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Abstract
Criminalized women are a segregated population in society due to their 
few numbers and it has only been recently that the correctional system 
has responded to their gender-related needs and has orchestrated 
programs and services to rehabilitate them for society.  Many criminalized 
women are mothers.  Many criminalized women are Aboriginal.  Many 
criminalized women have no safe place to go after release from prison.  
It is here that this practicum intervenes by offering transitional housing 
for a woman released from a correctional institution, reuniting with her 
children, and hoping to succeed and sustain herself and her family.  By 
designing a therapeutic landscape that offers play, solace, and community, 
the bond between a mother and child can strengthen, many of the 
needs of a woman can be met, and the development of a peer group of 
neighbours can identify, support, encourage, and share their own personal 
experience, during this time of transition.   
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Goal
To enhance the social infrastructure for a community of transitional 
women and their children, through their engagement with landscape 
interventions that support the re-establishment of a sustainable and 
healthy lifestyle.
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Objectives
To create dynamic landscape spaces where the impact of such spaces aid 
in the continual rehabilitation of transitioning women.  

To provide an opportunity for individuals and groups to participate in 
outdoor living. 

To create opportunities where the restoration of the mind, body, and 
soul can occur, which begins with the healing of emotions, attitudes, 
and behaviour.  The outcome of this restoration would ultimately result 
in restored hope, self-esteem, motivation, and relationships with others, 
thereby decreasing the women’s risk to society and rate of recidivism.       

To provide a protective environment where mothers can raise their 
children.

To develop a year-round landscape that is attractive both in its visual 
attributes and physical space design and orientation. 
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 Our circumstances, experiences, values and beliefs have a way of 
impacting all of our decisions, from what we feel is important, to what 
we think needs to be evaluated, to the every day decisions we make in 
our lives.  Some of these decisions appear small at the time but have an 
affect on our future endeavors.  I never thought I would undertake a minor 
degree in Criminal Justice, but my fascination with the criminal justice 
system and correctional facilities were just two areas of study that kept 
me returning for more knowledge and understanding.  I find myself time 
and time again choosing serious pursuits instead of more entertaining, 
exciting and carefree topics of interest.  However, as much as my mind 
wants to seek a new adventure in both process and problem solving, my 
heart and intuition constantly lead me to a place where I seek out answers 
to address real needs and concerns in our society.     
 The amalgamation and synthesis of this research seeks to provide 
a synopsis of the desperately needed community for women who are in 
transition from both federal and provincial correctional institutions upon 
their return to the city of Winnipeg where they hope to rebuild their lives 
with their children.  How community is defined in this context is critical 
since it refers not only to a group with loosely defined shared attributes, 
but to a specific group of women who have similar life experiences in 
common, who need each other to improve their situations, and who 
live in close proximity where public space is available for the enjoyment 
of the group.  This tightly defined community is situated within rings of 
community that extend out from this centre and become more widely 
encompassing and inclusive as fewer and fewer characteristics define the 
boundaries.     
 This study seeks to work within the confines of the existing criminal 
justice system and it acknowledges that there are many competing views 
on the effectiveness of incarceration, especially for women.  However, as 
this project is focused on the discipline of landscape architecture, the aim 
is not to re-design the criminal justice system but to find a successful way 
to improve the quality of life and standard of living of women transitioning 
out from the correctional facility and back into the community.    

Purpose/Inspiration of Exploration
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 Qualitative research methods, particularly interviews of 
organizations, have been employed to gather specific information relating 
to the target group and site within Winnipeg.  The Elizabeth Fry Society 
Manitoba Chapter has offered many insights and the online information 
provided by the Canadian Association of the Elizabeth Fry Societies has 
been instrumental in gaining a more accurate and appropriate profile 
of the troubled women in Canada.  Discussions with other professionals 
have also been influential in the design process.  The literature reviewed 
explored the history of women, crime, and the criminal justice system in 
both Canada and Manitoba (Chapter 2), the effects of separation on the 
mother/child relationship (Chapter �), the needs of women upon release 
from prison (Chapter �), and the impact nature has on child development 
and the healing qualities of nature for all members of the family (Chapter 
�).  Chapter Six introduces the reader to the site, with Chapter Seven 
revealing the final design and supportive research.  The research in 
chapters two through five integrates a collection of ideas that informs the 
design decisions made in the landscape which responds to the needs of 
the population under study.  Chapter Eight concludes the study by offering 
some reflections on my own personal journey though this experience and 
summarizes the assimilation of the research and the design for Women in 
Transition: the Landscape as a Catalyst for Community and Change.

Methodology



�0          Introduction



Historical Journey           ��

Chapter Two 

Historical Journey of Women in the 
Criminal Justice System
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 The history of the criminal justice system in Canada and the 
treatment of women offenders are important for the reader to understand 
because this recent history involves women still entangled within the 
system today; the same women who could one day occupy the landscape 
designed in this practicum for women exiting prison and transitioning into 
a new community.  Specific details of certain events are provided because 
it allows the reader to understand the story and context of each situation 
with many of these events being significant and very controversial 
moments in Canadian history.  
 Due to the historical patriarchical roots entrenched within our 
society, the notion of women committing crimes is offensive for many 
as traditionally women are defined as the caretakers of the home and 
children.  Criminal behaviour is viewed as radically inappropriate for 
women, which coincides with the severity of punishment women tend 
to receive in comparison to their male counterparts (Comack 200�).  
Institutions have existed for centuries, being used to house ‘undesirable’ 
and/or threatening individuals—separating them from mainstream 
society.  We, as members in society, have created this framework to 
exercise control over the uncontrollable behaviour we witness among us.  
We feel safer when people we have denoted as ‘bad’ are confined to small 
cubical spaces where their every action is monitored.  We feel relieved 
when ‘justice’ is done to those who have wronged us or have robbed our 
communities of freedom.  However, I ask you, how much do you know 
about our justice system?  Where do criminalized women go?  What do 
they do there and what is the outcome upon their release?  These are 
important questions to examine if we want to see the rehabilitation of 
women and the reunification of families upon their release from prison.        
 Most women, of course, do not choose a life of crime.  Some women 
owing to choices, influences, inequalities, and childhood experiences, 
are faced with a variety of adversities such as sexual exploitation, sexual 
abuse, unwanted pregnancy, drug use, alcohol abuse, unemployment, 
un/under-education, domestic violence, homelessness, mental illness, 
and oppression.  Unfortunately, the majority of incarcerated women have 
been physically and/or sexually abused in the past (Comack �99�b).  The 

“We weren’t born criminals; 
the impact of poverty, 
abuse, racism, inequality, 
self-esteem, conditioning, 
and social structure 
should be considered 
when looking at crime and 
deviance.”

Charlotte Lajimodiere 
from Elizabeth Fry Society 
Manitoba Chapter website

Women, Crime, and the Criminal Justice System in Canada
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inception of these potential adversities can lead to a road of crime that 
women begin to travel down in order to support a habit, serve a master, 
or raise a family.  Persistent criminal behaviour increases the likelihood of 
being caught, arrested, sentenced, and escorted to a correctional facility in 
the country.  
 The Canadian criminal justice system has two main institutional 
systems: one at the federal level for criminal offenders that are sentenced 
for over two years, and another at the provincial level for offenders 
sentenced to two years less a day.  Due to the small number of women 
who are convicted of crimes, the number of correctional facilities that are 
available for female inmates are few.  The history and design of the federal 
and provincial systems are substantially different; therefore, each system 
will be reviewed separately.  However, certain attributes are common 
to all institutions.  These include the significance and prominence of the 
building(s) as well as their size and location within the landscape, the 
functional philosophy of the institution, safety and job satisfaction of the 
staff, and the occurrence or threat of violence, all of which are influenced 
by the layout and design of the institution itself (Fairweather 2000, ��).  
 Fairweather continues his discussion with recommendations for 
the location of any correctional facility, which includes being accessible 
particularly via public transit, being within a pre-existing community that 
is either home to or nearby the community of most inmates, and being 
within close proximity to necessary criminal justice and social services 
(��).  Regrettably, most of the correctional facilities for women in Canada 
do not meet these recommendations, which in turn begins to clarify the 
existing ineffectiveness and inappropriateness of many Canadian penal 
institutions. 
 The demographics of federally incarcerated women as of 200� 
reveal that �2% of female inmates are of Aboriginal descent—a significant 
over-representation since Aboriginal women comprise just �% of the 
entire Canadian female population (Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry 
Societies, Fact Sheet: Aboriginal Women).  In 200�, there were approximately 
�20 women serving federal sentences, many of them serving time in 
provincial correctional facilities or on a conditional release.  Two-thirds 
of these women are mothers and primary caregivers of their children up 
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until their incarceration (Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies, 
Fact Sheet: Criminalized and Imprisoned Women).  For most female federal 
inmates, this is their first incarceration with more than fifty percent serving 
less then six years for offences such as robbery, injury to others, trafficking, 
importing/exporting drugs, and second-degree murder (Public Works 
and Government Services Canada �99�, 20�, 20�; Canadian Association of 
Elizabeth Fry Societies, Fact Sheet: Criminalized and Imprisoned Women).  In 
comparison to male offenders, female offenders are viewed as “too few to 
count” and are often neglected in research and program development.  It 
has not been until recently that change has occurred that has looked at 
incarcerated women and their needs independently from men (Public 
Works and Government Services Canada �99�, 2�9).  
 Up until the year �99�, there was only one institution in all of 
Canada that housed female federal offenders: the Prison For Women (P�W) 
in Kingston, Ontario.  Established in �9�� to house approximately ��0 
prisoners, P�W was constructed in response to the need for a women-only 
federal institution, instead of the Provincial Penitentiary (now Kingston 
Penitentiary) where women were sharing cells with male inmates (Public 
Works and Government Services Canada �99�, vi, 2�9, 20�).  The Provincial 
Penitentiary for men was the first prison in Canada (����-����) and was 
the first facility to house long-term women offenders (Public Works and 
Government Services Canada �99�, 2�9).  It was not until �92� with the 
construction of P�W that political opinions changed, recognizing women’s 
needs independent from men’s (Public Works and Government Services 
Canada �99�, 2�0). 
 Conditions for women did not improve in P�W, but rather 
discrimination and marginalization worsened (Public Works and 
Government Services Canada �99�, 2�0).  Only four years after P�W 
opened, recommendations for its closure were being made with many 
reports focusing on the inadequacy of programs (e.g. vocational, 
treatment, pre/post release), the need for women to be closer to their 
home communities and families, over-classification as high risk inmates, 
and the lack of alternative community programs (Public Works and 
Government Services Canada �99�, 2�0).  Unfortunately, much of the 
programming and organization of women’s prisons continues to be based 
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on research of male institutions and the vocational training that does exist 
continues to be domestic, gendered-based occupations (Public Works and 
Government Services Canada �99�, 2��).   
 The �990 Report of the Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women 
– Creating Choices reiterated the concerns detailed in previous reports, 
but was a key document in the beginning of a long process in creating 
regional institutions across Canada.  The report brought to light the 
much-needed women-centered approach to corrections that was lacking 
in P�W and included the principles of empowerment, dignity, choice, 
respect, and healing (Correctional Service Canada �990).  The mandate 
of the Task Force was to “…examine the correctional management of 
federally sentenced women from the commencement of sentence to the 
date of warrant expiry and to develop a plan which will guide and direct 
the process in a manner that is responsive to the unique and special 
needs of this group” (Correctional Service Canada �990).  The committee 
was comprised of a diverse group of individuals from organizations such 
as Elizabeth Fry Society, National Organization of Immigrant and Visible 
Minority Women of Canada, Correctional Service Canada, Native Women’s 
Association of Canada, Aboriginal Women’s Caucus, National Council of 
Women Canada, Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, Status of Women 
Canada, Salvation Army, and representatives from various federal and 
provincial government departments.  The federal inmates at the time 
also contributed to the report, as did two previously incarcerated women 
who were key researchers and members of the steering committee.  The 
key recommendations from this report were for the complete closure 
of P�W and the establishment of four regional institutions across the 
country as well as an Aboriginal healing lodge, the investment in women-
centered programs within the new institutions, and the development of 
a community support network for women released from custody.  Even 
though all of the recommendations were accepted and approved by the 
federal government, P�W was not officially closed until all five regional 
facilities were constructed and operational (Hannah-Moffat 2002).  
 With all the changes that were occurring—the gradual 
construction of the new institutions and the transfer of inmates—P�W 
was left in a compromised situation where many long-term staff sought 
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out other positions, leaving the institution with inexperienced personnel 
in a hostile environment.  The situation at this time was one where the 
atmosphere was highly charged and unnerving as inmates began to feel 
the pressure and uncertainty of uncontrollable change.  What resulted 
was unrest in the prison in �99� that escalated into a riot when the 
Emergency Response Team from the Kingston Penitentiary for men came 
in and strip searched eight female inmates (Public Works and Government 
Services Canada �99�, �0).  Leading up to this event and in the days that 
followed, many of the inmates’ rights were violated, as were the protocols 
of the institution.  These events were highly controversial and led to many 
discussions regarding the roles and rights of male authority figures in 
women’s institutions. 
 Corresponding to the closure of P�W in 2000, five regional 
institutions throughout Canada were opened from �99�-�99�: Nova 
Institution (Nova Scotia), Joliette Institution (Quebec), Grand Valley 
Institution (Ontario), Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge (Saskatchewan), and 
Edmonton Institution for Women (Alberta) (Correctional Service Canada 
200�).  In 200�, the Fraser Valley Institute (FVI) opened in British Columbia 
and is the sixth female federal institution housing up to �0 women 
offenders (Correctional Service Canada 200�) with plans for expansion 
in the near future as the number of inmates as of August 200� exceeds 
a population of �0 (Morris 200�).  Overpopulation of prisons is not 
unique to the Fraser Valley Institute, but has always been an issue for all 
institutions and will continue to be a problem at all levels of incarceration 
until change is made to social policies that govern the purpose and need 
for incarceration.  However, as one of the newest federal institutions in 
Canada, the Fraser Valley Institute is an excellent precedent to review in 
regards to the design and operation of a modern correctional facility.  I 
had the privilege of touring FVI in the summer of 200� and was honored 
to have this experience and to see the changes in female corrections 
since P�W.  From greater connections and interactions between staff and 
inmates, to new housing designs, to improved programs and training 
for future job opportunities, the idleness common in the past is slowly 
diminishing (Morris 200�).     
 One of the most substantial changes that has occurred in the 

“In prisons all over the 
world [women] suffer 
an accumulation  of  
indignities until their  
spirits are broken.” 

 Atwood 2000, �2
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past �0 years in federal correctional facilities is the shift from radial 
prison layouts to residential/campus style houses that accommodate 
approximately six to ten individuals (Fairweather 2000, ��).  Each house, 
as explored at FVI, is fully equipped with individual bedrooms for each 
woman, a kitchen, bathrooms, and a living room.  This new approach to 
community housing and rehabilitation begins to provide normalized 
conditions and community-like atmospheres that are standard to 
experiences outside the prison walls.  Following the recommendations 
from the 1990 Report of the Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women 
– Creating Choices, the Mother-Child Program was also created, which 
enabled qualified mothers with children under the age of four to have 
their children live with them at the institution full-time, and children under 
the age of twelve eligible to reside part-time (Correctional Service Canada 
200�).  
 Since its inception, this program has been very controversial 
but has been justified to be in the best interest of the child.  Mothers 
participating in the program are housed separately from the rest of the 
prison population with the child still having opportunities to interact with 
others, although social interaction with other children may be limited due 
to so few children living in the facility at any given time.  During the day, 
children are either with their mother, in daycare, or in preschool in the 
community (Correctional Service Canada �99�).  Regrettably, the Mother-
Child Program at Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge and Edmonton Institution 
for Women has been discontinued and to date the program at the Fraser 
Valley Institute has rarely been used (Elizabeth Fry Society 2009; Morris 
200�).  In view of this, questions begin to arise as to the effectiveness of 
this program as it appears that women are unable or discouraged to 
access it due to possibly the restrictions placed on the women’s eligibility 
to enroll in the program.
 Beyond structural and programmatic changes in prison design, 
what has also changed is the increased consideration given to the 
external environment.  The Fraser Valley Institute exemplified co-design 
practices with Corrections Canada, Evergreen, a non-profit environmental 
organization, and a focus group of inmates from Burnaby Correctional 
Centre for Women, who partnered together to create a landscape that 



��          Historical Journey 

reflected the interests of both the governing and participating parties of 
the future facility.  Burnaby Correctional Centre was the provincial facility 
that was home to the federal women inmates until the new institution was 
completed (Penner 2009).  
 This design exploration began in December 200� and resulted in 
recommended landscape elements and programs that provided life skills 
and job training at the practical level, and spaces for reflection, cultural 
practices, and community interaction and development at a more social 
and spiritual level (City Farmer; Penner 2009).  Unfortunately, due to public 
perception of the needs and/or privileges of inmates along with political 
pressures and the lack of resources, some of the design components 
were not completed and some of what has been completed lacks proper 
maintenance (Morris 200�).  It seems that the political costs of concern for 
rehabilitative landscapes outweigh the benefits.    
 Nevertheless, there are many well-intended design components at 
the FVI such as the provision of garden beds along the front of each house, 
although only one flourishes with flowers and vegetables since there is no 
incentive/motivation or perceived benefit for the women to partake in 
such a hobby or develop this skill.  Whereas programmed spaces, such as 
the communal vegetable garden that is managed by an outside volunteer, 
has created opportunities for skilled activity and learning, and has therefore
been successful in attracting the attention of the inmates and the desire 
to participate.  

Inmate Residence

Community Garden
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 A greenhouse does exist on site but is currently unoccupied and 
used for storage.   Prison gardens provide many practical opportunities for 
developing job skills and food production, as well as healing qualities such 
as improved mental and physical health, increased self-esteem, a sense 
of accomplishment, and so forth (Penner and Pevec n.d.).  “The garden is 
a learning environment that allows people to slow down, listen, look, and 
learn on many levels” (Penner and Pevec n.d.).  Inmates involved in other 
prison garden programs, such as The Garden Program in San Francisco 
started in �9�2 by Catherine Sneed, have resulted in a much lower re-
offence rate compared to those who have not been involved in garden 
projects (Penner and Pevec n.d.).
 Other successful design features at the FVI include Aboriginal 
spiritual grounds that have been blessed by local elders, which 
accommodate two sweat lodges and a garden with important medicinal 
and ceremonial plants.  A bridge and rock channel funded and constructed 
by Mennonite Central Committee volunteers extends from the edge of 
the education building and represents the passage from one journey to 
another, from the outside world to inside the confines of the complex 
(Penner 2009).  The mother-child house has a fenced-in play area as do 
the exterior grounds connected to the public visitation quarters.  Simple 
gestures such as offering play for children when visiting their mother 
who is in a foreign and uncomfortable place, suggests a perceived level 
of safety, enjoyment, and normalization through the eyes of the child.  
By exploring the attributes present at the Fraser Valley Institute, a basic 
comprehension of the design and layout of female federal correctional 
facilities becomes tangible, allowing the reader to become engaged with 
the women who reside within our correctional system.

