


















































































































Construction
GROWING WASHINGTON’S PRISON LANDSCAPES

In creating landform or topographic variation, a site undergoes rough grading. Earth is “cut” to create depressions and low points, and “filled” 
to create mounds or high points. To maximize sustainability, rough grading aims to equalize the amount of earth that is cut and filled. This 
reduces the quantity of material that needs to be imported or exported from the site and minimizes overall disturbance. Calculating the 
equalization of cut and fill happens during the creation of construction documents.

Rough grading is typically accomplished by vehicular equipment like bulldozers and scrapers. As WDOC landscape design guidelines only permit 
a 12” topographic variation, rough grading for prison landscape projects can occur manually with shovels, digging bars and rakes.

2) ROUGH GRADING
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Cutting & filling of earth on a job site during rough grading             Pacific Coast General Engineering



Construction
CONSTRUCTION

After your project’s general 
topography has been established, 
any digging for trenches, 
foundations, footings, steps and 
other landscape features should 
be accomplished at this time. 
This step is broadly referred to as 
excavation.

Due the to precision that 
most excavated areas require, 
excavation is best completed 
manually. In addition to picks, 
shovels and digging bars, 
rototillers, sod cutters and augers 
may be helpful at this stage to 
loosen compacted areas.

After areas are excavated, they 
should be clearly marked with 
marking paint, caution tape, flags 
and other fluorescent materials.

Like the demolition stage, 
under supervision, offenders 
can participate in any manual 
excavation activity, even when 
potentially dangerous tools are 
involved.

Rototiller Sod Cutter Auger

3) EXCAVATION
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Manual excavation to establish a reflecting pond                    Jackson’s Landscape Design



Construction
GROWING WASHINGTON’S PRISON LANDSCAPES

Drainage features may become part of your landscape project, particularly when renovating a field, installing a water feature or a bioswale. 
Drainage infrastructure construction typically involves both “built” components and natural features such as topography and soils. General site 
drainage strategies include infiltration (absorption by soils & other natural media), detention (collection and subsequent release), and retention 
(capture & storage). Many projects employ multiple drainage approaches at once.

After drainage feature areas have been excavated, infrastructure like piping and catch basins are placed for detention and retention 
approaches. For infiltration approaches, the excavated areas are amended with compost and other organic materials.

One type of drainage infrastructure that deserves special attention in a prison setting is an area drain. Found in both vegetated and paved 
areas in landscapes, area drains feature exposed grates that allow water to percolate into a pipe or basin for retention or detention. In prison 
landscapes, grates must be fastened to their below ground component rather than simply left in place and secured by their weight and gravity.

4) DRAINAGE

INFILTRATION SECURING AN
AREA DRAIN

DETENTION

RETENTION

Bioswales, Rain Gardens,
Porous Paving

Catch Basins, Cisterns

Cisterns, Ponds, 
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Construction
CONSTRUCTION

The most widely used building material in the world, concrete is remarkably durable and versatile. In landscape contexts, concrete is primarily 
used as a material for a foundation or footing for a structure, as media for a path or floor, or in a functional or sculptural context, such as a 
bench or table. Under supervision, offenders can participate in all aspects of the concrete construction process.

Concrete is made by mixing cement, an aggregate (typically sand and/or crushed stone) and water. It is then poured into a wood, metal and 
plastic mold (“form”) and left to solidify (“cure”). Forms are then deconstructed, leaving behind only the concrete. In many cases, other 
materials such as rebar and metal brackets are set into the concrete after it’s been poured into a form to either improve the material’s tensile 
strength or as a means to connect other materials later on. Concrete is typically installed in excavated areas that have had a layer of crushed 
stone applied (“subbase”) and then compacted before the form is set into the excavated area and before concrete is poured into the form.

Concrete has remarkable thermal mass, meaning that it retains heat well. At the same time, concrete also requires significant thermal energy 
inputs to warm from ambient temperatures. Thus, concrete plays an important role in the creation of microclimates on a site. It is also an 
important consideration in specifying it as a material for functional purposes. If used as a bench and placed in direct sun, will it get too hot for 
people to sit on? Finally, concrete can be made artful and intriguing by the formwork itself, or by applying unique finishes and scoring patterns 
into the concrete while curing. 

