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In a few short weeks, Canadians should expect to finally close the book on the To-
ronto 18. 

The last member of the terrorist cell behind Canada’s most notorious homegrown con-
spiracy, Shareef Abdelhaleem, is expected to receive his prison sentence in March 2011. 
Found guilty of terrorism offenses in January 2010, Abdelhaleem faces the prospect of 
a life sentence. He’ll join ten other members of the Toronto 18 and two other convicted 
homegrown Islamist terrorists, Momin Khawaja and Said Namouh (both serving life 
sentences) convicted of participating in terrorism. 

All of this is good news; locking up terrorists keeps Canadians safe. And yet, Can-
adians are now waking up to the fact that terrorism offenses do not simply end with 
the conviction and imprisonment of would-be bombers. It’s what happens behind bars 
that should worry Canadians, too.

In October 2010, the Macdonald-Laurier Institute (MLI) published From Rehabilita-
tion to Recruitment.1 Written by MLI Fellow Alex Wilner (co-author of this Commen-
tary), the report was the first of its kind to proactively discuss the threat of radicaliza-
tion and terrorist recruitment in Canada’s prison system. Laying out a series of policy 
steps necessary for keeping our prisons from becoming fertile recruiting soil for home-
grown terrorism, the report hit the mark. Its publication was extensively covered in 
print and broadcast media and Dr. Wilner was asked to give expert testimony before 
the Special Senate Committee on Anti-Terrorism in Ottawa in December 2010.2 

Recently, MLI has learnt that prison radicalization has topped the list of security con-
cerns at Public Safely Canada, Correctional Service Canada (CSC), CSIS, and the 
RCMP. According to our sources, Islamist radicalization and terrorist recruitment in 
Canada’s prison system is viewed as a grave threat to national security. Building on 
From Rehabilitation to Recruitment, this brief focuses on four concerns that continue 
to plague Canadian security officials. 

Distinguishing Between Religious and Radical behaviour
However mendacious, violent radical Islamists consider themselves pious, practicing, 
and believing Muslims. They rely on religious doctrine to justify, sanitize, and legit-
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imize the violence they condone and facilitate. In doing so, they purposefully blur 
the lines between religious practice and violence. Radicalization, however, should not 
be confused with religious observance, piety, or conversion. In countering terrorism, 
violent behaviour – not religious behaviour – is our primary concern. Canadians can 
practice any faith in any way they like and are free to adopt literalist interpretations of 
religious doctrine. Only when religion or ideology are used to facilitate political vio-
lence, including terrorism, is a line crossed and punitive action taken.

The problem for security officials, both inside and outside prison, is properly differ-
entiating between religious beliefs and practices and radical beliefs and practices that 
may lead to violence. Pre-empting terrorism by tackling radicalization is a complex 
and thorny issue. As the RCMP notes in its 2009 report Radicalization: A Guide for the 
Perplexed, “while radical thinking is by no means problematic in itself, it becomes a 
threat to national security when Canadian citizens … espouse or engage in violence … 
as a means of promoting political, ideological or religious extremism.”3 Given the very 
nature of Islamist terrorism – which at its core mixes religious themes with political 
ones – the problem of differentiating between religious practice and radicalization is 
a difficult one. This may be especially the case in prison, where an inmate’s freedom 
routinely bumps up against various security concerns. 

But it shouldn’t be up to prison officials to distinguish between faith and violent extrem-
ism. Policy guidance must flow from the government. As a recent report published by 
the International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation and Political Violence notes, “it 
is not up to … the heads of prison services to decide matters of national policy.” Rather, 
it should be in the hands of governments to issue “direction where national policy is 
not clear or consistent.” This is especially so in the contentious case of identifying pot-
entially dangerous, radical belief systems. Combating radicalization in prison begins 
by first identifying radicalization in Canadian society more broadly. Mapping out the 
radicalization process should be a centralized, concerted, and coordinated endeavour 
directed by efforts taking place well beyond the prison wall.4 It will have to involve the 
participation of advisory groups stemming from Canada’s diverse Muslim community 
and include input from various Muslim clerics. Utmost care should be given to can-
vassing religious leaders from unimpeachable sources, the selection of which might be 
properly aided by the inclusion of non-Muslim religious leaders who can act as a form 
of control.

