help a person find a place to live before 
they get out of jail. That all needs to be 
ready for when a person leaves jail. And 
you know what, sure, not every person 
will give a fuck. They have been through 
the system for too long for anything to 
change. But there are people who do 
want to get out of the system. They want 
a house. They want a job. They want to
stay the fuck away from the justice 
system. They should have those 
experiences when the leave jail. It makes 
me so fucking mad that it doesn’t happen 
as often as it should."

-Female, 23 years old-Female, 31 years old

-Male, 53 years old-Male, 43 years old

For more information on Justice Navigation, please read: 
Rudin, J. (2014). The criminal justice system: Addressing Aboriginal over-representation. In P. Mensizes & L. 
Lavalee, Journey to healing: Aboriginal people with addiction and mental health issues.: what health, social service 
and justice workers need to know (301-313). Canada: CAMH Publications.  
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RELEASE INTO 
POVERTY

"There are jobs that I am qualified for. 
One time I applied for an easy 
maintenance position for hiking trails. I 
was more than qualified for that, but the 
people hiring knew me. They knew my 
past, they knew my background. I didn’t
even get an interview. At the time, I was 
on probation trying to get myself on 
track. How can I do that if people won’t 
look past that? They see me as a criminal, 
an addict, and an alcoholic. I was mad. 
My daughter was just born. I needed to 
provide for her. They wouldn’t give me a 
chance."

The stigma of incarceration makes it challenging to find employment once 
you have a criminal record. We can no longer judge men and women on the 
basis of individual accountability, when high incarceration rates are 
consequences of systemic issues , such as poverty and racism. From 
an Indigenous perspective, an release into poverty is a direct result of 
colonization. We need to create skills training programs and employment re- 
integration programs specifically for people getting out of jail.

"Because I have a criminal record, my 
chances for employment are done. That's
what it feels like anyways. The Yukon is a 
small place. Word gets around. If I get a job, 
it does not last."

"I don’t cry anymore. I only feel angry and 
hopeless. I don’t want to make new friends. I 
don’t want my old friends.  I don’t trust 
anyone. That’s how I feel, even towards my 
family. I am purposely distancing myself. I try 
to cry but nothing happens. The only one I try 
things for is my son. I try but I am still living 
in poverty, struggling to put food on the table 
and to dress him in warm clothes."

-Male, 43 years old

-Male, 50 years old

-Female, 31 years old

For more information on the Release of Poverty, please read: 
Monture, P., A. (2011). The need for radical change in Canadian criminal justice system: Applying a human 
rights framework. In D. Long & O. P. Dickason (3rd Ed.), Visions of the heart: Canadian Aboriginal issues (238- 
257). Don Mills, ON: Oxford University press. 
Proulx, C. (2003). Reclaiming Aboriginal justice, identity, and community. Saskatoon, SK: Purich Publishing Ltd.
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"I’ve been told more than once 
that I need to quit drinking 
because every time I drink 
something bad happens. And I 
know that. I know that happens 
to me, but I have no faith in the 
justice system. I have been in 
that cycle for too long. I try to 
take care of myself and it isn’t 
enough. And when service 
providers are supposed to help 
me, it isn’t enough. So I drink, 
because I’m frustrated and 
angry and don’t know what else 
to do with myself. It’s too 
hard. I had a charge once and 
they told me I breached 17 
times because of my drinking. I 
was told I would get a month 
for every breach, so that’s 17 
months. The cops kept coming 
after me because I was on 
house arrest. I was an easy 
target. That’s how the system 
works – it’s to keep you there. 
I’ve been involved in the justice 
system since I was 12 years old. 
I’m 31 now and I can’t escape it. 
Its set up to make you fail."

