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A PATTERN OF DEATHS IN CUSTODY — SEEKING ACCOUNTABILITY ON PRISONERS’
JUSTICE DAY

Four people have died in Nova Scotia provincial custody so far this year as ECPJS
continues longstanding calls for transparency, independent investigation, and action to
prevent further deaths.

KJIPUKTUK / HALIFAX, NS — On Prisoner’s Justice Day, the East Coast Prison Justice
Society (ECPJS), Elizabeth Fry Society of Mainland Nova Scotia, PATH Legal, and other
community-legal organizations call on the Province of Nova Scotia to take immediate action to
address the rising number of deaths in provincial custody and the systemic conditions that place
incarcerated people’s lives and health at risk.

This call follows the death of another person in custody of the Central Nova Scotia Correctional
Facility [CNSCF/“Burnside”] Aug 1st. This brings the number of deaths in NS jails to four so far
in 2026, following an unprecedented three deaths in provincial custody within four days in April.

One of these deaths was that of Brandon Hendershot, who died of influenza B on April 16th,
shortly after being transferred from CNSCF to the hospital.

Last week, Hendershot’s family filed a statement of claim in Nova Scotia’s Supreme Court
against Nova Scotia’s Attorney General and the provincial health authority, alleging that CNSCF
failed to provide adequate medical care.

These latest deaths are part of a broader and troubling pattern. Between January 2023 and
June 2024, at least six people died in Nova Scotia provincial custody. A seventh death during
this period, on August 24, 2023, was not publicly disclosed until April 2026. In the preceding
decade, Nova Scotia recorded between zero and two deaths in provincial custody annually.

This pattern of deaths demands public accountability for the conditions, healthcare procedures,
and decisions that contribute to preventable deaths in custody.

Prisoners’ Justice Day and Continuing Calls for Justice

August 10th marks Prisoners’ Justice Day, an international day of remembrance and collective
action borne from the death of Eddie Nalon, who died in solitary confinement at the Millhaven
Institution in Bath, Ontario in 1974. Prisoners at Millhaven organized a hunger strike and work
refusal to mark the first anniversary of his death.

Today, Prisoners Justice Day is observed through shared remembrance and demonstrations of
solidarity with incarcerated people both behind and beyond prison walls. It calls for public
recognition and action to address widespread deaths in custody, solitary confinement, and the
wider violence and deprivation imposed throughout Canada’s prison systems.

The significance of Prisoners’ Justice Day is immediate amidst a troubling pattern of continuing
deaths across Canada’s federal penitentiaries and provincial jails. People continue to die in
provincial custody while the systems responsible for their care remain difficult to scrutinize and
the public receives limited information about the circumstances surrounding those deaths.


https://www.halifaxexaminer.ca/justice/incarceration-in-nova-scotia/4-more-people-have-died-while-in-custody-in-nova-scotias-jails/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/nova-scotia/brandon-hendershot-lawsuit-9.7298314
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ECPJS has long called for legislative reform to mandate a robust, independent, publicly
transparent model of accountability for deaths in custody, including dedicated inquiries into
Indigenous deaths in custody that are Indigenous-led and informed by community protocols.

The Province’s Death in Custody Committee, established in 2023, is insufficient for providing
transparency and accountability. They do not have statutory powers to compel evidence, and
findings are not required to be made public. The Committee has nevertheless issued
recommendations through two reports released in October 2025 and June 2026 identifying
significant concerns with health care, mental health and addictions care, disease management,
emergency response, withdrawal management, culturally safe services, and the collection of
information necessary to identify systemic racism and inequity.

These recommendations reinforce concerns raised through our Deaths in Custody Coalition
Campaign in 2024, which brought together prison and health justice organizations and
generated approximately 350 letters to government supporting four calls to action:

#1: Mandatory, transparent public inquiries into deaths in custody;

#2: Investment in community-based housing, health, and justice supports as alternatives
to incarceration;

#3: Culturally safe mental health and addiction services in provincial jails;
#4: An end to illegal and harmful lockdown practices.

The Province’s Deaths in Custody Committee does not release any information about the
circumstances or decisions leading up to individual deaths - leaving the public and grieving
families, like Hendershot’s, without answers about the death of their loved ones.

