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“The degree of civilization in a society can be judged by entering its prisons.”

Fyodor Dostoyevsky
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THE BORDER REGION



The border between Mexico and the U.S.
stretches 3200 kilometres from the Pacific
to the Atlantic Ocean. The course of this
border is defined by a linear Western part,
which is the result of a treaty that was signed
after the U.S. - Mexican War in 1848. From
roughly halfway towards the East, the course
is defined by the river Rio Grande.

Around 1200 kilometres of this border
consist of a physical barrier that separates the
countries with a fence, a wall or barricades.
In addition many of these areas are secured
by scanners, drones or guards. There are just
48 places where people can legally cross if
they have the appropriate documents. In
general, Americans only need a passport
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to cross. Mexicans however, also need a
visa or a green card, which is impossible to
obtain for the majority of the Mexicans. The
remaining unguarded 2000 kilometres of the
border is nearly impossible to cross, because
it is either the Rio Grande or a scorching hot
desert.












The border does not only separate; it also
attracts. The first reason for this is the large
cultural overlap between the countries,
which is primarily due to the fact that
Mexico used to be much larger before the
U.S. - Mexican war. The second reason why
the border attracts, is the North American
Free Trade Agreement. This trade agreement
allows for tax free shipping between Canada,
the U.S. and Mexico. As a result, many U.S.
companies have settled in cities along the

border. They ship their raw materials just
over the border, have them assembled for
1/6th of the wages in the U.S., often ship
them back the same day and then distribute
them all over the world. Millions of people on
both sides of the border rely on this system.
Therefore NAFTA has created an economic
dependency of one another that allows
cities to grow on both sides of the border;
so called twin cities. El Paso - Ciudad Juarez
is one of these cities. The city is located at
11

a pass between two mountain ridges, hence
the name EI Paso. It is right on the point
where the border changes from the linear
to the irregular path of the Rio Grande. After
a series of floods - that changed the course
of the river in and therewith the course of
the border - the river was canalized to fix the
location of the border. In addition several
lines of fence were added. Today, the border
is a 250 meters wide scar that cuts right
through the city.







Another aspect that is inherently related
to the border is the smuggle of drugs.
It started with the Prohibition in the
United States in the 1920s. This was a
constitutional ban on the production,
transportation and sales of alcohol.
Because alcohol remained legal in Mexico
this started a large scale smuggle from
Mexico to the U.S. These were extremely
violent years.

In the 1960s the smuggle shifted to
drugs. The associated violence and drug
abuse had such a big impact on society
that Richard Nixon declared The War
on Drugs in 1971. This meant further
reinforcement of the border, stricter laws
and enforcement of them. The result
of this was an explosion of the amount
of prisoners. In 30 years the number of
prisoners per capita sky-rocketed by
500%. Today nearly 1% of the Americans

THE LAND OF THE FREE?

is in prison, which is by far the most of any
country in the world (see the graphs on
page 12 and 16).

Under Nixon the focus of imprisonment
changed from rehabilitation to punishment
and prisons got much tougher. Systematic
abuse, beatings, prolonged isolation
and lack of medical care truly made U.S.
prisons among the worst in the world. The
situation has not improved since then, on
the contrary; it is getting progressively
worse.

In the 1980s private prisons started to
emerge. These are companies that aim
to make a profit by running a prison. The
method of punishment in these prisons
is usually labor. Many multinational
corporations like IBM and Boeing produce
inside these prisons for wages as low as
20 cents an hour. This is a very sinister

and immoral development because it
becomes financially interesting to put
people in prison and to keep them there.

In addition, the U.S. prison system is
coping with racial inequality. There are
relatively six times more black prisoners
than white prisoners (see page 18) and
one in three black Americans will be in
prison at some point in their lives. With
the prison labor concept in mind, it is not
surprising that the U.S. prison system is
referred to as the reinvention of slavery.

