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By Dr James J Zogby

Immigration is a personal matter for me, as it is for
many Americans. Unless you are a Native American
descendant of the indigenous peoples who were dis-

placed by the settlers who first came to this country, or
an African American descendant of those who were
brought here in bondage as slaves, we are all immi-
grants or the descendants of immigrants. Because of the
central role immigration has played in shaping the
American experience, many families are defined by why
and how their ancestors came and started their lives in
this New World, the hardships they endured, and the
successes they realized. We tell their stories to one
another and to our children because they remind us
who we are. 

I had the privilege of working with Vice President Al
Gore, when he appointed me, in 1993, to serve co-chair
a project he was launching to support Israeli-
Palestinian peace. On my way over to the White House
to meet with him for the first time, I could not help but
be moved as I thought of the sweep of history that had
brought me to this point. And so, as we sat in his West
Wing office and he asked me to tell him a bit about
myself, I responded: “My father came from a one room,
mud floor, stone house in the hills of Lebanon. He
entered America illegally and became a citizen only 50
years ago. Today, his son is sitting with the Vice
President of the United States. It might be a bit abbrevi-
ated, sir, but that’s my story.”

My dad and his four brothers, two sisters, and moth-
er, like millions of others in the pre- and post-World War
I period, came to America to escape economic hardship
and political strife and to find opportunity and freedom.
The life they left had been difficult. The life they found
here also had its share of problems. Like so many other
Syrian-Lebanese, they were peddlers - and were reviled
for it. Called “parasites” and “Syrian trash”, they suffered
harsh discrimination. Efforts were made to have them
excluded. For the flimsiest of reasons many were reject-
ed upon entry or sent back. My mother’s father arrived
at Ellis Island with his brother. My maternal grandfather
was admitted, his brother was not. My grandfather was
told that the reason for his brother’s exclusion was glau-
coma. They never saw each other again, although my
grandfather did learn that his brother ultimately settled
in Brazil. I grew up wondering about my cousins, who
and where they were. 

My father was the last of his family to arrive. By the
time he was ready to make the voyage, visas had been
suspended for Syrians. The only way he was able to join
his family was to enter the US illegally. He later benefit-
ed from amnesty and became naturalized in 1942. On
both my mother’s and father’s sides, despite the hard-
ships they experienced, the bet they had placed on risk-
ing everything to come to this country paid off. They
built businesses, started families, bought homes, edu-
cated their children and watched them prosper. 

American story
I tell my American story knowing that it is the story

that can be told by millions of others. I also know this:
when I get into a taxi and meet the immigrant driver from
Nigeria, or go to restaurant and am waited on by a recent
immigrant from Tunisia, or try to speak (with the few
words of Spanish I know) to the Salvadorean woman who
comes to clean our office, or park my car and pay the fee
to recently arrived Ethiopian attendant, or think of the
Bosnian refugee family that bought and refurbished my
family’s old home in Upstate New York - I know that less
than a generation from now, their children will be able to
tell the same story about the heroic sacrifices their par-
ents made to give them the chance to prosper in freedom
in America. 

This is who we are. It is the collective story of our
past and it is the story that still defines who we and
want to be in the future. We came from many shores,
often escaping strife and hardship, all seeking the
opportunity to prosper in freedom. For all of us, immi-
grants and the descendants of immigrants, the words
inscribed on the “Lady in the Harbor” define our sense of
what America means:

“Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teaming shore. 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me.
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”
No other words better describe the promise that

America had held and still holds out to the world. And so
when President Donald Trump unveiled a new immigra-
tion bill this week, that would cut in half the number of
refugees as well as the overall number of immigrants to
be allowed in, end the lottery system that provided visas
for individuals from countries that have been historically
under-represented, and favor visa applicants with special
skills who speak English, I was shaken to my core. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute
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Immigrant story at 

heart of America

Nearly 270 people have died in Canadian provincial
jails over the past five years. Two-thirds of them
were legally innocent. The high number of deaths

among prisoners awaiting trial, compiled by Reuters from
data provided by provincial governments, is the result of
some of the world’s toughest bail practices that have led to
overcrowding in jails, according to lawyers, prison officers
and prisoner rights advocates.

While the growing population of prisoners awaiting trial
has been well documented, the disproportionate death toll
in provincial jails has not. Provincial governments declined
to identify the dead, citing privacy concerns. Interviews,
inquest documents and news reports, however, show the
deceased prisoners awaiting trial ranged from young par-
ents who had breached bail conditions to people with
chronic mental illness jailed for uttering threats; from
accused murderers to addicts jailed for theft or drug-relat-
ed charges.

Reuters examined deaths in provincial jails from Jan
2012 through July 2017 for seven of 10 Canadian
provinces. Of the remaining three, one had no deaths and
the other two did not provide data broken down by custo-
dial status. The review found that 174 people died in
provincial jails while awaiting trial, compared to 80 who
died while serving sentences. These figures are high even
when one takes into account the disproportionate number
of pre-trial detainees in jails: People awaiting trial com-
prised 56 percent of all inmates in these provinces over
that time period, but 65 percent of the dead.

