
INFORMATION FOR FEDERAL PRISONERS IN BRITISH COLUMBIA

Your right to

Property
in federal prison
This booklet is a self-help guide about your 
rights to personal property while you are in 
federal custody. This booklet will explain:

•	 what kind of  
property you can 
have;

•	 limits on your 
property rights; and

•	 what you can do 
if  your property 
has been lost or 
damaged, or if  your 
property rights have 
been violated.
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Property you can have in federal custody

You have the right to personal property that will allow you 
to meet your daily needs (Commissioner’s Directive 566-12 
Personal Property of Inmates).

The Correctional Service of Canada (CSC) must provide 
you with basic and necessary items. It must allow you to 
purchase other comfort items and to have sentimental items 
sent to you.

For a list of the categories of items you are allowed to 
possess, see paragraph 14 of Commissioner’s Directive 
566-12. For a list of the items you are allowed to possess, 
see Annex B (for men) and A (for women) of CD 566-12.
The items you are allowed to possess depend on your 
security level.

Limits on your right to personal property

CSC can place limits on both the types of items you can 
have and the total dollar value of items that you can possess 
at one time.

The value of your property must not exceed $1,500. 
You are not permitted a personal computer unless your 
computer was approved before October 2002. In that case, 
you can possess computer hardware and software valued up 
to $2,500. The total value of any jewellery is not allowed to 
be more than $300, but there is an exception for approved 
medical bracelets and approved religious or cultural items.
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Canteen items allowed in your cell at one time must not be 
worth more than $90.

You can keep 0.085 cubic metres 
of property in storage. This equals 
about 3 cubic feet.

CSC will consider the safety and security of staff, prisoners 
and visitors when it makes decisions about what property 
you can have. Limits on your right to property can be made 
based on the following considerations:

  institutional limitations (amount of space for storage, 
etc.);

  health and safety;

  fire code requirements; and

  the security of the institution.

CSC must exercise the least restrictive option when 
limiting your right to possess property. They must also 
respect your cultural, religious or gender needs.

You will not be allowed to possess anything considered to 
be contraband. The Corrections and Conditional Release 
Act defines contraband as:

  an intoxicant;

  a weapon or part of a weapon;
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  ammunition for a weapon;

  anything that is designed to kill, injure or disable a 
person or anything that is altered so as to be capable 
of doing so;

  an explosive, bomb or part of either;

  unauthorized currency over the allowed amount; or

  any unauthorized item that could jeopardize the 
security of the prison or a person’s safety.

CSC can seize anything it believes to be unauthorized or 
contraband. You may also be charged with a disciplinary 
offence for being in possession of the item. For further 
information on how CSC must handle seized items, please 
see the section on seized property below.

CSC does not allow you to receive, give, trade, loan or sell 
personal or other property to other people in custody. You 
must get all of your property by an approved method.

Getting your property

When you enter federal custody, you can arrange to have 
certain items sent to you from the community. CSC should 
give you 30 days after you arrive in prison to arrange for 
your personal property to be sent to you. The Warden can 
give you more time to arrange for your property to be 
delivered if he or she agrees that you need more time.
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When you have been transferred from another institution, 
you should normally get your belongings within 10 days 
of when they are received by Admissions and Discharge 
(A&D) at the new institution.

If you are returned to custody after your conditional release 
was suspended, it is CSC practice (not official policy) not 
to allow you to have your personal effects until your release 
is revoked.

If you escape custody or are at large without excuse, CSC 
must try to return your property to a next of kin. If CSC  
is not able to locate a next of kin, it can dispose of your 
property after two years, or seven years for legal or official 
documents.

You are allowed to buy things from authorized businesses 
while in custody. If you want to buy something that is  
not on the canteen list, you can submit a request to spend 
funds from your Inmate Trust Fund, which is your current 
account. If you do not have enough money in your current 
account, you can ask to transfer money from your savings 
account. There are limits on how much money you can 
transfer and how often you can make transfers. Purchases 
are approved by the Warden or Assistant Warden.
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Protection of your property

CSC has a duty to take all reasonable steps to ensure 
that approved property is protected from loss or damage. 
CSC also requires you to agree, in writing, to accept 
responsibility for the safekeeping and reasonable use of 
your property in your cell.