It is highly unlikely this situation will
improve under law and order president
Donald Trump. This is confirmed by the
fact that the stock value of the largest
private prison corporation CoreCivic went
up by 43 percent the day that Trump got
elected and another 100 percent in the
two months after that.




prisoners per 100.000 inhabitants
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THE U.S. HOLDS 22% OF ALL THE PRISONERS WORLDWIDE
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prisoners per 100.000 inhabitants by race

SIXTIMES MORE BLACK PRISONERS THAN WHITE PRISONERS

500 - - -

USA WHITE LATINO BLACK
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BLACK AMERICANS WILL BE IN PRISON AT SOME POINT IN THEIR LIVES



N PRISON ISSUES




The Mexican prison situation is not too
bright either. Almost the entire country
revolves around the drug market with
the U.S. as its primary customer. This
is such a profitable business that it has
society wide control. It corrupts politics,
the military, the police and prisons. The
fact that El Chapo managed to escape
prison twice, is precedental for the deeply
rooted problem of corruption and drugs.
The drug cartels that run the cities, also
run the prisons. Rivaling gangs often end
up in prison riots. Especially because
over half of the country’s prisons are

CORRUPTION AND DRUGS

overcrowded; there are 60.000 more
prisoners than there are places available.
This overcrowding, gang rivalry and the
corruption make Mexican prisons ticking
time bombs; they are among the most
violent in the world. Between 2010 and
2013, 570 people have died in conflicts.

The Mexican government acknowledges
these problems and is trying to improve the
situation. Recently the senate approved a
prison reform bill that prohibits the use
of torture and other cruel, inhuman or
degrading disciplinary measures, including

confinement in cells without light and
ventilation. It also bans the use of solitary
confinement for more than 15 continuous
days. The legislation should ensure that
Mexico’s prisons will no longer be nests
of human right violations.

However the bill has yet to be passed and
if it does, there is still an exceptional long
way to go. In addition, prisons in Mexico
will remain a tool to exclude people from
society and will not aim to rehabilitate
prisoners before they re-enter society.
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The Scandinavian prison system stands
out from the rest. It has the reputation of
being the most humane in the world and it
seems to be working very well. The countries
have remarkably low recidivism rates: 17%
compared to 45% in Mexico and even 75% in
the United States. However, the comparison
is very difficult - or even impossible - to make
because the countries have totally different
backgrounds. Scandinavia is wealthy, has

a strong social welfare system, little ethnic
segregation etc. But still the Scandinavian
systems are performing well and there is a
fundamental reason for this; the maximum
sentence is 21 years. Even for murder.
This means that prisons have to be an
environment that prepares criminals to re-
enter society. Therefore the psychological
impact of how the prisoner is treated and
also the psychological impact of the building

and its environment become very important.
In particular, because prisoners are usually
psychologically disturbed and therefore
extra vulnerable.

The Scandinavian system is fundamentally
different from the U.S. and Mexico. In
Scandinavia the primary goal is rehabilitation,
in Mexico and the US. it is to exclude
criminals from society.






Functions
Chalet that can be used by a prisoner and family
Residential units
Activities house

0 Work units

I Maximum security unit

I Administration and intake

I staff buildings

I Parking buildings

Functions
Prisoner offices and rooms to receive guests
Guest toilets
Common rooms

"0 Laundry rooms

I Cell units

Il Supervisor room (overseeing common rooms)

Il Deposit rooms







Functions

Prisoner offices and rooms to receive guests
[ Residential units

Il Activities house

Functions

Service rooms

Offices and private rooms
Toilets

Flexible hall

Kitchen unit

Work rooms
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Intake and arrivals

Service rooms

Offices and private rooms
Toilets

Flexible hall

Kitchen unit

Work rooms

Administration area

Administration flexible working spots
Service rooms

Meeting rooms

Lunch room

Toilet

Work rooms
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THE MOST HUMANE PRISON IN THE WORLD

The images and drawings on this and the
previous pages show the prison in Halden,
Norway. It is one of the many examples of
a humane Scandinavian prison. Everything
in these prisons is aimed to give the
prisoners a sense of normality. It is a place
to pick up a normal life and feel good, not
tot get punished. The fact that the prisoner
his absolute freedom is taken from him is
enough punishment.

