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Summary 
 

This document presents two estimates of the number of children with biological parents in 

Canadian federal custody, provincial/territorial custody, youth detention custody, or immigration 

detention custody in 2019/20. These estimates are based on disaggregated fertility rates, actual-in 

counts in custody, and total admissions to custody in the 2019/20 year. Calculations are provided 

later in this document to show how each of these estimates were reached.  

 

1. There were 38,916 people in Canadian federal custody, provincial/territorial custody, 

youth detention, and immigration detention on a given day in 2019/20. Based on 

disaggregated birth rates, there were an estimated 64,290 children with a biological 

parent in custody on a given day in 2019/20.   

 

2. There were 249,627 total admissions to Canadian federal custody, provincial/territorial 

custody, youth detention, and immigration detention during the 2019/20 year. Based on 

disaggregated birth rates, there were an estimated 405,373 children with a biological 

parent admitted to custody during the 2019/20 year. 

 

Approach and Limitations 

I decided to use 2019/20 data because of the unprecedented and temporary decline in 

imprisonment numbers during the 2020/21 reporting period. i The changes in imprisonment 

numbers were due to changes in some institutional policies during the COVID-19 pandemic.ii I 

also decided to only use custodial data and exclude community supervision data out of interest in 

estimating the extent of custodial separation between biological parents and children. Note that 

some children will not be in their biological parent’s custody and may be impacted or separated 

differently. Further, in the case of immigration detention, some children are detained with their 

parent(s).iii My calculations also do not account for the diversity of important kinship 

relationships, including non-biological kin relationships, and only consider fertility rates. 

Moreover, my estimates will include some children who are over the age of 18, while some 

stakeholders may be primarily interested in the number of legal minors who are impacted. 

Further, in the case of immigration detention, some children of imprisoned adults will be located 

outside of Canada. 
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My approach of locating the fertility rate of a cohort of women and multiplying it with the total 

number of imprisoned people (all genders) of that cohort is not without flaws. First, being 

imprisoned can impact one’s ability to have children, but there is a lack of data located on how 

this impacts fertility rates. Second, there may be other factors which impact fertility rates for 

imprisoned and criminalized people in Canada. Third, I am extrapolating the fertility rate of 

white, Black, Indigenous, and racialized women to men who are white, Black, Indigenous, and 

racialized respectively. Fourth, the fertility rate is the total number of children that would be born 

to the average woman/person who can give birth over their lifetime – some people in prison may 

not yet have borne all of their biological children. That said, it is possible that some criminalized 

people may have children earlier in life than some non-criminalized people. Fifth, there may be 

some children with both biological parents imprisoned, or a parent/parents imprisoned more than 

once during the year. Sixth, some of the fertility rate information is not recent (i.e., from 

2000/01). Lastly, the fertility rates available would benefit from further disaggregation; 

Indigenous, Black, white, and racialized peoples are not homogenous groups.  

 

Numbers were not available on the number of people confined to police cells across the country, 

and are missing from these estimates. I also did not include the number of people held against 

their will in other institutions including hospitals (i.e., involuntary psychiatric admissions) and 

long-term care facilities. In 2013, 77.1 percent of psychiatric admissions in Ontario were 

involuntary.iv Also in Ontario, the More Beds, Better Care Act was passed in 2022 that could 

force hospital patients into long-term care facilities against their will.v 

 

Rationale 
 

There are challenges to understanding the number of children impacted by imprisonment in 

Canada. The number of children with imprisoned parents and other family members is not 

collected or collated by youth, provincial adult, or federal adult prison institutions in Canada. 

Prior figures include a 2007 report by Withers and Folsom, extrapolating that 357,604 children 

under the age of 19 in Canada have imprisoned fathers. vi This report drew on questionnaire 

results of 534 federally sentenced men during orientation at the Millhaven Assessment Unit 

(prison) between August 2003 and January 2003. Published a few years prior, a 2003 exploratory 

report by Cunningham and Baker drew on pre-existing publications to extrapolate that 20,000 

children are separated from imprisoned mothers in Canada. vii The goal of my short report is to 

estimate a number of impacted children in the absence of recent data supplied by government or 

collected by researchers inside institutions.  