“Canadians are dying in prisons here in Canada on a
regular basis and it gets very little attention,” said lawyer
Kevin Egan, who represents several inmates suing Ontario’s
provincial government over conditions in their jails. All the
provinces Reuters spoke with said inmate and officer safety
are their top priority and that they take all in-custody
deaths seriously.

The office of Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s justice min-
ister declined to comment, noting that the jails were the
responsibility of the provincial governments. Prisoners
awaiting trial accounted for 59 percent of the total number
of inmates in provincial jails in 2015, up from 27 percent in
1995, according to Statistics Canada. By comparison, peo-
ple who have not been convicted make up about 20 per-
cent of inmates in state and local institutions in the United
States, according to the U.S. advocacy group, the Prison
Policy Initiative.

‘We’re Not Just Covering Our Butts’
High-profile crimes committed by people on bail and

politicians’ “tough-on-crime” rhetoric have created a risk-
averse climate among prosecutors, said Simon Fraser
University criminologist Nicole Myers. But the president of

the Canadian Association of Crown Counsel, which repre-
sents prosecutors, disputes that. “We’re not just covering
our butts when we’re considering bail,” Rick Woodburn
said. “Each time a Crown attorney releases somebody, it’s
on them. It’s on them when (the accused goes) back out
and they commit another crime. It’s the No. 1 thing that
weighs on a Crown attorney’s mind,” he said.

The governments of Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba,
Ontario, Quebec, New Brunswick and Nova Scotia told
Reuters they were reviewing their penal systems in an effort
to reduce the number of people locked up while awaiting tri-
al. Several said they were also trying to improve jail proce-
dures to ensure better care of prisoners. Manitoba, which
launched a review after a spate of deaths at a pre-trial deten-
tion center last year, is the only province investigating deaths
among prisoners awaiting trial.

In neighboring Saskatchewan, each in-custody death is
reviewed on a case-by-case basis,  Justice Ministry
spokesman Noel Busse wrote in an email. “At this time, the
Ministry has not done an in-depth analysis of why there are
more deaths in remand custody than there are in sen-
tenced custody,” he said. Seventy-five percent of deaths in
custody in Saskatchewan over the past five years have
involved prisoners awaiting trial, the Reuters review shows.

‘He Was at Risk’
When Adam Reed, 30, arrived at Ontario’s North Bay jail

in Nov 2012, charged with assault and violating his bail
conditions, the intake officer noted that Reed said he had
recently attempted suicide, an inquest into Reed’s death
later heard. A nurse evaluated Reed and did not deem him
a suicide risk, according to inquest documents. She told
the inquest she had not received the intake officer’s notes.
Only hours after being arrested, Reed was found hanging
from his cell door.

Reed, who was an alcoholic, had said if he ever went
back to jail he would take his life, his godmother Suzanne
Lajambe told Reuters. “So we were aware he was at risk.
You always believe that when they suffer from addiction
they’re better off and safer in custody than on their own.
We believed that. Until that happened.”

In response to the inquest, the jail implemented a new
suicide screening procedure, a spokesman for Ontario
Corrections Minister Marie-France Lalonde said. Almost as
many people died in Ontario jails in the first half of this
year (13) as died in all of last year (14), provincial data
shows. All but two were prisoners awaiting trial. Ontario
Attorney-General Yasir Naqvi told Reuters he wanted to
end the “churn” of people cycling in and out of the penal
system. “People, especially those who are low-risk and vul-
nerable, can be released under supervision as opposed to
being remanded,” he said.

Causes of Death
Reuters traced the causes of death for 148 of the 174

cases through inquests, government data interviews and
news reports. Of those:

● 50 were suicides
● 34 were by natural causes, which includes illnesses

and health conditions
● Nine were drug- or alcohol-related
● Four were homicides
● Four were accidental
● One followed an altercation with prison officers
● 46 were designated “undetermined” by provincial

governments, which means an investigation is ongoing or
an inquest is pending

Several factors have created the conditions for the high
body count, lawyers, former inmates and former correc-
tions officers say. Newly arrived prisoners who are awaiting
trial are more likely to have high amounts of drugs or alco-
hol in their systems and so are more at risk of overdosing
or suffering potentially life-threatening withdrawal symp-
toms. Three former inmates told Reuters they have had
prescription medication confiscated or have failed to get
medical attention as they shuttle to and from court.

People with a history of self-harm may not be watched
closely because their suicide risk is not communicated to
jail staff who are already over-stretched in crowded facili-
ties, lawyers and former corrections officers told Reuters.
Suspects picked up on minor charges are also sometimes
housed alongside those with a history of violence.

