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Executive summary 
 

Practical implications of designation as an “irregular arrival”  
 Asylum seekers designated as part of an “irregular arrival” will be incarcerated in 

high-security prisons, either Immigration Holding Centres or provincial jails.  
 “Designated” children aged 16 to 18 will be incarcerated as if they were adults, 

while children under 16 will either be taken away from parents and handed over 
to provincial child protection services, or unofficially detained with their mother. 
In all cases children will be separated from their fathers. 

 Designation criteria are totally unrelated to criminality, suspected terrorist 
activity, or any potential threat to public safety, and also unrelated to the merit of 
the refugee claim. About 40% of the asylum seekers detained under C-31 will, in 
all likelihood, be found to have a well-founded fear of persecution, will be 
accepted as refugees, and will become Canadian citizens.   

 
Mental health implications for adults 

 Even short-term detention of adult asylum seekers leads to high levels of 
depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), while longer-term 
detention aggravates symptoms. 

 In the United Kingdom, for example, after about 30 days in detention, 76% of 
detained asylum seekers were clinically depressed. In the United States, after 
about 5 months in detention, 86% of refugee claimants showed clinical levels of 
depression, 77% clinical anxiety, and 50% clinical post-traumatic stress disorder. 

 In Australia, in 2010-2011, there were over 1100 incidents of self-harm in 
immigration detention centres, including 6 suicides, for a population of about 
6000 people, most of whom had been detained for less than a year.  This is over 
10 times the suicide rate in the general Canadian population. Self-harm 
behaviours included attempted hanging, self-cutting, drinking shampoo or 
detergent, and voluntary starvation.  

 In Australia, refugees who received temporary status after release from detention 
continued to suffer for years from  very high levels of  PTSD and depression. 
Symptoms generally did not abate until they received permanent status.  

 Our research team’s study of adult asylum seekers detained in Immigration 
Holding Centres showed that after an average detention of 31 days, over three-
quarters were clinically depressed, about two-thirds clinically anxious, and about 
a third had clinical posttraumatic stress symptoms. PTSD levels were almost 
twice as high, and depression rates 50% higher, among detained asylum seekers 
compared to their nondetained peers. 

 
Mental health implications for children 

 Even short term detention has a negative impact on children, both directly and 
also because parents often become too depressed and anxious to provide adequate 
care. Typical problems include developmental delays, bedwetting, nightmares, 
separation anxiety, sleep disturbance, depression, and suicidal behaviours. 
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 Detention of women who are pregnant or have recently given birth may have 
particularly serious consequences because of the negative impact of maternal 
depression on the child’s physical and mental health.  

 Children often experience long-term detrimental effects after release from 
detention, including nightmares, anxiety, and decreased academic performance. 

 Separating children from their parents to hand them over to child protection 
services while their parents are detained is often even more damaging than 
detention, both to the child and to the family as a whole.  

 Even voluntary separation is often detrimental. For example, Finnish adults whose 
parents had sent them to safety in neighbouring countries during World War II 
still, 60 years later, had higher levels of depression than those who had remained 
with their families 

 Forced separation is particularly harmful to children who have been exposed to 
violence in their home country and arrive in a strange country where they may not 
even speak the language. Most will be placed in institutional care or in foster care 
with strangers, which is generally more harmful than fostering by relatives. 

 Many designated asylum seekers will later be accepted as refugees and go on to 
become citizens. Inflicting detention and forced separation on these individuals is 
likely to damage their relation to the host country and to jeopardize their 
integration into Canadian society, particularly in the case of children.   

 
Alternatives to detention 
 There are many viable alternatives to detention. Australia, which served as the 

model for C-31’s provisions concerning designated irregular arrivals, has now 
recognized that these policies are a failure and is committed to decreased use of 
detention for all asylum seekers and permanent status for all refugees. The United 
Kingdom has recently decided to put an end to the detention of asylum-seeking 
children and their parents. Sweden places asylum seekers in residences supervised 
by social workers rather than in detention centres.  

 
Recommendations 
 We strongly recommend that Bill C-31 be withdrawn. 
 If the government chooses to adopt Bill C-31 despite its potentially disastrous 

effects, we propose that when a group is designated as an irregular arrival, the 
following persons be exempted from detention: 
o Minors under 18 and their parents  
o Pregnant women 
o Persons with a mental or physical illness that may be aggravated by detention, 

such as major depressive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, suicidality, or 
certain types of cardiac problems.  

 
Persons claiming to be in any one of these categories may submit an application 
for detention review to the Immigration Division of the IRB, which must be heard 
within 7 days.  If the IRB decides to order conditional release, placement in a 
supervised community residence should be one of the options considered. Any 
option involving separation of minors from their parents should be excluded.  



 5  

The harmful effects of detention and family separation   
on asylum seekers’ mental health in the context of Bill C-31 

 
This brief deals solely with the mental health impact of Bill C-31’s provisions concerning 
detention of asylum seekers designated as part of an irregular arrival.  
 