Many people in the justice system have addictions. They are given 
unrealistic conditions, such as not using drugs and alcohol when they are 
released. They can't meet these conditions without supports and they wind 
up back in jail. Unfortunately, studies show that Indigenous peoples have 
turned to alcohol and other substances to cope with their current 
situations, making alcohol and drug use their most dominant types of 
addictive behaviours in Canada. We need to increase supports for people on 
probation to help them comply with their conditions. We need to advocate 
for realistic conditions and provide social supports to help them find 
housing and employment opportunities in our community.  

"I had to go back to the courts to change 
the conditions they had for me. I have 
arthritis in my joints and I have an 
addiction. I struggle with alcohol and 
everyone knows that. I drank for most of 
my life because of the things I went 
through at a young age. I take morphine 
for the pain now caused by my arthritis. 
Plus I take a lot of other drugs for the 
pain because it’s intolerable. So if I have 
conditions saying I cannot drink, I will 
breach because of my addictions. 
That means jail time for breaches."

-Female, 31 years old

-Male, 53 years old

"When I was on probation, there were 
programs but I didn’t take them 
seriously. I was still drinking and using at 
the time. I get out of jail, I go out and get 
drunk, and that was my pattern. That's 
the only pattern I knew. And it's 
nobody's fault, it's my choices. I mean, I 
didn't choose to do that. You know? I just 
couldn't get off the booze, that's the only 
way I functioned, with a little bit of 
alcohol in me. If I don't have alcohol in 
my body, I won't be able to function. You 
know? I won't be able to function. I'll 
take a few drinks, say, hey man, all my 
problems are gone."

-Male, 48 years old

For more information on Unrealistic Conditions, please read: 
Monchalin, L. (2016). The colonial problem: An Indigenous perspective on crime and injustice in Canada. 
Toronto, ON: University of Toronto Press.  
Office of the Correctional Investigator. (2015-2016). Annual report of the office of the correctional 
investigator.  
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"I was involved with Wellness court for a long time. I had some very hard-core charges. 
This one time, I was heavily addicted to morphine and heroin. My brother-in-law and I 
had this deal where we would trade medications at certain points of the month. I am
not proud of this but I was so addicted and in so much pain. One time, my brother- 
in-law said he wouldn’t give me the medication when it was his turn. I already shared 
my meds with him that month, so he owed me. I was fucking pissed. So I went over to 
his house and kicked his door open. I grabbed his bag but only took the medication that 
he owed me. Still, I’m not proud of that. So I took the medication and fucked off. In this 
case, they let me go into Wellness court if I pleaded guilty to breaking and entering. So I 
did plead guilty and my brother-in-law mentioned our arrangement we had going. I did 
everything they asked of me in Wellness court that time. I went to treatment. I found a 
job and found a place to live. I followed my curfew. I got one breach. It happened when 
my buddy passed away back home. I took some leave from work to put my buddy to 
rest. I phoned my wellness officer and he told me I breached because of that.  My 
wellness officer told me I had to come to the office to deal with it. Because I was 
working steadily, I had thousands of dollars in my bank account. I just lost my buddy 
and my officer couldn’t understand that. I knew I would be punished again. So I said 
fuck that and went on plane. I ended up getting into more trouble and back into using 
drugs. When I returned to the Yukon, they ended up catching me. They took me to 
court and I explained that I did everything they asked of me – I completed treatment, I
found work, and was doing good. Then, one missed phone call breached me when I went
to my buddy’s funeral. I called my officer but it was too late. I went to jail for 18 months 
after that. That was the last time I was involved in Wellness Court. I lost that privilege. I
tried to get in again that program again when I got another charge, but they wouldn’t 
allow me." 

-Male, 43 years old
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"I have an aunt who told me that I provoke 
cops, saying that I bring it upon myself. 
Our names are similar, so one time she was 
arrested because they thought she was 
me. She was thrown around and roughed 
up. She had bruises from the cuffs. She 
apologized to me after that because she 
didn’t realize how I would get treated. She 
experienced the racism and the beatings 
that I had. She was put in the drunk tank 
even thought she was not even 
intoxicated. Now, she doesn’t trust them 
and refuses to call them for help."

