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The exterior of San Mateo Correctional Center, designed by HOK. Photo: Courtesy of HOK

ARCHITECTURE

Can New Prison Design Help America’'s Mass
Incarceration Problem?

Architects weigh in on whether we can really rehabilitate prisoners and reduce recidivism through “more humane”
prisons and jails

By Eva Fedderly
April 1,2021
Architecture and design play a pivotal role in U.S. criminal justice reform. As momentum builds to end mass incarceration, some cities and
architecture firms believe that building “more humane” prisons and jails will help solve key parts of the nation’s incarceration problem. Cities
such as San Diego; San Mateo, California; Birmingham, Alabama; Denver; Salt Lake City; and Nashville are investing hundreds of millions of

dollars into building new correctional facilities boasting sunlight, air, greenery, and more programming space.

Earlier this year in New Orleans, a federal judge ruled that new construction on a city jail will resume, despite public outcry that the new facility

will only add more prisoners and that many prisoners are mentally ill and should be treated in the community, not in jail.

Indeed, justice design, the industry segment dedicated to correctional facilities, courthouses, and police stations, has evolved since Jeremy

Bentham'’s 18th-century panopticon. Some architects see this is as major progress. Those in favor of sleek correctional facilities tout new
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Inside of the San Mateo Correctional Facility, which was completed in 2016. Pphoto: Courtesy of HOK

The country’s largest and most costly reform effort is happening in New York City. The landmark city’s $8.16 billion plan promises to close its
Despite protests over the new jails, the city announced the shortlist of design-build firms for the new Manhattan jail in October, signaling the

Borough-Based Jails program will forge ahead.

“One of the main things steering this plan is that environment drives behavior,” says Jamie Torres Springer, first deputy commissioner of New
York City’s Department of Design and Construction (DDC), the department heading the program. “Design is one of the ways that we'll achieve

our criminal justice goals; we don’t have to further punish through the conditions of the facilities.”

After studying the best practices of some of Europe’s most advanced jails and prisons, the DDC issued requirements for the new jail designs. Each
of New York City’s four new jails must allow for movement, provide light, greenery, security, and spaces for rehabilitation, education, and

visitation.

Since the '80s, architect Frank Greene has dedicated his career to justice architecture. Greene says he’s observed a massive change in justice design
over the last 10 years and believes design has the power to transform people’s lives. “We're designing new facilities to help people return to their

communities with the skills they need to succeed,” explains Greene.

But other architects challenge this notion. San Francisco-based architect Raphael Sperry is part of a growing movement of prison abolitionists
who believe that America’s correctional facilities harm people more than they help. Instead of designing new jails, abolitionists want to shutter
them and instead invest in alternative strategies that are restorative, not punitive. “Most incarceration is unjust. Racially, it’s totally

disproportionate,” says Sperry, a firebrand in the architecture community.

In 2003, Sperry, who is president of Architects/Designers/Planners for Social Responsibility (ADPSR), launched the Prison Design Boycott for
Alternatives to Incarceration. They launched a petition to the American Institute of Architects asking the trade association to end the design of

spaces for execution and torture, including solitary confinement. Many architects got on board, including the late Michael Sorkin and the New

York Times chief architecture critic Michael Kimmelman. The petition ran from 2012 to 2020 and culminated in victory. “We shouldn'’t be
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designing prisons and jails. We need to be doing community reinvestment and designing jail alternatives,” Sperry says. ‘I think the [Borough-

Based Jails program] is a mistake and a huge waste of money. New York is going to regret it.”

Last August, Sperry was asked to be part of a closed-door civic engagement class hosted by the New York chapter of American Institute of
Architects. The discussion focused on New York’s Borough-Based Jails program. The organizers invited Sperry and other abolitionists and
restorative justice advocates to participate; they also asked justice architects to speak. “No matter their ethical or political stance, the entire group
agreed Rikers Island is inhumane and needs to close,” says AIA New York civic leader Chris Perrodin of Curtis + Ginsberg Architects, who
cohosted the discussion. “But the conversation shifted to how we need to not just design nice new jails—lots of people agreed the Department of

Corrections needs cultural reform.”

An aerial view of New York’s Rikers Island. Photo: Courtesy of the Department of Corrections

“I've seen the nature of justice and facility design change dramatically over the last decade,” says director of HOK’s Justice group Jeff Goodale.
“What has been traditionally considered a jail, which in the distant past included bars and darker conditions that were focused on punishment,

has now morphed into more what we would consider residential treatment facilities.”