Our research team has recently completed a study on the Impact of detention in Canada 
on asylum seekers’ psychological health based on interviews with asylum seekers 
detained in Immigration Holding Centres in Montreal and Toronto. The study was carried 
out by: 
 

o Janet Cleveland, psychologist, legal scholar, and researcher, Transcultural 
Research and Intervention Team, Division of Cultural and Social Psychiatry, 
McGill University 

o Cécile Rousseau, Professor, Division of Cultural and Social Psychiatry, McGill 
University 

o Rachel Kronick, resident in psychiatry, McGill University 
 
The other members of the research team are François Crépeau, United Nations Special 
Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants, and holder of the Hans & Tamar 
Oppenheimer Chair of Public International Law, McGill University; Delphine Nakache, 
Assistant Professor, School of International Development and Global Studies, University 
of Ottawa; and Lisa Andermann, Assistant Professor, Culture, Community and Health 
Studies, Department of Psychiatry, University of Toronto.  
 
1. Incarceration  of “designated” asylum seekers: Practical implications 
 
Asylum seekers designated as part of an “irregular arrival” will be incarcerated in high-
security prisons, either Immigration Holding Centres (IHCs) or provincial jails. Yet, 
designation criteria are totally unrelated to criminality, suspected terrorist activity, or any 
potential threat to public safety. Like 94% of the asylum seekers detained under existing 
immigration legislation,1 the vast majority of “designated” asylum seekers will probably 
be non-criminals who represent no risk to the people of Canada.  
 
If C-31 had been in effect when the MV Sun Sea arrived in Canada in 2010, its 492 
passengers would undoubtedly have been designated as an irregular arrival. Yet, only 2 
of the Sun Sea asylum seekers have been found inadmissible because they had formerly 
been members of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam.2 Apart from crew members, none 
of the other Sun Sea migrants has been found inadmissible. This is the type of population 
that will be affected in future by C-31. 
 
The decision to designate asylum seekers as irregular is also totally unrelated to the merit 
of the refugee claim. About 40% of the asylum seekers detained under C-31 will, in all 
likelihood, be found to have a well-founded fear of persecution, will be accepted as 
refugees, and will become Canadian citizens.   
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Immigration Holding Centres are jails 
Immigration Holding Centres (IHCs) are medium-security jails, with razor-wire fences, 
centrally controlled locked doors, and constant surveillance by cameras and uniformed 
guards. Men and women are held in separate wings, with a special section for children 
detained with their mothers. There are regular searches with metal detectors, and 
sometimes body searches. Personal effects are confiscated on arrival. All aspects of daily 
life are controlled by rigid rules, and failure to respect rules may be punished by solitary 
confinement. There are virtually no activities except watching television. Basic medical 
care is provided, but no counselling or mental health support. Suicidal detainees are 
either placed under 24/7 individual surveillance, usually in solitary confinement, or 
transferred to a provincial jail.  
 
All asylum seekers except pregnant women and minors are handcuffed, and sometimes 
shackled, during transportation, notably when in need of specialized medical care at a 
hospital. Detained asylum seekers may be chained during medical procedures. For 
example, an asylum seeker that we interviewed was chained to the chair during dental 
surgery. If hospitalized, detainees, including women who have just given birth, are almost 
always chained to their beds as well as being under guard. Many asylum seekers forego 
medical treatment rather than enduring the shame of being seen in public handcuffed like 
a criminal. 
 
Provincial jails are likely to be worse 
There are only two Immigration Holding Centres (IHCs) for long-term detention, one in 
Toronto, the other close to Montreal (Laval). All other detained asylum seekers are held 
in high-security provincial jails, where conditions are in many ways worse than in IHCs. 
In BC jails, for example, even pregnant women are handcuffed during transportation.1 
Asylum seekers may be mingled with the criminal population, and may be exposed to 
verbal and physical aggression.  
 
Children: Incarceration or separation  
“Designated” children aged 16 to 18 will be incarcerated in IHCs or provincial jails as if 
they were adults. In jails they may be particularly at risk of sexual or physical aggression.  
 
“Designated” children under 16 will either be taken away from parents and handed over 
to provincial child protection services, or unofficially detained with their mother. This 
latter option is only possible if the mother is in an Immigration Holding Centre, as young 
children generally are not allowed to stay in provincial jails. In all cases children will be 
separated from their fathers, as so-called “family” sections in IHCs are reserved for 
children and their mothers.  
 
Like the rest of the IHC, the “family” section offers almost no activities except television. 
There is no internet access, very few books, and generally nothing to do. IHCs are not 
equipped to provide proper schooling. To comply with its obligation to provide schooling 
to children up to age 16, the government would have to either set up a system of tutoring 
in IHCs, or perhaps arrange for children to be escorted to schools by security guards.  
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2. Impact of detention and temporary status on adult asylum seekers’ mental 
health: studies in other countries 
 
Negative mental health impact of detention on adult asylum seekers 
Studies from around the world have consistently shown high levels of psychiatric 
symptoms among detained asylum seekers, even after short periods.3 Symptoms tend to 
worsen over time. Depression and posttraumatic stress are the most common psychiatric 
problems among detained asylum seekers. Clinical depression typically involves feelings 
of despair and sadness, insomnia, lack of energy, withdrawal, impaired concentration, 
and thoughts of suicide. Symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) include 
recurring, intrusive memories of traumatic experiences, both in waking hours and in 
nightmares, insomnia, and severe anxiety.   
 
