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Abstract. Within the neocolonial context of ‘Plan Colombia’ in the early s,
agents of the US Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP) took up position in the heart of
the Colombian penitentiary administration to lead a reform based on the United
States’ ultra-punitive penal regime. This paper analyses how the reform was set up
on the ground, shedding light on the partially divergent expectations of the two gov-
ernments. Drawing on recent literature on the mobility of policies and built forms, the
paper argues that the introduction of US-inspired prisons in Colombia is a striking
case where a mobile policy and a travelling architectural type coincided and comple-
mented each other.

Keywords: new punitiveness, mass imprisonment, supermax prisons, policy mobilities,
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Introduction

In , US President Bill Clinton launched Plan Colombia, an episode in the
long history of US intervention in Latin America. In the post-World War II
era, the Colombian government had been a constant and faithful ally of the
US government’s Latin American policy, first in its war against communism
and then, from the s onwards, against drugs, of which Plan Colombia
was part. Between  and , the US government injected US$.
billion into this programme, which made Colombia one of the largest
targets of US aid in the world and put it under the de facto tutelage of the
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US government. Most of this investment was used for military action and the
destruction of coca fields. Within Plan Colombia, the reform of Colombian
prisons – the focus of this paper – formed only a small budgetary item and
is generally an overlooked aspect of it. But it has profoundly reshaped the
world of Colombian prisons. As part of this reform, and with the advice of
the US Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP),  new prisons were built, increasing
the capacity of the Colombian prison system by almost  per cent between
 and . Most of the , beds provided in the new facilities were
located in housing blocks inspired by the high-security design of the United
States Penitentiary at Coleman Federal Complex in Florida. Of those beds,
, to , were punishment cells within the Unidades de Tratamiento
Especial (Special Treatment Units, UTEs) directly inspired by ‘supermax’
or Secure Housing Unit (SHU) security blocks developed in the United
States during the s, characterised by the almost total isolation of prisoners,
sensory deprivation and minimal interaction between prisoners and warders.
This reform, which drastically toughened detention conditions and militarised
the country’s penitentiary culture, supplemented the ‘punitive turn’ in crim-
inal justice policies initiated in Colombia in the mid-s.
As in many South American countries, the neoliberalisation of the

Colombian economy over the s coincided with an unprecedented hard-
ening of penal policies, and therefore paved the way to a dramatic expansion
of the prison system. The Colombian government created multiple new
offences in the penal code and stiffened penalties for minor infringements
committed by the poorest sectors of the population. As a result, in less

 Daniel Pécaut, ‘Entre pragmatisme et violence. Les stratégies des “mafias” colombiennes de la
drogue’, Politix, :  (), pp. –.

 Between  and , the US government invested US$million in the Colombian justice
sector, of which US$million were used for the provision of technical assistance in the peniten-
tiary system (USEmbassy inColombia,Programa de reforma al sector de la justicia, , available
at https://co.usembassy.gov/es/embassy-es/bogota-es/sections-offices-es/department-justice-es/
(last access  July )).

 On the rise of penal populism and the dramatic expansion of the prison population in Latin
America see Lucia Dammert and Felipe Salazar, ¿Duro con el delito? Populismo e inseguridad
en América Latina (Santiago de Chile: FLACSO, ); Paul Hathazy, ‘(Re)-shaping the
Neoliberal Leviathan: The Politics of Penalty and Welfare in Argentina, Chile and Peru’,
European Review of Latin American and Caribbean Studies,  (), pp. –; Markus-
Michael Müller, ‘The Rise of the Penal State in Latin America’, Contemporary Justice
Review, :  (), pp. –. For an examination of the complex causes of the punitive
turn in Latin America beyond the impact of the neoliberal reforms, see Máximo Sozzo (ed.),
Postneoliberalismo y penalidad en América del Sur (Buenos Aires: CLACSO, ) and
Manuel Iturralde, ‘Colombian Prisons as a Core Institution of Authoritarian Liberalism’,
Crime, Law and Social Change, :  (), pp. –.

 On the toughening of the penal system through the criminalisation of conducts that were
previously ignored, the increase in prison sentences and the reduction in prison benefits
(access to alternative measures such as probation and parole, house detention and electronic
surveillance) see Iturralde, ‘Colombian Prisons’, pp. – and Michael Reed Hurtado, ‘El
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than  years, the Colombian prison population increased fourfold (,
inmates in  to , in , according to official prison statistics).

