Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge: A Movement for Change in Aboriginal Female Offender Populations
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The over representation of the Aboriginal population in Canada’s corrections facilities have been an ongoing dilemma in both federal and provincial institutions. As Canada’s model for handling incarcerated populations moves towards a more dynamic approach, how we deal with our largest population within it is also evolving. Currently 18 percent of all federal inmates are Aboriginal, which is exacerbated in the Prairie regions where Aboriginal males constitute 37 percent, and Aboriginal women account for 51 percent of federal institutional populations (Griffiths, 2007:297). Aboriginal over incarceration rates can be traced back as a result of the historical colonialist political legal “policing” processes, along with the added implementation of “white stream” justice. Furthermore, it is aggravated by a blemished past of failed policies and treaties that served to repress and assimilate Aboriginal traditional way of life into mainstream western rule (Monture-Angus & Samuelson, 2002:157-161). By presenting this information it seems only natural that formulating an alternative method for handling the Aboriginal offender should be constructed. In the last decade Correctional Service of Canada (CSC) has taken on that task; gearing programs, treatments, and facilities to the specific needs of the Aboriginal population, more specifically to that of the Aboriginal women offender. Until recently women were subjected to policies and programs that were tailored towards male inmate populations, disregarding the specific and unique needs that the female population presents.  One of CSC’s response to these dynamic needs, and in part due to Creating Choices: The Report of the Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women’s recommendations, a facility called Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge (OOHL) was established in 1995. The federal facility is located in Saskatchewan, near Maple Creek on land that belongs to the Nekaneet First Nations (Women Offender Programs & Issues, 2004). The OOHL is one of the first of its kind in rehabilitative offender care, and is part of a new age of “holistic” approaches for rehabilitating Canada’s Aboriginal offender population. 

A number of circumstances led to the construction of Healing Lodges today. Such cases and organizations as R.v. Drybones, R.v. Gladue, The Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development (DIAND), the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP), Corrections and Conditional Release Act (CCRA), and various other sources were able to push for substantial change when dealing with Aboriginals in the criminal justice system. What came out of these were separate sentencing courts such as the Gladue courts [s. 718.2(e)], a push for Aboriginal communities involvement with the sentencing of individuals, the need for alteration within the institutions themselves, and the beginning of privately run Healing Lodges (Monture-Angus & Samuelson, 2002:168-171;Knazan, 2003:6-10; Crutcher, Rastin & Trevethan, 2002:1-4). Creating Choices: The Report of the Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women’s report was the catalyst that set in motion the Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge. This report focused on the myriad of issues that surrounded the continuing problems prisoners faced concerning staff members while serving time at Kingston’s Prison for Women (P4W) (Sparling, 1999:116). This lead to what is now called the Arbour Inquiry. The Honourable Madam Justice Louise Arbour outlined numerous recommendations for change, one of them being the creation of today’s Healing Lodges. She stressed that it was important to understand how the lives of federally sentenced women were affected by mistreatment and inhumane practices while under the care of P4W. The Inquest called attention to methods of healing that required specifically addressing the needs of the individual, not the mainstream white majority. 

CSC’s mission states that, “The Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge provides a safe and empowering environment where Aboriginal women can begin their individual healing journeys, while being supported and encouraged through daily interaction with Aboriginal spiritual leaders, community representatives and Healing Lodge staff” (Women Offender Programs & Issues, 2004). That vision includes returning offenders back to the idea of respect for the Creator, and respect for oneself. This includes an emphasis on cooperation and sharing; as well as instilling peace amongst each other, animals, and their strayed sense of spirituality. Healing begins by the relationship with the Earth and how it pertains to emotional, physical, mental, and spiritual connection to the Creator. Stressed as a process, rather than an event, that will lead them to regain peace and tranquility. A key component in the Spirituality teaching is the Circle of Life and what that represents, that of life as it is, as it can be, and the harmony and holistic belief of Aboriginal culture. This is represented through the Medicine Wheel with the Circle of Life, the Creator, and the Creation as a focal point. The Lodge instills five principles for women offenders; to restore pride and dignity as women and mothers; to restore a sense of worth, dignity, and hope; to rebuild their families and their communities; build bridges between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal societies; and to promote the healing of the Earth and all her creatures (Women Offender Programs & Issues, 2004; Sparling, 1999). The OOHL provides an environment that is free of racism, and sexism; an operational method that blends already established correctional methods with traditional Aboriginal teachings and ceremonies; interaction with spiritual leaders and sharing of oral traditions; supports women’s efforts to become actively involved in the parenting and rearing of their children; creation and maintenance of partnerships with the local community; and involve themselves with community outreach activities with spiritual leaders, community staff, and partners upon release.  

