Mental Disorder in the Court by Cynthia Fromstein
Introducing the Secure Treatment Unit St. Lawrence Valley Correctional and Treatment Centre

Anyone involved in the sentencing of a mentally ill offender should be made aware of the newly created Secure Treatment Unit (STU) at the St. Lawrence Valley Correctional and Treatment Centre in Brockville Ontario. With statistics indicating that 12% of sentenced offenders in the system suffer from mental illness, this facility designed to meet the treatment needs of mentally disordered inmates and promote their positive reintegration post sentence, should be of interest to many counsel. 

This innovative 100 bed STU, part of Phase 1 of the St. Lawrence Centre, operates as a partnership between the Ministries of Health and Corrections and offers assessment, treatment and post treatment planning services to provincially sentenced adult male offenders who suffer from a major mental illness and includes persons with developmental handicaps. 

As well as being a correctional facility, the STU has been designated by the Ministry of Health and Long Term Care as a ‘Schedule 1’ psychiatric facility under the Mental Health Act. The units are staffed by psychiatric nurses and clinical teams rather than correctional officers, with correctional staff maintaining responsibility for the overall security of the institution. The look and atmosphere are those of a modern psychiatric hospital employing natural light and open space to architecturally enhance the therapeutic environment. 

Formerly these mentally ill inmates would have served their sentences at GATU in Guelph, or for those requiring maximum security, at MATU in Millbrook. Both of those sites are now closed. With state of the art security, the STU at St. Lawrence can accommodate inmates with either medium or maximum security designations. 

To meet its goals the facility has a wide range of specialized programs, including, among others, special treatment for sexual offenders, anger management, substance abuse, pro-social attitude and life style, vocational education, life skills as well as psych-educational programs typically found in forensic units.. The clinical director of the STU is Dr. Peter Tessier, former clinical director at Royal Ottawa Hospital, and Dr. John Bradford is the Deputy Head, Forensic Program. Dr. Bradford clinically supervises the STU as well as the forensic units at the Brockville Psychiatric Hospital and the Royal Ottawa Hospital. The STU plans to have 3 full time psychiatrists and 3-4 regularly attending psychiatrists. 

Inmates will not receive automatic classification to the STU and must be referred by the sending institution. Ms. Margaret Welch, Superintendent of STU St. Lawrence Valley advised that defence counsel should seek judicial recommendation for this type of facility at the time of sentencing. Counsel may also make a referral request directly to the superintendent of the jail where the offender is held in pretrial detention.

Supporting psychiatric reports that indicate that the inmate is treatable will be beneficial to the classification process, but even those inmates without such supporting materials or judicial recommendation can still be referred for assessment. Other considerations for admission will include the ability of the offender to interact with others and the likelihood of his posing a threat of violence to fellow inmates. 

In this regard Ms. Welch noted how well seriously ill offenders in the therapeutically oriented STU are doing compared to similar offenders formerly held in jail at GATU or MATU. These same offenders who often had to be held in segregation because they were harming themselves or were unable to interact with other inmates because of their behaviour are seen to be interacting well and participating in programming at the new STU. There have been almost no incidents of violence. 

There is no restriction on the length of sentence that an offender must receive in order to be admitted to the STU. Ideally, Ms. Welch indicated that a longer period of 8 months to one year would allow for effective treatment, but even for offenders with short sentences admission may be beneficial to get the inmate medically stabilized and to do effective discharge planning. On arrival at the STU the inmate will be assessed and, if deemed appropriate for treatment, an individualized treatment program will be designed, and implemented under the supervision of one dedicated psychiatrist.

Ms. Welch emphasized that a very significant aspect of the treatment sentence is the attention to the aftercare of the inmate through post sentence planning. This includes addressing housing needs and access to clinical care and programs within the community. What is proposed is a continuum of complimentary care upon release which reflects the gains achieved as well as relapse prevention.  Ms. Welch stressed that a probation order is critical to aftercare planning to ensure among other things that the offender does not stop taking any prescribed medication and that appropriate medical referral can be made in the event of deterioration. So, while there are some similar treatment programs available at the penitentiary level, this aftercare component may afford the best sentencing argument to have a mentally disordered offender remain within the provincial system, with a lengthy probation to follow.

In Phase 2 at the St. Lawrence Centre, The Ontario Correctional Institute (OCI) will be joining the site and expanding from 220 to 300 beds.  The 161 year old Brockville jail is also being replaced there by a new remand center. OCI is a correctional treatment unit which offers a cognitive behavioural approach to treatment of offenders as opposed to treatment for a major mental illness. It is expected that the two facilities will complement each other and that OCI will serve also as a step down facility allowing for an easier transition back into the correctional system for stabilized STU offenders.

In furtherance of the aim for positive reintegration into the community post sentence, recidivism studies are planned to examine ‘why’ an offender winds up back in a psychiatric facility post sentence and whether it is, for example, because of an insufficient number of available programs within the community.

Both Ms. Welch, the Superintendent and Ms. Marilyn Tomkinson, the Deputy Superintendent made themselves readily available to answer questions and provide written information on the STU. You can reach them by telephone at 613-341-2888, by mail at St. Lawrence Valley Correctional and Treatment Centre, 1804 Hwy #2 East, P.O. Box 8000, Brockville, Ontario K6V 7N2 or by email: Marilyn.Tomkinson@jus.gov.on.ca. Individual or group tours of the facility can also be arranged.

