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BY LOR1 SPARLING

“If the history of
women'’s
imprisonment is
one of indifference,
it will come as
no surprise that
the history of
Aboriginal women'’s
imprisonment is
an exaggeration
of the same.”

L'auteure examine les recomman-
dations issues du groupe de travail qui
a enquéré chez les femmes condamnées
sous la loi fédérale, en particulier celles
de la loge de duérison Okinaw Ohci
Healing et celles de la Premiére Nation
Neckaneet.

For 60 years there have been calls to
close Canada’s Prison for Women
in Kingston, Ontario. There have
also been dozens of commissions and
inquiries into the conditions of fed-
erally sentenced women in Canada.
However, until recently the specific
needs of Aboriginal women were not
addressed in terms of cultural and
historical understandings of their
positions in prison and in society.!
In 1989, the Canadian government
convened the Task Force on Feder-
ally Sentenced Women. The Task
Force, made up of Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal women, addressed
the issues of women’s incarceration
and for the first time, listened to the
voices of federally sentenced women.
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The Task Force resolved to build
the Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge
which would allow Aboriginal
women the choice of a better life—
physically, spiritually, emotionally,
and culturally.

Unfortunately, literature available
on federally sentenced women and
the struggles they face is scarce. When
the focus is Aboriginal federally-sen-
tenced women, documents often
become overlapping and repetitive.
If not for Creating Choices: The Re-
port on The Task Force on Federally
Sentenced Women, the voices of Abo-
riginal women who are incarcerated
in Canada would be silenced. Creaz-
ing Choices offers us a firsthand look
at the lives of federally sentenced
women prior to and during their
contact with the justice system.

In 1996, the Report of the Inquiry
Into Certain Events at the Prison for
Women was published. This report
addressed a myriad of issues sur-
rounding the internal problems fac-
ing prisoners and staff at Kingston’s
Prison for Women. The Honour-
able Madam Justice Louise Arbour
headed this commission and in her
own words, summed up the situa-
tion that Aboriginal women faced
with regards to the Canadian crimi-
nal justice system:

If the history of women’s im-
prisonment is one of neglect
and indifference, it will come as
no surprise that the history of
Aboriginal women’s imprison-
ment is an exaggeration of the
same. (218)

The report made recommendations
for changing the situation and sup-
ports some of the changes that were

already being implemented, such as
the creation of the Healing Lodge.
[t is important to understand how
the lives of federally sentenced wo-
men were affected by the previous
facilities and programming—which
in some aspects, outside of the Heal-
ing Lodge, still exist—which were
neither culturally or gender appro-
priate. I will use the words of Fran
Sugar,? Sister, friend, as well as speaker
for many federally sentenced women:

When we come to prison, we
need to adjust to greater and
greater violence in our lives. We
adjust to increasingly deadly
conditions, and come to accept
them as “natural.” We adjust to
having freedoms stolen away
from us, to having fewer and
fewer choices, less and less voice
in the decisions that affect our
lives. We come to believe that
making $4.20 a day and things
we can buy with it are the most
important life goals. We have
adjusted to deafening silence,
because it is now mandatory to
wear headphones. We have ad-
justed to the deafening noises
and screams coming from seg-
regation when our Sister has
just been stripped of her clothes
and maced in the face. We have
adjusted to the deadening en-
tertainment of bingo games that
give out prized bags of taco chips
and we hear glees of happiness
at this score, because some pa-
thetic individual hasn’t tasted
taco chips since 1979.... We
have adjusted to dreaming of
our futures.

We become so phucking
numb from the incredible 644
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we are exposed to: trying to see
a case management officer to
get a call to our children is a
major, major event. It is no
wonder that so many of us cut
our throats, lacerate our bodies,
hang ourselves. It is no wonder
that we need to identify our
pain onto our physical bodies,
because our whole lives have
been filled with incredible pain
and traumatizing experiences—
psychic pain, physical pain, spir-
itual pain. [ entered Prison for
Womenasayoung, poorly-edu-
cated, Native women and ... [
will soon be released with simi-
lar characteristics—but you can
add another deficiency—after
seven years—I am now an ...
angry, young, poor, uneducated,
Native woman! (Sugar 89)

This quote speaks to the lives of
federally sentenced women and how
often life’s little moments are taken
for granted by those of us on this side
of the wall. What is not clear from
this reference, (and has been brought
to my attention by Patricia Monture-
Angus) is that inmates at the Prison
for Women were being “maced in
the face” long before Louise Arbour’s
Commission inquired into events at
the prison, which took place in April
1994. To be more concise, Sugar
wrote about the macing and strip-
ping of prisoners in 1989, while Ar-
bour’s Inquiry revolved around
events five years later. It is obvious
that these inhumane practices were
not isolated incidents.