Keeping a record of your property

It is important to keep an up-to-date record of your 
property on your cell effects card. This way, you can ask 
for compensation if anything is lost or damaged. It also 
protects you from having items seized or being charged for 
having unauthorized items.

Your cell effects card is maintained at A&D and you should 
advise them of any changes to your property. This includes:

  any new items that you obtain;

  changes to existing items (for example, a hobby 
craft);

  disposal of unwanted items; and

  items in storage.
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This record should include a monetary value for each of 
the items in your possession. This value is assigned by the 
officers at A&D and they are required to consult with you 
to determine this value. If there is a disagreement about the 
value of any item, it will be decided by the officer at A&D. 
The value assigned to an item at this time will stay the  
same throughout its life and will not be reduced if the item 
is lost or damaged.

If you and the A&D officer do not agree on the value 
of jewellery, you can send the item to someone in the 
community or you can have the jewellery appraised. CSC 
will choose the expert and you will pay for the appraisal.

Some prisoners under-value their effects on their records 
so they can have more property and remain under the 
$1,500 limit. But if items are lost or stolen, you will be able 
to claim only the value of the item that is listed on your 
record.

Make sure your record includes 
details of items such as colours and 
brand names.

The general working condition of your electrical equipment 
should be recorded, in writing, on your property record 
when you are admitted to prison and when you are 
transferred or released.

You will be given a copy of your personal property record.
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CSC’s duty to secure your property

As noted, CSC has a duty to take all reasonable steps to 
protect your property from loss or damage. This means 
that CSC must take all reasonable steps to secure your 
property when it is not in your care, such as when you 
are transferred or taken to segregation before having an 
opportunity to pack up your property.

Whenever possible, you will be responsible for packing 
your own cell property. When you take these items to 
A&D, the officer will record the number of boxes received 
and seal the boxes in your presence. The officer should also 
complete the “Inmate Clearance Form” (CSC/SCC 1012) to 
show that reasonable steps have been taken to secure your 
property.

If you are not able to pack your own property, staff must 
secure it as soon as you have been removed from your  
cell. Staff must record the date and time they secured your 
property. If you have a roommate, staff must assign a 
secure area within your cell and take any other reasonable 
steps to protect your property.

At least two staff members should pack your cell effects 
without delay. Staff must list all of the items in your cell. 
Both staff members must sign off on this list and provide 
you with a copy.

While packing your cell, staff must check the items in your 
cell against your property record and hobby permit. Again, 
it is important to make sure that your property record 
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is up to date to ensure you are not charged for having 
unauthorized items and to allow you to make a claim if 
your belongings are lost or damaged.

If you are suspended from a community residential facility 
(CRF) and returned to custody, you can arrange someone 
to have your belongings sent to your institution. If you 
are unable to make arrangements, the CRF will hold  
your belongings for 30 days and then return them to your 
institution. A CRF does not have the authority to dispose of 
your belongings.

Seizure of property

CSC can seize your property if it is unauthorized or if it is 
considered to be contraband. Authorized items that have 
been altered are considered to be unauthorized and can be 
seized.

CSC’s duty to protect your property from loss or damage 
includes any property that has been seized.

CSC staff must give you a receipt for seized property 
without delay. Staff must place the item in a secure 
evidence locker to ensure that it is not lost, damaged or 
tampered with.
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If an item has been seized, you can 
submit a written request for the 
return of this item. Your request 
must be made within 30 days of 
the notice of seizure.

CSC should return the requested item if:

  the item is not required as evidence in a disciplinary 
or criminal proceeding;

  the item is in control of CSC;

  the possession of the item is lawful; and

  the item is not unauthorized or contraband.