People incarcerated in Nova Scotia continue to report serious concerns about access to timely
and appropriate health care, mental health and substance-use supports, suicide prevention, and
responses to health crises. The East Coast Prison Justice Society’s Jail Line has received calls
consistent with the concerns identified by the 2024 Deaths in Custody Coalition and the
Province’s own Death in Custody Committee, including concerns about inadequate responses
to chronic iliness, mental health and substance-use conditions, and acute health crises.

The current legislative process to review deaths in custody does not uphold our government's
duty of public transparency. Families, communities, and the public deserve answers and the
information to determine whether systemic failures contributed to a death, and whether
meaningful action has been taken to prevent further deaths.

Demanding answers and accountability

ECPJS, Elizabeth Fry of Mainland Nova Scotia, and PATH Legal call upon the Premier and
Ministers of Justice and Health to publicly account for their response to deaths occurring in
provincial custody. Together, we ask:

e What immediate actions are being taken in response to the increase of deaths in
custody since 2023, and address the risk that provincial systems and decisions are
posing to the lives of some of Nova Scotia’s most vulnerable individuals?


https://www.eastcoastprisonjustice.ca/projects.html
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e What progress has been made by Corrections and Correctional Health to implement
recommendations from the Deaths in Custody Review Committee, and how is progress
monitored?

e What suicide prevention measures are currently in place across provincial facilities, and
how are they being evaluated for effectiveness?

e What actions are being taken to address the apparent increase in suicide attempts and
mental health crises among incarcerated individuals?

e How are Correctional Officers trained to respond to mental health crises, suicide risk, de-
escalation, and trauma-informed care, and how are they being evaluated for
effectiveness?

e What policies, protocols and processes are in place to identify and safely manage
alcohol and substance use withdrawal?

e What mechanisms are in place to ensure effective collaboration between facility staff
and healthcare providers in responding to individuals experiencing a health or mental
health crisis?

The organizations are also calling for independent, thorough investigations with public reporting
into recent deaths in custody, including the circumstances of each death and any systemic or
operational failures that may have contributed.

Join us this evening for Prisoner’s Justice Day.

We welcome all to gather this evening in Kjipuktik/Halifax to remember those who have died in
custody and to build collective action for prison justice.

e Weldon Law Building, 6061 University Ave, Rm 104 6-8PM AST

The event is hosted by the Elizabeth Fry Society of Mainland Nova Scotia, East Coast
Prison Justice Society, John Howard Society of Nova Scotia, and 7th Step Society of
Nova Scotia.

e Local event information: via Facebook and Instagram
e Local event contact: development@efrymns.ca
e Media contact: Renford Farrier, ECPJS Co-Chair, available at event.

A national Prisoners’ Justice Day livestream, featuring prisoner testimonies and events from
across the country, will also be broadcast this evening from 3:00-9:00 PM AST.
www.youtube.com/@cpepgroup6577

Notes For Editors

Related Reports

e Laura Beach (with NECHC & MOSH), Lived and Living Experience of Mental Health, Substance
Use, and Incarceration in Nova Scotia (June 9, 2026)

e Randolph Riley, Systemic Discrimination Affecting Persons of African Descent in Nova Scotia
Jails A Report Focused on Patterns of Prisoner Isolation

Medlia contacts:

e Sonya Klein, ECPJS Lead Organizer (sonyaklein@ecpjs.ca);
e Sheila Wildeman, ECPJS Co-Chair (sheila.wildeman@dal.ca)



https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=1410878107740128&set=a.454074550087160
https://www.instagram.com/p/Dan7SmxpR8_/
https://www.youtube.com/@cpepgroup6577?fbclid=IwcGRvZgFleHRuA2FlbQIxMABicmlkETFWQTR0TFF6Tk85Y3N1QWdxc3J0YwZhcHBfaWQQMjIyMDM5MTc4ODIwMDg5MgABHupaJHh3GBO_rAYQL_Qhig3F_umGYUprI0CyK1zTZq0KPRkxPnB6UDukD9V8_aem_jbZtBXhr3DPOqw3YKKh-CA
https://nechc.com/lived-and-living-experience-of-mental-health-substance-use-and-incarceration-in-nova-scotia/
https://nechc.com/lived-and-living-experience-of-mental-health-substance-use-and-incarceration-in-nova-scotia/
https://nechc.com/lived-and-living-experience-of-mental-health-substance-use-and-incarceration-in-nova-scotia/
https://www.eastcoastprisonjustice.ca/projects.html
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https://www.eastcoastprisonjustice.ca/projects.html