5) CONCRETE
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Construction
GROWING WASHINGTON’S PRISON LANDSCAPES

Stone & masonry units like bricks or pavers have a 
variety of applications in the landscape. Broadly, they 
can be used to make seating, paths, planting beds, and 
(when large enough) individual sculptural elements. 
Individual stone and masonry units (think “pieces”) 
can be assembled by “dry” (without a binding agent), 
or “wet” (with a binding agent, typically mortar) 
techniques. Which technique you’ll use will ultimately 
depend on your materials and desired feature or 
structure.

Individual stones are commonly measured by “men” 
units, that is, how many individuals it would generally 
take to move and place the unit. For individual, dry laid 
stones in prison landscapes, the units must be no smaller 
than 4-man. Stones of this size are best placed manually, 
using digging bars and wheelbarrows. 

In assembling structures from smaller stone and 
masonry units, such as for seating or planting beds, 
epoxy has been found as an effective binding agent in 
prison landscapes. This reduces the need for mortar 
and accompanying training, which ultimately allows for 
more individuals to be involved in the construction and 
improve the project’s overall efficiency.

6) STONE & MASONRY

Stone seating & planters           Bob Elbert
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Epoxy & dispenser



Construction
CONSTRUCTION

At this point, all digging has been 
completed and the majority of heavy 
items that can shape topography by 
virtue of their mass, such as concrete and 
stone, have been placed. The next step 
in the sequence is to establish finished 
grade for final site modifications.

Finished grades are the intended, precise 
surface elevations across the entire 
project site. Unlike rough grading, finish 
grading is much more precise and is best 
achieved through manual means. Check 
elevations with a transit level and grading 
rod, and sculpt terrain accordingly with a 
landscape rake.

7) FINISH GRADING
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Finish grading a stair landing with a landscape rake                     Shih-Chia Chiu

Checking final elevations           Shih-Chia Chiu Transit Level & Grading Rod Landscape Rake



Construction
GROWING WASHINGTON’S PRISON LANDSCAPES

Wood is a versatile material in the landscape, and due 
to its organic nature & human scale, it possesses an 
inherent warmth and inviting quality that few materials 
can match. It is also comparatively easy to work and 
allows for fine craftsmanship. Primarily a structural 
material, wood is typically used in structures and 
furnishings in prison landscapes. Sheds, garden beds, 
shelters, and specialty paths can all be constructed from 
wood in prison environments.

Many wooden landscape elements can and should be 
constructed off the job site in WDOC maintenance or 
educational program shops. In selecting woods for prison 
landscape projects, fir and cedar are recommended 
due to their local availability and inherently long lives 
through natural preservatives in their tissues.

8) CARPENTRY

Artful trellis in garden at Halden Prison, Norway              Marte Aas

Wooden bridge over pond at HM Prison Whatton, UK
prolandscapingmagzine.com

Carpentry shop in action at Crowley County Correctional Facility, CO       Cyrus McCrimmon
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Construction
CONSTRUCTION

Though their fabrication can take place concurrently with any other phase of the construction sequence, metal elements are the final pieces 
that are installed in a prison landscape. In prison landscapes, metal is primarily used as a structural component or to connect different 
elements. Due to the inherently more technical nature of metal fabrication and construction compared to concrete, wood and stone, as well as 
related safety concerns, metal is generally discouraged in prison landscapes. 

There may be times, however, when the use of metal is imperative, such as for a structural connection or a lighting fixture. In those cases, the 
key detail to working with this material in a prison landscape is to minimize the amount of connections that can be easily taken apart. This is to 
say that connections should be welded or riveted rather than assembled by traditional fasteners (bolts, screws, nuts, etc.).

9) METAL WORK

WELDED
CONNECTION

RIVETED
CONNECTION

BOLTED
CONNECTION
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Construction
GROWING WASHINGTON’S PRISON LANDSCAPES

Construction is nearly complete, and the project is beginning to look like a functional, enjoyable space. The last step to be completed in the 
construction sequence is planting. If possible, and if they haven’t played a role in the project thus far, involve the grounds and/or horticulture 
programs at your facility to assist with or lead this activity. Hopefully they have some plant stock that they can contribute to the project.