To understand how these buildings function,
| closely studied the program, security
concepts and spatial organization of four
of these Scandinavian prisons. From this
analysis | deducted a program which | have
used for my project (see the scheme on
the next pages). The following are the main
components for building a humane prison.
Cells: 240 of them are organized in units
of 12 cells and one shared living room.

35

Education: rooms for education and job
preparation. Visitation: meeting rooms to see
family, psychologists, lawyers, etc. Sports: a
basketball field and a gym. Leisure: a library,
cinema room and chapel. Entrance: secure
check in facilities. Staff and administration:
for all the prison logistics. Services: for the
daily prison management and healthcare.
Outdoor space: linking it all together. And a
parking facility.



2x 10 unit
12 cells
10-14m2
Bathroom
1 common living
1 kitchen
1 deposit room

Small meeting room
Large familty meeting
Case documentation

Toilets

Education Visitation

Classrooms

Production training rooms
Production rooms

Staff rooms

Lunch area

Supermarket
Supermarket stock room
Supermarket office
Toilets

Cinemaroom

Chapel

Priest office
Library/reading room
Library deposit
Library office

Toilets

Leisure

Basketball court

Gym

Sports deposit
Dressing room
Showers
Lockers

Toilets



Offices
Assistant warden

Management services
Finance
Office services
Supplies
Institutional services
Material management

Garbage management

Laundry service

Delivery post

Delivery storage

Delivery administration

Lunchroom

Coffeeroom/pantry

Toilets

Staff
and

.. Services
admini-

stration

Offices
Warden

Tranquil environment
Natural environment
Freely accesible space

Counter U.S.

Counter Mexico

Entrance waiting room U.S.
Entrance waiting room Mexico
Exit waiting room U.S.

Deputy warden
Security
Health services
Case management
Psychology
Unit management

Assistant warden correctional programs

Education

Employment

Social development
Racial & ethnic initiatives
Industries

Food services
Chaplaincy

Control room

Exit waiting room Mexico
Lockers

Search room

Contraband deposit

Healthcare
Lunchroom

Coffeeroom/pantry

Toilets

125 U.S. parking

125 Mexican parking
U.S. pisoner drop off
Mexico prisoner drop off
U.S. delivery

Mexico delivery



THE INVENTION OF PRISON



Prisons are only a relatively new invention.
Before the enlightenment in the 18th
century there were prisons, but only to hold
people in debt or people that were awaiting
punishment. Criminals were punished on the
city square, in front of the public. Depending
on the violation, they got a specific
punishment. If they had stabbed someone,
for example, your hand would be poured with
molten lead. The reasoning behind it was
very comprehensible: if someone committed

a crime, he or she settled the bill with the
public by getting physical punishment.
During the enlightenment the public opinion
changed. Humanitarian principles became
more and more important and also the way
of punishment changed. The turning point
was the quartering of Damiens, who had
tried to assassinate Louis the 14th in 1757.
His torture was such a gruesome event, that
this started a shift in the public opinion.
Penitentiaries were invented and criminals
39

were locked away in solitude. This was seen
as a way that would improve a person. To be
penitent means to feel regret of sorrow for
wrongdoing.

Although prisons were a humanitarian gain,
there was a downside; punishment became
hidden from view and no longer took public
responsibility. While societies became more
humane, prisons have always lagged behind
because of this among other reasons.
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BORDER PRISONERS

Rethinking prison typology in the U.S. - Mexican border condition

design
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Ciudad Juarez

PROJECT SITE




ijuana

The location for this project is the twin
city of El Paso (US.) and Ciudad Juarez
(Mexico). This is one of the many twin cities
that economically and culturally depend on
each other. The North American Free Trade
Agreement allows for tax free shipping
between the U.S. and Mexico, as a result
many American companies settle along the

El Paso

Ciudad Juarez

e

1

border and have their products produced in
Mexico for 1/6th of the wages. This is also
the economic situation in El Paso - Juarez
and most inhabitants rely on it.