After , the direct intervention of the BOP during Plan Colombia not
only fostered and reinforced this trend towards mass incarceration, but also
led to a significant alteration in the nature of the prison system. Working
closely with the Colombian government, the BOP intended to export to
Colombia a set of penal architectural features based on the Federal Prison
of Coleman, including punitive solitary confinement, as well as staff training
techniques and day-to-day prison management policies.
The primary aim of this paper is to shed light on the process by which the

‘US prison model’ was introduced in Colombia and on the effects of this
process on the penal system of this country. To develop this analysis, it
draws on the complementarity of literatures that rarely talk to each other,
dealing both with mobile policies and mobile built forms. Policies and
built forms sometimes travel independently: drug policies or legal ideas can
move without being accompanied by a specific built form. Conversely, for

camino irreflexivo de la cárcel en Colombia: Un cuento de delirios y despelotes’, paper pre-
sented at the ‘Leyes, Penas y Cárceles’ Conference, Woodrow Wilson International Center
for Scholars, – Feb. , available at http://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/
Michael%Reed%Hurtado_.pdf, last access  July .

 Source INPEC, quoted by Iturralde, ‘Colombian Prisons’, p. .
 There is of course no such thing as ‘the’ US prison model, since the US prison system is a
heterogeneous archipelago of facilities operating at several levels (municipal, county, state and
federal), and following a variety of security and design approaches. In our case, the ‘US prison
model’ refers in particular to the architecture, prison policies, internal procedures and train-
ing techniques copied from the Federal complex of Coleman and presented to the
Colombian government by the BOP as a model to follow.

 Jamie Peck and Nik Theodore, ‘Mobilizing Policy: Models, Methods and Mutations’,
Geoforum, :  (), pp. −; Eugene J. McCann and Kevin Ward, Mobile
Urbanism: Cities and Policymaking in the Global Age (Minneapolis, MN: University of
Minnesota Press, ); Colin McFarlane, Learning the City. Knowledge and Translocal
Assemblage (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, ); Jennifer Robinson, ‘“Arriving at” Urban
Policies/the Urban: Traces of Elsewhere in Making City Futures’, in Ola Söderström,
Shalini Randeria, Didier Ruedin, Gianni d’Amato and Francesco Panese (eds.), Critical
Mobilities (London: Routledge, ), pp. –.

 Joe Nasr and Mercedes Volait, Urbanism – Imported or Exported? Native Aspirations and
Foreign Plans (London: John Wiley, ); Anthony D. King, Spaces of Global Culture:
Architecture, Urbanism, Identity (London: Routledge, ); Michael Guggenheim and
Ola Söderström (eds.), Re-shaping Cities: How Global Mobility Transforms Architecture
and Urban Form (London: Routledge, ); James R. Faulconbridge, ‘Global Architects:
Learning and Innovation through Communities and Constellations of Practice’,
Environment and Planning A, :  (), pp. −; Jane M. Jacobs and Loretta
Lees, ‘Defensible Space on the Move: Revisiting the Urban Geography of Alice
Coleman’, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, :  (), pp. −.

 Eugene J. McCann, ‘Expertise, Truth, and Urban Policy Mobilities: Global Circuits of
Knowledge in the Development of Vancouver, Canada’s “Four Pillar” Drug Strategy’,
Environment and Planning A, :  (), pp. –; Maximo Langer, ‘Revolution in
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example, the import of the shopping mall type of building in a new context
does not necessarily go hand-in-hand with a policy change. Furthermore,
transnational circuits of policies and forms can differ in terms of actors,
spaces of circulation, economic interests, etc. But in the case of the US
prison model in Colombia, changes in the penal policy and changes in the
architecture of prisons are congruent and complementary. The new model –
and, in a particularly symbolic way, the introduction of the UTE supermax
blocks – gives material form to an ultra-punitive penal regime where security
and punishment predominate over any other function (such as re-education or
dissuasion) associated with the imprisonment of the perpetrators of what a jur-
isdiction considers as a crime. This penal regime, which developed in the US in
the s and s alongside the ascent of mass imprisonment, has been
described by scholars in criminology as one of the main features of the ‘new
punitiveness’. One of the aims of Plan Colombia was to export this
regime to Colombia. The US-led reform of Colombian prisons is therefore
a strong example of a mobile policy and a travelling architectural type
aiming at radically reshaping the application of the law, the behaviour of pris-
oners and warders and the architecture of prisons. Methodologically this con-
vergence thus leads to the following question: how can concepts from studies
of mobile policies and mobile built forms be fruitfully articulated? Empirically,
it leads us to ask: how do mobile policies and forms complement each other?
What is the nature of the frictions that both policy and architectural models
are faced with when introduced in a new cultural and institutional context,
taking into account asymmetrical North–South power relations?