When we look at what went “be-
fore” in terms of positive change in
the lives of federally sentenced Abo-
riginal women, we find:
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Almost all of the healing experi-

ences that Aboriginal women
who have been in prison report
lie outside of the conventional
prison order. They come
through bonds formed with
otherwomen in prison, through
the support of people on the
outside, and from the activities
of Native Sisterhood. (Sugarand
Fox 478)

Thissuggests that the need for mean-
ingful change must involve the reali-
zation that Aboriginal women have
their own methods of healing. Given
the time and space, Aboriginal
women are capable of implementing
supportnetworks which address their
specific needs.

The Task Force on Federally Sen-
tenced Women was thus set up to
research and make suggestions to-
ward changing the circumstances of
federally sentenced women. Al-
though it might appear to the casual
observer that the time constraints
(March to October 1989) faced by
the Task Force would be too nar-
row to allow for proper research and
development of meaningful recom-
mendations, the Task Force did look
to the women in prison for their
input, enabling them to come up
with their recommendations in less
time to come up with their sugges-
tions than those who looked for
solutions in books, government in-
stitutions, and previous task forces.
One has only to observe that there
were 26 separate commissions/re-
ports (Shaw 86-7), to realize that a
third-party view of federally sen-
tenced women was not sufficient to
bring about meaningful change to
their condition in prison; the women

needed to be heard.

The Task Force then put forth the
idea that, “[just] as we cannot tack
women on to a men-oriented system
of corrections, so we cannot tack
Aboriginal women onto any system
be it for men or women” (99). They
therefore examined not only what it
is that makes female offender differ-
ent from men, but more specifically
how Aboriginal women differ from
non-Aboriginal men and women in
their offending patterns and needs.

For someone looking at the Ca-
nadian criminal justice system for
the first time, it is hard to imagine
why one group of women would
need to be seen as separate, or dif-
ferent, from another. To better un-
derstand this, we need to look at
some of the marked differences be-
tween federally sentenced Aborigi-
nal and non-Aboriginal women. ]
cannot put into words the differ-
ences that exist for Aboriginal and
non- Aboriginal federally sentenced
women and I would not take that
liberty because it is not mine to speak

"l entered Prison
for Women as a
young, poorly-
educated, Native
women and ...

I will soon be
released —I am
now an ... angry,
young, poor,
uneducated, Native
woman!”
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of. I can only echo the words of
Fran Sugar and Lana Fox, who
themselves have firsthand experience
of prison and the absence of justice
within it’s walls and who aided the
Task Force by listening and writing
the words of 39 federally sentenced
Aboriginal women:

"It cannot be
assumed that
Aboriginal women
will construct a
response to rape,
battering and other
instances of abuse
in the same way
the mainstream
feminist
movement has/”

. [Prison] and release from
prison are not the starting point.
Aboriginal women who end up
in prison grow up in prison, al-
though the prisons in which they
grow upare not the ones towhich
they are sentenced under law.

No amount of tinkering with
prisons can heal the before-
prison lives of the Aboriginal
women who live or have lived
within their walls. Prison can-
not remedy the problem of pov-
erty on reserves. [t cannot deal
with immediate or historical
genocide that Europeansworked
upon our people. [t cannot rem-
edy violence, alcohol abuse,
sexual assault during childhood,
rape, and other violence Abo-
riginal women experience at the
hands of men. Prison cannot
heal the past abuse of foster
homes, or the indifference and
racism of Canada’s justice sys-
tem in it’s dealings with Abo-
riginal people. However, the
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treatment of Aboriginal women
within prisons can begin to rec-
ognize that these things are the
realities of the lives that Abo-
riginal women prisoners have

led. (Sugar and Fox 469)

Patricia Monture-Angus advocates
the separate system approach by out-
lining some of the seldom acknowl-
edged differences between Aborigi-
nal and non-Aboriginal women in
her book, Thunder in My Soul: A
Mobawk Woman Speaks:

[It] cannot be (and should not
be) concluded or assumed that
Aboriginal women will construct
aresponse to rape, batteringand
other instances of abuse, incest,
child welfare laws and abortion
in the same way that the main-
stream feminist movement has.
Nor can it be assumed that the
dispute resolution mechanisms
that Aboriginal women will ad-
vance will look the same as those
advanced by the mainstream
women’s movement. (234)

The Task Force on Federally Sen-
tenced Women listened to the voices
of federal female offenders and what
they needed. They also heard from
the families of these women as well as
Aboriginal women and men who are
concerned about members of their
communities (Task Force 104). To-
gether, with the stories of federally
sentenced women, and the under-
standing of women’s different needs,
the Task Force came up with five
principles for meaningful change for
federally sentenced women.