In the United Kingdom, after about 30 days in detention, 76% of detained asylum seekers 
were clinically depressed compared to 26% of a nondetained comparison sample.4 

 
In the United States, after about 5 months in detention, 86% of refugee claimants showed 
clinical levels of depression, 77% clinical anxiety, and 50% clinical post-traumatic stress 
disorder.5 At follow-up a few months later, the mental health of those who were still 
detained had continued to deteriorate, whereas it had substantially improved among those 
who had been released and granted permanent status. 
 
In Australia, in 2010-2011, there were over 1100 incidents of self-harm in immigration 
detention centres, including 6 suicides,6 for a population of about 6000 people, most of 
whom had been detained for less than a year.7 This is over 10 times the suicide rate in the 
general Canadian population.8 Self-harm behaviours included attempted hanging, self-
cutting, drinking shampoo or detergent, and voluntary starvation.6  

 
Detention followed by temporary status: long-term mental health problems 
 
The negative impact of detention is likely to be aggravated if followed by temporary 
status, as proposed under C-31. An Australian study found that, three years after release 
from detention, refugees who had received temporary status continued to suffer from 
very high levels of depression and posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Those who had 
been detained over 6 months were particularly likely to have long-term mental health 
problems.9 Four years later, a follow-up study showed a substantial decrease in 
psychiatric symptoms among individuals who had finally been granted permanent 
residency.10 The hardships associated with temporary status, notably separation from 
family and uncertainty about the future, were even more harmful than detention.  
 
3. Impact of detention on asylum-seeking children – studies in other countries 
 
In the UK, after an average 43-day detention, asylum-seeking children showed symptoms 
such as post-traumatic stress, depression, suicidal ideation, behavioural difficulties and 
developmental delay as well as weight loss, difficulty breast-feeding in infants, food 
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refusal, and regressive behaviours.11 

 
An Australian study of 10 asylum-seeking families (14 adults and 20 children) detained 
for a prolonged period found that all but one child suffered from major depressive 
disorder and half from PTSD.12 A majority of children frequently contemplated suicide, 
and five had self-harmed. Most of the younger children showed developmental delays as 
well as attachment and behavioural problems. A third of the parents had attempted 
suicide. 
 
In 2004, an Australian government inquiry found that a high proportion of detained 
asylum-seeking children had psychological problems such as developmental delays, 
bedwetting, nightmares, separation anxiety, sleep disturbance, depression, and suicidal 
behaviours.13 Previously competent parents, notably women giving birth during 
detention, were often too depressed to adequately care for their children. 
 
In January 2012, four asylum-seeking children won a “six-figure” settlement from the 
UK government in compensation for the negative impact of their 13-month detention.14 
During detention, the children had developed multiple problems including hand tremors, 
refusal to eat, hair loss, recurrent nightmares, and severe anxiety. Eight years after 
release, the four children still had numerous symptoms, including insomnia, intrusive 
frightening memories of detention, phobic reactions, and reduced ability to concentrate 
and study. Their academic performance, which had been excellent before their detention, 
remained impaired.  
 
4. Studies on the impact of separating children from their parents 
 
Innumerable studies have found that separating children from their parents is harmful for 
children’s development and health. We will mention only a few.  
 
Increased depression and stress reactivity 60 years after separation 
Finnish adults whose parents had sent them to safety in neighbouring countries during 
World War II still, 60 years later, had higher levels of depression than those who had 
remained with their families.15 Persons who had experienced wartime separation also 
produced higher levels of stress hormones when exposed to psychosocial stress, 
irrespective of the duration of the childhood separation.16 Chronic high levels of stress 
hormones are associated with numerous physical ailments such as hyperglycemia and 
cardiac problems.  
 
Negative impact of short-term separation on migrant children 
Forced separation is particularly likely to be harmful to children who have been exposed 
to violence in their home country, who leave behind relatives, friends, school and 
everything with which they are familiar, and arrive in a strange country where they may 
not even speak the language. Most are unlikely to have close relatives in Canada, and 
would be placed in institutional care or in foster care with strangers, which is generally 
more harmful than fostering by relatives.17 
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Asylum-seeking Sudanese youth in the US who were separated from their immediate 
family were at increased risk of PTSD, especially those placed in foster homes with 
strangers rather than with other Sudanese families.18 Children separated for over a month 
from parents detained in US immigration prisons had high rates of sleep disturbance, 
aggressiveness and withdrawal.19 On the other hand, when children fleeing organized 
violence are able to maintain secure attachments to family members they are protected 
from some of the psychological consequences of trauma.20 

 
Negative impact of lengthy delays in family reunification 
Under C-31, “designated” persons who are accepted as refugees will have to wait 5 years 
before being allowed to apply for family reunification, which will typically result in 6 to 
8 years of separation.  
 