In this paper, we argue that the transfer to Colombia of the US penal regime
and its architectural icon – the supermax – has been of critical importance in
the rise of a new punitive regime in the country. We also show that the intro-
duction of US-inspired prisons in Colombia inaugurated an unprecedented
pattern of prisoner isolation operating at different levels: on a regional scale,
with the relocation of a large part of the prison population in deurbanised cor-
rectional facilities where contacts with the social and family environment are
drastically weakened or destroyed; and, on a local scale, through architectural
and regulatory arrangements aiming to break the collective dynamics and elim-
inate the significant margin of freedom that previously characterised the

Latin American Criminal Procedure: Diffusion of Legal Ideas from the Periphery’, The
American Journal of Comparative Law, :  (), pp. −.

 Ola Söderström, Cities in Relations: Trajectories of Urban Change in Hanoi and Ouagadougou
(Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, ).

 John Pratt, David Brown, Mark Brown, Simon Hallsworth and Wayne Morrisson, New
Punitiveness. Trends, Theories, Perspectives (Oxford: Routledge, ).

 This means that we do not focus on prison design per se but rather on its transnational
circulation.
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Colombian prison system. However, we argue, the reform did not succeed in
wiping out the traditional prison culture (or what we call the ‘criollo’ prison),
based on social bonds of inmates within and outside of the prison. Our analysis
shows that the divergent interpretations of the prison reform’s ‘programme of
action’ by the US and Colombian governments – two states whose relations
were marked by an asymmetry of power in the neocolonial context of Plan
Colombia – and the heterogeneous nature of ‘institutional spaces’ between
the US and Colombian carceral milieus are the main reasons for this incom-
plete transfer.
This paper draws on extensive fieldwork in both the United States and

Colombia between  and , at a time when some of the US-inspired
prisons were already functioning and others were still under construction in
Colombia. Conducting fieldwork in high-security or supermax facilities
remains quite unusual in prison studies and the question of access was particu-
larly challenging for this piece of research. As scholars engaging with prisons
have claimed, in many countries prisons have become highly bureaucratic
and opaque institutions that are very difficult to penetrate in order for research
to be conducted. Furthermore, funding agencies and universities today are
often reluctant to support long-term and sometimes ‘risky’ field research in
prisons. However, these obstacles can be overcome, as is evidenced not
only by the work of criminologists and anthropologists, but also by the new
and fast-developing geographic scholarship focusing on spaces of incarceration
and confinement in the era of new punitiveness in a variety of countries. For
the present research, difficulties in gaining broad access to prisons were circum-
vented thanks to collaboration with a Colombian NGO specialising in the
monitoring of human rights in detention facilities and humanitarian assistance

 Lorna A. Rhodes, ‘Toward an Anthropology of Prisons’, Annual Review of Anthropology, 
(), p. ; Loïc Wacquant, ‘The Curious Eclipse of Prison Ethnography in the Age of
Mass Incarceration’, Ethnography, :  (), p. .