Mother-Child House Outdoor Visitation Area

Bridge

Aboriginal Spiritual Grounds
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 Elizabeth Comack’s (�99�b) book Women in Trouble, is an excellent 
resource in helping to understand the lives of women in conflict with 
the law in Manitoba.  In �992, Comack interviewed 2� women from 
the Portage Correctional Centre, exploring the context of women’s law 
violations, violence against women, histories of abuse, and the relationship 
between abuse and criminal behaviour.  As revealed in her research, all 
law violations have a social context as “our actions and behaviours—the 
choices and decisions we make—are very much a product of our own 
histories and of our structural positioning within society” (Comack �99�b, 
2�).  A larger body of research conducted by Comack from �9��-�99� 
of �2� provincially incarcerated women, revealed that ��% have been 
sexually and/or physically abused at least once in their life, which brings 
to light the violence and history of abuse experienced by many of these 
women (Comack �99�b, ��).  
 In response to this, women react to abuse using one of three 
mechanisms: coping, which is a long-term process, resisting, which is an 
immediate response to the abuse, or surviving, which is the outcome of 
coping and resistance (Comack �99�b, �2-��).  The subsequent actions 
related to coping, resisting, and surviving can lead to the occurrence 
of criminal behaviour to either prevent further abuse (e.g. by attacking 
abuser) or to conceal and temporarily displace any physical and emotional 
pain (e.g. by drug and alcohol use) (Comack �99�b, �2).  Drawing together 
Comack’s research and the knowledge shared by the Elizabeth Fry Society 
that many women commit crimes for survival, it is clear that there is a 
relationship between criminal behaviour and a woman’s life circumstances.  
Therefore, by giving greater consideration to these circumstances, such 
as the community and environment a woman engages in, there is the 
opportunity and potential to diminish the desire and/or need for criminal 
behaviour.  
 Through the application of landscape architecture, the physical 
environment that women re-enter after release from incarceration 
can be safer, controllable, and adaptable, in comparison to previously 
hopeless and binding situations.  With a community of women who can 
identify and understand one another, there is a greater opportunity to 

“For many of the women, it 
[abuse] has so permeated 
their biography that its 
effects touch almost every 
facet of their lives: their 
relationships with parents 
and family; their ability to 
nurture their own children; 
their attitudes toward 
men collectively; their 
sense of personhood; their 
emotional well-being.” 

Comack �99�b, �0

Women, Crime, and the Criminal Justice System in Manitoba
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share frustrations, challenges, and burdens that each one is facing.  The 
past cannot be changed but the future can be enhanced by providing 
opportunities for hurting and abused women to find refuge and healing.   
 As previously mentioned, women in provincial institutions are 
often incarcerated for economic crimes, which includes theft under $�000, 
fraud, shoplifting, impaired driving, and prostitution-related offences 
(Balfour 200�, ���).  Many crimes are committed with or for a loved 
one, particularly a partner, or as a last resort to provide for and support 
dependants.  Unfortunately, it is “…only after they [the women] were 
caught up in the criminal justice system did they receive access to the 
resources they needed to begin resolving their troubles” (Comack �99�b, 
��0).  Upon arrest and conviction, provincial inmates are sentenced to 
time at either Portage Correctional Centre in Portage la Prairie or Nelson 
House Medicine Lodge located north of Winnipeg.  The former facility, 
designed in ��9� for male inmates became a co-ed facility in �9�2 
when women were transferred from Vaughan Street Gaol in Winnipeg 
(Collier �9�0, 2�2).  Since �9�� when male inmates were transferred to 
Headingley Correctional Centre, the institution has housed only female 
offenders (Collier �9�0, 2�2).  After several additions to the jail since its 
initial construction, the current residency of �� women as of October 200� 
continues to exceed the capacity of �� (Comack 200�).  
 Like so many other correctional institutions across the country, 
overcrowding is a recurring problem.  Other problems existing at the 
Portage Correctional Centre include inhumane living conditions with 
rodent and insect infestations, inadequate heating and ventilation, and 
continual dampness (Comack 200�; Elizabeth Fry Society 2009).  As stated 
by some of the inmates at the Portage Correctional Centre “this place is 
a dump.  This is like the next stop to hell” (Comack �99�b, �2�).  However, 
from Elizabeth Comack’s research a greater concern exists that supercedes 
the conditions of the prison itself, which is the intense loneliness of the 
experience of being in prison (Comack �99�b, ��0).  
 Official complaints have been made by both the Manitoba Human 
Rights Commission and the Elizabeth Fry Society in regards to the 
conditions in the Portage Correctional Centre, but more than seven years 
has past since the initial complaint and women are still held within this 
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institution for sentences of up to two years (Rabson 200�).  Correctional 
facilities along with denunciating socially unacceptable behaviour 
mandate the rehabilitation of the offender during her incarceration in 
order to aid in her re-integration into society upon release.  Unfortunately, 
the Portage Correctional Centre offers minimal programming for job 
training, rehabilitation, and life skills, which results in women spending 
much of their time indoors in a state of inactive restlessness.  
 Similar to the federal statistics, the majority (�0%+) of Manitoba’s 
female prison population is Aboriginal.  As of spring 2009, only �2 women 
were sentenced to Portage Correctional Centre with the remaining women 
in the institution on remand awaiting trial (Comack 200�; Elizabeth Fry 
Society 2009).  The Remand Centre in Winnipeg has been described by 
women who have been held there as not much better than a dungeon 
with very small spaces and no fresh air available (Comack �99�b, ��0).  
The above discussion exposes serious concerns related to the health and 
welfare of women in trouble.  The province has the buildings to confine 
women to denounce their criminal behaviour but seems to lack the 
rehabilitative component, which in turn perpetuates the revolving door 
of correctional facilities and the opportunity to decrease recidivism and 
ultimately crime, is lost.
 Fortunately, the time has finally come for the construction of a 
new women’s correctional facility that is to be located in Headingley, 
Manitoba, housing both provincial and federal inmates.  Currently 
federally sentenced women in Manitoba are transported to Edmonton 
Institution for Women or Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge in Saskatchewan.  
Unfortunately, both are too far away for inmates to maintain connections 
to their home communities and families, which resonates as one of the 
key concerns raised in regards to P�W (Elizabeth Fry Society 2009).  “One 
of the most important factors in an inmate’s successful return to freedom 
is to facilitate and encourage the social and emotional support that can 
be given by family and friends” (Fairweather 2000, ��).  At present, this 
is unattainable due to the location of both the provincial and federal 
institutions.  However, soon it will become a reality as the new facility 
will be able to offer better programs, services, and community due to its 
proximity to Winnipeg, which is home to over �0% of female offenders in 
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Manitoba (Canadian Broadcasting Corporation 200�).  
 The design for the new women’s correctional facility indicates 
that the government of Manitoba is far from adopting the design of 
residential/campus style housing that has been established for federal 
institutions.  Like many existing prisons, the new institution is designed 
in a cell block fashion off a central access that connects to a main control 
station, with most units housing two women (Giesbrecht 2009).  The new 
institution has consulted Hilderman, Thomas, Frank, and Cram, a landscape 
architecture firm in Winnipeg, to help reach the goals of the institution by 
designing a plan for the exterior grounds.  Unfortunately, due to financial 
constraints, many of the initial plans and ideas have been rejected and 
only minimal design interventions can be pursued (Giesbrecht 2009).  With 
a very limited budget, the firm has tried to focus on high use areas such as 
the individual yards that extend off each cell block, which will be available 
for direct access by the women.   
 Landscape interventions that engage the inmate both intellectually 
and physically can provide respite from the woman’s current condition 
as she can mentally separate herself from her existing plight.  Visual 
engagements with the landscape can lead to dreams of other places and 
past memories, while physical encounters enliven the need to work with 
one’s hands to cultivate the soil and bring life. 
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 As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter many women face 
unforeseen adversities.  This has resulted in local communities, such as the 
City of Winnipeg, establishing social programs and resources that offer 
assistance to women who desire support.  The use of these programs and 
resources can result in women overcoming their obstacles and adversities, 
or they could have little effectiveness, resulting in women returning to 
their previous lifestyles.  This latter outcome, or a disinterest or inability 
to engage with these services, could lead to criminal activities and 
incarceration. 
 After reviewing the historical context of the penal system in Canada 
and Manitoba and the experiences women face while incarcerated, the 
greatest concern that became evident was the lack of transitional housing 
available for transitional women upon release.  As noted several times, 
the need for a support network and community for women in transition 
is necessary as it provides a critical and stable link in the midst of 
disharmony.  Serving time in prison dislocates a woman from the familiar 
and the comfortable and upon release, she must again find shelter, a job, 
re-establish/develop basic routines, and provide for children.  The federal 
justice system has attempted to bridge the gap between incarceration and 
the larger society by creating Community Residential Facilities (halfway 
houses) that allow inmates to serve a portion of their sentence in the 
community.  However, it must be remembered that those living in halfway 
houses, whether on a conditional or statutory release, are still under the 
control of the criminal justice system and therefore must abide by set rules 
and regulations.  Community Residential Facilities (CRF) found in Manitoba 
includes McMillan House, Tamarack Rehabilitation Inc, Tamarack Lodge for 
Women, Regina House CRF, Salvation Army CRF, Meredith Place (YWCA), 
and the Behavioural Health Foundation (Correctional Service Canada 
n.d.).   Most of these places however, only offer a few beds for Correctional 
Service Canada participants and most are co-ed facilities that are co-
functional with programs that are restricted to men and women over the 
age of �� and do not provide opportunities and accommodations for the 
reunification of families.  Provincially, only three places in Winnipeg accept 
women from the Portage Correctional Centre who seek accommodation: 

Upon Release from Incarceration
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Siloam Mission, which is a homeless shelter, Salvation Army CRF, and two 
apartments operated by the Elizabeth Fry Society.  All of these facilities, 
both federal and provincial, only house adults and many of the women are 
mothers of one or more children.  To reiterate: in Canada over two-thirds 
of federally incarcerated women are mothers (Canadian Association of 
Elizabeth Fry Societies. Fact Sheet: Criminalized and Imprisoned Women).  
There is no transitional housing available that bridges the gap for 
women exiting prison and hoping to re-unite with their children.  This 
is the condition that this practicum seeks to address: the creation of a 
community through the transformation of existing public housing in 
Winnipeg into transitional accommodations for mothers who either have 
custody of their children and are seeking to re-build their lives, or are 
working towards this goal through programs, employment, and securing 
adequate housing, in order to re-gain custody.  



2�          Historical Journey 
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Some Resources/Programs for 
Women in Winnipeg

Behavioural Health Foundation

North End Women’s Centre

Native Addictions Council of Manitoba

Women’s Shelters for Domestic Violence

Native Women’s Transition Centre

Fort Garry Women’s Resource Centre

Wahbung Abinounjiiag

Sage House

Winnipeg Transition Centre

The Laurel Centre

Villa Rosa Inc.

When resources and programs are 
ineffective women often return to 
previous lifestyle which could 
eventually lead to criminal activity.

When resources and programs are 
effective women move towards 
healthier lifestyles.

Crime(s)
Committed

shoplifting trafficking

property crimes

fraud

theft under $5000

Outcome

Direct link to criminal activity could occur if women are not aware of their need for help

homicide

attempted murder

drug related
offences

robberyserious 
assault

Process Through Criminal Justice

Process into and through the 
Criminal Justice System in Manitoba
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fraud

theft under $5000

Manitoba Remand 
Centre

Provincial
Institution

Federal 
Institution

Edmonton Institution 
for Women

Okimaw Ohci
Healing Lodge

*Manitoba Healing 
Lodge*

Nelson House
Medicine Lodge

*New Women’s 
Corrections*

Release

Parole

Institution Transitional/Community Residential 
Facilities in Winnipeg

Regina House

Tamarack Rehabilitation Inc.

Siloam Mission

Salvation Army Community and Residential Services

Elizabeth Fry Society transitional housing

Behavioural Health Foundation

McMillan House

YWCA - Meredith Place

Behavioural Health Foundation

Tamarack Rehabilitation Inc.

Tamarack Lodge for Women

Regina House

Salvation Army Community and Residential Services

Target Group

adult men/women

adult men/women

adult men/women

adult men/women

adult women

men/women/families/youth

adult men/women

women

men/women/families/youth

adult men/women

adult women

adult men/women

adult men/women

robbery

importing/

* denotes the new women’s correctional 
facility in Headingley, Manitoba. 
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Chapter Three 

The Mother-Child Relationship



�0          Mother-Child Relationship

 The phrase ‘incarcerated mothers’ sounds like an oxymoron as 
cultural and social stereotypes do not allow us to see or understand 
how someone who has committed a crime could also be a parent; the 
unspoken idea is that an incarcerated mother is also a bad parent.  It is so 
easy to create black and white statements when we are detached from the 
situations of others, such as those who feel that the benefits of criminal 
actions, e.g. survival, outweigh the costs, e.g. incarceration.  As a mother, 
providing food, clothing, and shelter for your children is a necessity and 
in desperate situations and out of deep love and care for your children, 
sometimes committing a crime to save your family seems like the only 
plausible solution.  
 Stereotypes are unfounded generalized statements that have 
sometimes existed for centuries, such as the dichotomy between the 
‘good’ woman versus the ‘evil’ woman, where the latter also equals a ‘bad’ 
mother irrespective of previously effective parenting (Fessler �99�, ��, ��).  
The truth, as revealed in court case studies in the United States, shows that 
women have not had their parenting rights revoked as a result of their 
criminal behaviour, unless the crimes involve a child or directly influence 
parenting abilities (Baunach �9��, �).  Regardless of how many studies 
and cases disclose the lack of association between parenting and criminal 
behaviour or between the ‘evil’ woman and the ‘bad’ mother, it is still the 
stereotypes that have the greatest influence on the lives of criminalized 
women.  This stigmatization affects their self-identity, which is then 
reciprocated back into society through their relationships and interactions 
with others (Baunach �9��, ��).  It is therefore understandable that an 
inmate would have a low self-esteem and a negative self image “given 
that they have been ostracized by society, perhaps rejected by their own 
families, and consigned to a world of relative isolation and emptiness.” 
(Baunach �9��, �2).  We have all impacted the self-perception imprisoned 
women feel and have influenced their ability to cope and effectively 
interact with others as we continue to perpetuate, endorse, and believe 
the stereotypes that have been created.   
 This label of the ‘bad mother’ has also been projected on women 
who are unable or unwilling to re-live their own childhood experiences, 
thereby diminishing their ability to relate to their children as they 
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constantly maintain an adult perspective (Parker �99�, ��9).  This limited 
view prevents women from identifying with their children as their focus 
is strictly on their role and responsibility as mother and caregiver, instead 
of also friend and playmate.  In a healthy relationship a mother should be 
able to move between two roles: that of playmate, enjoying interactions 
with children at their developmental and cognitive level, and that of adult, 
overseeing, teaching and disciplining as necessary.  However, our culture 
has prevented mothers the freedom to explore and discover these roles on 
their own and the balance they need to establish with each child.  Societal 
opinions have invaded this private realm by trying to define the role of 
mothers by creating normative expectations, which is based primarily 
on white middle-class values.  Nevertheless, there remains multiple 
dichotomies of parenting approaches as the pendulum swings between 
permissive and authoritarian approaches and child-centered verses adult-
centered approaches (Fessler �99�, ���).  There is no one acceptable way 
to mother children and each mother not only contributes her own history, 
culture, ethnicity, and traditions, but comes from different social and 
economic situations that will influence her decisions in raising her children 
(Parker �99�, 200, xii).  
 Imprisonment is often the first occasion children are separated 
from their mothers for any length of time with the mother usually being 
the primary caregiver of her children up until the time of her incarceration 
(Baunach �9��, �; Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies. Fact 
Sheet: Criminalized and Imprisoned Women).  When fathers go to prison 
mothers are often available to keep the family united, but when mothers 
are incarcerated many families disintegrate (Canadian Association of 
Elizabeth Fry Societies. Fact Sheet: Criminalized and Imprisoned Women).  
However, Canadian women are unique in that Aboriginal women make 
up a high percentage of the incarcerated population and as a result of the 
history surrounding colonization and subsequent events the separation 
of Aboriginal mothers from their children has become a normalized 
practice that often occurs long before a woman is incarcerated (Elizabeth 
Fry Society 2009).  Unfortunately many of these women do not foresee 
reuniting with their children in the near future since separation has 
become so commonplace (Elizabeth Fry Society 2009).  Nonetheless, by 

“Mothers stand for order; 
children create chaos.” 