People caught in the justice system experience stigma and 
discrimination that keeps them from fully participating in our society 
and makes them feel like there is no way out. A shift in community 
understanding of the justice system helps all members of our 
community live with dignity. Many argue there is systemic and racial 
discrimination and attitudes in charging, judging, and sentencing 
individuals, particularly for Indigenous populations as they are notably 
over-represented the criminal justice system. 

"When I went into jail, I was on 
methadone. And they make you take a piss 
test when you first go in, which I did. They 
said they found traces of cocaine in my 
urine, so they discontinued methadone. I 
was getting really sick and irritated 
because I was using before I went to jail; I 
am an addict. They took me and locked me 
in a secure cell, so they could monitor me. I 
find out about 10 days later that the 
doctor did say I can get my medication, but 
they left me there without medication. It 
doesn’t take over a week to go down to the 
fucking pharmacy and get my medication. 
Anyways, they give me my medication, but 
it was a quarter of the dose I was supposed 
to be receiving, so I was still sick. They say 
you have to do that for a week, but the 
doctor said every two days I would be 
getting an increase. They made me wait a 
week to get my increase because I was a 
drug addict. I went through this more than 
once. My lawyer laid a lawsuit against 
them for me, and we won a case."

"The Yukon justice system is so fucked 
up. They say they help. They say they are 
doing all these things for inmates so they 
can come back as productive members 
of society. They make it look like they 
are doing everything they can to help the 
inmates by giving them all these 
programs and services. They say they 
follow traditional ways to help people. 
But from my experiences, they really 
don’t. The way I see is it is all about 
punishment. You are there because you 
committed a crime and you are punished 
for that. The greater community doesn’t 
know what happens up there. You don’t 
even understand. They treat you like you 
a lower part of society. And most of us, 
up there, are native. We really are doing 
what we were taught, what we learned 
from others. This brings up a lot for me. 
It’s really fucking hard."

"I went to jail about 30 times for stealing. 
I got over 88 convictions. I’ve been to jail 
in Inuvik, Yellowknife, Hay River, 
Whitehorse, Edmonton, Calgary, 
Lethbridge, you name it. Imagine if I went 
out and I beat up somebody right now, 
the prosecutor will say, ‘this guy is 
dangerous to society, your honor, look at 
his record, he's got 88 charges, so we're 
going to consider him a dangerous 
offender now because he doesn't want to 
change’. That’s my reality."

-Male, 43 years old

-Male, 48 years old

-Female, 31 years old

-Male, 43 years old
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3"I have an aunt who told me that I provoke 

cops, saying that I bring it upon myself. 

Our names are similar, so one time she 

"At 21 years old, I had a baby girl. That was big change in my life. I stopped doing all the 
shit that was causing problems, like living on the street and drinking for a period of time. 
When she was born, the people at the receiving home asked me if I wanted her. My baby 
girl had nowhere to go, so I took her. It was winter time and I didn’t have a place to go and 
I was thinking... I have a baby, with no income or place to live. So I used one of the traits I
have because baby has to eat, baby needs clothes, she needs a roof over her head. I need 
hotels and I need money. I went to DIA at the time and a lady told me, “I have a son your 
age and he’s working and making a living for himself’. I was there trying to do right for my 
baby, because I had nothing and I went there for help. I got turned down. So I’m stuck on 
the street, trying to get money to live in hotels. That’s where I raised my baby girl for a 
while. We needed to survive. I was trying to provide for my family any way I could, and if 
that means it’s through criminal behaviors, then that’s what it is, that’s what you do. You 
do what you do best. I wasn’t thinking of the consequences. I was thinking baby girl needs 
food and she needs a place to live. 