This twin city accommodates 2 million

inhabitants and is situated right on the point
where the border changes from the linear

47
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path to the irregular path of the Rio Grande.
It lies in the Chihuahuan desert which has
a combination of a hot and a cold desert
climate, with hot dry summers and mild
dry winters. The city sits in between two
mountain ridges, hence the name El Paso.
The project site is situated close to both city
centres.
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250 m

The area of the project site is called the
Chamizal, it is known for an agreement
between Mexico and the U.S. in 1963. After
a series of floods, the Rio Grande changed
its path. This led to tense international
relations because the path of the river is also
the path of the border. The countries settled
on an exchange of land and fixated the Rio
Grande by creating a concrete canal. Both
countries are still proud of this, as it was an
action of reconciliation during the height of

the Cold War. The contours of the Chamizal
as it was before the floods can still be seen
in the urban fabric. On the American side are
sports facilities and a Chamizal memorial. On
the Mexican side a large park is situated.

The profile of the border consists of the Rio

Grande in the middle, an irrigation canal on

the American side and on both sides ? lanes

of highway. This border occupies a huge

zone that cuts right through the city. In terms
49

of safety there are three rows of fences,
security cameras and a border patrol zone;
it is highly secured and over 200 meters
wide. This zone of no man’s land is used in
the project in order to break free from the
dysfunctional prison systems on both sides.
Symmetry has become very important in this
project due to the symmetry of the canal and
since the prison is meant for both Mexican
and American prisoners without valuing one
more than the other.






The border region has been the epicentre
of drugs smuggle and violence since the
beginning of the 20th century. The U.S.
and Mexican drug markets are strongly
interwoven; the majority of the drugs
that are produced in Mexico, are used
in the U.S. This is a problem that cannot
be solved by either country on its own; it
needs a bi-national solution.

Prisons are an important link in the chain
towards a  better future. Prisons  that
prepare prisoners for re-entry in society,
like « the  Scandinavian  prisons,  show
that the fall-back rate into crime can be
reduced. However, neither the U.S. nor
Mexico aims to rehabilitate prisoners and
therewith sustains a downward spiral of
violence and abuse.
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BORDER PRISONERS

In" addition the U.S. prison  system is
coping with racial inequality and extortion
of prisoners for labor, it is therefore
referred to as the reinvention of slavery.
Mexican prisons are corrupt, violent and
overcrowded. Hundreds of prisoners die in
riots each year.

It is highly unlikely this situation in either
country - will improve. Law and order
president Donald Trump openly supports
the dysfunctional private prisons. The
Mexican government is trying to improve
the situation but corruption and a lack of
resources are hampering the process.

This project addresses these urgent issues
and furthermore envisions  a  humane,
rehabilitating  prison environment, which
is based on the most humane prisons in

the world in Scandinavia. The zone of
no man'’s land on the border is used to
unite the countries rather than separating
them, by situating the prison on the
border in the twin city of El Paso and
Juaréz. It accommodates Mexicans that
are in prison in the U.S. and Americans
that are in prison in Mexcio for a border
related offence: Border Prisoners.

The Border Prison also offers prisoners
the  opportunity to see friends, family,
lawyers and psychologists. This is usually
impossible for this group of prisoners,
because crossing the border is difficult
and because of the language barrier.
In addition, it simplifies the logistics of
prisoner transportation between the
countries.




Retaining walls Overflow canal

Canal ducts & machine rooms Two layers of cells on the U.S. and Mexican side

BUILDING DEVELOPMENT



Parking garages on the U.S. and Mexico side

Use of the canal profile

The Border Prison

Facilities connect both sides



THE BORDER PRISON
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The building is fully emerged in the profile of
the canalized Rio Grande. The dikes on both
sides of the river prevent that the building
can be seen from the outside. The only
thing that can be seen from the outside are
the entrances to the underground parking
from the highway and two small pedestrian
entrance buildings. These small buildings
lead to the central entrance in the building.
Behind this building you can see the highway
and the canal dike.
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You can also catch the first glimpse of the
building material that is used. It is called
rammed earth i.e. earth that is rammed.
The earth that is used to make it, comes
from different places in the surroundings
on American and on Mexican soil. It is a
symbolic gesture to unite the countries in
one place and at the same time a way to
embed the building in its surroundings. The
construction process and characteristics of
rammed earth are explained on page 78-79.
55