Parker �99�, ���
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providing a more stable environment that is conducive to reuniting and 
living a sustainable and healthy lifestyle, the grounds for transition can 
be established thereby enhancing the opportunity for mothers to reunite 
with their displaced children. 
 When the mother-child relationship is altered not only is the 
mother affected but the child is as well.  Although this chapter focuses 
on the impact of separation on mothers and their struggles and 
processes through this time, it is imperative to briefly discuss the impact 
of separation on children.  In Phyllis Baunach’s (�9��) research of �90 
inmate-mothers in three penal institutions across the United States, three 
broad categories summarized the potential or existing problems mothers 
faced or feared that their children would experience as a result of their 
incarceration (�9).  Physical problems in relation to the child’s health 
and academic troubles in school were two major concerns raised by the 
mothers in the study, but the most prominent crisis feared and faced by 
mothers was the emotional/psychological problems endured by their 
children (Baunach �9��, ��).  Many mothers saw their children developing 
conditions or behaviours such as: hypertension, aggression, or withdrawal.  
Aggression was more pronounced in younger children with mothers 
fearing that this continual behaviour could one day lead to criminal 
activity.  A mother’s concerns whether real, perceived, or feared are valid 
because until they reach maturity, children are dependent on their parents 
and will be affected by their mother’s incarceration.  Children are acutely 
aware of uncontrollable change that happens in their lives and they learn 
to cope and adapt in one way or another,     

…from the �0 year old boy who always asked the corrections staff 
‘how’s she doin’?’ to the teen-age daughter, previously separated 
during a year of living with her grandmother when her mother 
couldn’t handle her, who wrote to her mother saying ‘now you 
know what it’s like’ to be separated.  The littlest children who 
cried on the phone and when visiting hours were over were also 
there.  The children were there when the mothers talked about the 
chaos of their lives, which sometimes forced children to run away 
to relatives or to a life of crime and drugs themselves.  The angry 
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teenagers who wanted no part of their mothers were also there. 
(Fessler �99�, �9�-�9�)

These are the lives of the children who every day wake up to realize 
that their mother is no longer there.  They are not there to make them 
breakfast, send them off to school, play with them, or share life together.  
But with the design of a safer haven for transitional women, the hope is to 
have these relationships restored with the anxieties that mothers endure 
while in prison relieved and children’s behaviour transformed to a more 
socially functional and appropriate level.
 The flip side of the child’s experience with separation is the 
countless number of emotions and thoughts cycling through the mind 
of the mother and her personal struggles.  Mothers tend to have a huge 
amount of guilt because they know it was their behaviour that resulted 
in the separation (Baunach �9��, ��).  “Many mothers were ashamed and 
embarrassed that their behavior has led to imprisonment and separation 
and feared that their children would think they were unloved…” (Baunach 
�9��, ��).  The response from mothers regarding separation varies 
depending on the length of their incarceration and the age of their 
children.  Mothers long to bond with younger children to be able to hold 
and comfort them, while mothers of older children fear potential hatred 
and bitterness the child might harbor towards them (Fessler �99�, ���).  
With longer incarcerations comes greater anxiety of children becoming 
more attached to caregivers than their mother, or of regaining custody of 
children who have been taken by the state (Baunach �9��, 9, �22).
 Susan Fessler conducted two studies, one interviewing �0 
incarcerated mothers and their feelings regarding separation and 
reunification, and the other interviewing ��� mothers on parole and 
the outcome of desired reunification after release (Fessler �99�).  While 
incarcerated, the issues mothers were anxious about related to their 
responsibilities (custody issues, schooling, and maintaining a mother-child 
bond), institutional restrictions (visitations, phone calls), and concern for 
their children’s health, their adaptation to new homes, friends, and schools, 
and their inability to provide protection and care for their children (Fessler 
�99�, �-�).  Fessler documented the most common feelings that mothers 

“If you have no 
relationship, it makes you 
realize what you’ve been 
missing but if you been 
close with your kids, it’s 
like ripping your heart 
right out of your chest.”

- interviewee in 
Fessler’s study 

Fessler �99�, ���
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experience with separation, which include: missing children, wanting to 
hold children, wanting to phone children, missing celebrations, feeling 
angry about separation, feeling guilty about separation, feeling sad about 
separation, reliving the past with children, whether children will miss you, 
and whether children are sad without you (�99�, �2).  Women cope by 
keeping these feelings to themselves, even though many have admitted 
that a support group of friends and relatives and even other inmates 
would be beneficial but fear revealing and sharing too much could work 
against them and their children in the future reunification process (Fessler 
�99�, 92, 9�, 9�).  
 Reuniting with children upon release is the hope and dream of 
many mothers, however many obstacles stand in the way such as the lack 
of institutional support and programs that foster relational development, 
substance dependencies, relational conflicts, parole requirements, etc. 
(Baunach �9��, �; Fessler �99�, ���).  In addition to this, a paradox exists 
where mothers are reliant on others and the institution while in prison yet 
will be fully relied upon by their children upon release (Baunach �9��, �).  
This could provide greater difficulties when reuniting immediately upon 
release, regardless if the woman was a good mother prior to incarceration.  
Also, many women are incapable of effectively dealing with certain 
emotions such as anger while incarcerated, as the concrete walls, cells, and 
bars are conducive to suppression (Fessler �99�, 90).  Some mothers wish 
to wait at least three months and up to one year before reuniting with 
their children so that they can regain their own footing by first obtaining 
proper housing, employment, etc., prior to re-parenting (Baunach �9��, 
��).  This second scenario seems much more realistic with the potential for 
greater success, as the mother understands that a process needs to occur 
by taking one step at a time rather than jumping in with both feet with 
all responsibilities beginning at once.  This approach could easily become 
overwhelming and could compel a mother to find a coping strategy, which 
potentially could lead back down a road of crime.       
 Regardless of when reunification occurs, problems will arise when 
the mother and her child rejoin; which could be anything from minimal 
disruptions in realigning their routines, to the mother’s inability to regain 
authority and proper discipline, to being unable to associate with her 
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children, to children rejecting their mother, disrespecting her, or yearning 
and grasping for her too much (Baunach �9��, ��-��).  “[Mothers] tend 
to believe that fears or problems will be worked out together with their 
children” (Baunach �9��, ��) but depending on the age of the child this 
could be unrealistic and the mother needs to have a community around 
her for support, encouragement, feedback, and reliance, if she hopes to 
overcome the fears and problems facing her.  Relationships take work, a lot 
of work, and especially when relating with children one must be able to 
have their own needs met prior to meeting the needs of another.
 Influences on the nature of reunification include the length 
of current incarceration, the number of previous incarcerations, and 
current issues regarding substance abuse (Fessler �99�, ���).  Generally 
reunification is most successful if the children were living with the mother 
prior to the incarceration, but it must be remembered that sometimes 
it is not in the best interest of the child (Fessler �99�, ��).  “…One can 
conclude that the more times a mother-child relationship is severed and 
the longer the disruption, the less likely it is that the relationship can or 
will be restored….The more disruptions and separations, the more difficult 
it is for both mothers and children to pick up the pieces and rebuild their 
relationships” (Fessler �99�, ��0-���). 
 There have been many complaints that the correctional systems 
in Canada need programs that encourage and facilitate the ongoing 
relationship between mothers and children.  Many of the Mother-Child 
Programs in the regional federal institutions, have unfortunately already 
been terminated.  This chapter reveals the existing lived experiences that 
women here in our province and country face on a daily basis.  When an 
inmate from Fessler’s (�99�) study says “when I talk on the phone, I get sad.  
When [the children] have a problem, I can’t take care of it… [The worst 
part is] not being able to take care of them.  They’re used to me.  I’m not 
there for them when they need me.  Now that I’m back in jail – I’ve let [my 
daughter] down again” (��2), then we begin to realize the physical and 
emotional difficulties incarcerated mothers encounter.  
 The mother-child relationship should not only be discussed when 
a mother has been incarcerated, but should also be reviewed in light 
of everyday experiences and changes in the relationship as the child 

“Every woman told me 
that the worst thing for 
her about being locked up 
was the separation from 
the people she loved—
especially her children.  
This deprivation is not 
addressed inside prisons, 
yet it clearly breeds 
antisocial behavior.” 

Atwood 2000, ��
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develops and matures.  Rozsika Parker’s (�99�) research on maternal 
ambivalence reveals that a woman’s ability to mother is influenced by 
“…her unconscious processes, her physical health, her economic, social 
and family situation, the availability of emotional support and, of course, 
the specific psychological contributions of her own children” (��).  Fessler 
(�99�) points out that if a mother has been unable to properly resolve and 
learn how to deal with her feelings then the odds of potential emotional 
and/or physical abuse of her children is greatly increased (90).  When a 
mother hits out at her child, she has lost control not only of her child but 
also of herself.  This physical reaction usually occurs as a consequence 
of the mother’s childlike tendencies surfacing at an inappropriate time 
(Parker �99�, 209).  
 A mother must not forget to meet her own needs if she wants to 
be available to meet the needs of her children and participate in their 
development.  Nevertheless, the role of a mother becomes entwined 
with a woman’s identity, which can often become lost when mothers are 
constantly balancing between their adult roles and childlike interactions 
(Parker �99�, ���). “Motherhood does demand that women be able both 
to identify with their children’s feelings and to take a distance from them” 
(Parker �99�, �9�), however, this is incredibly difficult to accomplish and 
the constant flux can often result in conflict between the mother and 
her child(ren).  Parker’s (�99�) discussion on maternal ambivalence is 
foundational to a mother retaining her identity as the ambivalence reveals 
a parallel love/hate relationship between mother and child (�99�, ���, �).  
This dichotomy provides a check and balance between our responsibility 
to care for our children and maintaining our individual personhood, while 
at the same time preparing us for the day when our children venture out 
on their own.   
 Separation between a mother and child will inevitably occur 
whether it is unexpected through, for example, a mother’s incarceration, or 
‘natural’ through the aging of the child.  As a child ages, the mother loses 
more and more control, power struggles ensue, and feelings of anxiety 
and panic can be encountered (Parker �99�, 2��, ���-��9).  The closeness 
between a mother and child will influence the difficulty of separation and 
departure as the child moves into adulthood and the mother readjusts to 

“While harmony, unity 
and the attainment of 
ever greater emotional 
closeness through the 
employment of empathy 
are held up as the goal 
of mothering, the pursuit 
of a sense of oneness is 
simultaneously considered 
to be a symptom of 
maternal inability to 
separate.” 

Parker �99�, �0
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being in community without her children.
 Female single-parent families are becoming more and more 
common in society, and “are on average at least twice as poor as two-
parent [families]” (Parker �99�, 2��), which emphasizes the need for 
stronger supports, networks, and communities for these women who not 
only need to mother their children, but must also be able to financially 
provide for their family.  New mothers are obviously less confident in their 
abilities as they must learn to adapt, grow, and change with the habits 
and personalities of their children, but with a community of other lone-
parent mothers nearby, the need for constant control lessens and the 
protection of children, a characteristic innate in most women, strengthens 
the perceived safety of the community.  Parker (�99�) states that “socially, 
mothers and young children are frequently (often constantly) isolated 
from other adults.  This induces an intense intimacy in which both mothers 
and children become the focus of each other’s needs and desires” (���).  
 In response to this, with the provision of a landscape that is 
designed to aid mothers in their parenting by providing opportunities 
for recreation and exploration for children in a safe environment, and 
by providing a community of women in similar life circumstances, the 
frequency of isolation can be greatly diminished.  With more opportunities 
for relational development women and children can together heal their 
mind, body, and emotions within a community of supporters.  The external 
environment, if designed well, can provide spaces and places that are 
perfect for our daily encounters with each other, offering areas of shelter, 
semi-privacy, comfort, and play.  The desire is that the landscape designed 
for transitional women and their families will be such a place that mothers 
can retreat outdoors and be consoled by and enamored of the sights and 
sounds around them.    
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Chapter Four 

Women in Transition



�0          Women in Transition

 One of the most significant questions explored at this point 
was, “What are the needs of women upon release?”  This question was 
investigated through data collected from the Elizabeth Fry Society, and 
from Patricia O’Brien’s (200�) book, Making It in the Free World: Women in 
Transition from Prison.  From discussions within our community here in 
Winnipeg, the needs of women transitioning out from prison are not 
universal.  Aboriginal women are overrepresented in Manitoba prisons, 
comprising well over �0% of the population; therefore, the needs of 
Aboriginal women must be considered in both site selection and design.  
However, the intent is not to create a mono-culturally-focused landscape, 
nor is this supported by the goal and objectives of this practicum, but 
rather a landscape that will be diverse for all women exiting prison.  
 It should be noted that research in this area is scarce when 
discussing the needs of women in transition from prison.  This should 
come as no surprise as it has only been recently that research has begun 
to look at designing prison programs specifically tailored to women’s 
needs and a ‘women-centered’ approach that seeks to empower.  Austin, 
Bloom, and Donahue (�992) contend that women need to continually 
be empowered while in transition by being given opportunities to make 
decisions and work towards self-efficacy and self-sufficiency (2�).  Life is 
disrupted when women are incarcerated.  While in custody life becomes 
stable and routine, but once again returns to chaos upon release with very 
few established and guaranteed parameters in place.  
 A study by Singer, Bussey, Song, and Lunghofer (�99�) of 20� 
inmates from the Cleveland House of Corrections, summarized the 
needs that must be addressed upon institutional release: counseling 
(psychological, alcohol, drug), housing, financial aid, education, reuniting 
with children, childcare, parenting skills, community support, health care, 
legal aid, and necessity provisions such as food and clothing (�0�, �09).  
Many of these findings concur with other studies by Parsons and Warner-
Robbins (2002), Patricia O’Brien (200�), Stephanie Covington (2002), and 
Elizabeth Fry Society Manitoba Chapter (2009).  Additional findings as 
documented by Covington (2002) include obtaining employment, finding 
drug free housing in order to continue on the path of recovery, and 
maintaining the terms and conditions of parole (���).  Sustainable, legal 
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employment is critical as one’s earnings are required to meet all other 
needs and desires.  A woman has been effectively reintegrated into society 
when she is within an accepting and supportive community, when she can 
meet her adult responsibilities, and when she is working to build up her 
self-efficacy and self-esteem (O’Brien 200�, 2�). 
 Covington (2002) also asked women who were incarcerated 
what would have been beneficial in helping to prevent their current 
situation.  Some of the answers included increased safety (physically and 
psychologically), job opportunities, community awareness and response 
to violence occurring against women, community treatment programs, 
financial support, and positive role models (Covington 2002, ��9). Many 
of these issues have been addressed in this practicum both with the site 
selection and design, and hopefully with these considerations in place, a 
decrease in recidivism can be promoted.  
 Even though many organizations are creating new programs and 
services to meet the needs of transitional women, very few accommodate 
mothers and children.  In addition, many of these potentially helpful 
opportunities are lost when women are not aware of what is available 
to them in their local community or when they are not exposed and 
introduced to these programs and services while imprisoned (Covington 
2002, ��9).  Pre-release programs are substantially lacking in the 
correctional system and when women are liberated from prison they are 
often left standing outside the doors of the institution completely lost in a 
world that has gone on without them, leaving them uncertain as to where 
to begin rebuilding their lives (Covington 2002, ���).  Imprisoned women 
adapt to and cope with their situation in a variety of ways, with some 
choosing self-harm, withdrawal, retaliation, or blending in with the general 
population taking on the popular behaviours and attitudes (Parsons and 
Warner-Robbins 2002, ��).  These strategies, although commonplace 
while incarcerated, will lead down a path to failure if adopted after release.  
While in transition, a woman must deal with her personal/internal needs 
and determine what aspects of her pre-incarcerated self (characteristics, 
beliefs, and values) she wants to continue to live by or improve.
 The research by Parsons and Warner-Robbins (2002) as well as 
by Patricia O’Brien (200�), raise the issue of finding appropriate housing 

“Without strong support 
in the community to 
help them navigate the 
multiple systems and 
agencies, many offenders 
fall back into a life of 
substance abuse and 
criminal activity.” 

Covington 2002, ���
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for women in transition.  This is the most important objective that must 
be met if a woman wants to succeed in any area of her life; without safe 
housing a woman cannot properly care for herself or her children.  A 
suitable home is the first step towards greater independence, personal 
sustainability, and community development.  Inmates released from a 
federal institution are often accommodated in a halfway house, which 
has proven to be an excellent stepping stone for women, who are either 
finishing their sentence if on a conditional release or beginning their 
parole, as it has been documented to result in a lower recidivism rate 
(O’Brien 200�, ���).    
 Halfway houses provide support in transition and frequently 
have the following structure and organization in place: clear goals and 
objectives, a firm admission policy but flexible enough to accommodate 
a variety of incomes, and a diverse network of in-house or external 
resources to meet the needs of each resident (O’Brien 200�, ���-���).  As 
O’Brien (200�) states, halfway houses should provide a kind of “protected 
environment” (�2�) for women, which is one of the objectives of this 
study, so that they no longer have to live in fear of abuse or feel like their 
only option post-incarceration is to return to harmful relationships.  “…A 
basic component in the effort to meet the women’s needs would be the 
provision of facilities and resources to enable their empowerment.  For 
instance, one of the key features of abuse is the taking of control from the 
person subject to it.  To heal the women need to gain control over their 
lives” (Comack �99�b, ���).  Halfway houses are federal interventions in 
the community that are controlled environments, but even this level of 
transition has not been introduced by provincial corrections to aid women 
in their transition, which makes the next stepping stone to independent 
living within a community of women with similar needs more critical in its 
design and approach. 
 Women’s successful transition has been documented to include not 
only meeting practical needs, but relational ones as well.  Themes found 
in Parsons and Warner-Robbins (2002) research include the importance of 
support groups to continue to overcome addictions, supportive friends 
and family, and other successful female role models (��).  Women must 
also feel that they are needed not only by their children but by others 
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in their community.  To be able to contribute to a collective identity and 
strive towards a common goal, like-minded women can encourage one 
another and challenge and support each other in tempting and trying 
times; by developing these relationships healing and overcoming the past 
become attainable.
 O’Brien’s (200�) interviews with eighteen women who have been 
out of prison for at least six months (2�), illuminates the importance of 
supportive relationships while in transition.  As Bernie, an interviewee in 
the study states, “but, who knows better the needs of these people than 
we these people?  When these people can turn to one another for support 
and help, then that is half the battle” (�0�).  More often than not, former 
inmates benefit from the relations with other former inmates since they 
have gone through the same transitions.  Depending on how long one 
has been incarcerated simple things such as learning about changes in 
technology, transit systems, shopping, etc. could be learned from other 
previously incarcerated women without fear of being judged or mocked 
for one’s lack of knowledge.  However, there are concerns regarding the 
relationships developed immediately upon release between former 
inmates, as this association could lead to criminal activity and a return to 
prison (��0).  Moreover, these interactions are often discouraged, if not 
prohibited, by correctional officers as it is deemed to be a violation of 
parole.  Even if a woman sought the help and knowledge of a previous 
inmate and friend, she is legally bound to avoid any encounters.  
 In response to this, the landscape design for this practicum is 
intended to overcome this undefended violation and demonstrate the 
power of community women from similar histories can form through their 
engagement with one another, their learning from one another, and their 
support to one another. The garden is one place that can provide a sense 
of hope, demonstrate the cycle of life, and as mentioned in Chapter Two 
with Catherine Sneed’s Garden Project, can be instrumental in decreasing 
recidivism (Sneed 2000).  Vegetable gardens supplement our need for 
food and provide a sense of accomplishment and pride as the garden 
is dependent on the gardener to sustain it and make it thrive.  Without 
the care and attention given by the gardener, the garden would die.  
Community food gardens are also excellent environments for relationships 
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between neighbours to develop and experiences to be shared between a 
mother and her children.  
 The mother-child relationship is also very important to re-establish 
when transitioning back into a community, but much of moving forward 
depends on dealing with the past, such as re-building lost relationships 
between former inmates and their own mothers (O’Brien 200�, 9�-
92).  Healing and restoration of this potentially damaged or strained 
relationship will in turn benefit the daughter in her own parenting 
approaches and abilities.  Other relationships whether desired or not 
include those with professionals, such as counselors, parole officers, 
and social workers.  In these relationships women may tend to be more 
guarded and protective of their privacy, which has been taken into 
consideration in the design as spaces for more professional interactions 
have been developed.   
 Recommendations that establish the ideal conditions for women 
transitioning out of prison is interesting reading, but what really must 
occur is change and acceptance at the community level—with outreach 
agencies, non-profit organizations, faith groups, support groups, 
healthcare professionals, schools and daycares, and clubs, being open, 
accepting, encouraging, and supportive (Comack �99�b, ���; Covington 
2002, ��0).  The preceding discussion provides a broad overview of the 
various needs of women in transition.  In an interview with the Elizabeth 
Fry Society Manitoba Chapter (2009), I was able to gain a clearer picture 
as to the specific needs and desires facing the women released in 
Winnipeg (whether from a provincial or federal institution).  Thankfully the 
Elizabeth Fry Society has been able to provide two drug and alcohol free 
apartment style accommodations as transitional housing opportunities, 
but unfortunately can only house adult women as it is not programmed to 
assist women with children (2009).  
 In conversation with staff it became evident that the literature 
does not explicitly consider the ethnic history of cultural groups and how 
this could influence transitional needs.  For example, Canadian Aboriginals 
have faced many obstacles as a result of colonization, such as residential 
schools that led to the separation of families.  They remain an oppressed, 
poor, and marginalized group in society that is over-represented in the 
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criminal justice system.  Due to the ongoing normalization of not raising 
their children, many Aboriginal mothers have not developed parenting or 
basic life skills.  Learning how to meet basic needs must be the starting 
point for these women; learning first to cook, clean, sew—and then parent 
(Elizabeth Fry Society 2009).    
 Aboriginal women face a high rate of recidivism as their needs are 
not being met at a more basic level.  If children are in custody of Child and 
Family Services and the mother is incarcerated, upon release she will rarely 
get her children back straight away but will have to continue to work on 
her personal healing and establish a healthy lifestyle before the state will 
approve her ability to provide a safe and stable home for her children 
(Elizabeth Fry Society 2009).  Family support, which as mentioned above 
was important for successful transition, is also substantially lacking in 
Aboriginal communities as families have been stripped apart by forced 
separation (Elizabeth Fry Society 2009).  As a result of the above concerns 
one of the most important gestures that can be offered to Aboriginal 
women is to allow them to make choices for themselves and set their own 
future before them.   
 There are many needs that women exiting prison need to address, 
whether on their own or with the help of friends, agencies, or professionals.  
Through landscape interventions and site selection, the basic needs for 
safe, secure housing and nutrition can be addressed as well as relational 
needs through spatial organization, and personal and internal needs 
through different program components.  Incarceration leaves a woman 
feeling cooped up and stifled with minimum opportunity to experience 
the outdoors.  A well designed landscape can offer enticing pedestrian 
corridors that are enhanced with visual interests along the way, ultimately 
supplementing a woman’s opportunity for physical exercise and an 
outdoor experience where encounters and interactions with neighbours 
is highly probable and encouraged as it begins to form relationships and 
friendships among a highly vulnerable group of women (Elizabeth Fry 
Society 2009).  
 A woman in transition from prison has many new challenges 
facing her, but if some of these needs can be met through the layout 
and design of the landscape by providing spaces for public or semi-