Canada’s provincial jails often have little to no classifica-
tion based on a person’s criminal history, risk level or med-
ical needs, said Howard Sapers, Canada’s former federal
prisons watchdog who is now advising Ontario on its
planned reform. As a result, he said, otherwise manageable
risks like illness or vulnerability to victimization can
become fatal. Erez Raz, a union official and former correc-
tional officer in Alberta, said overcrowding and the “revolv-
ing door” of pre-trial detainees made it difficult for correc-
tional officers to keep people safe and created a pressure
cooker situation for inmates.

Elizabeth Cromwell alleges that strained environment
contributed to her son’s death. Cromwell is suing the Nova
Scotia government after her 23-year-old son died of a
methadone overdose three years ago while awaiting trial
for breaching court conditions on past drug charges. It isn’t
clear how he obtained the methadone, but Cromwell
alleges in her lawsuit that the jail where her son died was
“overcrowded, understaffed and unsafe.” 

The provincial government has denied the allegation,
saying the jail “met the standard of care and did not expose
Clayton Cromwell to any unusual or actionable risks or
dangers.” — Reuters 

Legally innocent prisoners dying in Canada

US President Donald Trump is trying
to turn the Russia investigation into
a rallying cry. Far from avoiding talk

of the accelerating probe into his cam-
paign’s ties to Moscow, Trump is instead
using it to stoke the outrage of his most
loyal supporters. The probe, he argues, is an
outgrowth of the bias and resentment
media elites and Democrats hold against
his white, working-class base. The investi-
gation is a nefarious attempt to undo the
results of the election and seize power
from the voters who have been marginal-
ized, he says.

“They can’t beat us at the voting booths
so they are trying to cheat you out of the
future and the future that you want,” Trump
said in a defiant tone during a Thursday
night rally in Huntington, West Virginia.
“They are trying to cheat you out of the
leadership you want with a fake story that
is demeaning to all of us and most impor-
tantly, demeaning to our country and
demeaning to our Constitution.”

The message falls in line with Trump’s
longstanding appeal to the voters he has
called the “forgotten men and women of
our country” who lack a voice in govern-
ment. Trump casts himself as the voice of
the aggrieved who understands their trou-
bles. But this heavy reliance on his loyal
base, which comprise far short of an elec-
toral majority, carries risks. Long-term, it’s

unclear how his message will appeal to
mainstream Republicans, some of
whom are conducting inves-
tigations into his Russia
ties in Congress and are
unlikely to see special
counsel Robert
Mueller, the by-the-
book former FBI
director and decorat-
ed Vietnam War vet-
eran, as the face
of a witch hunt.

The message
also obscures
the issue his
base cares most
deeply about:
The economy. For
now, Trump appears
to be on solid ground
on that front. He has
presided over a strong economy
during his first six months in office -
he repeatedly noted this week
that the stock market had
risen to new heights. He
pointed Friday to the latest
job report, which showed
more than 200,000 new jobs
in July and an unemployment
rate of 4.3 percent, matching a 16-
year low. But a slip in the nation’s

economic fortunes before the 2020 election,
especially in states key to Trump’s

victory like Michigan,
Wisconsin and

Pennsylvania,
could make
it harder for
Trump to

hold onto his
base. In some

respects, Trump is
taking a page from his

favorite scapegoats: Bill
and Hillary Clinton.
During the late 1990s,

Bill Clinton assailed
House Republicans

and independent counsel
Ken Starr as fierce parti-
sans for pushing investiga-
tions into his affair with a

White House intern and his
role in an Arkansas land deal.

Hillary Clinton famously called
it a “vast right-wing conspiracy”.
Two decades later, when

Republicans pursued a lengthy
investigation into her handling of

the 2012 attacks in
Benghazi, Libya, she said

it was a partisan attempt
to hurt her 2016 cam-
paign. This time, Trump

has taken the partisan argument to a new
degree, parlaying it with his longstanding
indictment of the Washington “swamp” of
insiders whom he says hurt many
Americans. “He’s not just doing the partisan
playbook, but he’s making it about the sys-
tem in some ways going after him and
going after what the voters wanted,” said
presidential historian Julian Zelizer, a pro-
fessor at Princeton University.

Zelizer said the reliance on base politics
carries risks for Trump, who has already sus-
tained cracks in his support, embodied by
strained relations with Republican leader-
ship, Arizona Republican Sen  Jeff Flake’s
book criticizing Trump’s leadership, and
three GOP senators’ unwillingness to go
along on repealing “Obamacare”. “That
could be a dangerous path. Just the base
can’t protect him,” Zelizer said.

Most Americans don’t seem to share
Trump’s views on the investigation. Nearly
60 percent of Americans say they don’t
think Trump is taking the investigation into
Russian interference in the 2016 election
seriously enough and roughly the same
percentage think he’s tried to derail the
probe, according to a Quinnipiac poll pub-
lished this week. Still, before a raucous
crowd in West Virginia, the president called
the Russia story “a total fabrication” and an
excuse promulgated by Democrats for their
2016 defeat. — AP

Trump turns to Russia probe to poke critics