This building is designed for 240 prisoners,
which is a relatively low amount for American
and Mexican prisons. The concept of a small-
scale prison comes from the Scandinavian
model and allows for personal contact and
guidance of prisoners by the staff. The
amount of cells as well as the capacity of
the facilities and outdoor space guarantees
a safe and appropriate environment for the
rehabilitation process.
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ARCHITECTURAL EXPRESSION

alienated from their environment,
which can be discomforting. Human
scale is therefore an important factor in
the design of this prison. Even though
it is a large and highly systematized

have a sense of comfort and normality
in prison; they should be happy. Their
environment plays an important role to
achieve this. If the scale of a building
is too large, the prisoners could feel

It is important that prisoners have a
calm and clear state of mind, because
this allows them to focus better on
preparing themselves for life after
prison. This means that they should
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building, from a human point of view
the building always feels relatively
small and comfortable. This effect is
established by making the building
volumes low and by creating a high

level of architectural variation. At the
same time the architectural form is
consistent to create a harmonious and
calm arrangement of building volumes
that will not distress the prisoners. The

amount of different materials is kept
low and the quality of these materials
is high.

Cells

Cells
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Investing in education programs helps released prisoners get back on their feet — and stay
on their feet — when they return to society. On the left side are four workshop rooms where
vocational skills are taught like wood- and metalworking. In the classrooms on the right,
prisoners are educated at different degrees of difficulty and different subjects. In the centre is
a lunch room and on both sides large stairs go down where prisoners can sit in the shade and
also have their lunch. On minus 1 is the canteen, kitchen and a small supermarket.
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Physical activity is an important aspect of prisoner’s daily lives to maintain
fit and healthy, release energy and to engage in social interaction. The
basketball field is a place where a monthly tournament can be played
between Mexico and the U.S. The stairs on both sides are stands for

spectators and lead to the gym on minus 1.
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ENTRANCE
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This is where visitors enter the building. They enter through the small buildings (p. 53) and walk through tunnels towards the centre of the

prison and the border. Up to this point visitors are still on their own soil. Exactly on the border and in the middle of the building is a double

lock system that allows visitors from both sides to enter the prison itself. Mexican visitors walk in after they have parked their car or entered

through the pedestrian entrance. They check in at the counter and wait until they are called into the next room where they are checked for
any prohibited items. Once cleared, they go to the next room where they can wait for the rest of the family or enter right away. This ramp
leads into the prison. This process is reversed if they want to go out again. The same system - but then mirrored in floor plan - applies for
the U.S. side. These two ramps circle around each other like a double helix and only meet at the top, where you can choose which side you

go to enter. From this point you enter the outdoor space, this links all the functions and the cells together. This outdoor space is an imitation

of the desert landscape, due to the desert dirt on the floor and native plants.
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MEETING ROOMS
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Meeting rooms are also an important part of this prison. These
are rooms of different sizes where prisoners can meet their family,
lawyer, psychologist etc. The much more informal architecture
creates a setting where the prisoners and their visitors can feel
comfortable for the more intimate conversations.
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The leisure area is much more inward oriented. It is a place where

prisoners can retreat. There is a library, a cinema room and a chapel.
The courtyard is a place where prisoners can relax, have a chat or
read a book in the shade of the trees.






