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When Adrian Iredale first met Jurg Hunziker, as jury member and awards architect respectively, they vowed to work 
together one day. The result? A pioneering prison in Derby, WA.  Words rachael Bernstone Photography Peter Bennetts 
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ABOVE: The prison comprises 42 buildings 
arranged in mens and women's Villages, 
around a AFL football oval

LEFT: The buildings were sited within  
the existing landscape, and many trees  
were retained throughout the site

WAiting for high res Pic



W ithout pampering its criminal offenders, 
the new West Kimberley Regional Prison 
strives to put “Aboriginal wellness” 

front and centre. It aims to promote “the attainment 
of harmony between physical, emotional, social, 
spiritual and cultural components of the individual 
and the community as a whole”. 

The Government of Western Australia commissioned 
the facility in 2005 after consulting with indigenous 
people in an attempt to address the state’s high  
rates of indigenous incarceration (38 per cent of  
the prison population, compared with three per  
cent in the broader community), deaths in custody 
and high reoffending rates.

Drawing on TAG Architects’ expertise in custodial 
design and iredale pedersen hook (iph) architects’ 
experience in remote-location indigenous housing, the 
Department of Corrective Services (DCS) commissioned 
the two firms to undertake preliminary planning. 

“It was fully expected by our client that each of us 
would be picked up by bigger partners to tender for 
the job, but we wanted TAG and iph to collaborate, 
knowing that we had sufficient skills and resources 
between us,” says iph director Adrian Iredale.  
“We demonstrated the advantage of having two 
modest-sized practices, with director engagement 
and involvement throughout the entire process.”

The team won the job in late 2007, and set to work 
in early 2008, working to a preliminary brief. It 
also consulted other stakeholders including the 
Department of the Attorney General, Shire of Derby 
West Kimberley, Aboriginal agencies and kin, 
prisoners, government agencies and WA Police.

“With all credit to the DCS, they knew they needed  
to create a new model. They knew what they 
wanted, but were unsure how to manifest that in  
built form,” says Jurg Hunziker, director at TAG.  
“We had a good rapport with DCS and they  
gave us the opportunity to generate a genuinely 
unique master plan from first principles.

“We initially worked across the whole project 
together, master planning the site and establishing 
the concept for the buildings, so it was a collaborative 
exercise in that sense,” Hunziker continues, “but  
from a contract documentation point of view it was  
a case of splitting the works in two. On such a large 
job, with 42 buildings, and several builders, we 
decided to draw a line approximately through the 
middle of the football field. iph concentrated on  
the housing and some selected infrastructure,  
while TAG worked on the remaining infrastructure  
and site works.”

The 25-hectare site is six kilometres from the centre 
of Derby, in a sub-tropical, cyclone-prone region, 
where rainfall can exceed 100mm a day in the wet 
season. The landscape of dense pindan woodland 
boasted many significant trees, including boabs, 
a number of which were retained. Water does not 
readily soak into the ground, which, combined 
with the presence of “collapsing soil”, called for 
significant civil engineering for site works and 
building pads. A series of swales were installed  
to drain rainfall beyond the perimeter fence. 

The prison is a campus-style facility with low-, 
medium- and high-security areas for both male and 
female prisoners – an arrangement that is unique, 
Hunziker says. “There is an Australian Rules football 
field at the heart of the prison, which is symbolic 
because football often provides opportunities for 
Aboriginal people to excel,” Iredale says. “It also 
means that teams can come and play matches, 
offering opportunities for prisoners to connect  
with family and friends from outside.

“The housing is broken into small clusters,” he adds, 
“which are grouped together so that prisoners can 
potentially be organised by kinship groups”.

In the minimum security areas, houses have a mix 
of private and communal sleepout areas, meaning 
prisoners are not confined to their rooms. “There is 
no notion of being locked into a cell,” Iredale explains. 
“There is a level of freedom that’s embedded into the 
prison, but if prisoners don’t behave appropriately, 
some of these freedoms may be taken away.”

In the overall plan, sightlines through the landscape 
and within the buildings were very important, Iredale 
adds. “We tried to minimise the impact of being in 
a prison – the outer fence is not that evident, and 
through the careful placement of buildings we were 
able to create vistas and maintain much of the 
landscape,” he says. “The houses were designed to 
make it easy to find one’s way; there is no sense of 
being locked into a corridor: you can see where you 
are going, or whether there is potential for conflict.”