“Interventions that support 
the development of 
holistic health (mind, body, 
and spirit) based upon 
both the women’s needs 
and capacities are essential 
to support the women’s 
successful transition to 
the community following 
incarceration.” 

Parsons and Warner-
Robbins 2002, ��
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private interactions, recreation, and community, then life becomes more 
manageable with fewer pressures and more time to commit to other 
areas of distress that may require the aid of external resources found in 
the broader community.  The alliance between the needs of women in 
transition and landscape architecture can be summarized beautifully with 
a metaphor presented by Patricia O’Brien (200�):   

Two overarching, intertwined themes dominate the narratives of 
women’s transition from prison.  First, women marshal external 
resources to meet concrete needs.  Second, the women’s internal 
strengths and capabilities empower them to transcend their former 
identity by nourishing their sense of survival and hope.  These 
themes are neither sequential nor hierarchical.  They can be likened 
to the life of the garden in which there is a continuous process of 
plowing, seeding, fertilizing, weeding, and enjoying the blooms.  
The beauty of the garden is in the anticipation, the variation, and 
the surprise, as well as the tending of the garden through the 
various seasons of change and growth. (���)

These women exiting out of prison not only need to be nourished and 
cared for, but as they learn to care for life beyond themselves their sense 
of purpose strengthens, so that in time they too can help others around 
them mature and grow.  
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Chapter Five

Our Relationship with Nature
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 Up to this point the research has shown the history of the criminal 
justice system and incarceration, the important relationship between a 
mother and her child(ren), and the needs of women exiting prison and 
rejoining society.  Although the reader has been privy to some references 
regarding the relationship between women in transition from prison and 
the landscape, no open discussion or research relating to the opportunities 
that the landscape presents has been conveyed.  This chapter will review 
research relating to therapeutic landscapes, their benefits, general 
characteristics and design elements; the influence of nature on the 
cognitive and physical development of children; the role of community 
gardens in regards to community development; and our tendency to 
affiliate with living things in relation to the research concerning biophilia.  
 Therapeutic landscapes or healing landscapes, are historically 
known as places “…for the restoration of the mind, soul, and body” 
(Tyson, �99�, �).  They are designed spaces for people struggling through 
a variety of situations, from physical and mental illness, drug addiction, 
homelessness, and incarceration.  Clare Cooper-Marcus and Marni 
Barnes (�999) editors of Healing Gardens: Therapeutic Benefits and Design 
Recommendations have composed a comprehensive discussion on the 
effects of gardens on health outcomes, relevant design techniques for 
healing gardens, and examples comparing excellent and poor healing 
landscapes.  Relevant to our discussions of the difficult and changing 
atmosphere that post-incarcerated women transition through, is that 
“high proportions of stressed people select natural or designed outdoor 
settings to find solace, and to evoke a calmer and more balanced mood” 
(Cooper-Marcus and Barnes �999a, 9).  A successful healing garden should 
be therapeutic to the population for whom it is intended as well as be able 
to aid people in coping with stress in their lives (Ulrich �999, �0, �2).  
 Stress as defined by Roger Ulrich (�999) refers “…to a process of 
responding to events and environmental features that are challenging, 
demanding, or threatening to well-being” (�2), which clearly denotes 
the situation transitional women from prison find themselves in.  Good 
therapeutic garden design begins with a foundation that is focused on 
relieving stress and promoting healing, which can be accomplished by 
spaces that have privacy, have the ability to be controlled by the user, 

“It is the delicate interplay 
between the real 
environment, the observed 
environment, and the 
perceived environment 
that becomes so crucially 
significant in the design of 
therapeutic spaces.” 

Cooper-Marcus 
and Barnes �999, �9 
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provide room for exercise, offer direct contact with nature, and can be 
shared with a social support group (Ulrich �999, ��).  Water elements also 
enhance the restorative benefits of nature as water’s tranquil, graceful, and 
uninhibited qualities encourage respite and serenity (Ulrich �99�, �0�).  
All of these qualities have been examined and executed in the design for 
women in transition from prison so that they too may benefit from the 
healing riches offered in a therapeutic landscape. 
 Taking a step back it is important to recognize that some 
correctional institutions have allowed for the creation of gardens within 
the confines of the prison, and these spaces have proven to be excellent 
places of refuge and refreshment for inmates.  One such place is the 
Western Correctional Institution in Cumberland, Maryland, which has a 
meditation garden designed for the enjoyment of ��00 inmates and staff 
(Stoner and Rapp 200�, 9�).  Jon Galley, the warden and instigator of this 
project, had Tony Lawlor, an architect, come alongside him and begin 
working with a variety of people from the institution, such as inmates 
already involved in the existing horticultural program, security staff, 
etc., to brainstorm a design for the garden.  Based on the ideas brought 
forward by the inmates, the garden became circular in form with an 
arbor serving as the passage into the garden with “…red roses climbing 
up one side to symbolize the constant struggle with violence and white 
roses climbing up the other to symbolize the hope for peace” (Stoner and 
Rapp 200�, �02).  The central focus is a well with a tree in the middle and 
water coming out in the four cardinal directions; a smaller well can also 
be found in the garden called the Well of Unspoken Truths and provides 
inmates the opportunity to write down their thoughts, concerns, and 
struggles and toss them in without risk of being indicted. Also within 
the garden is a human sundial, which continues on the theme of circular 
form.  Found throughout the garden and around the property are planting 
beds that have been designed, planted, and maintained by inmates in 
the horticultural program.  This involvement in the landscape, having the 
power to make design decisions and the ability to execute them, has been 
extremely rewarding to the inmates.  “Today I became someone different.  
I made something very special come alive.  A place built where we could 
sit, think, and get outside and get our minds together.  To be a part of 

“Whenever I tell people 
about this garden, they are 
incredibly inspired.  I think 
that’s because at some 
level they understand 
right away that what we 
created in the prison is a 
metaphor for life.  We all 
live within boundaries 
that can sometimes be       
oppressive…and within 
these limitations, we seek 
to find places of sanctuary, 
whether it’s a place in the 
physical world or a quiet 
center within ourselves.” 

Stoner and Rapp 
200�, �0�-�0�
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something like this is wonderful, and I am glad to be a part of this garden” 
(Stoner and Rapp 200�, �00).     
 Therapeutic healing landscapes have a long history around the 
world from the Japanese Tea and Zen gardens, to Islamic Paradise and 
Monastic gardens (Cooper-Marcus and Barnes �999b, 9�-9�).  Labyrinths 
have become popular designs for meditation in recent years representing 
a journey to the centre where cares and concerns are laid and a renewed 
hope is received on the journey out.  Other design aspects for therapeutic 
gardens include the focus on vegetation and ecological systems with, for 
example, the use of medicinal plants, and a people-oriented approach 
that can be implemented through the designers’ personal experience, 
through clinical practice, or through developmental psychology “…where 
the design should incorporate subareas that allow the user to select his or 
her activity and location based on the developmental stage of growth that 
needs attending” (Cooper-Marcus and Barnes �999b, �0�-�0�).
 As seen in healthcare settings, healing landscapes have proven to 
decrease stress, depression and anxiety, speed recovery, increase quality of 
life for chronically ill patients, increase satisfaction, and decrease pain and 
need for pain-reduction medications (Ulrich �999, ��).  Therapeutic design 
guidelines for hospitals include non-interactive stimuli such as views 
of nature out windows, which allows for a connection with the natural 
environment while a person is confined to an indoor space.  Windows for 
any facility or residence can offer this benefit if it overlooks a park, green 
space, or garden environment.  Rachel Kaplan (200�) further suggests the 
importance of window views as they provide a momentary reprieve and 
mental restoration from the tasks at hand (�0�).  Views with trees appear 
to enhance the restorative benefits of the “micro-experience” as opposed 
to a landscape strictly of open space (Kaplan 200�, ��0).  The window 
also allows for a framed view of a distant place that can be enjoyed from 
a safe location (Kaplan 200�, ���).  Kaplan (200�) concludes her study 
by reiterating the importance of nature in our lives as a component of a 
healthy lifestyle and the necessity of designing with nature as opposed to 
considering it in hindsight (��0).   
 Other design guidelines include physical access and year-round 
use, landscape elements that are familiar and local, i.e. using certain 
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materials or plants, various degrees of privacy and scale with a central 
social area, thresholds to create a sense of expectancy and arrival, and 
spaces that create a perception of enclosure and safety (Cooper-Marcus 
and Barnes �999c, 20�-2��).  Planting palettes should be influenced by 
the qualities offered by each plant, such as sensory, tactile, year-round 
interest, diversity in scale, cultural significance, variety, and native selection 
(Cooper-Marcus and Barnes �999c, 2��-2��).  Final considerations raised by 
Cooper-Marcus and Barnes (�999c) are furnishings in outdoor therapeutic 
spaces, which should offer many different forms of seating and orientation, 
effective lighting, diversity of textures, elements of playfulness, and water 
features (220-22�).  Within a garden, water’s characteristics seem to directly 
connect with our emotions as the water becomes a point of interest in the 
landscape that draws the participant forward in a healing process that 
evolves their behaviour and attitude until feelings of peace and content 
are restored (Bradley-Hole �999, ���; Cooper-Marcus and Barnes �999c, 
22�).  As the reader continues to move through the document and the final 
design is revealed, it will become evident that many of these attributes 
found in a successful therapeutic garden have been incorporated into the 
landscape for women and children.       
 To further the discussion of the impact of the natural environment 
on humanity is the relationship between child development and nature.  
Nature, in Last Child in the Woods: Saving our Children from Nature-Deficit 
Disorder by Richard Louv (200�), is defined under two umbrellas: one 
that is extensive and inclusive of all entities and phenomena occurring 
in the material, manmade world, and a second that is restricted to only 
the pristine, non-manmade external environment, or nature that appears 
untouched by mankind (�).  In this practicum, nature is defined somewhere 
between these two extremes and consists of the external landscape 
comprised of elements found in nature, such as vegetation, water, stones, 
etc., as well as elements that complement an occupied landscape, such as 
pathways and benches, that have been purposefully situated to respond 
to the conditions on site.
 Stephen Kellert (2002) states that children interact with nature 
in three ways—direct, which is the physical interactions with nature 
determined by the child and often includes play; indirect, which is created 

“Nature offers healing for a 
child living in a destructive 
family or neighborhood.” 

Louv 200�, �
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and programmed interactions between humans and nature through 
controlled landscapes such as zoos, farms, and aquariums; and vicarious 
or symbolic experiences, which occur through media channels such as 
movies, television, and books that have nature content (��9). 
 “Play nourishes every aspect of children’s development—physical, 
social, emotional, intellectual, and creative” (Hewes 200�, �).  A child’s play 
is constantly changing with their growth and development as children 0-� 
years of age begin to develop their sensory skills, at �-� years they begin to 
play in groups and with movable objects or objects generally not intended 
for play such as tables and chairs, at �-� years more organized games are 
played and climbing on objects becomes more popular, and at �-�0 years 
cliques begin to form and team games develop (Rojals del Alamo 200�, 
2��).  Similar categories by researchers Tai et al. (200�) state that children 
begin with functional play, then transition to constructive play at �-� years 
of age, fantasy play from �-� years, and game oriented play from � years 
on (�92). As a child learns, their world of influence grows which begins 
such that it consists of only their home, which remains dominant until � 
years of age.  At this point, it transitions to the context surrounding the 
boundaries of their home, which is enticing until �� years of age, to the 
greater world beyond where the natural world’s awes are diminished for 
material excitements (Tai et al. 200�, ��).  
 Play can be defined as “intrinsically motivated, controlled by the 
players, concerned with process rather than product, non literal, free of 
externally imposed rules, [and] characterized by the active engagement 
of the players” (Hewes 200�, 2).  Play should not be isolated to the actions 
and behaviours of children but should be encouraged in the lives of adults 
as well.  These are the ambitions for the environment surrounding the 
transitional housing for women.  To provide spaces of play for both the 
young and old and to offer the necessary diversity to promote recurring 
visits and explorations of the external environment designed within 
the housing complex.  Our society has become dependent on the car 
for transportation and our cities are being designed with our needed 
amenities being found far away from our homes.  There has been a 
perpetual decrease in a sense of place in our communities and therefore 
our desire to be in the nature around us (Kellert 2002, ���).  Yet it is 
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through play that we begin to develop our self-confidence and identity as 
we learn to interact with the nature around us, try new things and take on 
new adventures (Hewes 200�, �).   
 Research by Tai et al. (200�) has found that children and adults have 
the same desires, needs, and reactions to the natural environment as for 
example the experience near trees stimulates a common reaction of safety 
and shelter (��).  Additional research states that the closer the proximity 
of trees to a residence and thus their greater accessibility, the better the 
likelihood a person will spend time outside (Coley et al. �99�, ���).  Kuo et 
al. (�99�) reveal that 

Attractive, well-used neighborhood common spaces in the inner 
city may provide important benefits to residents and communities. 
Greener common spaces appear to  attract people outdoors, 
increasing opportunities for casual social encounters among 
neighbors and fostering the development of neighborhood social 
ties. Ultimately, the outcome of community based greening efforts 
might be physically and socially more supportive places to live. For 
individuals who live in poor inner-city neighborhoods and who 
face an array of difficult circumstances, greener outdoor common 
spaces may make the world a more supportive place. (���)

           One practical way that people can interact with one another in 
nature, while being productive and cultivating food at the same time, is 
through community gardens.  Within the city of Winnipeg, community 
gardens have been around since World War II with over �� gardens 
active today, 20 of which are operational in the urban center (Lind 200�, 
��, �).  Karen Lind’s (200�) research fits well with the topic at hand as 
she interviewed 2� urban and suburban women community gardeners 
regarding their experiences, which revealed that community gardens 
enhance wellbeing and health (i).  “Women’s health is affected by the social, 
economic and political conditions of their lives” and “community gardens 
provide an outlet where women can invest in their wellbeing through the 
physical activity of gardening, socializing with other gardeners and the 
exposure to green space” (Lind 200�, ��).  

“I just really enjoy it 
[gardening] because you 
make friends and you talk 
about gardening, and it is 
nice to have the garden 
so close to home so that 
if you want to go out 
and talk to someone the 
garden is always here.” 

 - Gardener from 
Millennium garden 

Lind 200�, ��
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 There are so many benefits to communal gardening projects such 
as an increased perception of neighbourhood safety as there are more 
eyes on the street and more familiar faces, an increase in both physical and 
social activity, the latter providing opportunities to interact with those one 
may not otherwise meet, and mental relaxation (Lind 200�, ��, ��, ��).  It is 
inevitable that conversations will ensue when people are in the garden as 
everyone there has a common passion and therefore a potential desire to 
learn from one another on how to improve their gardens for example, or 
prepare their food if they have edible components in their gardens.  The 
2� women in Lind’s study conveyed a definition of community that relates 
to people who labour, visit and encourage one another and that through 
a common medium, such as gardens, potentially previous concerns or 
differences such as ethnicity, colour, or religion become obsolete (Lind 
200�, ��-�2, ��).  One of the common themes throughout Lind’s (200�) 
research was the new relationships and social community that developed 
within community gardens where conversations did not focus on 
gardening alone but delved into the lives, troubles and concerns faced 
by each woman, and within this receptive environment, the worries and 
stresses faced by the women seemed to become smaller (��).  