CELLS
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On both sides of the prison are ten units of 12 cells and a shared living room. The setup is
much like student housing and the aim is to stimulate social interaction which prepares the
prisoners for a return in society. The structural grid is based on 2,7 meters, this is because it
is a suitable size for both a cell and the parking places below it. On the right you see one of
the shared living rooms. Prisoners can cook themselves, have dinner, watch some television.
Anything a normal person can do too. The interaction between the cells and the exterior
space is very important and can be seen especially at night.
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BUILDING TECHNOLOGY
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US PEDESTRIAN ENTRANCE

MEXICO PEDESTRIAN ENTRANCE
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PRISONER INTAKE + DELIVERIES & EMPLOYEE CIRCULATIOIN

PRISONER OUTDOOR CIRCULATION

RIO GRANDE FLOW CANALS & WATER DEPOT & EMERGENCY OVERFLOW CANAL




DOUBLE LOCK VISITOR ENTRANCE

CAR & PEDESTRIAN ENTRANCE + PARKING
MECHANICAL ROOMS

GYM + DRESSING ROOMS

PRISONER INTAKE + EMPLOYEE ENTRANCE
WATER TREATMENT

DELIVERIES
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DOUBLE HELIX ENTRANCE

CANAL TUBES

MECHANICAL ROOMS
BASKETBALL COURT

STORAGE & STAIRS ELEVATOR
STORAGE & STAIRS ELEVATOR
KITCHEN & ROOFED LUNCHROOM

SUPERMARKET + STOCKROOM

I ceonTs

I ACCESSIBLE OUTDOOR

I =\TRANCE BRIDGE

I BASKETBALL TRIBUNE

1
1
1

LEISURE
GUARD CIRCULATION
MEETING ROOMS

STAFF & ADMINISTRATION
SERVICE & HEALTHCARE
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The building is dug into the ground which The building is oriented east-west, so most sun
provides passive cooling by the cool ground. load will be on the short walls. The windows sit
The cells are in the dikes on both sides. deep into the walls to keep the sun out.

The building consists of a standardized unit The building is in no man’s land so there is no access to
that is symmetrical and repeated over the water or electricity. It has to be self-sufficient. Energy is
entire length to reduce building time and cost. collected by PV cells on the roofs of the functions.

SUSTAINABILITY



The water that flows through the building is Large air handling units provide fresh air in the
collected in basins and filtered in two steps. It functions in the middle, smaller units provide
provides enough water to be self-sufficient. specific ventilation for the cells when needed.

The climate is a combination between a hot and This stored heat can be used again in winter to
a cold desert climate. In the summer excess heat heat up the building. At the same time the cold
is stored in the soil. is stored for cooling in the summer.
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Widesiab precast concrete fioor
Rubber diataion buffer

Castin-pace rinforced concrete
Motorized exteriorshacing,

Tilting steel window frames

Tempered aminated glass

Anodized luminium window ils
Hardstone theshold

Prefab efnforced concrete lab
Suspended ceilng system

Flamco rail suspension system
Castin-place rinforced fntel

Native shallow root system vegetation
Stabiized rammed earth wall

Drainage layer
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Local desertdirt
Castin-pace rinforced concrete
Recessed concrete jant seam
Widesiab precast concrete fioor
Rubber diatation buffer and ventilation
Drip groove

Dilatation and vantiation

Prefab reinforced concrete.
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Stabilized rammed earth (horizontal)
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Local desert irt

Motorized exteriorshading
Aluminium cover strip

Bitumen roofing system
Plstered plasterboard

Pine girders

Insulation panel, ventiation and wiring
Brown oxide colored plaster
Tiing seel window frames
Tempered laminated glass
Anodized aluminium window sils
Stabilized rammed earth wall
Coated pine window sils

Castin mounting frame

Local desert dirt

Drinage ayer

Rigid insulaton panels
Equalizaton layer

Vinyl wood pank floorng
Orinage cap

Gooseneck odor trap

Rio Grande canal duct

Self-bafer storm drain
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RAMMED EARTH
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Rammed earth consists of a mixture of gravel,
sand, silt (very fine sand) and clay. Lastly,
5-10% cement is added to protect it from
weather influences. For this project American
and Mexican soil is brought together in the
building to create the rammed earth walls. It
is a symbolic gesture to unite the countries
in one place and at the same time a way to
embed the building in its surroundings. The
soil will be taken from different places in the
surroundings to get a differentiation in color.

g F ¥

There is a long tradition of building with
earth in desert areas. In the first place, this
is because there is plenty of the material
at hand and in the second place because it
has great physical properties for the desert
climate. It can store heat very well, so it
slowly heats up in the hot sun and during the
cold night it slowly cools down again. The 40
centimetres thick walls provide the optimal
passive heat regulation for a constant and
comfortable indoor climate temperature.
81

However, in the summer there is an excess of
heat which is collected by water filled tubes
in the facade and it is geothermally stored.
In the winter this is used to heat the building
when needed. In the summer this process
can be reversed for cooling.