When adolescents were reunited with their parents after having been left with close 
relatives for a few years while their parents settled in the United States, those who had 
been separated from one or both parents for over 2 years had significantly higher levels 
of depression and anxiety than those who had not been separated.21 Symptom severity 
increased with length of separation. Family reunification was often fraught with conflict. 
Especially in cases of lengthy separation, many children felt estranged from their parents, 
and were deeply distressed at the separation from their alternate caregivers. Some 
children showed withdrawal, lack of trust, and depressive symptoms, while others 
showed increased anger and aggression. The emotional scars of long-term separation 
typically took years to heal.  
 
5. Our study on the impact of detention on adult asylum seekers’ mental health 
 
In 2010-2011, our research team conducted a study to identify the impact of detention in 
Canada on adult asylum seekers’ mental health. We interviewed 122 adult asylum 
seekers detained in either the Laval (Montreal) or the Toronto Immigration Holding 
Centre, using standardized mental health questionnaires. At the time they filled out 
questionnaires, asylum seekers had been detained on average 31 days. We also 
interviewed a comparison group of 66 never-detained adult asylum seekers. 
 
High levels of premigration trauma 
Asylum seekers in both the detained and nondetained groups had experienced an average 
of 9 serious traumatic events such as being physically assaulted, having family or friends 
who were assaulted and/or murdered, and being at risk of death (Table 1). This leads to 
two inferences. First, newly-arrived asylum seekers are a potentially vulnerable 
population in mental health terms because they have been exposed to a very high level of 
premigration trauma. Second, the fact that the detained and nondetained groups have 
equivalent levels of premigration trauma exposure implies that differences in their current 
mental health symptoms are due to events they experienced after arrival in Canada, i.e., 
whether or not they were detained.  
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Table 1: Premigration trauma events– Detained and nondetained asylum seekers   
 
 Detained 

 
Nondetained 

Total  
(average) 

9.3 trauma events 9.2 trauma events 

Events by  
order of 
frequency 

 Life in danger 
 Physical assault 
 Family in current danger 
 Threats or harassment by 
government agents 
 Forced separation  
 Family or friends assaulted 
 Murder of family or friends 
 

Life in danger 
 Physical assault 
 Family in current danger 
 Family or friends assaulted 
 Forced separation  
 Threats or harassment by       
government agents 
Murder of family or friends 

 
High levels of posttraumatic stress, depression and anxiety 
Our study shows that detention, even for short periods, is harmful to asylum seekers’ 
mental health. After an average detention of only 31 days, over three-quarters were 
clinically depressed, about two-thirds clinically anxious, and about a third had clinical 
post-traumatic stress symptoms (Table 2).  
 
Table 2: Mental health symptoms – Detained and nondetained asylum seekers 
 
 Detained 

 
Nondetained 

Posttraumatic stress 
 

32% 18% 

Depression  
 

78% 52% 

Anxiety 
 

63% 47% 

 
For previously traumatised persons, imprisonment can trigger retraumatisation, as 
evidenced by the high levels of post-traumatic stress in our sample. Our study shows that 
detained asylum seekers are almost twice as likely as their nondetained peers to 
experience clinical PTSD. Depression rates were 50% higher among detained asylum 
seekers than among their nondetained peers. This reflects a response to well-known risk 
factors for depression such as disempowerment and the inability to modify or escape 
from a painful situation, conditions that are inherent to imprisonment. 
 
Examples of asylum seekers detained in IHCs 
Marie, a young woman with a life-threatening disease 
Marie, a young woman from sub-Saharan Africa in a forced marriage with an older man, 
carries the scars of her husband’s violent assaults. During a routine medical exam shortly 
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after arrival, she learned that she has a life-threatening disease. She was arrested a few 
days later because of concerns about her identity documents, and remained detained for 
three months. Already in shock at learning about her illness, Marie felt deeply humiliated 
at being handcuffed and shackled when taken to an external clinic for medical care. She 
was also frantic about the well-being of the two young children that she had to leave 
behind with a friend. Marie cried every day and became increasingly distraught and 
despairing over time.   
 
Abdi, a young man who witnessed his father’s assassination 
Abdi is a young man from Somalia whose father was killed in front of him, defending his 
son from forcible recruitment by warlords. Abdi later tried to hang himself, but was 
stopped by an uncle who then managed to obtain false documents for him so that Abdi 
could flee to Canada. Abdi is haunted by memories of his father’s assassination:   
 

It’s like I see it again. I’m dreaming every day. In my mind I don’t believe and I 
sometimes think I can see again my father. You feel sad? Yes, I feel sad. (He 
starts to weep). I feel angry sometimes. He’s the only person who help me, he 
help me too much. I try to forget but it is not easy, I remember many things. If my 
father not die I would be with him, I wouldn’t be here. My father loved me. He 
did so much for me. In Somalia, it is hard to go to school, and he fight for me to 
go to school. He’s my everything. He help me for everything.  