The first principle for meaningful
change was empowerment. Empow-
erment means improving the self-
esteem of women whose lives have
led them to prison (Task Force 105~
6). Empowerment also means giving
women the strength, mentally, spir-
itually, emotionally, and physically
to make the choices the task force
recommends.

When Ilook at this recommenda-
tion, 1 see Aboriginal women being

returned to the positions which they
once occupied, and in some commu-
nities still occupy in terms of having
a voice and the respect of fellow
Aboriginal people. Basically, this is
an across-the-board understanding
of the knowledge and contribution
of Aboriginal women to the commu-
nity. As an Aboriginal woman, I see
my own disempowerment leading to
anger, frustration, violence, and self-
destruction.

The second guiding principle of
change for the Task Force was mean-
ingfil and responsible choices. In or-
der for federally sentenced women to
empower themselves, in any way,
they must be given the option to
choose. The availability of choice in
the lives of federally sentenced
women prepares them for release in
the sense that it builds self-suffi-
ciency and the ability to take respon-
sibility for themselves as well as their
families (Task Force 107-8).

The third and perhaps most fun-
damental principle of the task force
when looking toward making mean-
ingful change in the lives of federally
sentenced women are the principles
of respect and dignity. Many of us
who live our lives on this side of
prison walls® assume that respectand
dignity are givens in daily life. They
are not. Respect for the all things is
fundamental to Aboriginal spiritual-
ity and culture and mustbe looked at
as the first stepping stone to helping
federally sentenced Aboriginal
women retrieve some of what they
havelost, or possibly, never had (Task
Force 109).

The fourth principle for change
involves a supportive environment.
There can be no healing without the
support of those around you. Heal-
ing is not an individual thing, just as
getting to aplace of violence and self-
destructiveness is not an individual
phenomenon (Task Force 110).

The fifth principle for change is
shared responsibility. This principle
reinforces the notion that the com-
munity, as well as the government,
and corrections officials must ac-
tively participate in and support pro-
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grams and initiatives that present
meaningful choices to federally sen-
tenced women (Task Force 111).

The Task Force recommended the
establishment of five regional facili-
ties, an Aboriginal healinglodge, and
additional community release pro-
grams. The healinglodge would look
to the knowledge of Aboriginal wo-
men for structure and programming
(Task Force 114-5). The Task Force
clearly had a vision for federal female
corrections that had never been seen
before in the world, both in terms of
size and availability of choice.

There is a place in southeastern
Saskatchewan the Cree call, Okimaw
Obci (in translation, “thunderhills”).
It is here that the Neekaneet First
Nation has let sacred land to Correc-
tional Services Canada for the site of
the Healing Lodge so that federally
sentenced Aboriginal women can
begin to heal themselves. The Heal-
ing Lodge is also open to non-Abo-
riginal women whose own life plans
show that they will benefit from the
kinds of spirituality and healing of-
fered at Okimaw Ohci. These women
must apply to be sent to the Lodge
(Correctional Service Canada
1997a). The site of the Lodge was
chosen on the part of Correctional
Service Canada, because the
Neekaneet First Nation:

[Demonstrated] a long tradi-
tion of Aboriginal and non-Abo-
riginal cooperation, an offering
of sacred rural land, a sincere
interest in making the Healing
Lodge part of their communi-
ties, and a strong sense of re-
sponsibility towards Aboriginal
women under sentence. (Cor-

rectional Service Canada 1997b)

From the Task Force on Federally
Sentenced Women’s recommenda-
tions arose a planning committee to
“carry out assessments, facility de-
sign and overall plan” (Cortectional
Service Canada 1997b) for the Heal-
ing Lodge. The Planning Circle con-
sisted of government and non-gov-
ernment people, Aboriginal groups,
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as well as delegates from the town of
Maple Creek (Correctional Service
Canada 1997b). It was the job of this
committee to oversee theimplemen-
tation of the Task Force’s recom-
mendations through structure and
policy for the Healing Lodge. An
Elder’s Circle worked closely with
the committeeasspiritual guides (Cor-
rectional Service Canada 1997a).

When planning was completed
and the Healing Lodge opened No-
vember of 1993, the Planning Com-
mittee was replaced by Kekunwem-
konawuk, or “Keepers of the Vision”
(Correction Service of Canada
1997a). It is their job to ensure that
the initiatives recommended by The
Task Force are maintained (Correc-
tion Service of Canada 1997a).