Once Canada has a government-mandated, conceptual framework for identifying 
radicalization, guidance can trickle down to the prison system and inform policies 
therein. Prison employees will then have a better idea about the kinds of behaviour 
they should look out for. Prison staff who work at facilities in which terrorist convicts 
are held should receive specific training, using these Canadian guidelines, in recogniz-
ing the difference between religious faith and radical beliefs. Guards do not have to 
become experts on theology or jihadism, but they should know enough about Islam 
and Islamist terrorism to be able to keep a watchful eye on social developments tak-
ing place within the boarder prisoner community. In addition, front-line staff that 
regularly interact with Islamist terrorist convicts should receive additional, specialised 
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training in radicalization awareness and should be regularly briefed on the personal 
details and social interactions of each particular terrorist convict. The CSC might also 
consider selectively hiring and training more Muslim prison staff familiar with Islam, 
tasked specifically with interacting with terrorist convicts.5 Finally, the CSC, in part-
nership with other security agencies, should establish an arrangement by which prison 
officials and staff can access and share resources – like religious leaders and experts, 
translators, and lists of contraband texts and documents – that can assist and advise 
their efforts to counter radicalization in prison.6

Dealing with Opportunistic Religious Conversions 
Individuals who adopt new religious beliefs do so for any number of reasons. Religious 
conversions, inside and outside prison, often reflect a desire for personal transforma-
tion. And prisoners, like all Canadians, have a Charter right to choose – and change 
– their religious identity. And yet, in Canadian prisons, conversions to Islam also come 
with perceived benefits. Muslim inmates can demand to be served halal food, partici-
pate in religious festivals and holydays, join other inmates for Friday prayer services, 
and meet with certain religious leaders. Some inmates may see these rights as an incen-
tive to convert to Islam while serving their prison sentence. While a prisoner’s religion 
should matter little to the CSC and while, as noted, conversion is not radicalization, 
that of all prison groups converts to Islam may be the most susceptible to militant 
Islamism does suggest that the CSC should be weary of unintentionally incentivizing 
Islam behind bars. 

While it may be impossible (and highly contentious) for the CSC to assess and gauge a 
prisoner’s motivation for converting to Islam, the CSC doesn’t really need to. Instead, 
the prison system should focus its energies on ensuring that Islam is neither treated 
more nor less favourably than other faiths. 

For starters, prison staff should ensure that inmates who show an interest in converting 
to Islam (or any other religion) meet with the appropriate religious authorities. Chap-
lains should then be expected to give the inmate a precise and full overview of what 
conversion and Islamic practice entails and outline the consequences of later renoun-
cing the Muslim faith. Prisoners should also be encouraged to discuss the conversion 
process with family members and next of kin. And, as the CSC already advocates, re-
ligious leaders, after having been encouraged to help the inmate acquire the necessary 
level of religious knowledge needed to fulfill a conversion process, should have final 
say regarding an inmate’s religious status.7

Once an inmate converts, the CSC should ensure that an appropriate religious leader 
follows up with the convert, offering religious classes, tutelage, and access to certain 
religious texts. Ensuring a convert receives a full rather than a selective reading of 
their new faith may help inoculate them against more radical interpretations. As MLI 
recommended in its report, prisons might also, with the assistance of prison imams, 
identify and train inmates with liberal religious leanings and tolerant understandings 
of Islam to act as inmate councillors and mentors.8 These individuals can assist prison 
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chaplains in helping Muslim converts (and newly imprisoned Muslim inmates) settle 
into their new lifestyle and environment. 

Finally, in terms of the potential pitfalls associated with serving inmates distinct meals, 
the CSC is already aware of the issue. As the CSC manual on religious accommodation 
rightly notes, “delivering religious diets in a completely separate way from regular diets 
cannot but constitute special treatment and, therefore, special status in the eyes of all 
concerned. This needs to be avoided … since any perception of special treatment sim-
ply invites conflict.”9 In this respect, the best way to serve halal food would be to keep it 
nearly indistinguishable from other prison diets. The CSC already suggests that while 
halal meat “may come from a different dish” it should be prepared “to look and taste 
the same as what the majority of people receive on the line.”10 Doing so will counter 
prisoners’ claims that halal meals are somehow superior to non-halal meals.

Hindering the Promotion of Extremist Views
Since 2008, Canada has prosecuted 13 homegrown Islamist terrorists; four individuals 
were handed prison terms ranging from between ten and twenty years, and another 
three were condemned to life sentences.11 In handing down these stiff sentences, the 
judiciary has been crystal clear that facilitating and participating in terrorism is to be 
deplored. In a December 2010 ruling, the Ontario Court of Appeal determined that:

Terrorism … is in a special category of crime and must be treated as such. 
When the terrorist activity, to the knowledge of the offender, is designed to or 
is likely to result in the indiscriminate injury and killing of innocent human 
beings, sentences exceeding 20 years, up to and including life imprisonment, 
should not be viewed as exceptional. That may not be the traditional approach 
to sentencing, but it is the approach we believe must be taken to repudiate and 
deter terrorism and denounce it for the insidious crime it is.12

Sentencing terrorists to the fullest measure of the law signals to would-be malefactors 
that they will be dealt with harshly.