 

Future Research 
 

In partnership with families (including formerly and currently imprisoned people), I recommend 

disseminating a survey to a sample of provincial/territorial, federal, youth institutions, and 

immigration holding centres to better understand the number of children who are impacted by 

their parent’s imprisonment. As part of this survey, I also recommend requesting information on 

affected kinship relationships more broadly, including nieces and nephews, grandchildren, 

children removed from families, children cared for by other family members, and more. I 
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recommend this because the impacts of imprisonment extend throughout families and 

communities. This data should centre intersectionality and account for the differences among 

imprisoned people (e.g., race, gender, etc.) and the diversity of family dynamics (i.e., beyond the 

nuclear family dynamic).viii The way this data is collected should affirm the rights and dignity of 

imprisoned people and kin.ix There may be hesitancy to supply this information, given distrust 

many people have with institutions including and beyond those imprisoning them. This survey 

should be conducted with the support of people who have relationships of trust and respect, 

which likely means having lived experience, identifying as Indigenous, Black, or racialized, and 

not being employed by the institution. From a normative perspective, such data should be 

mobilized to support the relationships of imprisoned and criminalized people and their kin 

through transformative policy, legal, and social change. 

 

Calculation: Number of children with a biological parent in 

custody on a given day in 2019/20 
 

Calculations are disaggregated by race when possible, using fertility rates and actual-in counts of 

white, Indigenous, Black, and other racialized adults, and youth. The calculations are ordered 

from the largest cohorts of children to the smallest cohorts of children. Federal actual-in counts 

include people confined to a federal facility on a given day. Provincial/territorial actual-in counts 

represent persons held in custody under sentence, remand, or who are otherwise legally required 

to be there and who are present at the time the count is taken. For youth, the total actual-in count 

represents young people (under age 18) held in custody under sentence, pre-trial detention, 

Provincial Director Remand, and other temporary detention at the time the count is taken. 

Immigration detention figures are available as a daily average. 

 

Children with a white biological parent in federal or provincial/territorial prison on a given day 

in 2019/20: 

• Fertility rate of white women, 2016/17: 1.54 x 

• Total actual-in count of white adults imprisoned to federal custody (14,022 total actual-in 

count / 53.7% of imprisoned people are white xi = 7,529.81) + total actual-in count of 

white adults imprisoned to provincial/territorial custody (23,894 total actual-in count / 

51% of imprisoned people are white xii = 12,185.94)  

• Fertility rate * total actual-in count = 1.54 * 19,715.75 = 30,362 children 

 

Children with an Indigenous biological parent in federal or provincial/territorial prison on a 

given day in 2019/20: 

• Fertility rate of Indigenous women, 2016/17: 1.9. This fertility rate is based on 2016 

census data and treats Indigenous women homogenously. Yet, Indigenous women are 

heterogenous and reflect many distinct nations and cultures. xiii 

• Total actual-in count of Indigenous adults imprisoned to federal custody (14,022 total 

actual-in count xiv / 33% of imprisoned adults are Indigenous xv = 4,627.26) + total actual-

in count of Indigenous adults imprisoned to provincial/territorial custody (23,894 total 

actual-in count xvi / 31% of imprisoned adults are Indigenousxvii = 7,407.14)  

• Fertility rate * total actual-in count = 1.9 * 12,034.46 = 22,865 children  
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Children with a Black biological parent in federal or provincial/territorial prison on a given day 

in 2019/20: 

• Fertility rate of Black women, 2000/01: 1.7. This fertility rate is dated, and treats Black 

women homogenously. xviii  

• Total actual-in count of Black adults imprisoned to federal custody 14,022 total actual-in 

count / 8.1% of imprisoned people are Black xix  = 1,135.72) + total actual-in count of 

Black adults imprisoned to provincial/territorial custody (23,894 total actual-in count / 

10% of imprisoned people are Black xx = 2389.4) 

• Fertility rate * total actual-in count = 1.7 * 3,525.2 = 5,993 children 

 

Children with a racialized biological parent in federal or provincial/territorial prison on a given 

day in 2019/20: 

• Fertility rate of racialized women (not including Black women and Indigenous women), 

2000/01: 1.7. In addition to this fertility rate being dated, it also treats racialized peoples 

homogenously.  xxi 

• Total actual-in count of racialized adults imprisoned to federal custody (14,022 total 

actual-in count / 7% of imprisoned people are racialized xxii = 981.54) + total actual-in 

count of racialized adults imprisoned to provincial/territorial custody (23,894 total actual-

in count / 7% of imprisoned people are racialized xxiii = 1672.58)  

• Fertility rate * total actual-in count = 1.7 * 2654.12 = 4,512 children 

 

Children with a parent confined in immigration detention on an average day in 2019/20: 

• Fertility rate of racialized and Black women, 2000/01: 1.7. A large number of people 

confined in immigration detention are racialized, but there are no disaggregated figures 

available. Using a Canadian fertility rate is not exact, especially in this case. xxiv  

• Daily average of confined adults: 326. People are confined in immigration holding 

centres, provincial prisons, and other facilities. xxv  

• Fertility rate * average daily count = 1.7 * 326 = 377 children 

 

Children with a parent aged 15-19 in youth detention on a given day in 2019/20: 

• Fertility rate of girls/women aged 15-19, 2021: 6,385 births xxvi / 1,031,292 girls 15-19 
xxvii = 0.0062. This fertility rate is not counting mothers under age 15. Youth detention 

only applies to youth up to age 18, but this fertility rate includes women aged 18-19.  