Millennium 
Community
Garden

Winnipeg
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 These interactions should be easily achievable if a landscape is 
properly designed to facilitate and encourage this activity.  Unfortunately, 
too often community gardens exist without adequate additional space for 
social interactions (Linn 200�, �2).  Karl Linn’s (200�) work focuses not only 
on community gardens but also community commons where the families 
that have garden plots contribute to the collective common areas as 
well (��).  Both gardens and commons are intended for women and their 
children in the proposed transitional housing complex.  The gardens are 
one opportunity where women can exercise control and seek the benefits 
and rewards of their work and with the participation of children, there is 
an improved health and wellness the whole family can experience and 
understand as they harvest their garden whether in fruits, vegetables or 
flowers.
 We all experience nature and value it for one reason or another.  
As stated in pioneering research by Edward Wilson (�9��), we all have 
“…the urge to affiliate with other forms of life” since we, like all living 
things, are biological species (��).  In The Biophilia Hypothesis (�99�), edited 
by Stephen Kellert and Edward Wilson, Kellert creates a typology of the 
nine biophilia values that we take with us throughout life and that are 
changing in importance throughout different stages of our development 
and growth (�9).  These values will be briefly discussed to reveal the 
complexity of this hypothesis and the associations Kellert (2002) makes in 
a more recent article entitled Experiencing Nature: Affective, Cognitive, and 
Evaluative Development in Children (2002).  
 The nine values of nature are: utilitarian, naturalistic, ecologistic-
scientific, aesthetic, symbolic, humanistic, moralistic, dominionistic, and 
negativistic (Kellert 2002, �9).  Six of these values coincide with different 
stages in a child’s development and experiences in the landscape 
depending on the child’s needs, desires, and influences at that time in 
their life.  The utilitarian value relates to the provisions offered to us by 
nature, whether food, shelter, or defense, whereas the dominionistic value, 
in contrast, refers to our desire to control nature (Kellert �99�, ��-��, ��). 
The negativistic typology comes from our experience of fear, anxiety, or 
loathing towards elements within nature that may be evoked as a result 
of past experiences or others’ fear transferred and internalized within us  
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(Kellert �99�, ��).  These three values are dominant in the lives of children 
ages three to six who are beginning to explore the exterior world—in this 
process they become intimate with both landscape features and living 
creatures, while at the same time are still very much at an age where 
protection is paramount (Kellert 2002, ��2).  Children ages six to twelve 
begin to explore beyond the constraints placed on them by their parents, 
which results in the strengthening of the ecologistic-scientific value of 
nature, which focuses on the detailed relationships between living things 
and living processes (Kellert 2002, ��2, ���; Kellert �99�, ��-��).  Finally, 
adolescent children from thirteen to seventeen years begin to develop a 
more naturalistic and moralistic consciousness towards nature (Kellert 
2002, ���).  Naturalistic values stem from the complete enjoyment of 
simply being in nature and the moralistic value includes a more spiritual 
association where commitment, responsibility, and ethical obligation for 
the natural environment ensues (Kellert �99�, ��).  
 The final three biophilic values are aesthetic, referring to the 
physical exquisiteness of nature; symbolic, referring to nature’s use for 
communication, language, and mental stimulation, and humanistic, 
referring to an emotional connection to natural features (Kellert �99�, �9, 
��, �2).  Each one of these values is experienced at least once in everyone’s 
life and as we grow into adulthood we choose one or more typologies to 
value and cling to, which then shapes an element of our identity and gives 
a level of wellbeing and perhaps purpose.  “Nature’s potential for providing 
a more satisfying existence may be less obvious and apparent among the 
poor and urban than the rich and rural, but this deprivation represents 
more a challenge of design and opportunity than any fundamental 
irrelevance of the natural world for a class of people” (Kellert �99�, �2).  
External environments need to be provided and available for engagement 
not only within stable and affluent communities, but within the 
neighbourhoods that are home to people in transition and the struggling 
families that live within less beautified and aesthetically appreciative 
communities.   
 All of the women and their children in this study will experience 
nature and will most likely develop an association with it by first forming 
an opinion that could mature into a value system, particularly because 

“Society’s obligation is not 
to bemoan the seeming 
“absence” of nature in 
the inner city or among 
the poor but to render its 
possibility more readily 
available.” 

Kellert �99�, �2
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the landscape around them will begin at their doorstep and will therefore 
inform their actions and behaviour on a daily basis.  The needs of these 
women will always be changing through the successes and obstacles that 
come their way; therefore, the designed landscape should provide variety 
in spatial organization and design language to encourage a multitude of 
emotional responses (Heerwagen and Orians �99�, ���).   
 Love of life, of all living things begins in early childhood and 
through the engagement with natural and designed landscapes an 
appreciation for the complexity and delicacy of life is acknowledged, 
understood, and hopefully appreciated.  One role of the landscape 
architect is to bring intentional and purposeful exterior spaces into 
people’s everyday lives, and when designing for a specific community the 
goal must be to meet the needs and desires of the group.  This practicum 
seeks to facilitate interactions with the landscape that will be therapeutic 
to the healing of both women and children, which can be accomplished 
by “…creating a place” that in turn “...facilitate[es] a process” and journey 
that the women can take on their own, with their children, or with the 
larger community around them (Cooper-Marcus and Barnes �999b, ��).    



��          Our Relationship with Nature

Our Experience in Nature
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 The application of the substantive knowledge in the previous 
five chapters began with the selection of a site where an expression on 
the landscape could be executed that holistically combined the various 
avenues of research into a synthesized manifestation.  To best facilitate the 
needs of women certain criteria had to be met, which were to find an area 
of Winnipeg that: a) could encourage and support the many Aboriginal 
offenders coming out of prison, with nearby family and friends as well 
as resources and services that recognize their needs as distinct from the 
general population; b) could embrace previously incarcerated individuals; 
c) had existing housing that could be transformed into transitional 
accommodations while being located within a larger housing community 
where women could sensibly and easily move within; and d) had the 
potential to actually become a reality.  
 There is a continuum between what people feel is in the best 
interest of former inmates, with some stating that they should be 
far removed from the surroundings they frequented before being 
incarcerated, while others maintain that even though these calloused 
places may result in a greater challenge towards rehabilitation, the 
stronger ties of community and friendship that offer emotional, spiritual, 
mental and even physical support, far outweigh the potential setbacks.  
This latter perspective was felt to best apply to the women in Manitoba 
and has been confirmed through discussions with the Elizabeth Fry 
Society Manitoba Chapter, as the demographics of the incarcerated 
women strongly support the need for a community that is able to be 
empathic—understanding them and sharing similar life stories.  In Patricia 
O’Brien’s (200�) research women identified the first relationships that best 
aided their transition were with family members followed by counselors, 
social workers, and friends (9�).  These same women “…recognized the 
restorative power of the human bond and sought to connect with people 
with whom they could have shared goals and a healthy interdependence” 
(O’Brien 200�, �2�).  
 The site chosen in Winnipeg for women in transition from a federal 
institution in Canada or the provincial jail in Portage La Prairie, is Lord 
Selkirk Park.  It is located in the central north end of the city, on the other 
side of the tracks, bounded by Main Street to the east, Sutherland Avenue 
to the south, Salter Street to the west, and Selkirk Avenue to the north.  
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Lord Selkirk Park Manitoba Public Housing Site
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A map showing Winnipeg’s Neighbourhood Characterization Areas reveals 
the �0 highest-need neighbourhoods in the city, determined by specific 
socio-economic criteria, such as unemployment rate, average household 
income, percentage of those on government assistance, and highest 
education level (Statistics Canada 200�, ��).  

Lord Selkirk Park

0       �.�      �       �.�km
N
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Lord Selkirk Park is one of these high-need communities, but despite 
this and the potentially higher risks associated with a lower income 
neighbourhood, Lord Selkirk Park provides an essential community for 
the overrepresented Aboriginal female offenders in prison as it has one of 
the highest concentrations of Aboriginals in the city.  This neighbourhood 
is also home to a large percentage of female lone-parent mothers, 
which offers another supportive community for the single mothers who 
are striving to balance both her family and personal needs.  In addition, 
there are many external resources already in place that can address other 
needs that cannot be met by landscape interventions, such as treatment 
programs, employment training, education, and medical services, many 
of which have been established especially for people in difficult or 
troubled situations who may need further assistance and support.  A final 
discovery that confirmed this site as the location for design explorations, 
spearheaded by the North End Community Renewal Corporation, was the 
renewed interest in the community that has lead to much revitalization 
and an improved local identity, belonging, pride and spirit.
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Female lone-parent families
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 Lord Selkirk Park has a history that is rich and diverse.  Most of 
the historical research mentioned below was gathered from Jim Silver’s 
(200�) North End Winnipeg’s Lord Selkirk Park Housing Development: History, 
Comparative Context, Prospects publication.  The north end was formerly 
the core of the Jewish community in Winnipeg with other ethnic groups 
including the Polish, Ukrainian, and other Eastern Europeans enriching the 
neighbourhood (Silver 200�, �, �).  
 Aboriginals began arriving in the city in the �9�0s from the 
reserves and many took up residence in Lord Selkirk Park, where housing 
was available and cheap.  This area of town has always been impoverished 
since the large rail yard, situated for the shipment of wheat, divided the 
city into the immigrant working class in the north and the more affluent 
developers in the south.  The high influx of immigrants resulted in the 
quick development of the north end as developers from south Winnipeg 
saw the opportunity to exploit the poor labourers by constructing 
inadequate accommodations that were overcrowded and overpriced.  
People lived in highly unsanitary conditions where, for example, sickness 
and death were common, and where wages were so low that families 
were undernourished and hungry.  Although poverty was so entrenched 
in the community there was a cultural richness and life that was unknown 
to south Winnipeg.  Selkirk Avenue, unlike today, was lined with local 
commercial businesses; a public market was located on Main Street near 
Flora Avenue, and all the necessities needed were accessible by foot (Silver 
200�, 9).  Unfortunately, inhumane living conditions still exist with violence, 
poverty, and substandard housing in abundance; the cycle of poverty 
continues in the north end as one ethnic group replaces another.  
 After World War II and the beginning of suburban development, 
many long term north end families moved to other parts of the city, 
resulting in the loss of many businesses and a further deterioration of the 
housing (Silver 200�, ��).  The �9�0s saw political action towards ‘slum 
clearance’ and the renewal of urban centres, which was expressed in the 
destruction and replacement of old, run-down houses with new public 
housing complexes (Silver 200�, ��).  Unfortunately, many residents were 
displaced in this process with little to no compensation provided.  This 
‘clean-up’ that occurred across the country did not eradicate the escalating 
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Manitoba Public Housing - Lord Selkirk Park

poverty as hoped, but rather made it worse.  Constructing aesthetically 
attractive apartments covered up appearances and hid the problems 
behind nice facades; what needed to accompany the new housing 
developments was investment in social supports, programs, and financial 
aid to help people through rough times.  
 The public housing that exists in the neighbourhood today, known 
as the ‘Development’, was completed in �9�� through expropriations 
(Silver 200�, �9).  It consists of ��� townhouse units ranging from three to 
five bedrooms, and ��� studio, one and two bedroom units in the seven-
floor tower (Lord Selkirk Park Leasing Office 2009).  This development 
however, has fewer suites and housing units than what existed on site 
before demolition and re-construction, thereby drastically decreasing the 
supply of low-income housing in the face of rising demand.  Since public 
housing was government run, many people were evicted from their single 
family homes and were not able to obtain residency in the new housing 
complex due to the restrictive criteria and screening process (Silver 200�, 
2�).   
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 In spite of all this, public housing initiatives were at first very 
successful and many residents were very happy, but after a few decades 
problems began to emerge that exposed these initiatives as being 
too isolated from the community, too political, too large, and unsafe in 
design.  They had also transitioned from being low-income housing for 
the working class, which was the intent, to being a last resort for generally 
female single-parent families (Silver 200�, �2, ��-��).  Seventy percent of 
Lord Selkirk Park residents are single mothers and 90% of all residents live 
below the poverty line (Lord Selkirk Leasing Office 2009; Silver 200�, ��).  
In addition 

the [Development] is largely Aboriginal.  Aboriginal people have 
long been subjected to the process of colonization with its false 
assumptions about Aboriginal inferiority and its promotion of 
shame about all things Aboriginal.  Many Aboriginal people have 
internalized those false beliefs, and carry a personal sense of 
inferiority and shame about being Aboriginal. (Silver 200�, �0)  

Not only is there economic concern of a high rate of poverty, there are 
entrenched social and cultural concerns that have affected the stability of 
the community.  However, “the healing of a city begins with the healings of 
all its communities” (Social Planning Council of Winnipeg �99�, 2�).  Since 
the community of Lord Selkirk Park is starting to see positive change and 
wholeness, now is the time for landscape architects and designers to join 
in this renewal; to influence and contribute to this healing process. 
     In 200�, Jim Silver conducted interviews with 20 individuals who 
provide services to the ‘Development’ and noted that some of the biggest 
issues facing this neighbourhood are gangs, drugs, and violence, which 
commonly occur in any inner-city district (Silver 200�, �9).  Property crimes 
tend to be more frequent than violent offences; however theft under 
$�000, mischief, common assault, and car theft are the most common 
criminal activities in the area (Statistics Canada 200�). Domestic violence 
is also a well-documented problem in the neighbourhood, which has 
resulted in a decreased sense of personal safety and, in turn, a lack of 
participation in the community.  Silver goes on to say that “what is needed 
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Rates of Criminal Activity comparing Lord Selkirk Park with the City of Winnipeg
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now is a focus, a clear sense of direction...”, which could be achieved by the 
Development becoming “...a ‘learning community,’ one in which a myriad 
of opportunities are created and supports are provided to enable adults, 
youth and children to become engaged in a process of learning—both 
formal and informal learning” (Silver 200�, ��).  
 Recognizing the inner-city issues within Lord Selkirk Park, it is 
also imperative to realize that because of the concentration of these 
problems there are many services, outreach agencies, resource facilities, 
religious groups, etc. working together to improve the standard of living 
and quality of life faced by the residents.  The early �990s saw the first 
light for renewal of this area with the Lord Selkirk Neighbourhood Council 
forming to discuss a strategic plan for revitalization.  This plan recognized 
that both individuals and organizations in the community must work 
together towards common goals if success is to occur.  In �99�, the North 
End Community Renewal Corporation (NECRC) was established with a 
mandate to restructure communities from within by focusing on the needs 
of the people and on creating opportunities (Silver 200�, �0; Silver 200�).  
In 2002, the NECRC completed a Revitalization Strategy and today some of 
the objectives have come to fruition (Silver 200�, �0).  For example, within 
the ‘Development’ the establishment of a Family Resource Centre, which 
provides employment, offers a daycare program and an adult learning 
centre, has led to a proactive community where residents are starting to 
become involved (Silver 200�, �2).  The perceived level of safety has also 
increased in the larger community with the initiation of the Citizens on 
Patrol Program (Silver 200�).  
 Unlike many public housing projects in Canada that saw 
destruction after they started to fail, Lord Selkirk Park was revitalized and 
is now on a path of change.  Physical renewal is currently in progress with 
facelifts of the interior spaces underway as units become vacant, changes 
to the external façade planned for the near future, and beautification and 
programming of the grounds with plans for seasonal planters, a container 
garden program and, in the future, a fixed community garden, and a 
grassland park (Lord Selkirk Park Leasing Office 2009).  In addition to this, 
there are eight units designated for community services and meeting the 
needs of residents, such as a Fetal Alcohol Program, an Aboriginal women’s 

Located within the ‘Development’ 
is the future site of the grassland 
park.
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group, and a sexual exploitation prevention centre for youth.  All of this 
points to the ‘Development’ not only surviving but hopefully becoming a 
thriving community in the not too distant future.    
 The goal of this practicum is to see the lives of post-incarcerated 
women transformed and I believe that the public housing within Lord 
Selkirk Park is an excellent site to establish a new precedent and become 
a vehicle for change.  In this site selection process, other public housing 
complexes in the city were reviewed, however their access to services, 
location, and configuration were not suitable to properly and successfully 
meet the needs of these women.  This is not to say that other sites within 
the city or rural district comprised of different classes, ethnic groups, and 
economic status would not also be beneficial venues for transitional 
housing initiatives, but further research of this nature is beyond the scope 
of this practicum.
 Several visits to Lord Selkirk Park prompted a mapping exercise that 
showed the zoning, movement, existing vegetation, and resources which 
helped to better understand the existing neighbourhood context.  The 
zoning and land use analysis at a micro-scale revealed a very homogenous 
pattern but when studied it in its entirety there are seven different 
land uses designated.  Three levels of manufacturing are concentrated 
along Sutherland Avenue near the tracks and include such industries 
as Winnipeg Cold Storage, City Bread, and C.P. rail related businesses.  
Commercial zoning is found along Selkirk Avenue and Main Street, 
with several professional services, pawn shops, hotels, a few restaurants, 
and local grocers.  Moving in from the perimeter are blocks of single-
family residential housing, with one parcel of land primarily surrounded 
by manufacturing that was built by Habitat for Humanity, a non-profit 
organization seeking to empower people and break the cycle of poverty 
by constructing affordable homes for ownership.  The centre of this 
neighbourhood is zoned multi-family and is all Manitoba public housing; 
it is within this complex that �� units were chosen to explore the design 
program.  Finally, parks and recreation zoning complete the framework 
for Lord Selkirk Park with a vocational high school, a recreational centre 
and elementary school, and an Aboriginal high school occupying these 
landscapes.
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 The site analysis also included pedestrian and vehicular circulation 
patterns, with roads categorized as arterial, based on a high traffic volume 
and multiple lanes, collector, which are secondary roads with fewer lanes 
and less traffic but still main thoroughfares, and local, which are side 
streets for general residential or back lane access.  Pedestrian movement, 
not including sidewalks, showed desired paths, which were made evident 
by the beaten paths through parkland, and walkways, which had been 
created within the public housing complex as a result of road termination.  
This neighbourhood, within the heart of Winnipeg, is primarily accessed 
via walking or public transit, whereas most other areas outside the city 
centre are dependent on private vehicular transportation as their main 
source of movement (City of Winnipeg and Statistics Canada 200�, ��).
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Mode of Transportation for Employed Labour Force
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 The existing vegetation in this neighbourhood is mainly street 
trees, elms in particular, with a higher density encompassing the site’s �� 
units in the public housing complex.  This vegetation has contributed to 
the enclosed garden persona intended in the final design.  Much of the 
green space in the community is associated with schools and recreation 
sites and is comprised solely of open grass fields with some programmed 
areas such as an ice rink in winter and baseball diamonds in summer.  
Overall, the diversity of plant material and selection is substantially lacking 
in this neighbourhood; this shortcoming will be addressed later in the final 
design.   
 The final component deemed important for site analysis was to 
map and list the key external resources found in the community as this 
was one of the main criterion for site selection.  These resources, listed 
below, include community facilities, medical facilities, educational facilities, 
outreach services, food services, and religious centres.