 Overtime, I got a career, in surveying. I knew everything there was to know. When I had 
this career, the criminal activities stopped. I had a purpose. I was providing for my family, I 
was happy. We were doing well. I remember when social services came to our door during 
that time. Our neighbors called, so I let them in. They looked around and did whatever 
they did. We didn’t have anything to hide. Anyways, they came again with the cops this 
time and they took my kids. They were quite the system to fight. I just remember my kids 
crying. They wanted to come home but they couldn’t. I couldn’t protect them anymore. I 
drifted away from my children. There were times I wasn’t allowed to see them. The 
government wasn’t acknowledging anything I was trying to do. I lost my job. I lost my 
home. I didn’t give a fuck afterward, literally. The government didn’t care about me or my 
family. So I returned to this cycle, doing criminal activities to survive. I went to jail, and 
then I was on probation. When I was on probation, I would breach. I was drinking and 
drugging. I didn’t give a fuck about anything because I had nothing. All I know is I would go 
to that liquor store and forget. I was back on the street and with the same circle. Then I 
would be back in jail. 

It never ends for people like me. I have quite the lengthy record. My ideal goal is get out of 
the system and stay away from the system. I would love to return to school and take new 
courses, but that isn’t the reality for someone like me. Right now, a Gladue Report is being 
done on my experiences and track record. Hopefully it helps me."

For more information on Stigma and Discrimination, please read: 
Rudin, J. (2014). The criminal justice system: Addressing Aboriginal over-representation. In P. Mensizes & L. 
Lavalee, Journey to healing: Aboriginal people with addiction and mental health issues.: what health, social service 
and justice workers need to know (343-357). Canada: CAMH Publications.  
Monchalin, L. (2016). The colonial problem: An Indigenous perspective on crime and injustice in Canada. 
Toronto, ON: University of Toronto Press.  

-Male, 53 years old

"One time, my case manager wrote a letter to a judge stating that I 
was the main contributor of tobacco and contraband in jail. She 
said that I was convicted and found guilty in ‘kangaroo court’ for 
possession of marijuana and other narcotics in jail. She wrote this 
report three days before I went to kangaroo court. When I actually 
went to kangaroo court, I was found not guilty. How does that
happen? Where are my rights? My case manager caused more 
problems for me because of that situation.  I don’t understand how
that can be fair."

-Male, 43 years old
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"I’ve been involved with the 
justice system since I was 12 or 
13 years old. More than half my 
life I have been involved with 
the justice system, that’s crazy 
come to think of it. I think for 
me, dealing with the RCMP on 
the front lines, I believe they 
taught me how to fight 
because I have been beat up so 
many times. When I was 
younger, my mom would pick 
me up and I would be covered 
in bruises. I’ve dealt with racist 
cops in Edmonton and in 
Whitehorse. In Edmonton, they 
threatened to take me out of 
city limits to strip me down and 
beat me. At that age, I was 
scared of them because they 
would beat me. After a while, I 
started fighting back. So when 
cops get called they were 
mostly men, rarely women, and 
I would fight till the bitter end 
until I was put into a cell. That 
ignorance, racism, and abuse of 
power is where I think a lot of 
my hate came from."

"Just recently, I got into a fight with my 
neighbour. She spit in my face and I punched 
her. She ended up biting me. She phoned the 
cops on me. I have a record and they would 
arrest me for it, I knew it. As soon as the cops 
came, I was detained while my neighbour got 
an ambulance. I showed the cops the bite 
mark and they said it was old. Are you fucking 
kidding me? My son was with me too. Thank 
goodness I had a witness who said they saw 
the whole thing. If he wasn’t there, I would 
have been arrested and my kid would have 
gone to social services. After the cop lets me 
out, he says ‘you’re under investigation but I 
won’t tear you away from your son today’. 
Good to know, right?"