General planting guidelines are as follows: Dig a hole that exceeds the plant’s root ball diameter and loosen the soil on the sides and base of 
hole while maintaining its shape. Sprinkle some compost and worm tea or other organic fertilizer into the hole. Remove the plant from its 
container and rough up the root ball. Set the plant in the hole so that the plant’s crown (where it emerges from the soil of the root ball) is level 
with the adjacent ground. Adjust the depth of the hole by filling in or digging out extra soil as needed. When the appropriate depth is set, place 
the plant and pack it down with light force to stabilize. Repeat the compost and worm tea application at the surface around the plant’s crown, 
then lightly scratch it in as you did the root ball. Water the new planting “in” as soon as possible.

Under supervision, offenders can participate in all aspects of the planting phase.

10) PLANTING

Watering in a new raised bed planting of Viola adunca at Washington Corrections CenterGreenhouse planting at Cedar Creek Corrections Center
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POST-CONSTRUCTION

Enjoying strawberry plants in a brick planter at Washington Corrections Center for Women



Post-Construction
GROWING WASHINGTON’S PRISON LANDSCAPES

When your landscape project is complete, the first order of business is to celebrate and recognize your accomplishments! This is a great way 
to show gratitude to individuals, departments and programs at the facility that helped make the project possible. Having a celebratory or 
recognition event also helps build buzz for creating more enjoyable landscapes around a facility, resulting in an more positive environment for 
all.

CELEBRATION

63



Post-Construction
POST-CONSTRUCTION

As lots of energy and effort went into the creation of your 
landscape project, it may be appropriate to assess the 
benefits that your project yielded over time. 

It is first important to define what you wish to monitor. For 
this, revisit your initial project goals. If creating wildlife habitat 
was an objective, doing periodic insect and animal counts 
would be an appropriate way to assess the effectiveness of 
meeting that objective. If you wanted to create a space for 
socialization and gathering, tracking how often it was being 
used by offenders would be an effective way at getting that 
information. In short, your methods will be defined by what 
you want to monitor.

The “who” component of the monitoring question can vary. 
Offenders may be able to participate if interested, though they 
might not be able to have continual access to the landscape
that staff would have, which could compromise the quality
of data collected. Project Managers should work with other 
custody officers on duty during movement or other outdoor 
times to see if they can help the project collect information.

When sufficient monitoring data has been collected, the 
Project Manager should work with the Construction Manager 
and Owner Representative to analyze the data and evaluate 
the overall value of the project. Evaluations can be repeated 
periodically, and if a particular project returns regularly poor 
results, that information can be used as grounds to adapt the 
site for different use in the future. 

MONITORING & EVALUATION

Monitoring insect damage on leaves      Benj Drummond & Sarah Joy Steele

WDOC Project Managers evaluate landscape projects
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Post-Construction
GROWING WASHINGTON’S PRISON LANDSCAPES

To ensure your project persists over time, a 
maintenance regiment should be established. 
Depending on what elements your project contains, 
maintenance could include painting, staining, washing, 
lubricating, sanding/grinding, compacting, pump 
cleaning, mulching, pruning, fertilizing and weeding.

The earlier in the process that the project considers the 
likely maintenance required, the better. This thinking 
ultimately helps inform design and construction 
decisions. Work first with your Construction Manager 
to establish a maintenance program & rate of 
recurrence. 

The Project Manager should then reach out to specific 
maintenance teams (grounds, plumbing, hardscape, 
etc.) to ask if they’ll take on maintaining the project as 
part of their regular work. If not, the Project Manager 
can consider lobbying for the establishment of a new 
crew that specifically cares for the newly created 
landscape project.

Regardless of who maintains the project in the long 
run, once the maintenance program is established, 
it should be documented. Offenders can help draft a 
maintenance manual for the project that details the 
program established by the CM, and work with the 
Project Manager to ensure the manual is archived and 
shared appropriately. Finally, offenders can apply to 
work on crews that maintain the created landscapes. 
These jobs are rewarding and benefit individual 
offenders as well as the greater prison community.

MAINTENANCE
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Routine garden maintenance at Washington Corrections Center for Women
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GROWING WASHINGTON’S PRISON LANDSCAPES

(invaluable) RESOURCES

Landscape Construction
by David Sauter

detailing, 
construction techniques, 
material properties

�e Sunset
Western Garden Book

plant selection,
design inspiration,
maintenance requirements

Landscape Graphics
by Grant Reid

concept drawing,
schematic drawing,
graphic conventions
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