Another positive property of rammed earth
is that it automatically regulates the humidity
level between the inside and outside and
therewith provides a comfortable climate.



The border region has been the epicentre
of drugs smuggle and violence since the
beginning of the 20th century. The U.S.
and Mexican drug markets are strongly
interwoven; the majority of the drugs that
are produced in Mexico, are used in the
U.S. This is a problem that cannot be solved
by either country on its own; it needs a bi-
national solution.

Prisons are an important link in the chain
towards a better future. Prisons that
prepare prisoners for re-entry in society,
like the Scandinavian prisons, show that the
fall-back rate into crime can be reduced.
However, neither the U.S. nor Mexico aims
to rehabilitate prisoners and therewith
sustains a downward spiral of violence and
abuse. In addition the U.S. prison system is
coping with racial inequality and extortion of
prisoners for labor, it is therefore referred to
as the reinvention of slavery. Mexican prisons
are corrupt, violent and overcrowded.
Hundreds of prisoners die in riots each year.

It is highly unlikely this situation in either
country will improve. Law and order
president Donald Trump openly supports the
dysfunctional private prisons. The Mexican
government is trying to improve the situation
but corruption and a lack of resources are
hampering the process.

This project addresses these urgent issues
and furthermore envisions a humane,
rehabilitating prison environment, which
is based on the most humane prisons in the

SUMMARY

world in Scandinavia. The no man’s zone of
the border is used to unite the countries
rather than separating them, by situating the
prison on the border in the twin city of El
Paso and Juaréz. It accommodates Mexicans
that are in prison in the U.S. and Americans
that are in prison in Mexcio for a border
related offence: Border Prisoners.

The Border Prison also offers prisoners the
opportunity to see friends, family, lawyers
and psychologists. This is usually impossible
for this group of prisoners, because crossing
the border is difficult and because of the
language barrier. In addition, it simplifies the
logistics of prisoner transportation between
the countries.

The building is fully emerged in the profile
of the canalized Rio Grande. The dikes on
both sides of the river prevent that the
building can be seen from the outside. The
prison is designed for 240 prisoners, which
is a relatively low amount for American and
Mexican prisons. The concept of a small-
scale prison comes from the Scandinavian
model and allows for personal contact and
guidance of prisoners by the staff. The
amount of cells as well as the capacity of
the facilities and outdoor space guarantees
a safe and appropriate environment for the
rehabilitation process.

It is important that prisoners have a calm
and clear state of mind, because this
allows them to focus better on preparing
themselves for life after prison. This means

that they should have a sense of comfort and
normality in prison; they should be happy.
Their environment plays an important role
to achieve this. If the scale of a building is
too large, the prisoners could feel alienated
from their environment, which can be
discomforting. Human scale is therefore
an important factor in the design of this
prison. Even though it is a large and highly
systematized building, from a human point of
view the building always feels relatively small
and comfortable. This effect is established
by making the building volumes low and by
creating a high level of architectural variation.
At the same time the architectural form is
consistent to create a harmonious and calm
arrangement of building volumes that will
not distress the prisoners. The amount of
different materials is kept low and the quality
of these materials is high.

Several sustainability concepts are applied
in order to realize a fully self-sustaining
building. This is done from an environmental
point of view and it is done because the
building cannot be connected to electricity,
water etc. since it is located on a piece of no
man’s land.

The use of the building material rammed
earth is also a sustainable choice, as well as
an allegorical choice; American and Mexican
soil is brought together in the building
to create the rammed earth walls. It is a
symbolic gesture to unite the countries in
one place.
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