Although the booklet on Okimaw
Ohci Healing Lodge—published by
Correctional Service Canada[n.d.]—
is quite useful in terms of making
available information that does not
exist elsewhere.4 I am under the im-
pression’ that some of this informa-
tionisborderingon Sacred and some
of the stories/wording(s) have possi-
bly been appropriated without proper
accreditation or respect. Another
problem I had with the booklet is
that it comes across as incredibly
patronizing and insensitive to the
realities of federally sentenced
women. For instance in one section
there is a statement that says, the
“[health care] model will mirror rea/
Jife as much as possible” (emphasis
added) (Correctional Service Canada
[n.d.], 15). For many Aboriginal
women, prison is the only reality
that exists—it is real life.

Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge is
so removed from the traditional
prison system that for those who
visit, it is easy to forget that it is still
aprison. There are no concrete walls,
no razor wire, and no metal bars. The
geography of the land is such that
you can see for miles along the
treeline, hear the creek splashing be-
low the Spirit Lodge, and see where
the beavers make their home. On
any summet day you would see chil-

dren playing in the playground, and

even hear the drumsand voices of the
pow wow if the season is right. The
main building is circular and from
the air, one can see that the entire
structure, including the residential
units, and the Spirit Lodge® are built
in the shape of an eagle (Wiebe and
Johnson 7). To the Cree,” the eagle
carries great spiritual meaning,
thereby reinforcing the tie between
spirituality and the Lodge.

The external physical structure
gives way to the internal guiding
structures of the Lodge. The warden
is not called a warden, instead she is
called, Kikawinaw—Cree for “Our
Mother” (Correctional Service
Canada 1997b). The other staff
members also have (Cree) family
designations (Wiebe and Johnson
7). These people oversee the daily
operations of the Lodge. In casual
conversation there is no delineating
of “us” and “them,” however, the
presence of cameras and paperwork,
act as reminders that this place is still
a prison.

Thereareseveral programsin place
at Okimaw Ohci which allow feder-
ally sentenced women to expand their
knowledge and skills. These programs
may be mandatory such as literacy,
or elective such as crafts workshops.
The programs include (but are not
limited to): drug and alcohol treat-
ment, education, and work programs.
The residents can also take anger
management group, participate in

Respect for the
all things is
fundamental
to Aboriginal
spirituality and
culture and must
be looked at as
the first stepping
stone to helping
federally sentenced
Aboriginal women.
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survivors’ groups, first-aid certifica-
tion, and food handling (Correc-
tional Service Canada [n.d.], 4). The
programs promote healthy lifestyles
with ablend of Aboriginally-focused
programs as well as skills that ensure
successful reintegration into the com-
munity upon release.

Perhaps the most significant
change to the lives of federally sen-
tenced Aboriginal women, outside
of having meaningful choices, is the
option of having their children with
them during the child’s pre-school
years. According to the Task Force
on Federally Sentenced Women,
“Two outof three federally sentenced
women are mothers, who said they
had primary responsibility for their
children” (Task Force 101). The Task
Forcealso found that, “Federally sen-
tenced women who chose to remain
in their home provinces, under Ex-
change of Services Agreements ...
did so to maintain regular contact
with their children”® (Task Force
101). It hasalso become increasingly
apparent that,

experience with the criminal
justice system is interge-
nerational and that the children
of incarcerated parents may be
at greater risk than their peers
for future involvement with the
criminal justice system. Thus the
impact of incarceration becomes
multigenerational. (Bloom 28)

So we can see that it is not only the
mother and child who suffer when
women are incarcerated, it is future
generations of children as well.
The sacred understanding of the
land and how its boundaries are out-
lined helps one to better appreciate
the freedom and respect that Abo-
riginal women have been allowed at

the Healing Lodge:

[The] Elders tied four ceremo-
nial flags to the trees on the
limits of the land at the four
directions, to let the Creator
and Spirit World acknowledge
theplace. So thespiritual bound-
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aries were set, and now no bars
or fencing are needed here be-
cause if you cross the bounda-
ries of the four colours you defy
the Creator and the Spirits, the
ultimate disrespect.... (Wiebe

Johnson 7)

It is this spirituality and cultural sen-
sitivity that will ensure the contin-
ued healing journeys of federally sen-
tenced Aboriginal women now and
in the future.

The Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge
at Neckaneet is the most peaceful
place Lhave ever had the opportunity
to visit. From the moment I drove
onto the land, I felt an inner peace
that I was not even aware of at first.
As I drove along the road I tried to
imagine why 1 felt so at peace, and
then I realized that it was because I
was among people who understand.
They understand what it is to live on
the margins of society, to be shunned
in public, and to struggle withaddic-
tions and abuse in its many forms.
They understand that acceptance is
the most fundamental aspect of life,
an aspect we all seek, and hope to
find in the hearts and eyes of others.
As [ drove along, I realized that the
reason for the Healing Lodge being
in this place was for all of these
reasons; because these are some of
the very same experiences that have
led Aboriginal women to prison.?

Ithas been evident foranumber of
years that the Canadian criminal jus-
tice system has failed Aboriginal peo-
ple and, more specifically, Aborigi-
nal women. It has only been within
the last decade that there been move-
ment toward changing the face of
corrections for federally sentenced
women in Canada. The change be-
gan with the formation of the Task
Force on Federally Sentenced
Women, which recognized that in
order to make meaningful change,
women in prison must have a voice.
From that arose, Creating Choices:
The Report on The Task Force on
Federally Sentenced Women. This 134-
page report detailed the thoughts
and feelings of federally sentenced

women and came up with a list of
meaningful recommendations for
changing women’s corrections in
Canada. For Aboriginal women, this
meantthecreation ofa HealingLodge
on Sacred land on the Neekaneet
First Nation. The Okimaw Ohci
Healing Lodge was built to
accomodate 40 women and up to
four children. It observes the cul-
tural understanding of the four di-
rections and a policy of respecting
the traditions of all Aboriginal na-
tions considering it houses Aborigi-
naland non-Aboriginal women from
across Canada (Correctional Service
Canada [n.d.], 4-6).

The Okimaw Ohci HealingLodge
also respects the cultural understand-
ing of Aboriginal women and how
the absence of positive life choices
have led most of the residents into
conflict with the Canadian criminal
justice system. [t speaks to the belief
that healing is not a solitary process,
and that according to tradition it
involves the community, the family,
and the children. Thus, the women
at Okimaw Obhci are given the op-
portunity to choose their life paths
and journey on the trails that best
suit their needs; rather than those
impressed upon them by the Cana-
dian criminal justice system which
operates on a different value system
than thar of the Aboriginal commu-
nity (Ross; Correctional Service
Canada 1997b).

The Healing Lodge has moved
justice forward (Monture-Angus
249), for federally sentenced Abo-
riginal women, their children, fami-
lies, and communities. By doing so,
Okimaw Ohciwill serve to better the
tomorrows of all Aboriginal people.
The experiences of federally sen-
tenced Aboriginal women in Canada,
have, and will, act as a guide for tole-
ance and understanding in relation-
ships between Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal people the world over.

Lori Sparling is a student at the Uni-
versity of Saskatchewan and holds a
B.A. in English. She has recently com-
pleted the final requirement for an
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honours advanced certificate in Native
Studies and will be attending the Uni-
versity of Regina, in the fall, in the
M.A. program in Indian Studies.

"For the purposes of this paper, I
will use the term Aboriginal or Abo-
riginal people, which according to
its constitutional definition includes
Indian, Inuit, and Metis.

2] will not disrespect the experiences
and realities of the women whom 1
am speaking of by pretending to
understand or even be able to
properly paraphrase the experiences
of federally sentenced women.

31 do not assert that those of us who
are not incarcerated in a federal
institution are entirely better off in
circumstance than federally
sentenced women. For many who
live out their days without food,
shelter, or close bonds with families
and friends, life on this side of the
wall is not always so appealing. 1
was told once that many of the
women in prison have, in prison,
what they do not have on the
outside-—namely relationships,
security, and knowledge of knowing
what will happen next as well as
respect of friends and fellow human
beings. I do not think for one minute
that I am above any of these women
or that life on this side of the wall is
the most desired goal for everyone—
because [ know that it is not.
4Due to the fact that this book is
published by Correctional Services
Canada, it does not offer what I
consider to be a neutral view of the
Lodge. However, it does provide
information on a subject for which
information is, at best, rare.

51 use the word impression due to a
lack of specific knowledge of Sacred
Teachings on my part. This
impression is my own and any error
in understanding is my own.

6The Spirit Lodge is built in the
shape of a tee-pee (Wiebe and John-
son 8).

T am Cree and my husband is
Saulteaux/Cree; he has shared his
understanding of the eagle with me.
®According to Patricia Monture-
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Angus, task force member and
research advisor, a mother-child
program was the number one item
that federally sentenced women
asked for.

9These, of course, are my own
perceptions and reasonings, not
those of the Task Force, planning

committee or Kekunwembkonawuk.
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