If the item seized is lawful but considered contraband 
or an unauthorized item within the institution, CSC 
must provide you with a reasonable opportunity to make 
arrangements for the disposal or safekeeping of an item 
outside the institution.

If you have not requested the return of your property 
within 30 days of your notice of seizure, or made 
alternative arrangements  for its safekeeping outside the 
institution (when this item is lawful), the property goes to 
the government or is disposed of.
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Exercising your property rights

Claims Against the Crown

If your property is lost or damaged while it is in CSC’s 
care, you can submit a claim against the Crown. If your 
claim is successful, the institution must pay you for the lost 
or damaged item.

CSC will only compensate you for lost or damaged 
property if it was responsible for your property when it 
was lost or damaged, such as when you are in segregation 
or CSC is transporting your property. When your property 
is in your possession, CSC will expect you to take 
responsibility for its care.

You will not be compensated for the sentimental value of 
items – only the monetary value assigned to an item on 
your personal property record can be compensated.

CSC will not normally compensate you for consumable 
canteen items that you claim were lost or stolen.

Address your claim to the Warden responsible for your 
property at the time of the loss or damage.

When investigating your claim, CSC will ask these 
questions:

  Did CSC take all reasonable steps to protect your 
property?
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  Was the property returned to you or did CSC explain 
to you why it was not returned?

  Was your property damaged before it was in CSC’s 
care?

If it is not clear who is responsible for the loss or damage, 
CSC must accept your claim if the item is listed on your 
property record (or it is a non-consumable canteen item that 
does not need to be on your property record).

CSC must investigate and respond to your claim in writing 
within 60 days of receipt. If there are special cases, it can 
take up to 90 days to respond. If CSC is unable to respond 
within 90 days, staff must give you the reasons for the 
delay and tell you when you can expect a response.

CSC’s written response to your claim must include:

  a complete explanation of what compensation is 
being offered or why your claim is being denied;

  your right to consult with independent legal counsel; 
and

  if your claim is accepted, in most cases, a release 
form for your review and signature.

If your claim is successful, CSC can pay you the lesser 
of the amount claimed, the value listed in your property 
record, the cost of repairing the item, the cost of replacing 
the item or the maximum amount allowed for the item. 
Specific information on how CSC will determine the 
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appropriate amount owing is outlined in paragraph 39 of 
Commissioner’s Directive 234 Claims against the Crown 
and the Offender Accident Compensation Program.

The Complaint and Grievance Process

If your claim is denied and you do not feel that the decision 
was reasonable or justified, you may pursue the matter 
through the offender complaint and grievance process.

The complaint and grievance process is also available if 
you feel that your property rights have been violated, but 
have not resulted in the loss or damage or your property. 
For example, you may file a complaint if you were not 
provided 30 days to arrange for your personal property to 
be sent to you when you arrived in prison, or if CSC does 
not allow you to have something you should be allowed to 
have in custody.

For more information on writing an effective grievance, 
please see our pamphlet “Writing an effective grievance”.

Prisoners’ Legal Services

Unfortunately, Prisoners’ Legal Services is not funded to 
provide legal advice or representation for property issues.

If you are a prisoner in British Columbia, you can contact 
Prisoners’ Legal Services for advice or assistance with 
issues that affect your liberty (such as segregation, 
disciplinary charges or parole hearings) or about health 
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care or human rights issues. For assistance from Prisoners’ 
Legal Services, you must have a referral from the Legal 
Services Society. Contact their call centre at  
1-888-839-8889. Once you have a referral, you can call 
Prisoners’ Legal Services directly at 1-866-577-5245.

Prisoners’ Legal Services phones are open Monday to 
Friday from 9:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m. and from 1:00 p.m. to 
3:00 p.m. 
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This publication contains general information only. 
Each situation is unique. Law and policy can also 
change. If  you have a legal problem, contact  
Prisoners’ Legal Services or a lawyer. 