"A lot of my experiences with RCMP had to 
do with me being thrown in the drunk tank. 
One time, I barely had any booze. The cops 
caught me just after I took a swig of a 
mickey. I couldn’t fucking believe it. So, I was 
in this cell and had my foot out and wanted 
to explain myself because I was not 
intoxicated. This cell was an older cell. The 
officer was standing outside the cell and I 
guess he didn’t notice my foot sticking out. 
He closed the cell door right on my foot, 
hard. Oh fuck did that hurt. All he said was 
you’ll be out in the morning and left me 
there. The next day, my foot was just black 
and blue. When they finally released me I 
said I should file a complaint. That cop on 
duty told me ‘you’re allowed to file a 
complaint, but if they find out that we’re not 
at fault, you’re going to be in big, big 
trouble’. So, he basically intimidated me into 
not filing a complaint. I wasn’t making any 
false accusations and I was thinking there 
had to be cameras that caught that. It’s 
discouraging, when people get treated this 
way. Anyways, I know there are some good 
RCMP, but there are some nasty ones. Even 
if they’re not physically violent, they’re 
verbally abusive."

"The last few charges I’ve had didn’t involve 
me. I was with other people. Wrong place, 
wrong time I guess. My track record put me 
in courts and in jail. So whether I did 
something or not, they don’t care. Their 
response is ‘tell it to a judge, your track 
record says otherwise’. So I went to jail for 
something I never actually did. It was argued 
I was involved in the dumb shit with the 
people I was with. But that’s the law and the 
way it works. It stigmatizes you. My track 
record determined my sentence."

-Male, 46 years old

-Female, 31 years old

-Female, 31 years old

-Male, 53 years old

-Male, 43 years old

"That jail up there is designed for hard-core
criminals. It’s not designed for inmates with 
lesser chargers. Everyone is treated like 
scum."
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LIMITED TREATMENT 
OPTIONS 

"Jail doesn’t help people like 
me. I don’t even know why 
they call it a correctional 
facility. It’s not correcting 
anybody."

Many people in the justice system have addictions, mental health issues, and 
trauma. There is a lack of comprehensive treatment options in the jail and in 
the community. The rate of incarceration for Indigenous peoples is estimated 
to be 10 times higher than non-Indigenous peoples. We need to create more 
drug and alcohol treatment options, including increasing culturally relevant 
healing options and harm reduction programs, such as a managed alcohol 
program. 

"Look at the jail. Look how many native 
people are there. Almost every person is 
native. What does that tell you? Whatever 
they are doing is not working! In the old 
WCC, there were school and work 
programs. They would teach you. And then 
all of sudden, everything just stopped. At 
the new WCC,  you're lucky if you go to 
school twice a week for maybe an hour or 
two. That's not enough. It would be ideal to 
go to school 5 days a week when you are in 
jail. Education and work experience needs 
to be readily available for people. Then 
maybe I could learn something. And you 
want to know what's disgraceful? There is 
a healing room at the WCC and no one has 
access to that room. You are given all 
these excuses preventing you from 
accessing this healing room. We are told 
the healing room is always booked for 
programs. I have never seen anyone go in 
there. I have never been in there. They 
haven’t even built a new sweat lodge up 
there, claiming that native will steal the 
tobacco and bring it back in to the jail. All 
these excuses and policies are stalling it. 
Whatever the WCC is telling the greater 
community is bullshit. We need access to 
the healing room. We need to heal."

"In the 1980-90s, they dismantled 
programs that were actually helping native 
people. We had people coming from the 
communities to help. We had Elders, 
spiritual counselors, and support workers. 
We had Elders come teach the inmates 
how to treat others in relationships. We 
had sweat lodges. I remember the most 
violent inmates were in there. They would 
walk out like new people, leaving their 
demons behind. Those people would leave 
jail and not return again. We had prayer 
circles every single night, where all 
inmates participated. Stuff like that is not 
in the new WCC. It’s shameful. Those 
cultural programs were working. People 
were returning to the community and not 
returning to the jails anymore. It’s really 
sad to see something like that 
dismantled. The Elders they chose to 
speak to us up there now are not helping. 
They are selected by the system. We need 
Elders to speak to that will actually help 
us, supports us, and listen to us. The Elders 
need to be selected by the communities, 
not the government."

