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Torture is a counterproductive and immoral practice that violates both our
constitutional standards and our religious beliefs. Sadly, in at least two significant
ways, torture remains in our national and regional vocabulary.

First, in 2002, acting on what proved to be inaccurate information, the U.S.
government seized Maher Arar, a Canadian citizen, at JFK Airport. Mr. Arar was sent
to Syria, where he was tortured. He was beaten with cables and put in a 3-by-6-foot
"grave" with no light and an infestation of rats. The Canadian government has since
issued a formal apology to him.

It is time for President Barack Obama to do the same. Recently, the National Religious
Campaign Against Torture joined with others to deliver a petition signed by more than
60,000 people urging President Obama to issue a formal apology for the unjust
treatment of Maher Arar.

A second area of torture, unfortunately, occurs much closer to home. It involves the
excessive use of solitary confinement within Pennsylvania state correctional
institutions. The effects are particularly harrowing for the mentally ill, whose illnesses
are only exacerbated by such isolation. The practice of keeping hundreds of state
prisoners -- and an estimated 80,000 prisoners nationwide -- in long-term solitary
confinement is a wrongful act that amounts to state-sponsored torture.

Criminal convictions do not make people less than human or a legitimate target for
abusive incarceration practices. Extended solitary confinement is torture and should
not be allowed in a nation founded on principles of civil rights and equal justice under
the law.

As Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said, the time is always right to do what is right.
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