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The criminal justice system is often likened to a revolving door. People leaving incarceration face many 
barriers when reintegrating into society, which can lead them into a cycle of recidivism. Financial 
insecurity is often said to cause formerly-incarcerated individuals to reoffend, prolonging their 
involvement with the criminal justice system and leading to their return to carceral institutions. 
Additionally, poverty creates the underlying conditions that can make crime the most viable option 
among very limited options, even before incarceration.  

When thinking of criminal justice in Canada, basic income would make a difference in three ways: 

1) Basic income would serve as an important form of income support for those involved in the 
justice system and who are reintegrating into society; 

2) Basic income would contribute to individual and household stability - an important step in 
reducing crime rates; and    

3) Basic income would facilitate the decriminalization of poverty.  

 

Poverty, crime, and inequality 
According to the latest Statistics Canada data, 
there are nearly 24,657 adults in provincial and 
territorial custody, and 14,129 in federal 
custody.i Indigenous People, both youth and 
adults, account for a high percentage of those 
who are criminalized. A 2020 report by the 
Correctional Investigator of Canada found that 
Indigenous People now represent more than 30 
per cent of individuals in federal custody across 
Canada, despite accounting for only five per 
cent of Canada’s general population.ii 
Indigenous women account for 42% of 
incarcerated women.iii Meanwhile, between 
2005 and 2015, the population of federally 
incarcerated Black individuals rose by nearly 70 
per cent, termed an “explosion of Black 
incarceration.”iv  

We also know that poverty and crime are 
linked, with poverty increasing one’s needing to 
engage in criminalized behaviour.v This is 
otherwise known as the poverty-to-prison 
pipeline.vi Moreover, poverty in Canada is 

unequal, with certain groups – including women 
and single mothers, newcomers, Indigenous 
and racialized peoples, and people with 
disabilities and mental illness – at a greater risk 
of living in poverty.vii For instance, according to 
the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered 
Indigenous Women and Girls, about 80 per cent 
of Indigenous women in prison are incarcerated 
for poverty-related crimes. The most common 
convictions for Indigenous women are theft 
under $5,000, theft over $5,000, fraud, and 
drug trafficking.viii The MMIWG Inquiry includes 
a Guaranteed Livable Income as one of many 
Calls to Justice, recognizing the documented 
links between poverty and trauma, violence, 
victimization, homelessness, disappearance, 
and institutionalization.ix  

 

Basic income and the criminalization of 
poverty 
Compared to those living in higher income 
neighborhoods, residents living in low-income 
communities are at an increased risk of coming 
to the attention of state authorities.x  
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The failings of Canada’s current social safety 
nets contribute to the criminalization of 
poverty, whereby poverty can drive people to 
desperate measures just to survive. 
Criminalization is often used to address 
problems that are meant to be managed 
through our social systems. This is especially 
apparent in police interactions with people 
living with mental illness, people with substance 
use disorders, and those experiencing 
homelessness. Further, Black and Indigenous 
People are disproportionately harmed by 
interactions with police and justice systems, 
attributable to systemic racism and over-
policing of specific individuals and communities, 
among other factors.xi A basic income has the 
potential to help break these cycles of 
oppression by offering individuals and 
communities the means for greater choice and 
opportunity. 
 
Basic income and reintegration 
Reintegrating into society after criminalization 
and imprisonment can be stressful and 
defeating. People leaving incarceration often 
have difficulty finding employment 
opportunities, face housing insecurity, lack a 
driver’s license, and face barriers in eligibility 
for provincial income supports.xii  

Poverty and homelessness increase the 
likelihood of individuals being forced to return 
to prison or jail due to breaching conditions of 
release. Without income or a safe and stable 
place to stay, meeting strict conditions of parole 
can be substantially more challenging.  

Criminalized individuals encounter 
overwhelming stigma in the labour market, and 
frequently have a hard time securing 
employment with a criminal record. As a result, 
they are often forced to seek support from 
provincial income assistance programs. Social 
assistance programs in Canada have long been 
criticized for providing insufficient income that 
barely covers basic needs and costs of living. 
Further, in many provinces, incarcerated 
individuals are not eligible to apply for social 
assistance until after release.xiii From the 

moment an individual applies, it can take 
several weeks to receive the first payment, 
creating a period of severe instability.  

Because of these social and financial barriers to 
reintegration, options for criminalized 
individuals are severely limited. In this context, 
breaking the law may appear to be the most 
viable option, further delaying and presenting 
additional challenges to reintegration. 

One of the most important outcomes of a basic 
income is the sense of stability it would provide 
to recipients. Rather than condemning them to 
a life of poverty on social assistance or in low-
wage, precarious employment, a basic income 
would help put those transitioning out of the 
criminal system on a more even playing field 
with the rest of society. A basic income could 
mitigate the need to worry about survival or 
navigating complex social assistance systems 
upon reentry. However, a basic income should 
not mean the cancellation of complementary 
services such as employment, health, disability, 
child, and housing support – all of which are 
also crucial to the reintegration of criminalized 
individuals. 
 
The cost of crime 
It is anticipated that a permanent basic income 
program could result in cost savings in terms of 
money spent on criminal justice. The average 
daily cost for keeping one person incarcerated 
in federal prison is about $343, or $125,466 per 
year;xiv in provincial jails, the average annual 
cost approximately $67,000.xv 2017-2018 
figures show that adult corrections services cost 
the federal government $2.68 billion per year,xvi 

and provincial and territorial governments more 
than $2.5 billion per year.xvii If financial security 
through a basic income can reduce the prison 
and jail population by at least one person, this 
would save governments thousands of dollars. 
Not only can basic income address the root 
cause of many crimes, but it also makes 
economic sense: per person, the cost of 
incarceration is dramatically higher than the 
cost of a basic income.
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In sum: The links between poverty and crime are complex. However, a basic income could provide 

everyone with the ability to meet their basic needs and live a life with dignity. By providing a livable 

income source to anyone in need, a basic income could decriminalize poverty, support the 

reintegration of formerly-incarcerated individuals, and eliminate crime as a necessary means of 

survival. Further, basic income is not only equitable, but it is needed to fulfill Canada’s reconciliation 

objectives from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission,xviii recommendations from the report on 

Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls,xix as well as the recommendations of the UN 

Working Group of Experts on Individuals of African Descent.xx 
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