 
Abdi shows all the signs of post-traumatic stress disorder, combined with intense grief for 
his father: insomnia, nightmares, intrusive memories, crying every night, suicidal 
thoughts, increasing despair. He was detained for two months. 
 
6. Our study of the impact of detention on detained families with children 
 
In 2011 our team met with 18 families, either during or after their detention. Unlike the 
main study with adults, which was limited to asylum seekers (that is, persons whose 
refugee claim had not yet been heard), the study of detained families included both 
asylum seekers and persons whose refugee claim had been refused. 
 
Three main findings emerge from our study and an analysis of studies in other countries. 
First, even short term detention has a negative impact on children, both directly and also 
because parents often become too depressed and anxious to provide adequate care.11-13,  22 
Over time parental distress tends to worsen, and ability to care for children is increasingly 
likely to be impaired. Second, detention of women who are pregnant or have recently 
given birth may have particularly serious consequences because of the negative impact of 
maternal depression on the child’s physical and mental health.13, 23 Third, children may 
experience long-term detrimental effects after release from detention, including 
nightmares, sleep disturbance, severe separation anxiety, and decreased ability to study.22 

 
Examples – children and families 
Rapid deterioration of an 11-year-old girl during one-month detention  
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An 11-year-old girl was detained for one month with her mother, while her father was 
held in a separate section of the Immigration Holding Centre. Prior to detention the girl 
was healthy, a good student, with no previous psychiatric difficulties. During detention 
she developed profound withdrawal (speaking little and spending most days lying on a 
couch in the common area), food refusal, weight loss, tearfulness, and sleep difficulties. 
Although her symptoms improved after release, she still had regular nightmares of her 
mother being grabbed by someone and taken away and was not able to fall asleep without 
her parents present.  
 
Detention of a mother and newborn baby 
Shortly after arriving in Canada, an asylum-seeking woman gave birth by C-section, 
complicated by heavy bleeding. Two weeks after discharge from hospital, mother and 
infant were detained because of concerns about identity documents. In tears, she 
explained how difficult it was for her to care for her four-week-old baby on her own 
while imprisoned, and acknowledged that she was not able to provide the mothering she 
would like to because the detention depleted her emotionally. When asked about her 
perception of Canada she replied: “Canada is supposed to be a civilized country. To 
detain a mother and baby is not civilized.”   
 
Long-term impact of a traumatic arrest followed by brief detention 
A family with two Canadian-born children aged 5 and 7 was detained for 5 days 
following rejection of their refugee claim. During the arrest, the parents were handcuffed 
in front of the children. The five-year-old boy tried to escape, and CBSA officers ended 
up physically forcing him into the van. 
 
After release from detention the seven-year-old girl, who was previously healthy and 
doing well at school, became severely withdrawn and had difficulty speaking with adults 
and peers. Her academic performance declined. She also had regular nightmares and 
difficulty falling asleep. The five-year-old boy developed phobias of police, dark-
coloured vans, and dogs, and refused to go to pre-school for the first six months after 
detention because he was too frightened to leave the house. He had regular temper-
tantrums, was unable to fall asleep without his parents present, and would not tolerate 
being in a room with the door closed. A year after detention, the two children were still 
struggling with anxiety, sleep problems and irritability, and met diagnostic criteria for 
PTSD.  
 
 
7. Our study – interviews with Sun Sea asylum seekers 
 
In August 2010, the MV Sun Sea arrived in British Columbia carrying 492 Sri Lankan 
Tamil asylum seekers, including 63 women and 49 children. In 2011, our research team 
interviewed 21 asylum seekers who had arrived on the MV Sun Sea, after their release 
from detention, as well as a number of lawyers who described the experiences of other 
Sun Sea asylum seekers. 
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Extremely high levels of traumatic exposure 
The 21 Sun Sea asylum seekers that we interviewed had all experienced extremely high 
levels of premigration trauma. Almost all had experienced months of constant shelling 
and heavy artillery fire during the Sri Lankan civil war and had witnessed loved ones 
killed or maimed. One young woman recounted: 
 

We were all in a bunker we had dug in the ground. There was another family 
there, with small children. There was not enough room for everyone. We gave the 
best protected place to the small children, and my uncle and grandparents slept at 
the top because there was not enough space inside. A shell fell on us. My uncle 
died that day, and so did my grandparents who had brought me up. My mother 
was injured. She got shrapnel in her leg and was not able to walk. My aunt also. 
All those who were not completely inside the bunker were injured or killed. 

 
A majority of the Sun Sea interviewees had been tortured, often very severely. For 
example, one man had been hung upside down, dipped in a water trough, and beaten with 
sand-filled plastic pipes. Most had been detained for months in army camps after the war, 
and all had suffered from shortage of food and water on the Sun Sea. Upon arrival in 
Canada, all were immediately detained, typically for about 4 to 8 months.  
 
