April 6, 2020

Release Prisoners to Protect Public Health:
Open Letter from Medical Professionals to Canadian Federal, Provincial and Territorial
Governments

We the undersigned are medical professionals who are deeply concerned about the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on people in prisons and jails. We write to urge
provincial and federal governments to act swiftly to protect them in the interest of
public health and human rights.

People in Canada’s prisons and jails are already medically vulnerable. They are especially
likely to have infectious diseases such as hepatitis C and HIV. They also have higher rates
of many chronic illnesses, including cardiovascular disease, diabetes, tuberculosis,
asthma and other respiratory diseases, that put people at risk of developing severe
complications from COVID-19.1 Many incarcerated people also use substances, and
there is concern that the pandemic will cause the drug supply to become even more
toxic and that COVID-19 may increase the risk of opioid overdose death.? The proportion
of older people in custody is also rising, and people over 50 now account for 25 percent
of the federal prison population.3

The prison environment heightens the risk of transmission for both prisoners and staff.
Conditions are crowded, and prisoners lack the ability to practice social distancing. This
is especially true for prisoners who share cells, but even single-bunked prisoners must
be frisked and handcuffed by officers, line up daily for medications, share common
spaces such as dining halls, and use common telephones, bathrooms, and more. They
also lack access to some of the critical supplies people in the community are using to
keep themselves safe, such as hand sanitizer, cleaning products and sometimes soap.
Conditions such as lockdowns could actually increase close human contact, since
multiple officers would be required to transport each prisoner around the institution.

These conditions, combined with the health profile of prisoners, create the perfect
storm for COVID-19 transmission, illness, and death. If people in prison become
infected, it will be essentially impossible to stop the spread of COVID-19 within a
correctional facility.

! Kouyoumdjian, Fiona et al. “Health status of prisoners in Canada: Narrative review.” Canadian Family
Physician vol. 62,3 (2016): 215-22.

2 BC Centre for Disease Control, “Information Sheet: COVID-19: Harm Reduction and Overdose Response.”
Online: http://www.bccdc.ca/Health-Info-Site/Documents/COVID19-harm-reduction.pdf. See also BC
Centre on Substance Use, “Guidance: Risk Mitigation in the Context of Dual Public Health Emergencies”
(March 2020). Online: https://www.bccsu.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Risk-Mitigation-in-the-
Context-of-Dual-Public-Health-Emergencies-v1.2.pdf.

3 The Correctional investigator of Canada and the Canadian Human Rights Commission, “Aging and Dying
in Prison: An Investigation into the Experiences of Older Individuals in Federal Custody” (2019).
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The window to act to prevent the spread of COVID-19 in correctional facilities is

closing. We, as medical professionals dedicated to protecting the health of all people,
call on our provincial, territorial and federal governments to stop admitting people to
jails and prisons unless absolutely necessary. We also call on our governments to release
as many people as possible, using all available mechanisms to do so, and to ensure
people leaving custody can access necessities including housing, food, medications and
healthcare in the community. We also urge our governments to particularly consider
early or temporary release for people who have chronic health conditions and/or are
age 50 or above.

We need to act now and take drastic measures to protect all Canadians, including
people in detention.

Sincerely,”

Arnold Aberman, MD, Community Physician

Zeina Al Awar, RN, MSc., University of Ottawa, School of Nursing
Lisa Baird, RAc, community acupuncturist

Delaney Barker, SN, Dawson College

Lisa Barrett, MD, PhD, FRCPC, Clinician Scientist, Infectious Diseases, Dalhousie
University

Imaan Bayoumi, MD, MSc, FCFP, Assistant Professor, Family Medicine, Queen's
University

Annick Berard, Resident Doctor, Montreal

Claire Bodkin, MD, Vice Chair of the Prison Health Member Interest Group at the
College of Family Physicians of Canada

Kate Bodkin, MD, CCFP, Community Physician
Mary Boulos, MSc, Medical Student, McMaster University

Tommy Brothers, MD, CISAM, Resident physician, Department of Medicine, Dalhousie
University

* Please note that individuals have signed in their personal capacities. Affiliations are for
identification purposes only unless otherwise stated.



Nicole Buchanan, Resident Family Physician

Kat Butler, MD, MSc(A)

Tamira Cahana, SN (Dawson College)

Vera Caine, Professor, Faculty of Nursing

Tave Cole, Harm Reduction Coordinator

LK Cunningham, RN, BNSc

Devin Dasey, RN, MScN student, University of Ottawa

Georgia Dewart, PhD, RN, Assistant Professor, Athabasca University

Arundhati Dhara, MD, MPH, CCFP, Asst. Professor Dalhousie University, Community
Family Physician, Halifax NS

Laurie Ellen Duke, RN, Parish Nurse

Blair Dunbar, RMT, DOMP, DScO, BHSc

Serena Eagland, RN

Dr. Caroline Eberdt, MD, CCFP-EM

Carly Eisbrenner, Medical Student, McMaster University

Kristeen Eshak, MD

Ashkan Faridanian, SN, Dawson College

Andrea Figueroa, Nurse/Community worker, Director of Health Services, Head & Hands
Conchita Fonseca, MD, CCFP

Marilou Gagnon, RN, PhD, Associate Professor in Nursing at University of Victoria and
Scientist at the Canadian Institute for Substance Use Research