Surely the prison service can do no less with existing terrorist convicts. It would be 
justified for prisons to take all reasonable measures to prevent their institutions from 
becoming recruiting grounds for future would-be terrorists. If anything, the CSC has 
an extra responsibility in that whatever radicalization does takes place within its fa-
cilities will happen while the newly radicalized are under the care and tutelage of the 
authorities. Complacency in the prisons will aid and abet behaviour that Canadian 
judges have already condemned as absolutely inimical to civilized life in Canada. Pre-
empting the spread of violent ideologies in prison will require that Canadians develop 
a robust and unapologetic system for identifying radicalization ringleaders within the 
prison population and isolating them.

The point is that terrorist convicts are not ordinary prisoners. Some charismatic indi-
viduals may use their time behind bars to promote their extremist views, prosthelyt-



5

izing radical ideologies in an attempt to attract and recruit members of the general 
prison population. Toronto 18-member, Ali Dirie, is the best known example of a ter-
rorist convict actively promoting terrorism behind bars. Other similar developments 
are taking place. The CSC must proactively disrupt any and all attempts by convicted 
terrorists to recruit other inmates. Doing so will require using a series of novel tactics. 

As MLI suggested in its report, the CSC must impede known terrorist convicts from 
taking leadership roles within the prison Muslim community. When charismatic 
Islamist inmates find themselves in a position of influence, they will be well placed to 
indoctrinate others. Prison staff should monitor and control the social circles, clubs, 
and groups that include known Islamists and impede their attempts to lead religious 
services. With the help of prison imams, authorities should actively eliminate the avail-
able space in which convicted terrorists can vocalize their views. If a particular convict 
is hell-bent on promoting radical sentiments, then prison authorities should take steps 
to isolate him. This can be done by segregating the individual from other inmates. 
And because indoctrination and radicalization usually occurs as a result of close and 
personal interaction between terrorist convicts and other prisoners, prison staff should 
try to disrupt potentially threatening social cliques. Doing so may require repeatedly 
moving the radical inmate around and within the prison system. 

In all cases, eliminating the promotion of extremist views by known radicals will re-
quire a sophisticated understanding of Canada’s terrorist prison population that relies 
on repeatedly updated assessments of each terrorist convict. This information will en-
sure that prison staff use the right tools and tactics to disrupt potential cases of radical-
ization and terrorist recruitment in Canada’s prison system. 

Getting the Right Religious Leadership 
We need to recognize that prison imams play an important role in denying radicalism. 
Muslim inmates, like all Canadians, have a right to access religious leaders. Ensuring 
there are enough qualified imams to address prisoners’ needs will help sideline radical 
voices. At the same time, we need to exclude radical religious leaders and extremist 
literature from prison. Islam is a multifaceted religion with a diversity of interpreta-
tions. Some espouse violence. Making sure Canadian inmates receive mainstream and 
inclusive religious leadership will help stop the import and spread of radical views.

For starters, as noted, it is of paramount importance that known radical inmates and 
terrorist convicts do not lead religious services or give religious sermons. Allowing 
known extremists in the absence of prison chaplains to lead other inmates in com-
munal prayer is a bad idea. The best defence would be to ensure that the CSC employs 
enough qualified imams to look after the needs of prisoners. In cases where imams 
cannot be present to perform their duties, they should, with the assistance of prison 
staff, identify, train, and designate a particular inmate to lead prayer services. 

In smaller prisons and in prisons located in remote places, CSC imams may not al-
ways be at hand to offer their leadership. In such cases, it is common for the CSC to 
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allow volunteers from the local religious community to attend to inmate needs. The 
CSC needs to ensure that the volunteer system has built-in screening mechanisms 
that help prison staff identify and reject radical volunteers. There have been uncon-
firmed reports, for example, that Hiva Alizadeh, one of the men arrested on terror-
ism offenses in Ottawa in August 2010, volunteered as a spiritual caregiver at various 
Winnipeg-based correctional facilities. “In his spare time” a friend writes of Alizadeh, 
“he volunteered for two years at the Winnipeg Remand Center (city jail), Headingly 
Correctional Facility (provincial jail), and Stony Mountain Penitentiary (federal jail), 
as a Spiritual Care Volunteer/Chaplain. During that time he counselled many Muslims 
and aboriginal people who were incarcerated.”13 This is all fine and good, except that 
today Alizadeh faces three terrorism charges, including possession of explosives with 
the intent to kill and injure.