High levels of posttraumatic stress disorder and other mental health difficulties 
About three-quarters of the Sun Sea interviewees reported severe and persistent sleep 
problems, nightmares, and intrusive thoughts consistent with post-traumatic stress 
disorder. The traumatic images concerned not only memories of wartime trauma in Sri 
Lanka, but also painful memories of their detention in Canada and fears of being sent 
back to a country where they might face persecution.  
 
Comparison with C-31 policies 
Although the Sun Sea asylum seekers were detained for exceptionally long periods, 
several of the most vulnerable individuals were released earlier thanks to the persistence 
of their lawyers and their access to regular detention reviews, which took place after 48 
hours, then 7 days, then every 30 days.  
 
Among the first Sun Sea detainees to be released was a couple with a severely 
handicapped 3-year-old daughter. A woman at an advanced stage of a complicated 
pregnancy was also released within the first couple of months, as was a woman whose 
forearm had been shattered by a bullet. Under C-31, all the adults would have remained 
detained, and the handicapped child would have been separated from her mother and 
placed in institutional care.   
 
8. Alternatives to detention: Models from Australia, the UK, and Sweden 
 
 Australia: Abandoning C-31-type policies 
C-31’s provisions on designation of irregular arrivals are largely modeled on Australia, 
which for 20 years imposed mandatory, unreviewable detention on all asylum seekers 
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entering without a visa, until final resolution of their refugee claim. Starting in 1999, 
refugees received only temporary status, a policy abandoned in 2008  
 
The Australian immigration detention system has been a mental health disaster, as 
documented by innumerable government inquiries, scientific studies, and non-
governmental reports.24 Close to 90% of formerly detained “irregular arrivals” have 
subsequently been accepted as refugees and then as Australian citizens, so there has also 
been a cost in terms of integration difficulties and increased use of health services.25 

 
In March 2012, after months of hearings, the Senate Joint Select Committee on 
Australia’s Immigration Detention Network issued a report recommending sweeping 
reforms.26 The Committee stated: 
 

The Committee’s most fundamental conclusion is that asylum seekers should 
reside in held detention for as short a time as practicable. Evidence 
overwhelmingly indicates that prolonged detention exacts a heavy toll on people, 
most particularly on their mental health and wellbeing. (...) 
 
Unsurprisingly, rates of mental illness among detainees are very high, as are rates 
of self harm and attempted suicide. Committee members witnessed firsthand the 
aftermath of such desperation during visits to detention facilities. (...) 
 
Accordingly, the Committee is keen to ensure, without compromising the safety 
of the community, that not one person is held in detention longer than necessary. 
A number of the recommendations contained in this report are grounded in the 
desire to build on the successes of the community detention and bridging visa 
programs already underway.  
 
To this end, the Committee recommends that all reasonable steps be taken to limit 
detention to 90 days, and that where people are held any longer, the reasons for 
their prolonged detention be made public. In associated recommendations, the 
Committee advocates use be made of community detention wherever possible, 
while any necessary assessments are conducted.  

 
The Committee went on to write that its recommendations were grounded in “the 
growing recognition that detention on the scale applied over the past decade is simply not 
justified nor sustainable. (...) Given the enormous human and financial cost of held 
detention, the Committee has reached the fundamental conclusion that less harmful, far 
more cost-effective alternatives are available and should be pursued.” 
 
The Australian government started to implement the Committee’s preliminary 
recommendations in November 2011, even before the final report was issued.26 
Australian policy is now: 

 To detain asylum seekers (“irregular” or not) only until health, security and 
identity checks are completed; 
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 Upon release, to issue a “bridging visa” until final determination of the refugee 
claim, which is comparable to normal asylum seeker status in Canada; 

 All asylum seekers except those with adverse security assessments or 
problematic behaviour are eligible for release on a bridging visa; 

 Time in detention and the asylum seeker’s vulnerability, such as torture or trauma 
experiences, are factors that may lead to swifter release on a bridging visa. 

 
In short, Australia has now tacitly recognized that its previous C-31-type policies have 
been a failure, and has shifted to policies aimed at minimising the use of detention for all 
asylum seekers.  
 
United Kingdom: No detention of asylum-seeking families with children 
In 2010, the UK government announced its intention to put an end to the detention of 
children for immigration reasons.27 Parents are not to be detained either, as the 
government recognizes that separating children from their parents is generally harmful. 
Asylum-seeking families and children may be detained for a maximum of 24 hours, and 
are usually then released and referred to social services. They may not be further detained 
unless deemed inadmissible or dangerous.28  
 
Sweden: Management by caseworkers 
In Sweden, there is a ban on separating children from their parents, and families with 
children may not be detained more than six days.29 Upon arrival, asylum seekers are 
housed in supervised accommodation, managed by caseworkers, while their health and 
support needs are assessed. They are free to organize their time and to move around with 
minimal supervision. They are then released, on condition of staying in touch with their 
caseworker. The caseworker explains the refugee determination process, ensures that the 
asylum seekers receive legal representation, and if necessary, provides referrals to 
counseling and medical care. In this system that combines monitoring and support, the 
large majority of asylum seekers comply with immigration decisions, even when they 
face a deportation order 
 