Jen Goldberg, RM, MPH, Registered Midwife, Public Health Doctoral Student

Chloe Grizenko, Student nurse



James Hayward, MD, FRCSC

Ryan Herriot, MD, CCFP, Corrections Physician
Casey Hicks, Medical Student

Elizabeth Higgins, RN

Dave Holmes, PhD, RN, FAAN, Professor and University Research Chair, University of
Ottawa

Graeme Honeyman, MD, CCFP, Community Physician

Helen Hudson, PhD candidate, University of Ottawa school of nursing
Amina Jabbar, MD, FRCPC, Geriatrician

Jean Daniel Jacob, Associate Professor, University of Ottawa, School of Nursing
Dr. Jessica Jokinen

Mats Junek, MD, McMaster University

Arlene Kanigan, MD, FRCPC Radiologist

Nisha Kansal, MD Candidate

Dr. Moira Kapral

Gabriela Kassel Gomez, Counselor, Head & Hands

Bushra Khan, MD, Resident Physician in Psychiatry

Rob Koziarski, MD, MPH, CCFP

Rachel Lamont, MD, FRCPC, Physician

Catherine Larocque, Registered Nurse

Samara Laskin, MD, FRCPC, consultant pediatrician and clinical instructor, University of
British Columbia

Danielle LeBlanc, BScN, RN, Nova Scotia Health Authority



Robin Lennox, MD, CCFP

Sarah Leonard, MD, CCFP

Claire Ludwig, RN, PhD candidate, School of Nursing, University of Ottawa
Alexandre Magdzinski, MSc, RN

Abbey Mahon, RN, MScA, Community Health Nurse

Emily Marcogliese, RN, PhD(c) Nursing

Patricia Mark, MD, CFPC, Community and Prison Physician

Dr. Leslie Martin, MD, FRCPC, MHPE

Ruth Elwood Martin, MD, FCFP, MPH, Clinical Professor, Faculty of Medicine, UBC
Lynn McCleary, RN, PhD, Professor

Kim McMillan, Professor, Nursing Studies

Keren Mitchell, Nurse Practitioner

Trevor Morey, MD

Baijayanta Mukhopadhyay, MD, CCFP, Community Physician

Kate Mulligan, Alliance for Healthier Communities

Jordan Nantais, MD, FRCSC

John D. Neary, MD FRCPC, Director, Division of General Internal Medicine, Department
of Medicine, McMaster University

Lisa Nussey, RM, Hamilton Social Medicine Response Team
Cindy Ochieng, MD
Dr. Tiffany O'Donnell, MD, CCFP, Family Physician & Hospitalist, Nova Scotia

Tim O’Shea, MD, FRCPC, MPH, Associate Professor, Divisions of General Internal
Medicine and Infectious Diseases, Department of Medicine, McMaster University



Lydia Ould Brahim, RN, PhD Student in Nursing, McGill University
Sarah Partridge, MD, CCFP, community physician

Bernie Pauly, Professor, University School of Nursing and Scientist, Canadian Institute
for Substance Use Research

Martha Paynter, RN, PhD Candidate, Dalhousie University School of Nursing
Jonathan Pearce, MD, CCFP(PC), Physician, Providence Health Care

Louisa Pires, MPH, nursing student

Emma Preston, MD, PhD, community physician

John Pringle, BScN, MSc, PhD, Assistant Professor, McGill University

Eva Purkey, MD, MPH, CCFP, FCFP, Health Equity Director, Department of Family
Medicine, Queen's University

Nanky Rai, MPH, MD, CCFP, Community Physician, Parkdale Queen West Community
Health Centre

Natalie Raso, MD, PGY4 Psychiatry, McMaster University
Leonora Regenstreif, MD, CCFP(AM), FCFP

Vikki Reynolds, PhD, RCC, Adjunct Professor/Clinical Supervisor
Beatrice Roumeliotis, RN

Sarah Rush, MSW RSW, Social worker for the Child and Youth Legal Centre and
Providence Health Care

Dr. Farnaz Salari

Ginetta Salvalaggio, MD, MSc, CCFP, Associate Professor University of Alberta
Department of Family Medicine

Adam Sandell, general practitioner

Antonia Sappong, MD, CCFP, community physician



Kelly Sequeira, RPh

Samir Shaheen-Hussain, Pediatric emergency physician and Assistant Professor,
Department of Pediatrics, Faculty of Medicine, McGill University

Sushmita Shivkumar, MD, CCFP

Elise Skinner, RN

Marianne Sofronas, MA, RN, MSc(A), PhD(c), McGill University School of Nursing
Myrill Solaski, MD

Madeline Spence, RN, BNI

Jean-Luc St-Amour, RN

Ana Stoica, Diagnostic Radiology Resident, Montreal

Colin Sue-Chue-Lam, Resident Physician

Binita Thapa, RN

Morgan Wadams, RN, PhD Candidate

Scott Weinstein, RN

Lauren Welsh, MD, CCFP-AM, Community and Prison Physician
Amanda Whitten, MD, CCFP

Mei-ling Wiedmeyer, MD, CCFP, Clinical Assistant Professor, UBC Department of Family
Practice

Christopher Wituik, MSc, BScN, RN, CIC
David Kenneth Wright, PhD, RN, CHPCN(C), Nursing Professor, University of Ottawa
Wendy Ye, MD

Jungiang Zhao, School of Nursing, University of Ottawa