Other architects believe that no matter what the new face of the correctional facility may be, the pillars of the system are control, surveillance,

and punishment. Gregory Cook, a justice architect at HDR, agrees: “It’s about design, but it’s really about how they’re being operated.”

“There is widespread recognition that folks are in jail because of mental health and substance abuse,” Sperry argues. “If you really want to address
those issues, the detention environment makes any treatment unsuccessful. The security environment adds unnecessary cost to the treatment
program. If this is really the issue, take the money and give it to the Department of Public Health and put it in neighborhoods. This is the

reasonable thing to do.”

In October 2020, AIA’s New York chapter took an unprecedented stance asking architects to stop designing correctional facilities until the justice
system applies the law “without racial bias.” “We’ve been trying to understand, as architects, what can we really do,” Perrodin says. “It came home

that changing the Department of Corrections’ culture has to be the mission statement at the borough-based jails.”

ATA New York’s stance against architects building correctional facilities until the justice system is corrected signifies a big moment in America. A
professional group of licensed architects believe they can play a significant role by taking a stand. And as the country looks to the future with a
new president, it’s crucial to listen to each other, hold accountability, and continue the discussion around justice reform. It all starts with a need

to do something.
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LATEST

Shortlist announced for Lower Thames Crossing tunnel contract

07 APR, 2021 | BY CATHERINE KENNEDY

Highways England has announced the three joint ventures shortlisted for its £2.3bn contract to build the

Lower Thames Crossing road tunnel.

The shortlist is made up of BEV ]V, Bouygues Murphy Joint Venture (BM]JV) and Dragados-Hochtief
Joint Venture (DH JV).

The companies will be invited to enter into competitive dialogue with Highways England, which is the

next stage in the contract tender process.

Shortlisted bidders

BFV JV: BAM Nuttal, Ferrovial Construction and Vinci Construction Grands Projets, supported by
Atkins, TYPSA and Stantec
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Bouygues Murphy Joint Venture (BM]JV): Bouygues Travaux Publics and ] Murphy & Sons,
supported by Mott McDonald and Ove Arup and Partners

Dragados-Hochtief Joint Venture (DH JV): Dragados S.A. and Hochtief Infrastructure

The tunnels and approaches contractincludes design and construction oftwin bored road tunnels
under the River Thames. At 16m in diameter, these tunnels will be some of the largest bored tunnels in
the world. They will also be the longest road tunnels in the UK. The scope also includes the portal

buildings, approach roads and the tunnel systems.

When complete the Lower Thames Crossing will improve journeys by almost doubling road capacity
across the Thames east of London, with 23km of new road featuring two 4km long tunnels. It will

create better connections to the region’s ports, distribution hubs and manufacturing centres.

Lower Thames Crossing executive director Matt Palmer highlighted the importance of the
project. “Our roads connect us — we rely on them, and they are a critical part of our economic

recovery and low-carbon future,” he said.

“The Lower Thames Crossing is the most ambitious road project this country has seen since the M25
was completed 35 years ago. This contract shows our commitment to this project, which will support
22,000 jobs during its construction and provide a huge economic boost to the UK economy when it

opens for traffic.

“This contract is unparalleled in its ambition, and we need the right partner to match that ambition.
We look forward to entering into competitive dialogue with the three shortlisted companies and hope

the final bids match our aspirations.”

The successful bidders and their supply chain will help Highways England achieve their ambition of
making the Lower Thames Crossing the most environmentally sustainable road project delivered in
the UK. They will support delivery of landscaping that will increase the biodiversity value of the area
by 15% by planting over 260ha of new woodland, converting 400Ha of arable land into semi-natural
habitats, and creating new ponds, waterways, ditches and hedgerows. They will also be responsible for

seven new green bridges that connect habits and species either side of the new road.

This contract is one of three main works contracts that will make up the scheme, with a £1.9bn roads

contract currently out for tender and the £162.5M Integration Partner contract awarded to Jacobs
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earlier in the year.

Highways England plans to resubmit its application for a Development Consent Order for the project

later this year.

The planning application in November following feedback from The Planning Inspectorate about the

impact construction would have on local communities and the environment.

Like what you've read? To receive New Civil Engineer's daily and weekly newsletters click here.

Related articles

Watch: Lower Thames Crossing technical Skanska wins £507M Black Cat roundabout Queensbury Tunnel | Cost of infilling disused
challenges explored contract Yorkshire rail tunnel now exceeds repair
9 December 2020 23 March 2021 estimate

17 March 2021
Highways England pulls Lower Thames Highways England seeks consultants to price Jacobs wins £162.5M Lower Thames Crossing
Crossing planning application road jobs contract
20 November 2020 10 March 2021 3 February 2021
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