The Lodge itself is located on 160 acres of sacred land, and houses minimum to medium-security offenders. When deciding on a location for the Healing Lodge the importance of the sacred land, its natural restoration properties of both body and spirit, and the importance of land and water in the healing process for Aboriginals were considered. The idea of the lodge is to provide ample space where offenders can heal, but also to restore appreciation of their natural surroundings (Women Offender Programs & Issues, 2004; Amellal, 2006). It houses up to 28 residents, the majority are Aboriginal; however, there are non-Aboriginal residents that take part in the alternative lifestyle. The complex consists of: a Main Lodge, a Spiritual Lodge, an Elder Lodge, Safe Lodge, 4 one-level town houses (living units), a Private Family Visit Unit (PFV), a program building, two sweat lodge sites, maintenance buildings, and a horse barn. The OOHL employs nearly 50 staff that includes: the Kikawinaw (“our mother” or Warden), the Assistant Kikawinaw (Deputy Warden), 4 Kikawisinaw (“aunts” or Team Leader/ Assistant Team Leader), 21 Kimisinaw (“older sisters” or Primary Workers), 1 parole officer, 3 program officers, 5 Elders, and a number of support and essential service workers, and maintenance staff (Amellal, 2006; Women Offender Programs & Issues, 2004). 

The Main Lodge is designed to improve a sense of community for both staff members and offenders. It provides services for: administrative duties, health services, case management, admission and discharge, telephones, laundry, hair dressing, library, and provides daycare facilities. There is also a large central social area where meals and communal activities take place. Activities such as spiritual ceremonies take place in the central courtyard in the center of the Main Lodge (Ibid). This fosters a sense of community amongst the residents by encouraging social gatherings to take place, also reinforcing the teachings of respect to Mother Earth and the Circle of Life.

The Spiritual Lodge acts as an area where residents can prepare, and store, their herbs and medicines for the morning circle and ceremonies that takes place within. Other events such as National Parole Hearings, program space, counseling and mediation activities, staff circles and training, and a space where residents can gather to sing or spend time to reflect (Women Offender Programs & Issues, 2004). 

The Elders’ lodge is a key component of the OOHL. Here offenders can visit Elders for services pertaining to counseling and guidance on any issues. Elders provide traditional teachings to offenders and help them rediscover their spirit, as well, develop pride within themselves (Amellal, 2006; Women Offender Programs & Issues, 2004). The Elders additionally help the residents deal with their personal histories, aiding them in understanding and learning what led them down a path of incarceration. Program buildings take these teachings a step further accommodating classroom and program space, a gym, a weight room, arts and crafts areas, as well as offices. The Safe Lodge has various purposes, however it is primarily used for orientation and reception space for new offenders. It also acts as an environment for nurturing and provides additional support, or as a private sphere for a resident that is in crisis. One of the last buildings that are necessary in a residents healing process is the horse barn, incorporating traditional lessons and care of the horses from a Nekaneet perspective (Amellal, 2006; Women Offender Programs & Issues, 2004). 

Living units are designed to promote development and maintenance of community based living skills. With dynamic security principles that include: no fences, no barbed wire, and no walls around the lodge, allows the OOHL to continue with the holistic lifestyle the facility aims to provide. Offenders share a common living area and kitchen where they can partake in meal preparation programs. Offenders have their own individual bedrooms where they are allowed some creative control, and are provided with their own key for a sense of privacy. This is helpful if the offender is taking part in the Mother-Child Program and has children staying in the unit. There is also a unit that caters to residents who have physical disabilities. While there is a high degree of freedom for residents there are static security procedures and are considered a tool rather than prison like. Communication along with dynamic and static security involves some level of supervision and security over residents; staff communication and information sharing; staff intervention regarding security systems (doors, windows, cameras, etc.); as well as rapid response situational management intervention techniques, such as conflict resolution, crisis management, and Critical Incident Stress Management. It is important to note that the crisis management team is made up entirely of female staff, there are specific protocols if male intervention is required, another step OOHL takes to give female residents sense of security (Women Offender Programs & Issues, 2004).  