The CSC must ensure that its volunteer program cannot be actively exploited by radical 
individuals and groups aspiring to introduce extremist ideas into prison. A country-
wide, volunteer review system should be established. With the assistance of the prison 
chaplaincy and prison imams, CSC staff should have the means and ability to assess 
the religious leanings and credentials of would-be volunteers. If and when they need 
assistance, individual prisons should be able to tap into the aforementioned pool of re-
sources. It might also be prudent to have new clerics and volunteers accompanied and 
observed by veteran prison imams and/or CSC staff familiar with Islam as they begin 
work within prison. Finally, severe penalties should be in place for religious service 
providers found to be abusing their position of trust to promote extremism behind 
bars. 
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It is not often that Canadi-
ans talk about moving out 
of America’s shadow— for 
far too long we have simply 

assumed that being in that shadow 
was the natural order of things. 
Crowley, Clemens and Veldhuis 
remind us that Sir Wilfrid Laurier 
thought that all things were pos-
sible for us, and they show, with an 
impressive array of facts to support 
their argument, that Laurier’s plan 
for Canada can still carry us through to that Canadian century we have all been eagerly awaiting for over a hundred years.  
-Allan Gotlieb, from the foreword

“As the U.S. and other nations 
struggle to defuse some poten-
tially disastrous fiscal time 
bombs, The Canadian Century 
makes a compelling argument 
that the world should be 
looking to Canada for lessons 
on how to get reform right.” - 
Robert Kelly, Chairman and 
CEO, BNY Mellon 

“The Canadian Century 
reminds us that the temptation 
for governments to solve all our 
problems with higher spending 
always ends in grief—a lesson 
the U.S. will soon learn. It’s a 
reminder that prosperity can 
be ours if we remember Wilfrid 
Laurier’s legacy of liberty, 
lower taxes and smaller gov-
ernment.” - Patrick Luciani, 
author, Economic Myths 

“Crowley, Clemens and Veld-
huis show that if we establish 
a real advantage visà- vis the 
U.S. on tax and other policies, 
that will increase both our 
attraction with emerging pow-

ers and our leverage with the 
US. The question the authors 
pose is whether we have the 
wherewithal to finish the 
job.” - Derek Burney, former 
Canadian Ambassador in 
Washington 

“The authors strike exactly the 
right balance with enough detail 
to keep the most ardent policy 
wonk captivated while writing 
in a breezy style that will engage 
non-economists. And as with a 
good novel, the authors leave us 
in suspense. I urge people to read 
this compelling tale and then, 
like me, anxiously wait for a 
sequel to see how the story ends.” 
- Don Drummond, Senior 
Vice-President and Chief 
Economist, TD Bank Finan-
cial Group 

“Entrepreneurship, hard work 
and self-reliance are deeply 
ingrained in our psyche. Dur-
ing the Redemptive Decade of 
the 1990s these virtues were 
resurrected. In tandem with 

concerted actions by the dif-
ferent levels of government, we 
put right the debt and despair 
created by a couple of dark 
decades when we wobbled 
towards what the Wall Street 
Journal described as Third-
World Status. Limited govern-
ment, light taxes and fiscal 
discipline, argue the authors, 
are the ingredients that bring 
gold in the Olympiad of na-
tions.” - Colin Robertson, 
first Head of the Advocacy 
Secretariat at Canada’s Wash-
ington Embassy 

“This timely and provocative 
book will remind Canadians 
that the smart fiscal and trade 
policies pursued by governments 
of all stripes in the past two de-
cades has made Canada a star 
at the beginning of this century. 
But history should not repeat 
itself. What we have achieved 
recently is what Wilfrid Laurier 
understood to be the right path 
forward for the last century. 
Instead, wars and economic 

depression led to inefficient gov-
ernment spending, high taxes 
and deficits, and protection-
ism. Canada should avoid this 
poisonous policy recipe in the 
coming years to fulfil Laurier’s 
dream of a truly great nation 
of the North, which we should 
rightly be.” - Jack Mintz, 
Palmer Chair in Public Policy, 
University of Calgary 

“This wonderful book is an ur-
gent wake-up call for Canada’s 
current leaders—of all political 
stripes—and raises crucial 
economic issues that should be 
top-of-mind in coming federal 
elections. Now is the time to 
reaffirm the power of Laurier’s 
vision, to make some coura-
geous policy decisions, and to 
thereby ensure that the 21st 
Century belongs to Canada in 
the way Sir Wilfred intended 
a hundred years ago. Will 
Canada’s political leaders pay 
attention?” - Christopher Ra-
gan, Clifford Clark Visiting 
Economist, Finance Canada 

What people are saying about The Canadian Century, 
the Macdonald-Laurier Institute’s first book