Community facilities:      Medical facilities:     
 Turtle Island Community Centre    Selkirk Avenue Medical Clinic
 Lord Selkirk Park Family Resource Centre   Turtle Island Medical Clinic
 Winnipeg Boys and Girls Club    Aikens Street Community Health Centre 
 Aboriginal Senior Resource Centre   Turtle Mountain Medical Clinic
 Turtle Island Recreation Centre    Mount Carmel Clinic
 Lord Selkirk Park Aboriginal Women’s Group  Four Rivers Medical Clinic
      Youth Alliance Program

Educational facilities:     Religious/Cultural centres: 
 R.B. Russell Vocational High School   Holy Ghost Parish Church  
 David Livingstone School    German Society of Winnipeg
 Community Education Development   Manitoba Korean Presbyterian Church
 German Language Saturday School   Trinity Lutheran Church 
 Action Centre Day Nursery    All Native Circle Conference        
      Association      First Nations Family Worship Centre
 Anne Ross Day Nursery    St Ivan Suchavsky Ukrainian Orthodox
 Gretta Brown Day Nursery Centre        Cathedral
 Holy Ghost School     Welcome Home Mission of St Alphonsus Inc
 Sadok Veselka Daycare Inc.
 
Outreach services:     Food services:
 Native Women’s Transition Centre   Neechi Foods 
 Sage House     City Bread   
 Ndaawin      Victoria Grocery Store   
 Interagency FAS Program    Charles Lucky Dollar Food
 Ndinawemaaganag Endaawaad    Giant Food Mart
 North End Women’s Resource Centre   Gunn’s Bakery
 Wahbung Abinoonjiiag    LP Grocery
 Indian and Metis Friendship Centre



Site Selection and Analysis          ��

Manitoba Public Housing Wahbung Abinoonjiiag
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 Educational opportunities, treatment programs, spiritual ministries, 
employment training, and professional services are all available to 
residents of Lord Selkirk Park.  This area has the services that are desired 
and needed by women in transition, and with affordable housing that 
is also tailored to their needs, this community could become an ideal 
neighbourhood to start anew.
 It is within the ‘Development’ that design explorations will be 
executed for the �� townhouse units located in the upper northwest 
corner.  The site is bordered by Stella Walk and more public housing to 
the south, Charles Walk and an open field associated with either David 
Livingstone School or Turtle Island Recreation Centre to the east, Flora 
Avenue and the Canadian Polish Manor to the north, and Robinson Street 
and the Kekinan Centre (Aboriginal senior housing) and Gretta Brown 
Day Nursery to the west.   The following photographs of the site allow the 
reader to understand the context of the existing conditions of both of 
the landscape and the architecture.  As interviewees in Jim Silver’s (200�) 
study stated, it is the women who are making the effort to learn who their 
neighbours are, and it is the women who are taking leadership in the 
community (��).  This is the neighbourhood that women in transition from 
prison can belong to and find places of connection—for themselves and 
for their children.  
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Site Images
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 Key inspirations that contributed to and informed the design 
came from very diverse sources that inspired patterns, thoughts, and 
configurations.  Influential authors include John Brookes, Grant Reid, 
Christopher Alexander, and Julie Moir Messervy.  Below I will discuss the 
significance of each of their works to the design process as the design 
is revealed for women post-incarceration and in transition with their 
children.   
 Brookes’ (200�) work entitled Room Outside: A New Approach to 
Garden Design, introduces some first steps to initial pattern and form 
development when beginning with a blank canvas (��). I have often had 
difficulty starting a design and looking through countless books for ideas 
and examples starts to become overwhelming.  It is even more difficult 
when there are no set parameters other than the transitional needs of 
women.  Brooke (200�) states that two basic patterns should apply to all 
good designs: “classic simplicity and lack of trimmings or superfluous 
decoration” (��).  He goes on to say that the patterns of existing conditions 
or desired outcomes should be considered prior to researching form, 
materials, etc., and one way to begin these explorations is through collage 
exercises. Chapter four presented the needs of women in transition and 
chapter six introduced the site selected for design explorations, which 
when combined leads to a four-level program (unit level, building level, 
adjoining space level, commons level) that transitions women from their 
private dwelling place to open public space.  Each level moves towards 
a larger community and therefore allows for greater flexibility in design 
expression.  Collaging this four-tiered program allowed me to see a 
visual example of the interrelationships between various spaces and to 
synthesize the program into a visual pattern and composition.  

Design Explorations
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Four-Level Program Collage
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 Initial form begins to be explored when boundaries have been 
established and existing features to be retained are determined.  All of 
the buildings and mature trees on the site will be preserved as will the 
three visual/physical axes that pass through the site. Currently these axes 
are pronounced by the sidewalk paralleling the buildings and extending 
longitudinally from the edge of the site through a passageway in the 
building on the other side.  After determining these conditions, Brookes 
suggests moving towards form development by extending lines out from 
the buildings at key points and placing program elements into the space 
(Brooke 200�, ��).  From this, patterns begin to reveal themselves not only 
from the lines drawn but also from the void spaces created.  
 Prior to exploring Brookes’ suggestion, the programmed spaces in 
the northeast section of the site, from the semi-private exterior unit space 
to the public commons area, were bubble-diagrammed.  Outlining the 
spaces in this way revealed a reoccurring interlocking spatial relationship 
where the overlap defined key areas of transition.  The front door becomes 
a pivotal threshold that connects the private and semi-private spaces—a 
place where a woman can safely and somewhat privately, overlook her 
environment and make decisions on how she will respond.  As defined by 
Messervy (�99�) a “threshold has several figurative meanings…an entrance 
or beginning, the border or limit of a region, and the starting point of any 
undertaking or journey.  Thresholds are places poised in the present, the 
‘nowness’ between past and future” (�0�-�0�).  
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 Following the suggestions from Brookes (200�), form development 
was stimulated by extending the boundaries of each unit into the 
space, followed by the extensions of the doors. Lines oriented along the 
north-south axis were projected through the space to help create edge 
conditions and reiterate a connection back to the earth and to emphasize 
the concept of belonging to a greater whole.	 	 Regular planes were 
explored that followed the vertical extensions and north-south axis, which 
began defining semi-private spaces.  Once the designer picks up on the 
created patterns they can begin to be manipulated and turned on various 
axes to inspire new shapes and ideas (Brookes 200�, ��).  

Form Exploration: Building Extensions and North-South Orientation
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 The idea of shared pathways between units was investigated since 
the form and orientation of the unit spaces have edge-to-edge or face-
to-face contact. Due to the existing architectural conditions, the external 
layout of the patios follows a linear organization with a more centralized 
organization developing in the public spaces.  As one continues to move 
away from the building, the need to respond to its context weakens 
thereby increasing the opportunities for less rigid and regular forms 
(Brookes 200�, ��).  The first design outcome resulted in patterns that 
revealed a curvilinear path and three centralized nodes within the 
adjoining space.  The outer two nodes were smaller in scale therefore 
evoking a more intimate gathering space, whereas the larger centralized 
node was visualized as a place of greater activity.  It is from these ideas 
that a more irregular plane near the centre began to develop.  
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Form Exploration: Pathways, Patios, and Nodes
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 The next stepping stone in the design process sought inspiration 
from Grant Reid’s (200�) book From Concept to Form in Landscape 
Design.  His discussion on form removes all preconceptions and possible 
hindrances designers can put before themselves and encourages 
expression of the most abstract and unrealistic concepts, because from 
these anomalies great designs develop that have meaning and genius loci 
(Reid 200�, �-9).  “Once the designer identifies the philosophical concepts 
appropriate to the site or client, then the challenge is to express those 
concepts in physical form” (Reid 200�, 9).  Reid’s approach is different 
from Brookes in that he suggests the site be overlaid with geometric 
forms (Reid 200�, ��).  Whether designing all in one form or interplaying 
between curvilinear and regular forms, Reid provides examples of how 
different compositions can work together and those which cannot.  For 
example, angles create a dynamic space but a designer must avoid using 
too small of an angle (e.g. < ��º) as it will result in the space becoming too 
difficult to maintain (Reid 200�, 22).  Reid goes on to explore expressions 
in mimicking forms in smaller and larger scales, aligning different forms 
through invisible extensions from one to the other, extending tangents 
from circles, etc. (Reid 200�, 2�, ��). Finally he discusses form development 
derived from nature and how these patterns can be reproduced 
either abstractly or literally.  These principles were always kept in mind 
throughout the design, which helped to maintain functionality of the 
spaces as well as connections between different patterns.   
 Inspiration for the desired organic forms within the adjoining space 
program was received from discussions with a First-Nation elder.  She 
mentioned the importance of healing of the mind, body and spirit, which 
although no longer the main focus of this research, is still very relevant as it 
has been a primary goal since the outset of this practicum (Laramee 2009).  
Further discussion revealed that water is often associated with emotions, 
which became the springboard for an associative symbology between the 
needs of women in transition and healing.  The body is associated with 
women’s basic human needs, the mind with relational development, and 
emotions with personal discovery.  
 Dendretic ice patterns, a form of water, were explored as a symbolic 
expression of a woman’s emotional state when first out of prison—as a 
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Form Exploration: Dendretic Ice Patterns

less-controlled wellspring of emotions that erupts from the centre and 
flashes out to the surrounding environment.  This water pattern was 
overlaid onto the two outer nodes sketched out earlier in the design 
process and contemplation as to their significance and connections to the 
site were considered, but no further inspiration was revealed.  However, 
these three expressions of mind=relationships, body=basic needs, and 
emotions=personal discovery, were expressed in an eidetic image that 
helped clarify the process of healing that a woman in transition can 
potentially experience.  Beginning with the newly freed woman, with her 
main focus on sustaining herself and re-creating her identity, the image 
transitions to a more empowered, controlled, confident woman with a 
network of relationships around her and a greater sense of self-worth.     
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Eidetic: Woman in Transition
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Ideagrams
expressions of program spaces

 The final experiment worth mentioning in the design process 
was the creation of ideagrams.  This allowed for the quick expression 
of fluctuating base planes, which began to incorporate the vertical 
dimension into the design.  This preliminary design endeavor was an initial 
exploration of various configurations with some being discarded and 
others carried forward and re-organized to more suitably meet the needs 
of women.  
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 The finalized program sought a transition from a structured 
and geometric spatial organization at the unit level to an unstructured, 
dynamic, irregular form at the commons level. Many of the spaces are pre-
defined by the parallel or U-shaped planes created by the buildings, which 
reinforces the axial orientation towards the open ends of the configuration 
with fluctuating focuses from inward to outward.  The transition between 
program spaces are key thresholds in the design as one moves from 
the unit space to the adjoining space, and the adjoining space to the 
commons space.  Essential to the final design was Christopher Alexander’s 
(2002a) fifteen principles that define life and wholeness (���).  These 
fifteen principles found in all living things include: scale, strong centers, 
boundaries, alternating repetition, positive space, good shape, local 
symmetries, deep interlocking ambiguity, contrast, gradients, roughness, 
echoes, voids, simplicity and inner calm, and not-separateness (Alexander 
2002a, ���-2��).  All of these have played a significant role in the design 
with the principle of positive space being of greatest influence as every 
mark on the paper was considered not only to the form it was making but 
to the surrounding space it was creating.  It is easy to place elements in the 
landscape but when considering how each curve and geometric shape 
impacts the spaces around it, designing becomes much more difficult 
while at the same time more rewarding as the design moves towards a 
collective wholeness.  
 Throughout the design process the continual thought with each 
form was “does this element have a strong centre?  A gravitating force?”  If 
the answer to this question was ‘yes’ then I was able to move forward and 
explore and test some of the other parameters of wholeness. 

Final Design
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Unit Program

- landscape 3-6 month 
cycle
- play for children 0-3 
years
- herb garden (basic 
needs)
- situation: mother inside, 
child(ren) outside -- need 
safe, secure, visible play 
space outdoors
- intimate
- sense of ownership
- semi-private
- defined edges
- minimum space of 3m²
    - accommodate for   
    BBQ, chairs, storage, etc.
- some units accessible

Building Program

- play for children 3-6 
years
- identity
- visual or physical 
connection between 
front and back units
- semi-private
- units per building = 6-9

Adjoining Space Program

- landscape 6 month 
cycle
- play for children 6-8 
years
- places for 
rest/rejuvination
- water element
- shaded spaces
- transitional/permeable 
space 
- public
- communal/collective
- sensory landscape 
components
- begins to address 
personal/internal needs 
and relationships at a 
friendship level

Commons Program

- landscape 1 year cycle
- play for children of all 
ages
- community 
garden/orchard (basic 
needs)
- public
- feel safe and secure
- connections to broader 
community (visual, 
physical)
- active space
- shaded spaces
- water element
- practical space
- places for 
rest/rejuvination
- places for relationships 
at a professional level
- general social 
interaction
- defined entrances/exits 
into site
- street parking
- waste and recycle 
removal
-fluid/organic/elastic/
unstructured space

Design Program
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 Good shapes have many centers and are generally composed 
of simple forms (Alexander 2002a, ��9).  Alexander introduces some 
properties of good shapes which include: multiple symmetries, a strong 
dominant centre, positive surrounding space external to the shape, 
different in form from the surrounding space, enclosed, and compacted 
(Alexander 2002a, ���).  Alongside good shapes are local symmetries and 
it is the presence of symmetry that creates order and consistent patterns 
(Alexander 2002b, ���; Alexander 2002a, ���). Throughout the design, 
elements were regularly mirrored to define the alternating edge of a 
form reinforcing the symmetrical composition and good shape.  Other 
significant principles discussed by Alexander will be introduced as the 
explanation of the program and design unfolds.  
 The unit program, extending from the front door to the edge of 
the proposed patio, seeks to offer a landscape functioning on a �-� month 
cycle implying a year-round landscape where something new stimulates 
the senses at least once every three months.  In winter this includes many 
visual interests such as the dark bark of the Canada plum trees found 
in the adjoining space program, the snow covered undulating granite 
rock channels located between each unit, and the winter features of the 
solitary shrub planting (either: Kelsey Dogwood, Turkestan Burning Bush, 
or Bog Rosemary) located at the end of each rock channel.  All of the 
vegetation from the unit to the adjoining space was chosen for its four 
season properties so that when enjoyed from inside or outside the home 
there are textures, smells, blooms, and visual appreciations to witness all 
year long.  This short term period was selected because the first � months 
after release from a correctional institution is the most critical and fragile 
time when a woman is re-establishing herself, making new life choices 
and decisions, and working to avoid the pitfalls of her previous lifestyle 
(O’Brien 200�, 2�).  
 The unit space, particularly the patio area, has been designed 
large enough to promote play near the home for children 0-� years, but 
the landscape can also provide for this age group as children at this 
developmental stage are intrigued with touch, sight, and sound (Rojals 
del Alamo 200�, 2��).  The patios are designed with a large rectangular 
stamped pattern of light coloured concrete and have a ��0mm elevated 
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base plane with a built-in accessible ramp extending down to the pathway.  
They function as terraces serving both an architectural purpose as 
extensions of the building and individual units, and a landscape purpose 
as an element in the external environment (Messervy �99�, �0�).  
 Alexander’s (2002a) principle of alternating repetition where 
centers of different forms complement each other and where “ultimately, 
all order and all form come from repetition” (Alexander 2002b, �2�), 
was most purposefully executed in the repetitive pattern of the patios 
(Alexander 2002a, ���).  Twisting the extension lines off the buildings to 
align with the cardinal directions and central spaces in the site was the 
crux for the patio designs.  The patios provide a sense of ownership for 
the family in the external environment; a place where they can entertain, 
play, relax, and use as they wish. Lateral separation between the units has 
been created with black metal trellises of various lengths, beginning at 
the building at a height of ��00mm, with a second trellis at a right angle 
to the first at a height of 900mm.  These forms are designed with both 
vertical and horizontal elements within them so as to encourage older 
children to climb and play on the structure while also functioning as a 
plant trellis if that is the greater desire of the resident.  Bringing the garden 
closer to home, boxes outside the kitchen window have been provided as 
easy access herb gardens but could also be planted with fragrant flowers.  
The textures and colours of herbs and flowers would be a pleasant sight 
foregrounding the composition revealed through the window from inside 
the home and would offer enjoyable smells to savour all summer long.   