9. Conclusions 
The scientific evidence from Canada and other countries around the world consistently 
shows that even short-term detention leads to high levels of depression and post-
traumatic stress symptoms among asylum seekers, while longer-term detention 
aggravates symptoms. Detention is particularly harmful to children’s development and 
wellbeing. Separating children from their parents to hand them over to child protection 
services while their parents are detained is likely to be even more damaging, both to the 
child and to the family as a whole.30 

 
Australia, which served as the model for C-31’s provisions concerning designated 
irregular arrivals, has now recognized that these policies are a failure and is committed to 
decreased use of detention for all asylum seekers and permanent status for all refugees.26 
The United Kingdom has recently decided to put an end to the detention of asylum-
seeking children and their parents.27,28 Sweden places asylum seekers in residences 
supervised by social workers rather than in detention centres.29 In many countries there is 
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increasing recognition that asylum-seeker detention must be governed by the principles 
of proportionality and individual risk assessment, grounded on the premise that no human 
being should be incarcerated unless they have committed a criminal offense or represent 
a threat to public safety.31-33  
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Recommendations 
 
For all the reasons set out in this brief, we strongly recommend that Bill C-31 be 
withdrawn. 
 
If the government chooses to adopt Bill C-31 despite its potentially disastrous effects, at 
the very least some of the most vulnerable individuals designated as part of an irregular 
arrival should be exempted from detention in order to minimise harm. More specifically, 
we propose that: 
 
When a group is designated as an irregular arrival, the following persons should be 
exempted from detention: 
 

 Minors under 18 and their parents  
 Pregnant women 
 Persons with a mental or physical illness that may be aggravated by detention, 

such as major depressive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, suicidality, or 
certain types of cardiac problems.  

 
Persons claiming to be in any one of these categories may submit an application for 
detention review to the Immigration Division of the IRB, which must be heard within 7 
days.  If the IRB decides to order conditional release, placement in a supervised 
community residence should be one of the options considered. Any option involving 
separation of minors from their parents should be excluded.  
 
 
 



 18  

References 
 
1. Nakache, D. The Human and Financial Cost of Detention of Asylum-Seekers in 
Canada: A study for the UNHCR. Ottawa, Canada, 2011. 
www.socialsciences.uottawa.ca/edim/eng/documents/1.pdf   
 
2. Canadian Press. Second Tamil migrant from Sun Sea ordered deported. CTV News, 
March 18, 2011. http://www.ctv.ca/CTVNews/Canada/20110318/second-tamil-migrant-
ordered-deported-110318/ 
 
3. Robjant K, Hassan R, Katona C. Mental health implications of detaining asylum 
seekers: systematic review. British Journal of Psychiatry 2009; 194:306-12. 
 
4. Robjant K, Robbins I, Senior V. Psychological distress amongst immigration 
detainees: A cross-sectional questionnaire study. British Journal of Clinical Psychology 
2009; 48:275-86. 
 
5. Keller AS, Rosenfeld B, Trinh-Shevrin C, Meserve C, Sachs E, Leviss JA, et al. 
Mental health of detained asylum seekers. Lancet 2003; 362:1721-3. 
 
6. Suicide Prevention Australia. Submission to the Joint Select Committee on Australia’s 
Immigration Detention Network. August 2011. 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/immigration_detention_ctte/immigration_deten
tion/submissions.htm 
 
7. Department of Immigration and Citizenship, Australia. Immigration Detention 
Statistics Summary, Canberra, Australia, November 2011  www.immi.gov.au/managing-
australias-borders/detention/_pdf/immigration-detention-statistics-20111130.pdf 
 
8. Canada: Country report and charts. Graph 1, Suicide rates (per 100,000), by gender, 
Canada, 1950-2004. Geneva: World Health Organization. 
www.who.int/mental_health/media/cana.pdf  
 
9. Steel Z, Silove D, Brooks R, Momartin S, Alzuhairi B, Susljik I. Impact of 
immigration detention and temporary protection on the mental health of refugees. British 
Journal of Psychiatry 2006; 188:58-64. 
 
10. Nickerson A, Steel Z, Bryant R, Brooks R, Silove D. Change in visa status amongst 
Mandaean refugees: Relationship to psychological symptoms and living difficulties. 
Psychiatry Research 2011; 187:267-74. 
 
11. Lorek A, Ehntholt K, Nesbitt A, Wey E, Githinji C, Rossor E, et al. The mental and 
physical health difficulties of children held within a British immigration detention center: 
A pilot study. Child Abuse & Neglect 2009; 33:573-85. 
 



 19  

12. Steel Z, Momartin S, Bateman C, Hafshejani A, Silove DM. Psychiatric status of 
asylum seeker families held for a protracted period in a remote detention centre in 
Australia. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public Health 2004; 2(6):527-36. 
 
13. Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission. A last resort? National Inquiry 
into Children in Immigration Detention. Sydney, Australia, 2004. 
http://www.hreoc.gov.au/human_rights/children_detention_report/index.html  
 
14. Taylor D, Hattenstone S. Child asylum seekers win compensation for 13-month 
detention. The Guardian, January 6, 2012. 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2012/jan/06/child-asylum-seekers-win-compensation 
 
15. Pesonen A-K, Räikkönen K, Heinonen K, Kajantie E, Forsén T, Eriksson JG. 
Depressive symptoms in adults separated from their parents as children: A natural 
experiment during World War II. American Journal of Epidemiology 2007;166(10):1126-
1133. 
 
16. Pesonen A-K, Räikkönen K, Feldt K, Heinonen K, Osmond C, Phillips DIW, Barker 
DJP Eriksson JG, Kajantie E. Childhood separation experience predicts HPA axis 
hormonal responses in late adulthood: A natural experiment of World War II. 
Psychoneuroendocrinology 2010;35:758-767. 
 
17. Holtan A, Rønning JA, Handegård BH, Sourander A. A comparison of mental health 
problems in kinship and nonkinship foster care  European Child & Adolescent Psychiatry 
2005; 14(4): 200-207. 
18. Geltman PL, Grant-Knight W, Mehta SD, Lloyd-Travaglini C, Lustig S, Landgraf 
JM, et al. The "Lost Boys of Sudan": Functional and Behavioral Health of 
Unaccompanied Refugee Minors Resettled in the United States. Archives of Pediatric & 
Adolescent Medicine 2005;159(6):585-91. 
 
19. Chaudry A, Capps R, Pedroza JM, Castañeda RM, Santos R, Scott MM. Facing our 
future. Children in the aftermath of immigration enforcement. The Urban Institute, 
Washington DC, 2010. 
 
20. Garbarino J. Developmental consequences of living in dangerous and unstable 
environments: the situation of refugee children. In: McCallin M, editor. The 
psychological well-being of refugee children. Geneva: International Catholic Child 
Bureau, 1992:1-23. 
 
21. Suarez-Orozco C, Bang HJ, Kim HY. I felt like my heart was staying behind: 
Psychological implications of family separations and reunifications for immigrant youth. 
Journal of Adolescent Research 2011;26(2):222-257. 
 
22. Kronick R, Rousseau C, Cleveland J. Mandatory detention of refugee children in 
Canada: A public health issue? Paediatrics & Child Health 2011; 16(8):e65-e67.  
 



 20  

23. Maggi S, Irwin LJ, Siddiqi A, Hertzman C. The social determinants of early child 
development: An overview. Journal of Paediatrics and Child Health 2010; 46: 627–35 
24. Phillips J, Spinks H. Boat arrivals in Australia since 1976. Parliamentary Library, 
Social Policy Section, Department of Parliamentary Services, Parliament of Australia. 
Updated 5 January 2011. http://www.aph.gov.au/library/pubs/bn/sp/boatarrivals.htm 

 
25. Department of Immigration and Citizenship, Australia.  Refugee and Humanitarian 
Issues: Australia’s Response. Canberra, Australia, 2011 
www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/refugee/ref-hum-issues/pdf/refugee-humanitarian-
issues-june11.pdf   
 
26. Australian Senate Joint Select Committee on Australia’s Detention Network. Final 
Report. Canberra, Australia., 2012. 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate_Committees?url=im
migration_detention_ctte/immigration_detention/report/index.htm 
 
27. Clegg N. Speech on ending the detention of children for immigration purposes. 16 
December 2010. http://www.dpm.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/news/child-detention-speech  
 
28. Gower M. Ending child immigration detention – Commons Library Standard Note. 
November 4, 2011. http://www.parliament.uk/briefing-papers/SN05591 
 
29. Crawley H. Ending the detention of children: developing an alternative approach to 
family returns. Centre for Migration Policy Research, 2010. 
http://www.swan.ac.uk/media/Alternatives_to_child_detention.pdf 
 
30. Byrne MW, Goshin LS, Joestl SS. Intergenerational transmission of attachment for 
infants raised in a prison nursery. Attachment and Human Development, 2010;12(4): 375-
393. 
 
31. Edwards, A.  (2011). Back to Basics: The Right to Liberty and Security of Person and 
‘Alternatives to Detention’ of Refugees, Asylum-Seekers, Stateless Persons and Other 
Migrants. Geneva : UN High Commissioner for Refugees. Disponible sur : 
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/4dc935fd2.html. 
 
32. Field, O. (2006). Alternatives to detention of asylum seekers and refugees. Geneva: 
UN High Commissioner for Refugees.  Disponible sur : http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-
bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain?docid=4472e8b84&page=search.  

 
33. Sampson, R.., Mitchell, G., Bowring, L. (2011). There Are Alternatives. A Handbook 
for Preventing Unnecessary Immigration Detention. Melbourne, Australia: International 
Detention Coalition. Disponible sur: http://idcoalition.org/cap/. 