All of the single-storey buildings across the site 
were constructed using steel frames that were 
manufactured in Perth and transported nearly 
2400km by road-train. The buildings are arranged 
as a series of pavilions, held together by ribbon-like 
steel roofs constructed with LYSAGHT CUSTOM 
ORB®, LYSAGHT TRIMDEK® and LYSAGHT 
SPANDEK® profiles, all made from COLORBOND® 
steel in the colour Dune®. The soffits and external 
walls are a mix of LYSAGHT CUSTOM ORB® made 
from COLORBOND® steel in a range of colours 
inspired by the landscape, interspersed with painted 
panels of compressed fibre cement for variety.  æ

 sP116       architectural steel innovationwww.steelprofile.com.au 7

LegenD
1. Visitors' centre
2. Gatehouse
3. Prisoner reception
4. Management unit / crisis care
5. Administration
6. Laundry / kitchen
7. Workshops
8. Recreation
9. Education
10. Family visits
11. Court services
12. Programs
13. Health and Women's Services
14. Women's accommodation
15. Men's maximum security
16. Spiritual centre
17. Men's accommodation
18. Football oval

“We tried to minimise the impact of being in a prison 
– the outer fence is not that evident”
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Iredale appreciated the bountiful range of 
COLORBOND® steel colours – choosing Dune®, 
Windspray®, Bushland®, Jasper®, Headland® and 
Woodland Grey® – to blend the buildings into the 
pindan setting. “We did a photographic study of 
the seasonal landscape which was then pixelated 
on computer, and we were able to equate those 
natural shades to COLORBOND® steel colours, which 
immediately created a strong connection back to 
the changing seasons,” he says. “We used different 
colours on the lower, middle and upper levels of  
the buildings to articulate them in the landscape.”

Steel was the obvious choice, on the basis of 
climatic conditions, Iredale says. “As a result of  
the value-management process, steel was seen  
as the most appropriate material,” agrees Hunziker. 

“We looked at speed-of-construction, the number  
of trades required, the fact you can shop-detail 
the steel work and transport a number of buildings 
from Perth on one truck-load.

“We also had to take into account the fact that Derby 
doesn’t have a major construction industry, but it 
does offer various trades that could be engaged by 
the main contractor,” Hunziker adds.

Aside from the practicalities of part-prefabrication, 
transport and construction, steel offered other 
advantages, Iredale says. “Both practices have 
a long record of engaging with steel in numerous 
projects, and we see it as a material that enables 
us to create complex experiences out of relatively 
simple forms,” he says. “For example, the roof  
forms are pitched with gable ends, some of which 
are truncated at angles. When seen from the 
underside, they appear to be much more complex.”

Another important consideration was the threat of 
cyclones. “We needed to be certain that materials 
would cope with cyclonic conditions,” says Hunziker. 
“The project did, however, highlight to us that a 
number of suppliers don’t actively pursue the testing 
of materials to meet cyclonic design standards. 
The advantage of using steel sheet is that it usually 
meets those standards easily.

“The steel frames are more poetic and lyrical at the 
edges of the buildings, where the verandah spaces 
are heavily sculpted with structural steel,” Iredale 
says. “The bent steel is structural. It optimises the 
flexibility of the steel in a cyclone and minimises  
the cantilever of the spans.”

The entire project demonstrates, from the macro- 
to the micro-level, that due consideration of quite 
specific issues such as colour was essential.  
But the most important aspects by far were safety 
and security, Hunziker says. “We dealt with these  
by creating a very secure perimeter fence, to  
create a campus-style facility internally, where 
people can move around a lot more freely.”

The challenge of constructing a perimeter fence 
that could withstand a cyclone – yet be relatively 
unobtrusive from inside – also called for a steel 

solution; namely 200 x 200 x 5mm SHS posts and 
Gryffin welded, galvanised steel mesh, with an  
STM Duraduct galvanised steel cowl.

There are some divisions internally too – the 120 
male and 30 female prisoners are segregated by 
gender, with their own medical, education, shop  
and recreation facilities – but all are encouraged  
to learn skills that will improve their lives and limit 
the likelihood of reoffending after release. 