• Total actual-in count of youth in custody, 2019/20: 674 xxviii  

• Fertility rate * total actual-in count = 0.0062 * 674 = 4 children 

 

Total: 30,362 + 22,865 + 5,993 + 4,512 + 377 + 4 = 64,290 children  

 

Calculation: Number of children with a biological parent 

admitted to custody in 2019/20 
 

Calculations are disaggregated by race when possible, using fertility rates and total custodial 

admissions of white, Indigenous, Black, and other racialized adults, and youth. The calculations 

are ordered from the largest cohorts of children to the smallest cohorts of children. At the federal 
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level, custodial admissions are totals of warrant of committal, revocation of conditional release 

and other custodial status admissions. At the provincial/territorial level, custodial admissions are 

totals of sentenced (including intermittent sentences), remand, and other custodial status 

admissions. Admissions are lower than actual-in count at the federal level in part because there is 

less turn-over; people are serving longer sentences. Admissions are higher at the 

provincial/territorial level in part because there is more turn-over; people are confined for shorter 

amounts of time. Using admissions to custody in my calculation may count some children more 

than once if their parent/parents were admitted to custody more than once. 

 

Children with a white biological parent admitted to federal or provincial/territorial prison during 

the 2019/20 year: 

• Fertility rate of white women, 2016/17: 1.54 

• Total custodial admissions of white adults imprisoned to federal custody (7,326 total 

admissions to custody / 53.7% of imprisoned people are white = 3,934.06) + total 

custodial admissions of white adults imprisoned to provincial/territorial custody (227,124 

total admissions to custody / 51% of imprisoned people are white = 115,833.24) 

• Fertility rate * total custodial admissions = 1.54 * 119,767.3 = 184,442 children 

 

Children with an Indigenous biological parent admitted to federal or provincial/territorial prison 

during the 2019/20 year: 

• Fertility rate of Indigenous women, 2016/17: 1.9 

• Total custodial admissions of Indigenous adults to federal custody (7,326 total 

admissions to custody xxix / 33% of imprisoned people are Indigenous = 2,417.58) + total 

custodial admissions of Indigenous adults to provincial/territorial custody (227,124 total 

admissions to custody xxx / 31% of imprisoned people are Indigenous = 70,408.44)  

• Fertility rate * total custodial admissions = 1.9 * 72,826 = 138,369 children 

 

Children with a Black biological parent admitted to federal or provincial/territorial prison during 

the 2019/20 year: 

• Fertility rate of Black women, 2000/01: 1.7 

• Total custodial admissions of Black adults to federal custody (7,326 total custodial 

admissions / 8.1% of imprisoned people are Black = 593.41) + total custodial admissions 

of Black adults to provincial/territorial custody (227,124 total custodial admissions / 10 

% of imprisoned people are Black = 22,712.4) 

• Fertility rate * total custodial admissions = 1.7 * 23,305.81 = 39,620 children 

 

Children with a racialized biological parent admitted to federal or provincial/territorial prison 

during the 2019/20 year: 

• Fertility rate of racialized women (not including Black women and Indigenous women), 

2000/01: 1.7 

• Total custodial admissions of racialized adults to federal custody (7,326 total custodial 

admissions / 7% of imprisoned people are racialized = 512.82) + total custodial 

admissions of racialized adults to provincial/territorial custody (227,124 total custodial 

admissions / 7% of imprisoned people are racialized = 15,898.68) 

• Fertility rate * total custodial admissions = 1.7 *16,411.5 = 27,900 children 
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Children with a parent confined in immigration detention during the 2019/20 year: 

• Fertility rate of racialized and Black women, 2000/01: 1.7 

• Total adults detained: 8,825 

• Fertility rate * total adults detained = 1.7 * 8,825 = 15,003 children 

 

Children with a parent aged 15-19 admitted to youth detention during the 2019/20 year: 

• Fertility rate of girls/women ages 15-19, 2019/20: 6,385 births / 1,031,292 girls = 0.0062 
xxxi 

• Total custodial admissions of youth to custody 2019/20 (4,741 pretrial detention + 297 

provincial director remand + 748 secure custody + 566 open custody) = 6,352 

• Fertility rate * total custodial admissions = 0.0062 * 6,352 = 39 children 

 

Total: 184,442 + 138,369 + 39,620 + 27,900 + 15,003 + 39 = 405,373 children 
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