Channel Detail

second trellis

first trellis

awning post

granite rocks

solitary shrub

0        0.2�      0.�                 �m
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 The shared pathways between the units were carried through 
from the initial exploration but now begin at the end of the patios so as 
not to infringe upon each unit’s semi-private area. These pathways extend 
from the patios and have a more organic form and undefined edge 
beginning the destructuralization process towards the irregular forms 
in the adjoining and commons spaces.  The purpose of the pathways is 
to encourage interaction among neighbours, as many women who have 
been incarcerated have issues relating to trust and would prefer isolation; 
but it is only within a community that accountability is established and 
the potential to re-offend diminished as neighbours get to know, care, and 
look out for each other. 
     The intent of the building program is to create a unique identity 
for each of the seven buildings and to deinstitutionalize their visual 
presentation.  This was accomplished through complementing the red 
brick veneer with new coloured front doors in either dark grey, saddle 
brown, or maroon, which would subtly blend into the existing architecture 
while at the same time identifying a particular building.  The ideal would 
be to have front doors with glazed openings, which would improve the 
community atmosphere by stimulating the appearance of receptivity 
and possibly contact.  The addition of a bow-tie awning with the fascia 
corresponding to the front door colours would also offer another 
identifiable feature for each building.  The awning would extend out a 
minimum of �200mm at the centre and a maximum of 2000mm at the 
ends thereby providing an exterior threshold for each unit and protection 
from the elements.  The bowtie form accompanies the linear architectural 
confines of the building while at the same time adding a dynamic pull 
and sharp angular shadows.  All of the supports for the awning, except the 
end posts, will be tied in with the trellises in the rock channel, blending in 
with surrounding design components.  The combined appearance of the 
trellises with the vertical supports for the awning, amalgamating into one 
interrelated form, is an example of Alexander’s principle of deep interlock 
and ambiguity, which, like the other fourteen principles, begins to move 
the design towards wholeness of form and space (Alexander 2002a, �9�).  
 The building program will also offer play for children �-� years 
where group interactions begin to occur and where play takes the form 
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of engagement with everyday objects, such as chairs, benches, and tables 
(Rojals del Alamo 200�, 2��).  Play here overlaps with the design of the 
unit space as the trellises and rock channels, as previously mentioned, 
will be useable for play, while at the same time functioning as stormwater 
drainage outlets for the downspouts and roof.  
 The adjoining space program, fully developed in the larger spaces 
between the northeast buildings, but also explored along the outside 
east and southwest perimeters, has a landscape cycle of � months as 
women who have become comfortable in their private and semi-private 
unit spaces begin to transition out into the community of neighbours.  
At this program level, the vegetation is mostly small to large scale trees 
that have more than one season of interest and the spaces for sitting and 
playing are more defined and fixed.  Along the southwest and east edges 
of the double-entrance units, a ��0mm curvilinear grass terrace extends 
approximately ��00mm off each building with clusters of Kelsey Dogwood, 
Turkestan Burning Bush, and Bog Rosemary planted at the farthest 
extension of the terrace with Green Ash and existing Elm composing 
the backdrop.  This space would be a cool and refreshing place in the 
summer with the trees providing an abundance of shade and dapple light 
patterns on the ground.  The height of the terrace is the same as the patios 
on the other side and is intended to create a subtle separation between 
this housing complex and the open public spaces beyond, signifying 
that the use of this space is intended for residents only.  Water drainage 
from the roof on this side of the buildings has been considered as rock 
lined channels will discharge the water into the planting beds while also 
serving again as a visual division between the units; however, here there is 
a level of freedom to move laterally across and along the terrace as vertical 
separations do not exist. 
 Encompassing the shrubs are one or two �00mm depressed 
sandboxes designed to accommodate play for children �-� years as 
movement and action in play begin to be more developed (Rojals del 
Alamo 200�, 2��).  Since play is included within the adjoining space 
program, which should be accessible to all residents, design features 
such as the sandboxes were incorporated in the back of these units as 
spatial constraints prevented their inclusion in the front.  By doing this an 
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increased level of security is perceived along the perimeter of the housing 
complex as the mothers are either inside looking out their living room 
window, or outside, watching their children play.  Having “eyes on the 
street” provides surveillance of the lane and path, thereby decreasing the 
likelihood of inappropriate behaviour from occurring.  It is also important 
to note that although interactive features are proposed along the backside 
of these units, the entrances are not readily accessible from the outside as 
no path extends to the door.  A concrete threshold that mimics the form 
of the awning is the only available hardscape and is only wide enough to 
accommodate a few chairs for each unit.  This will in turn encourage the 
use of the front landscape and patio for more comfortable and longer 
visits and engagements with the larger housing community.    

Adjoining space program
along the southwest 
buildings.
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  Between the northeast buildings, Canada plum trees offer a 
vertical element to offset the horizontal design features of the patios and 
gathering spaces, while providing shade to those enjoying the grassed 
space nearby.  Here again depressed sandboxes are introduced with the 
addition of ramped, spiral, climbable elements.  Opportunities for relational 
development, relaxation, and professional interaction, can occur in the 
open-space adjacent to the main path where a ground-level, curvilinear 
reflection pool offers a point of interest and a sense of refreshment.  
Curvilinear seating is also provided and has been designed to flow off 
and continue or mirror the lines of the paths.  The grass throughout these 
spaces is an important design element as incarcerated women have shared 
that they really miss seeing, lying on, and touching a lawn (Elizabeth Fry 
Society 2009).  It is important in a landscape such as this to include as 
much green space as possible, while still maintaining functionality of all 
other areas, as the women transitioning into these homes are coming 
from a place that is comprised of cold hardscapes where little of the 
natural environment is available to them.  This transitional housing 
complex should be in huge contrast to where they were before, offering 
‘soft’ environments that beckon one to mingle with the landscape at their 
leisure and at any time of day.
 This adjoining space program is intended to be a transitional, 
permeable, public, communal space where those living within this smaller 
community can move freely throughout.  Exciting sensory delights are 
available from the unit to the communal space as the shrubs provide year-
round visual interest with flowers, fall colour, winter stems, and fruit, the 
Canada Plums with fragrant spring flowers and edible fruit, and the water, 
sand, and rocks a tactile experience.  Alongside the good shape, positive 
space, and local symmetries that underlie the design decisions in this 
space, wholeness is created as Alexander’s (2002a) deep interlock and 
ambiguity can most clearly be seen in the interpenetration of the bench, 
sandbox, and pathway forms—where lines that define the depressed base 
plane in one element are the same lines that continue to flow through the 
elevated base plane in the other.  
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Unit and adjoining space program between two northeast buildings.



�0�          Design

 Surrounding many of the interior units of the housing complex 
is a forest-like condition that is offset from the community commons 
area functioning as a transitional space between the units and the 
public region.  The trees not only provide an abundance of shade for the 
communal area, but an intimate experience for one moving along the 
pathways below them as the trees of various heights and qualities bring 
interest to the observer and contrast to the nearby landscape.  The trees 
also fragment the strong verticality of the buildings by softening the 
transition from the architecture to the landscape.  Scale, one of Alexander’s 
(2002a) fifteen principles, when altered, should occur by a gradual process 
(���).  Much of the design is created in a comfortable scale proportionate 
to human interactions in the space.  The plant material was selected 
primarily for its characteristics of scale, colour, form and compatibility with 
the site, with native varieties being a secondary desire but not mandatory.  
That being said, having species that are common to the area not only 
draws one closer to a greater whole, but can evoke a variety of memories 
for people who have grown up on the prairies.  
 The vegetative palette chosen includes Showy Mountain Ash, 
Canada Plum, Pin Cherry, Dropmore Linden, and Bigtooth Aspen ‘Sabre’.  
The Showy Mountain Ash has white flowers in the spring, red berries in 
the winter, and beautiful orange/red foliage in the fall; the Pin Cherry has 
dark rich bark, white flowers in spring, and edible fruit in the summer; the 
Bigtooth Aspen ‘Sabre’ has a very open canopy with feathery leaves that 
flutter in the wind providing a pleasant white noise, and the Canada Plum 
as previously mentioned, has fragrant white flowers in the spring, edible 
fruit, and attractive black bark.  Besides the Showy Mountain Ash, all other 
tree species have a yellow hue for fall foliage, which would stimulate 
feelings of warmth and delight as the landscape would glow and radiate.  
The Dropmore Lindens function as gateways marking new pathways, 
plaza entrances, or changes in space and program (e.g. movement from 
commons space into adjoining spaces).  This species’ was selected because 
of its low, dense, dark green canopy, which not only becomes a dominant 
icon in the landscape but also enhances the tunnel experience, by its 
attributes and allée layout, as one passes through the buildings along one 
of the three walks (i.e. Stella Walk and Charles Walk). 
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Plant Selections
Common Name 
Trees 

Botanical Name Reason for Selection 

Green Ash Fraxinus pennsylvanica Excellent native street tree, golden fall 
foliage 

Showy Mountain Ash Sorbus decora 3 seasons – spring: white flowers, fall/winter: 
red berries, fall: orange/red foliage  

Canada Plum Prunus nigra 4 seasons – spring: fragrant white flowers, 
fall: yellow foliage, winter: attractive black 
bark, summer: edible red fruit 

Dropmore Linden Tilia x flavescens 'Dropmore' Native hybrid, dense canopy, dark green 
foliage, fall: yellow foliage 

Pin Cherry Prunus pennsylvanica Native, red-brown bark, dark red edible 
cherries, spring: white flowers 

Bigtooth Aspen ‘Sabre’ Populus grandindentata 
'Sabre' 

Open canopy, seedless native selection, 
winter: smooth grey/green bark, fall: yellow 
foliage, leaves flutter in wind 

Shrubs   
Kelsey Dogwood Cornus sericea 'Kelseyi' 4 seasons, spring: white flowers, summer: 

white berries, fall: brick red foliage, winter: 
purple stems, ideal conditions: moist-wet 
soil 

Turkestan Burning 
Bush 

Euonymus nanus 
'Turkestanicus' 

4 seasons as semi-evergreen, fall: brick fed 
foliage and orange/red seeds 

Bog Rosemary Andromeda polifolia 4 seasons as evergreen, bluish needles, 
spring: pink flowers 

Grass   
Blue Heaven Bluestem Schizachyrium scoparium 

'Blue Heaven'  
4 seasons, fall: orange foliage, fall/winter: 
brick red stems and red seed heads, spring: 
blue/green grassy leaves, summer: light 
green flowers extending above leaves 

Vine   
Englemann Ivy Parthenocissus quinquefolia 

'var. englemannii'  
Small black berries attract birds, dark green 
foliage, spring: brick red foliage, fall: 
red/purple foliage 
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 Finally, the commons space offers a place for large group social 
interactions for all women and children in the complex.  It will have a 
landscape of a one-year cycle as the smooth, white concrete retaining 
walls of the community gardens, laid out in curvilinear rows with 
undulating heights of �00mm, �00mm, and �00mm and various widths, 
with plot areas ranging from �.�m² to �.�m², reveal themselves in spring 
providing unity and harmony with interest in the landscape (Reid 200�, 
��).  One bench is accessible for each row within the pattern of the garden 
beds to offer seating in the space, but gardeners can also perch along the 
one side of their garden plot.  Two edges of the gardens, parallel to the 
pathways, have been designated for perennial/annual plantings that any 
resident can contribute to.  This addition will create a gentle speckle of 
colour that will attract people into this common area.  
 At the centre of the commons is an irregular shaped pergola and 
an open paved outdoor space that offers resources for residents, such as 
picnic tables, barbecues, and tables to prepare and sort food.  This space 
responds to the concerns raised by Karl Linn (200�) in chapter five: the 
need for supportive spaces for social interaction within the vicinity of 
community gardens.  By providing areas to compile, cut and prepare food 
from the garden or from home, and by providing communal barbecues 
and picnic tables, the length of time spent in this space drastically 
increases thereby improving opportunities to engage with neighbours.
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Community gardens and food preparation space under the pergola, within the commons program. 
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 Play for both children and adults can be enjoyed in this commons 
space with grass mounds ranging from ��0mm to �200mm in height, 
providing forms to run around, climb on, or relax upon.  The three mounds 
in the south corner create an urban beach experience where a black 
rubber surface that exists between the mounds has a thin layer of water 
that is continually moving.  Within this beach setting is a �00mm elevated 
pad embedded with motion sensor jets that sends water into the air 
unknown to the person moving over the surface.  This urban beach is a 
delight for adults and children alike as the water refreshes and offers play, 
the mounds provide elevated seating and observation, and the trees 
provide shade.  
 The entire commons area is the public centre of the transitional 
housing complex and due to its enclosed condition, defined by the 
placement of the buildings, has a high perception of safety as residents 
whether inside or outside their dwelling will always be watching and 
aware of their surroundings.  As a highly active public space, it is conducive 
for interactions of a less intimate nature, a space that offers less privacy but 
increased visibility.

Urban beach and grass 
mounds within the 

commons program.
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 Transitions, connections, and movement into Lord Selkirk Park 
have been considered as women begin to move through each level 
of community from the unit to the commons space and the larger 
community beyond.  A greater volume of people will most likely move 
along the north and northeast paths as these direct one towards Selkirk 
Avenue and Main Street where most of the commercial services can be 
found.  The entire site is accessible by foot only with vehicular parking 
available on the street.  The primary reason for this decision was that 
currently as existing public housing less than �2 stalls in this complex 
are rented out, and it can be assumed that women exiting prison would 
have fewer resources and financial ability to own a car than those living 
there now (Lord Selkirk Park Leasing Office 2009).  Also, this decision is a 
direct response to the data contained within the site analysis as most 
people in the area either walk or use public transit to go to and from their 
destinations.  
 The meandering form of the pathway system was desired as a 
representation of the organic patterns and destructuralization that I 
wanted to occur at the farthest extensions from the buildings.  Inspiration 
for this form stemmed from research into animal symbolism, which led 
to studies about the behaviours and patterns made in the landscape.  Of 
great interest was the ant with characteristics that include: a collective 
group identity, teamwork, self-discipline, virtue, work, diligence, stamina, 
and strength, all of which parallel the goal and objectives set forth in this 
practicum (Decker and Komando n.d.).  As connections and associations 
were made between the ant and the women in this study, I started to see 
new patterns and directions to create the channels of movement, with 
an image forming in my mind where the pathway system represents the 
ant trails and the journey of life, and the commons space with its high 
activity and diversity mimicking the atmosphere of the ant nest.  The life 
of an ant expresses the same transition that a woman who moves into this 
transitional housing development might experience as she begins to find 
her way and eventually become involved in society and other peoples 
lives.  “Beginning life solitary, as in the case of the maternal founder of an 
ant’s nest, the individual becomes a family, and the family a community, 
and this may develop into a vast commonwealth containing many 
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thousands or even millions of individuals” (antcolonies.net n.d.).    
 Responding to the developed form of the pathway and the 
destructuralization, the edge condition has become fragmented and 
undefined with the interlocking pavers of the path weaving into the grass 
and vice versa.  This technique breaks up the sharp contrast in material, 
texture, and colour between the softscape of the grass to the hardscape of 
the pavers.  By having an interdependent edge each landscape element is 
reliant on the other to create a sense of stability and greater wholeness.
 Different journeys occur as one moves through the landscape 
designed for women in transition.  The point of departure will often be the 
front door with destinations within the landscape most commonly being 
areas of play for children (e.g. sandboxes), areas of meeting for adults (e.g. 
near reflection pools), or areas for the whole family near the community 
gardens and urban beach (Messervy �99�, ���).  
 To use Messervy’s definitions, the narrow, short paths coming 
off the units and often shared with neighbours, can be labeled as ‘trails’ 
for the “solitary walker” as they are the smallest paths in the complex 
and used by a selected few (Messervy �99�, ���).   ‘Walks’ are the paths 
winding through the adjoining spaces and into the commons space, as 
they are larger in width and receive a higher volume of traffic.  Finally, the 
‘promenade’ is the path extending from the main plaza entrance and is the 
widest path in the complex, therefore implying high usage, as it is the key 
access point into both the site and commons space.

Paving pattern and edge condition 
with in-ground paving lights.
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 Terminating the paths at the edge of the site are four plazas that 
function as gateways connecting the housing complex to the rest of 
the city with the edges of the plaza becoming thresholds that denote a 
transitional point in the space (Messervy �99�, �0�).  The main entrance 
offers a drop-off and loading zone for three to four vehicles and connects 
to a large open plaza that is defined by upward-sloping concrete walls 
designed to gravitate the pedestrian into the site and towards the 
elevated planter.  This planter is filled with Blue Heaven Bluestem, a four-
season grass chosen for its orange foliage in the fall, red stems and seeds 
in the winter, blue/green leaves in the spring, and light green flowers in 
the summer.  At the edge of the plaza, the path splits with the smaller 
path leading towards the units to the northeast as the larger path, the 
‘promenade’, directs pedestrians to the commons area.  Along one edge 
of the planter, parallel to the dominant path, a long seat wall foregrounds 
the Blue Heaven Bluestem making this a delightful place to sit and wait, 
relax, or visit.  Overall this simple yet elegant entrance is welcoming and 
yet distinctly marks the perimeter of this community from the greater 
neighbourhood.    
 The other three plazas, found along the edges of the site, also 
offer drop-off areas but can accommodate only two or three vehicles at 
any given time.  Here the gateway walls slope downwards towards the 
interior space and have a fence along the top to increase and intensify the 
threshold experience.  Within all four plazas overlapping stepped concrete 
benches cantilever from the walls at three different heights and widths 
thereby providing a host of seating opportunities.  Each plaza, except for 
the main entrance, has a unique focal point within it such as the three 
large granite rocks in the center of the northeast plaza, the three Kelsey 
Dogwoods in the northwest plaza, and the three small grass mounds in 
the southwest plaza.  A grouping of three was chosen as this number 
often denotes unity, completeness, and balance, which strengthens the 
forms and design decisions made throughout the interior space of the site.  
The choice of the focal elements were based on the desire to reiterate key 
features found within the site that were very different from one another 
and that could be appreciated at the street level all year long.          
 An important technical consideration that was recognized while 

Main plaza.

Northeast plaza.

Northwest plaza.

Southwest plaza.
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moving through the design process was the everyday need for waste 
removal and recycling facilities.  The site as it currently exists has a parking 
lot in the middle with the waste bins located at the end.  However, this 
whole area has been completely re-designed, thereby requiring the 
relocation of these facilities.  Although not shown on the final plan, the 
relocation of these services has been suggested along the back lane in the 
southwest section of the site, and along the outside path to the northeast.  
This felt like the best location as both the path and the lane are wide 
enough to accommodate the garbage and recycling trucks.  In addition, 
it is in a convenient place for easy access by all residents, yet is far enough 
removed not to be a visual discouragement or an unpleasant scent when 
one is enjoying the space outside their home.           