-Male, 52 years old

-Male, 43 years old

-Male, 46 years old

For more information on Limited Treatment Options, please read: 
Office of the Auditor General of Canada. (2015). Report of the Auditor general of Canada to the Yukon legislative 
assembly. 
Office of the Correctional Investigator. (2015-2016). Annual report of the office of the correctional investigator.  
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A WAY FORWARD 

"I’ve heard mediation programs help 
people who struggle with criminal 
behaviors. That’s what sweat lodge 
programs could look like here. You will 
experience this spiritual awakening 
through the teachings eventually. You 
will have ceremonies and learn life skills 
along the way. That would help people." 

-Female, 31 years old

We need to come together and support individuals stuck in this revolving door 
of the justice system. A way forward is embracing a harm reduction 
philosophy that recognizes the realities of homelessness and poverty, racism, 
past trauma, and other social inequities, that impact the vulnerabilities and 
capacities of Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in our community. 
Research shows that the root causes of the social inequities among 
Indigenous peoples resulted from colonialist policies of domination and
assimilation. 

A way forward is embracing a holistic approach that incorporates traditional 
and western approaches of health and wellness to address the social 
inequities in our community. We need to design and implement programs and 
services that are culturally relevant and appropriate to address the social 
factors, such as substance use and mental health challenges,that impact the 
rates of incarceration and recidivism for vulnerable peoples in our community. 

A way forward is treating individuals that are justice involved with a non- 
judgemental mentality so they can live in our community with dignity. A way 
forward is recognizing the strengths and skills of individuals, so they can feel 
empowered and valued to participate in society. 

"I go to Second Opinion Society. Their 
drop-in centre is welcoming. I struggle with 
my mental health and they help connect me 
with counselling. I have lots of anxiety. I 
think I am this way because of the trauma I 
went through growing up. They didn’t 
judge me there. Programs focusing 
emotional intelligence would be great. It 
would help so many people. I also went to 
Victoria Faulkner. The women there helped 
me get services and connect to programs 
that would assist me. I didn’t feel judged or 
ashamed when I was there. They helped 
with housing for me and my son. They 
wrote me a letter for support for me when I 
was in probation." 

For more information on A Way Forward, please read: 
Ross, R. (2014). Indigenous healing: Exploring traditional paths. London, ON: Penguin Canada Books Inc 
Wardman, D. (2014). Harm reduction.  In P. Mensizes & L. Lavalee, Journey to healing: Aboriginal people with addiction and 
mental health issues: what health, social service and justice workers need to know (101-114). Canada: CAMH Publications. 

-Male, 52 years old

"When you are in the system, there are 
people that care and want to try, and they 
do try. They are good people. These are 
workers exist, but their hands are tied 
within policies and practices. Those people 
have good ideas and show that they care, 
but they get overwhelmed, like we do. It 
seems like most of the decisions are made 
by people who aren’t there at the front 
lines."

-Male, 53 years old
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About the Artist: 
Arthur Joe is an artist from the Champagne Aishihik First Nations. He is the son of Jimmy 
Joe and Jenny Joe. He was born in Aishihik Lake, Yukon, in the cold winter months of 
February under his grandpa’s hotel (bush camp). At a young age, he learned how to live off 
the land hunting and trapping. His grandfather, Alberta Isaac, a hereditary Chief, taught 
him various skills, such as making snowshoes, sheep horn ladles, bows and arrows, and 
building boats. His grandmother, Elsie Isaac, taught him how to use medicinal plants off the 
land. Both his grandparents taught him to respect the land and people. At the age of 5 years 
old, Arthur was enrolled in Residential School for 12 years in Lower Post, British Columbia, 
and Whitehorse. Arthur currently resides in Whitehorse, with his partner Doris Martin. He 
is known for his acrylic work on flat or stretched canvas and his carvings in the community.  
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Our mission is to 
eliminate barriers 

and create 
opportunities for 

people to have 
equal access to 

health and wellness 
and to live in our 
community with 

dignity. 