“It’s a self-care model whereby prisoners are 
encouraged to shop and cook for themselves,” 
Hunziker says. “Some of the prisoners have been 
moved to Derby from prisons in Perth as they  
reach the later part of their terms, and this  
relocation to country provides opportunities  
to gain skills, so they can make good use of those 
skills when they return to their communities.”

The first prisoners arrived in October 2012, so 
it’s early days yet for this pioneering new model, 
but Iredale has already made some positive 
observations. “The women in particular have  
never had anything of this quality before,”  
he says. “The prisoners are often content  
with the situation and feel that it’s a relatively  
safe environment.” æ

The Women's Health facility, 
classrooms and workrooms  
are sited at the entrance  
to the Women's village

“We used different colours on the lower, middle 
and upper levels of the buildings to articulate 
them in the landscape”
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ABOVE: Iredale selected COLORBOND® steel in the colours Dune®, 
Windspray®, Bushland®, Jasper®, Headland® and Woodland Grey® 
to blend the buildings into their natural setting, after conducting  
a photographic study of the seasonal landscape which was 
pixelated on computer

TOP AND ABOVE LEFT: The colours of the landscape are reflected 
in the buildings, seen here the women's art and craft and home 
economics training facilities (top), the women's services colonnade 
(middle) and court services building (bottom). The ceilings in the 
colour Headland® (bottom) reflect the red pindan earth, and impart  
a sense of enclosure and protection

WET SEASON

DRY SEASON

PIxELATION PROCESS
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SOUTHEAST ELEVATION – RECREATION BUILDING

NORTHWEST ELEVATION – RECREATION BUILDING

SOUTH ELEVATION – SPIRITUAL CENTRE

NORTH ELEVATION – SPIRITUAL CENTRE

BELOW: The basketball court features bent steel frames that optimise the flexibility of the steel in a cyclone and minimise the cantilever of the spans 
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“One of the biggest issues in Derby is staff training 
and retention, because this is an extremely harsh 
environment,” Hunziker says. “So with this type of 
project, which is establishing new ways of dealing 
with indigenous incarceration, it will take two-to-
three years to bed down.

“DCS will conduct a post-occupancy evaluation in the 
future, and see where things could be improved; where 
this model has worked well, where aspects haven’t 
worked as well. It will all be actively reviewed.”

“This is a significant departure from what people 
consider as mainstream incarceration; there is a  
real focus on normalisation with a greater emphasis 
on choice and self-determination,” Iredale continues. 
“Similarly, the management philosophy strikes a 
more even balance between static and dynamic 
security, opting to encourage staff to engage  
with prisoners in daily routines.”

Hunziker has visited the prison many times since 
practical completion in July 2012 and says it has a 
relaxed feel that sets it apart from other correctional 
centres. “It is confronting to think about going to  
a prison, but the reality on the ground at Derby is 
quite different to the norm,” he says. 

After what has been a long and arduous journey, 
the effort invested by the TAG and iph design team 
is now reaping rewards, he adds. “Working on the 
project for almost seven years has been an intense 
process – especially during the construction phase. 
The team does find it reinvigorating, though, when 
other people visit and say it’s fantastic: we are all 
very proud of the outcome. While it certainly has  
not been an easy project, it has been enjoyable.

“To go to site and talk with the prisoners, and get such 
a positive response from them and the prison officers, 
makes it really worthwhile,” Hunziker says. sP

PAneL sAys
The numerous buildings in this expansive prison 

project – 42 in all – speak of humility, and the use of 

lightweight steel framing and cladding is the common 

language that unites them. Arising from an immensely 

challenging brief that contends with a series of 

confronting social issues, the architecture aims to 

help facilitate change within a culturally sensitive 

environment. For us, the buildings are noteworthy  

for their simplicity, but the more compelling ideas  

are about the space between buildings – the 

organisation of the elements and their relationship  

to one another and the landscape, and how steel  

has been strategically used to create a cohesive 

whole. We especially like the non-institutional nature 

of the prison, and appreciate the robustness and 

carefully considered detailing of the steel work.

ABOVE LEFT: The use of steel framing and cladding  
– depicted at the Spiritual Centre – enabled the  
architects to create complex experiences out of  
relatively simple forms

BELOW LEFT TO RIGHT: The houses have covered 
verandahs (left) and indoor bedrooms (right) for  
sleeping, and kitchens for self catering (centre)