Main entrance plaza 
with the elevated 

planter in the 
background and the 

creeping ivy along 
the façades.  
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Northeast plaza and adjoining space program.
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    The landscape design of these �� townhouse units is intended to 
evoke the feelings of an enclosed garden, which has been accomplished 
by surrounding the buildings with an allée of trees.  Along the north and 
south perimeter of the site an allée of Green Ash have been planted, 
with the east and the west perimeter forming either a parallel (west) or 
staggered (east) allée with the existing elm trees.  The sense of enclosure 
is strengthened with Englemann Ivy planted at the base of four buildings 
along their shorter walls, with ivy climbing up the two inner walls oriented 
towards the Blue Heaven Bluestem planter, along the inner wall of the 
center building oriented towards the community garden, and along the 
narrow wall of the six unit building near the three-mounds plaza.  The 
ivy will bring these facades to life and will conceal the solid, windowless 
brick texture that lies beneath.  The ivy will complement the buildings as it 
ignites into a bright red brick colour in spring, with red and purple stems 
in fall and winter, and attractive black berries that will draw birds to the 
area.             
 This perception of an enclosed garden frameworks research 
relating to defensible spaces as put forward by Dennis Dingemans, 
Susanne Garfield, and Tonya Olson (�9��).  Oscar Newman (�9��) was one 
of the first researchers to look at crime prevention through urban design 
and it is his ideas relating to territoriality and surveillance that Dingemans, 
Garfield, and Olson refer to in their explorations (2).  Territoriality can be 
defined as the semi-private area surrounding a residence that the owner 
accepts complete responsibility for (Dingemans, Garfield, Olson �9��, 
2).  Within this multi-level program for transitional women, territoriality 
is encouraged beyond the confines of the private patio and into the 
transitional spaces between programs.  The most public space is along the 
street but “once inside the main entrances, the walkways and greenbelts of 
the development’s open spaces [are] readily distinguished as ‘semi-public’ 
space…” (Dingemans, Garfield, Olson �9��, 2).  
 Territoriality is divided into three levels that perfectly parallel 
the program set out in the design.  The first level of territoriality is the 
broadest, which would coincide with the commons program, and is 
defined by clear distinctions between the housing development and the 
surrounding neighbourhood.  An example of this is the heavy planting 
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of Green Ash around the perimeter and the change in paving material 
at the sidewalk edge.  “The second level of territoriality is the subdivision 
of the [development] into smaller clusters with shared space and 
responsibilities”, which is very similar to the intent of the adjoining space 
program (Dingemans, Garfield, Olson �9��, ��).  Finally, the building and 
unit programs are combined within the third level of territoriality, which 
is the space surrounding each building as well as the semi-private space 
directly outside each unit.  Territoriality at this level is intimate in nature 
making the assigned personal space sacred and well protected.        
 Territoriality directly influences surveillance as the latter relates to 
the ‘eyes on the street’ and residents’ concern and awareness of what is 
going on around them.  Good surveillance is when people in the exterior 
environment have a high perception of safety due to their knowledge that 
others are advertently aware of their presence, but at the same time are 
unable to identify the people surveying them as a level of privacy exists to 
prevent this return surveillance that often infringes upon personal privacy 
(Dingemans, Garfield, Olson �9��, �). Having this awareness while in the 
external environment brings comfort and security which in turn increases 
the usage of these landscape spaces.  Surveillance on the site is already 
greatly enhanced due to the configuration of the buildings and the 
existence of windows.  However, the placement of some windows may not 
be conducive to good surveillance; therefore, additional measures have 
been taken to accommodate for this potential discomfort.  For example, 
in the central commons space the buildings are oriented inwards with a 
close proximity between the highly public space and the internal dwelling 
space.  In response to this, the densely planted band of trees creates not 
only a transition but a buffer between these two polarized areas.  There 
is an improved sense of community when women have ownership of the 
site and participate in surveillance.
 Like territoriality, surveillance also has three aspects to it that 
improve its effectiveness.  First, all main entrances and movement 
through the site should be visible from vantage points from within the 
home (Dingemans, Garfield, Olson �9��, ��).  Second, and as previously 
mentioned, public spaces should have visual surveillance by residents, and 
third, neighbours should be able to survey the front door and semi-private 
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area of other neighbours.  All of these have been effectively accomplished 
in the design of Lord Selkirk Park, with for example, play structures for 
younger children being designed near residences so that they too can be 
watched by parents inside and/or neighbours nearby.  Although many of 
the current residents regularly have their curtains and blinds drawn, this 
most likely could be the result of an unappealing landscape and the high 
level of concern for safety that radiates throughout the neighbourhood.  
The landscape for transitional women will stimulate the desire to keep 
the curtains open, and the community that will develop as a result of the 
landscape interventions will make one inclined to participate in the lives 
of their neighbours.
 Safety and security in a space does not only require proper 
surveillance and a sense of territoriality, but effective lighting as well—
especially at night when the number of people surveying and using 
the space lessens.  Proper lighting allows for visibility at night for 
people moving through the various spaces and for people observing 
the landscape from within their homes.  A subtle warm white light is 
suggested throughout the housing complex to be carried through from 
the plaza entrances to the front doors of each unit.  Each house will have 
a solitary light above the front door that will allow for visual recognition 
of nighttime visitors.  Lighting will also be incorporated into the rock 
channels as a delicate interest in the night landscape, as a reinforcement 
of perimeters between units and semi-private spaces, and as a safety 
precaution due to the exposure of the channel and the uneven surface.  
Finally, in-ground up-lighting will be throughout the pedestrian tunnels 
as well as along the pathways throughout the housing complex.  It is 
important to keep in mind that over lighting a landscape can be just as 
detrimental as too little light as our eyes adjust to ‘daylight’ conditions 
therefore making it difficult to see into the dark areas beyond.
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As the sun sets, the lighting within the rock channels and above the front doors come on.



Design          �2�

Pedestrian tunnel through the building with in-ground up-lighting illuminating the walls. 
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 As transitional housing, it has been proposed that residency here 
would not exceed five years.  Reasons for this begin with the fact that 
it can take up to a year for a mother to re-unite with children that have 
been removed from her care by Child and Family Services prior to her 
incarceration.  Regaining custody often involves completing programs and 
establishing a proper home; the latter being established through the site 
selection and reprogramming and the former through existing external 
resources in the neighbourhood, which were outlined in chapter six.  
The second year is a time when the mother-child relationship can be re-
established and a full-year cycle can be experienced.  The remaining three 
years is to allow the family to settle into a routine and build a foundation 
within the broader community to allow them to move beyond the 
designated transitional housing complex and into, for example, Manitoba 
public housing or a private residence.  These guidelines help create 
vacancies for other women exiting prison, thereby providing opportunities 
for recently released women to connect within a “web of social relations” 
(O’Brien 200�, ��), where the principle of “we these people helping we 
these people” (O’Brien 200�, ���) can occur, as stated by Bernie, a former 
inmate.  
 In its current condition Lord Selkirk Park radiates lifelessness, 
but through a design with an “order [that] is profoundly functional and 
profoundly ornamental” (Alexander 2002a, 22), wholeness is revealed and 
with it comes life (Alexander 2002a, ��).  Flowing through the design are 
Alexander’s principles of contrast, gradient, and echo (e.g. angles) that 
occur in many instances such as through the change of height and base 
plane levels (e.g. mounds and plaza walls), the introduction of various 
textures (e.g. rock channels) and the regular shifts in program intentions 
(Alexander 2002a, 200, 20�, 2��).  However, simplicity and inner calm along 
with not-separateness (ie. connectedness) are the two principles that 
encapsulate the design as a collective package and determine if it gives 
life, creates meaning, and moves towards wholeness.  
 Throughout my years in design school, simplicity has been one 
of my weaknesses as I tend to over design the environment.  Despite the 
level of detail found in this program, the final design has a connected 
simplicity that resonates throughout the space and it is in this space that 
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women and children can learn and grow together, building memories that 
will last a lifetime.   
 In The Inward Garden (�99�), Julie Moir Messervy discusses the 
importance of gardens in the formation of memories and how these 
memories are constantly relived throughout our life (2�).  She introduces 
seven archetypal places that many of us have experienced since early 
childhood, and by understanding that these places exist throughout our 
everyday landscapes we gain a better understanding as to why and how 
we react to different spaces.  The seven archetypal places include: the sea, 
the cave, the harbor, the promontory, the island, the mountain, and the sky 
(Messervy �99�, 2�).  These archetypes most often occur in this sequential 
order and correspond to our different stages of life (Messervy �99�, 2�).  
 The experience found in each of these spatial configurations are the 
sense of immersion (sea), complete enclosure and the sense of protection 
(cave), sense of enlivenment and excitement (promontory), special private 
places (island and mountain), and a sense of complete openness and 
freedom (sky) (Messervy �99�, 2�, ��).  The harbor is the most prominent 
archetype found in the design and is defined as an “enclosure with a view” 
(Messervy �99�, 2�) where spaces are encircled in one way or another 
whether from above via a roof, awning, or vegetative cover, or from the 
sides as in the sandboxes, mounds, community gardens, and seatwalls.  
From these vantage points there are still clear lines of sight into the 
surrounding landscape, so even with an increased perceived safety within 
the harbor, one can still see and be seen.  All of these archetypes can be 
found throughout the site, which creates countless opportunities to be 
shared or enjoyed alone for both the women and their children.  
 This landscape for transitional women is a refuge where one can 
retreat from the concerns of the day, to rejuvenate and seek healing.  
Refuge and healing are aided by the mood created by the textures, 
colours, smells, sounds, and forms in the landscape that evoke “sensory 
memories” (Messervy �99�, ��).  For example, the forest provides a deeply 
shaded experience, one that is cool and refreshing in the warm summer 
months, whereas the areas of open grass and full sun are sources of 
warmth in winter.  The dominant architectural and patio colours of orange, 
brown, and red induce warmth, cheerfulness, and stimulation, with green 
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and blue in the landscape producing a cooling effect and a calming 
and peaceful atmosphere (Messervy �99�, ��).  This dichotomy created 
between the architecture and the landscape sets wide parameters for a 
vast array of experiences so that no matter what is happening to you or to 
those around you, there is always a place to go that is suited to your needs 
at any given moment.  
 The outcome of this intervention is intended to give a renewed 
sense of identity and hope as a community of women with similar needs 
is developed.  The variety of research has been inspirational to the design 
of a landscape for women post-incarceration and their children as it is 
not only the research into the lives of women that gives purpose to the 
design but the meaning behind the forms and design elements as well.  
Women out of prison are vulnerable, therefore the landscape must meet 
them where they are by offering them an enclosed garden to live within, 
a community of other women to find safety and refuge with, and a private 
space that they develop and call their own.  This is one occasion where the 
landscape does not sit idle waiting to be used but where the landscape 
is gently forced on the community by being all encompassing and 
involved in every movement a women or child makes.  This landscape for 
transitional women not only meets physical and social needs, but provides 
the opportunity for women to seek healing of their minds, bodies, and 
emotions, which can be summed up by Patricia O’Brien (200�) when she 
states that “it is in this interaction between the self and the environment 
that the transition is situated” (�2�).
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 The design of Lord Selkirk Park reveals a duality between simplicity 
and diversity where “simplicity is the result of reducing or eliminating 
nonessentials.  It is an economy of line, form, texture, and color.  Therefore, 
it is a basic form of order helping to bring clarity and purpose to a 
design” (Reid 200�, �9).  Diversity on the other hand is the opposite in 
that “taken to the extreme, it can result in chaos unless restrained by a 
powerful unifying theme” (Reid 200�, �9).  The theme rooting the design 
is wholeness with the pursuit of healing and the re-creation of healthy 
and sustainable lifestyles of former inmates and their children, which 
can occur by establishing a supportive context prior to their arrival.  This 
theme is reflected in the layout of the landscape, the movement of people 
through the space, the orientation and form of the design elements, and 
the organization of the program.  Constructive deconstruction of the 
landscape transitioning from the home to the larger community was 
achieved by placing stepping stones along my path that allowed me to 
make one decision at a time—reflect—then move forward.  Like women in 
transition from prison, we all need to take small steps sometimes in order 
to reach our goals that at the beginning seem far off and unattainable; but 
with dedication, hard work, and support from a trusted community, the 
tasks commanded upon us seem much more manageable.
 Without the comprehensive research of women in the correctional 
system in Canada and locally in Manitoba, the relationship between 
mothers and their children, the needs of incarcerated women upon 
release, and the daily encounters with nature that influence and define 
our character, the design for these units within Lord Selkirk Park would be 
incomplete; lacking depth, meaning, and significance.  By combining these 
diverse streams of research a rich amalgamation of information enlightens 
the design by presenting multiple angles to consider and address in 
the landscape.  I feel that the goal and the five objectives laid out in the 
introduction have been successfully met, which means that rehabilitation, 
healing, and outdoor living can transpire in this protective year-round 
landscape.            

“It is the geometry, 
this pattern of pure 
organization, which has 
the ability to connect us to 
the universe, to mobilize 
our feeling, to induce 
deep feeling in us—and to 
connect us to ourselves.”

Alexander 2002b, ��9

Summary
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 As this practicum focuses on the needs of women exiting prison, 
it is important to recognize that additional research looking at other 
forms and locations for transitional housing would be highly beneficial.  
By offering transitional housing in neighbourhoods with different 
demographics and social services than what has been presented, 
opportunities and choices for these women could be provided.  
 Chapter two briefly discussed halfway houses that are available 
to federal offenders where structured programs and counseling are 
incorporated with the living arrangements.  The stepping stone I have 
presented goes beyond what one might call assisted living by creating 
a supportive environment for independent living.  However, for some 
women this may be too large of a jump to take, so alternatives that provide 
more formal support within the community should be considered.  
 Also, due to the limited scope of this practicum, the relationship 
with a child’s father was not reviewed.  Accommodating the influence of 
a male figure in either an active position in the household or as a seasonal 
visitor should be assessed.  
 This exploration is precedent setting as no research was found that 
discussed the relationship between landscape architecture and women 
post-incarceration.  Therefore, the hope is that this document will be 
used to support future research in this journey that women who come in 
conflict with the law are on.  Landscapes of hope need to be attainable  
for women who are struggling; from women who daily face adversities, 
to women caught in crime, to women who are imprisoned, to women 
in transition.  Designers can change the status of troubled women by 
facilitating the process towards becoming law abiding citizens.  We can 
contribute to the betterment of society by designing effective therapeutic 
landscapes that are found within our city, our province, and our country. 

Limitations and Future Research Suggestions
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 When I was trying to decide on a topic for my practicum I really 
wanted to explore something substantially different than what I have 
seen or read before.  Initially I wanted to design a landscape within the 
correctional institution following similar objectives that were laid out here, 
but shifted to women coming out of prison because I felt this would allow 
for more opportunities in design exploration and complexity.  My ambition 
and my motto in life is to always be creating, doing, or pursuing something 
unique and atypical from the status quo—here the hope was for a very 
dynamic and cutting edge design; however that was not the result, nor 
upon reflection of my journey do I wish anything to have been different.  
Although I thrive on the unusual, I made the choice at the beginning of 
this project that what will transpire will be a design that is plausible.  That 
an organization such as Manitoba Public Housing could, if they choose, 
pick up this document and move forward with confidence based on the 
research presented, to undertake the design of transitional housing for a 
community of women that currently have very few options realistically 
available to them.  Currently a hypothetical investigation, but I believe that 
this landscape created within Lord Selkirk Park can be a blessing to the 
hard lives many of these women have endured, providing for them a place 
of peace that they may not have experienced in such a long time, if ever.  
I hope that this place will feel like home and the lessons and friendships 
developed here will propel these women into the next successful phase of 
their life.    

Reflections
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 Women in Transition: the Landscape as a Catalyst for Community 
& Change, is one method that can work to better the lives of troubled 
women in society.  I do not pretend to understand what these women 
are going through nor can I identify with their histories of often abuse, 
neglect, and abandonment.  I have lived a privileged and protected life, 
but I have been awakened to the destruction around me and the lives that 
are being harmed.  
 We have seen change in the federal correctional system, which 
has led to improved services and a better understanding of the needs 
of incarcerated women.  Provincial prisons fall far behind the federal 
accomplishments, but despite all this, prisons are intended first for the 
denunciation of criminal behaviour.  What follows is rehabilitation for the 
successful reintegration of women into society where they are given a 
second chance to make things right—in their own lives and in the lives 
of their loved ones.   The needs of women in transition are not necessarily 
much different from our own.  The difference is that often I try to meet 
many of my needs on my own, whereas when one has no strength or 
notion as to where to start, the helping hands of others are truly a blessing 
and a gift. 
 Landscapes transition within themselves but also are a great 
transitional element from one place to next or from one journey to 
another.  When you look at a tree or a flower today, it will not be the 
same tomorrow, or ever.  That tree or flower is always changing, growing, 
transforming, to best adapt to the conditions around it at any given time.  
That is how we are as well.  Who we are today will never be the same as 
yesterday or tomorrow.  With this information in our grasp, whether we are 
a woman in trouble or a designer who knows the healing power nature, we 
make choices daily that will mold us and change us.  Living and breathing 
and being a member of society requires all of us to use our passions as 
a catalyst to enhance our city, province, nation, and world.  My hope is 
that this knowledge and research will be a catalyst towards a changed 
community where post-incarcerated women in transition, and their 
children, can be welcomed back into our lives and into our communities.   

Concluding Remarks
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We’re all on a Journey...
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Informed Consent 

Research Project Title: Prison Landscapes 
Researcher: Jennifer Wall 
Affiliation: University of Manitoba 

This consent form, a copy of which will be left with you for your records and reference, is 
only part of the process of informed consent.  If should give you the basic idea of what the 
research is about and what your participation will involve.  If you would like more detail 
about something mentioned here, or information not included here, you should feel free to 
ask.  Please take the time to read this carefully and to understand any accompanying 
information.  

Description of Project: The purpose of this project is to design a prison landscape for the new 
women’s correctional institution in Manitoba. The intent is to create a healing and programmatic 
landscape to meet the physical, spiritual, emotional, and mental needs of women inmates. 
Research of the Fraser Valley Institution is to provide a case study to which my design will 
respond to and use as a foundation and example.  This practicum research is in fulfillment of my 
Master’s degree in Landscape Architecture at the University of Manitoba. 

Procedure: The interview will consist of open-ended questions relating to programs and design 
of the Fraser Valley Institution. The duration of this interview should be approximately an hour. 

Risk: There is no risk to yourself or the institution in partaking in this interview. 

Recording: Notes will be taken during the course of the interview. 

Confidentiality: No individual names will be used/published in this study.  All data and notes 
from the interviews will be stored in a locked filing cabinet and will be confidentially shredded 
(or electronically erased) at the completion of the study. 

Feedback: I will provide you with a final copy of the write-up from the interview for your 
records and prior to publication in case of error.

Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the 
information regarding participation in the research project and agree to participate as a 
subject.  In no way does this waive your legal rights nor release the researchers, sponsors, 
or involved institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities.  You are free to 
withdraw from the study at any time, and/or refrain from answering any questions you 
prefer to omit, without prejudice or consequence.  Your continued participation should be 
as informed as your initial consent, so you should feel free to ask for clarification or new 
information throughout your participation.  

Appendix



Appendix          ���

Reseacher: Jennifer Wall   Supervisor: Professor Ted McLachlan 
           xxx-xxx-xxxx                        xxx-xxx-xxxx 

This research has been approved by the Joint-Faculty Research Ethics Board.  If you have 
any concerns or complaints about this project you may contact any of the above-named 
persons or the Human Ethics Secretariat at xxx-xxx-xxxx, or email 
xxxxxxxx_xxxxxx@umanitoba.ca. A copy of this consent form has been given to you to 
keep for your records and reference.   

______________________________________________________
Participant’s Signature    Date 

______________________________________________________
Researcher’s Signature    Date 