Programs at the OOHL are almost entirely delivered by Aboriginal staff, some of which are former CSC worker. One similarity that has remained to regular CSC facilities is the intake process. Upon arrival at the OOHL the offenders must go through an orientation period where they are told rules and procedures of the lodge. New residents are given a healing plan that outlines the areas they will be working on in relation to their specific and individual spiritual, emotional, physical, and mental well being (Crutcher et al., 2002:19-22). All programs emphasize the philosophical model depicting life in Aboriginal culture as an ongoing process of spiritual growth, and operate under the leadership of a Kikawinaw who has primary responsibility for the Lodge on a day to day basis. CSC basic programs provided at the Lodge consist of Circles of Change, Spirit of a Warrior, Nekaneet Horse Program, Mother-Child Program, and the Peer Support Program (Women Offender Programs & Issues, 2004). 

Circle of Change was developed by Aboriginals for Aboriginals and involves an intensive 130 session intensive program. Calling upon 3 rehabilitative strategies of rational, cognitive-behavioural, and solution-focuses strategies. By the end of the program it is hoped that residents will achieve an understanding of relationships between their actions and surrounding life circumstances, acquire new coping mechanisms, and build pro-social life skills to avoid reoffending. The Spirit of a Warrior program focuses on how to deal with cognitive distortions of violent tendencies some of the residents cope with. It involves a 14-week program that incorporates cultural and spiritual guidance for “substance abuse, family relations, communication, problem solving and other related topics dealt with in-depth” (Women Offender Programs & Issues, 2004). Nekaneet Horse Program is a 4-week holistic course with various elements that deal with “grieving, Cree language, circle teachings, ceremonies, and sharing circles” (Women Offender Programs & Issues, 2004). Through working with the Nekaneet First Nations teaching of spirituality of the Horse offenders are to achieve “learning of oneself and others, understanding ceremonies and the connection to language and culture…and the integral role of horses in the life of Cree people” (Women Offender Programs & Issues, 2004). A major part of the OOHL’s focus is on the relationship between women offenders and their children. The Mother-Child Program is in place to deal with these concerns. Female offender’s children are permitted to stay on-site with them to keep the interest of the children at the forefront. Offenders are taught to foster positive relationships with their children, along with decision making skill sets, emotional, physical, and spiritual well being of the child (Ibid). One of the last programs the OOHL offers is the nurturing of Peer Support Program. Here offenders learn how to help one another out, and to seek help from their peers when necessary.  

Since the opening of the Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge in 1995, the facility has gotten positive results. CSC has implemented Healing Lodges as part of The Aboriginal Corrections Continuum of Care model (to be referred to as Continuum). CSC noted that, “culture, teachings and ceremonies (core aspects of Aboriginal identity) appear critical to the healing process” (Strategic Plan for Aboriginal Corrections, 2006-2011). The Healing Lodge provides women offenders the ability to take back their Aboriginal self-identity and reinforce it through various mediums provided by the facility. It also allows them to practice their spirituality, traditions, beliefs, and values in an environment that facilitates, not hinders. Often OOHL is the first time some female offenders are introduced and taught about their cultural heritage (Brassard & Martel, 2008). Healing achieved in the OOHL allowed residents to acknowledge past personal pain, problems, and struggles. With the tools provided through programs and traditional healing methods, female offenders are able to utilize applicable job skills, improve their self-awareness, properly asses surround circumstances, and are better equipped to cope with those stressors in their environment. 

While offenders seem to be responding to the Healing Lodges positively, unfortunately statistically there seems to be now real difference amongst recidivism rates to that of regular CSC facilities. The only significant change documented so far was women in the OOHL were assessed as having high reintegration potential versus that of their male counterpart, and were more likely to be released on full parole (Crutcher et al., 2002). It is also important to note that this study acknowledged that there are vast differences between the male and female populations. In sum, OOHL it is still in its infancy and will not be able to reverse decades of cultural and emotional suppression. More diverse programs are needed to address an oversimplified and generic version of Aboriginal identity due to funding restrictions. Aboriginals are still widely over represented in Canada’s correctional institutions and Aboriginal women offender needs still have to be addressed. However, at least CSC is taking the steps required in recognizing and improving Aboriginal concerns, in moving justice for Aboriginals forward, and hopefully improving future generations incarceration rates. As far as having a sufficient body of empirical data, to truly assess whether or not Healing Lodges are improving recidivism rates, we will have to wait for a more longitudinal study and for more facilities to comparatively contrast with. 
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