 Leonard Bear, ‘Visual Imprints on the Prison Landscape. A Study on the Decorations in
Prison Cells’, Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografie, :  (), pp. –;
Julie de Dardel, Exporter la prison américaine. Le système carcéral colombien à l’ère du tournant
punitif (Neuchâtel: Alphil Presses Universitaires Suisse, ); Teresa Dirsuweit, ‘Bodies,
State Discipline, and the Performance of Gender in a South African Women’s Prison’, in
Lise Nelson and Joni Saeger (eds.), A Companion to Feminist Geography (Oxford:
Blackwell, ), pp. –; Dominique Moran, Nick Gill and Deirdre Conlon (eds.),
Carceral Spaces: Mobility and Agency in Imprisonment and Migrant Detention (Farnham
and Burlington, VT: Ashgate, ); Olivier Milhaud, Séparer et punir. Une géographie des
prisons françaises (Paris: CNRS, ); Dominique Moran, Carceral Geography: Spaces and
Practices of Incarceration (Ashgate, Farnham and Burlington, VT: Routledge, ); Jamie
Peck, ‘Geography and Public Policy: Mapping the Penal State’, Progress in Human
Geography, :  (), pp. –; David Sibley and Bettina van Hoven, ‘The
Contamination of Personal Space: Boundary Construction in a Prison Environment’,
Area, :  (), pp. –.
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to prisoners. Methodologically, the study is based on documentary analysis,
statistical data,  visits to a broad range of Colombian prisons (including
supermax UTE wings), as well as in-depth interviews with prisoners, former
prisoners, family members, prison officers, prison directors, human rights acti-
vists and penal reform lobbyists. Additionally, a series of interviews was con-
ducted with prison architects in the United States.

We develop our analysis in three stages. First, we situate our study within the
recent literature on mobile policies and built forms, and we then argue that the
worldwide export of the US ‘new punitiveness’ is itself a case of mobile policy,
and the export of its prison model is a case of mobile built form. Second, we
analyse how the reform of the Colombian penal and penitentiary system
inspired by the US prison model took place during the first decade of the
twenty-first century, describing the motivations of Washington and Bogotá
in this process, how this reform transformed the Colombian prison system,
and highlighting some of its consequences. In the final part of our paper, we
argue for a broader relational view of space production beyond analyses of
mobile policies and built forms.

Mobile Policies and Architectures

Since the early s a series of publications studying the mobility of public
policies in geographical space have developed new understandings of policy-
making in an age of fast-paced globalisation. In discussing policy mobility
instead of transfer – a term generally used in political science – geographers
have highlighted the selective, power-laden, spatially complex and often unpre-
dictable processes through which policies travel. Pursuing and deepening the
debate, other authors have in turn recently questioned the concept of mobility,
with its material connotations, as a limited concept for grasping the variegated
ways in which a policy in one place can be influenced by a policy somewhere

 Fundación Comité de Solidaridad con los Presos Políticos (Foundation Committee in
Solidarity with Political Prisoners, FCSPP; more information on this NGO is available at
www.comitedesolidaridad.com/multimedia).

 Due to the highly sensitive nature of this topic, the interviewees mentioned in this paper have
been anonymised to protect their integrity and safety.

 Peck and Theodore, ‘Mobilizing Policy’; McCann and Ward, Mobile Urbanism.
 Eugene J. McCann and Kevin Ward, ‘Relationality/Territoriality: Toward a

Conceptualisation of Cities in the World’, Geoforum, :  (), pp. −; Eugene
J. McCann, ‘Urban Policy Mobilities and Global Circuits of Knowledge: Toward a
Research Agenda’, Annals of the Association of American Geographers, :  (),
pp. −; Jamie Peck, ‘Geographies of Policy: From Transfer-Diffusion to Mobility-
Mutation’, Progress in Human Geography, :  (), pp. −; ‘Debates and
Developments’ section on urban policy mobilities research in the International Journal of
Urban and Regional Research, :  (), pp. –.
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else. It has been suggested that researchers need to use a repertoire of
different conceptual descriptors and methodologies in order to capture the
material, immaterial and sometimes elusive ways in which policies cross geo-
graphical spaces. The debates on how to make sense of policies on the
move also stretches beyond the boundaries of geography. Other fields of
research – in particular urban history with studies of inter-municipal
exchanges, and planning theory with studies of cross-border planning prac-
tices – have dealt with similar processes for a long time. An emergent dia-
logue across these research fields is opening the possibility for greater
thematic breadth and historical depth in policy mobility studies. This con-
versation is also potentially fruitful as it brings together, as Ian Cook et al.
remark, theoretically sophisticated work in geography with empirically rich
work in other disciplines.

In geography, urban history and planning theory, the focus is on policies
and how municipalities, planners and other experts are involved in the business
of policymaking beyond the place in which they primarily intervene (a specific
city, region or country). However, city relations are not restricted to policies,
but include a wide range of exchanges from business to social movements or
lifestyles. In this paper, we argue that in order to grasp contemporary dynam-
ics of space production, the scope should be widened further to include work
focusing on the geographies of architecture. Built forms in different cities are
indeed connected through the mobility of architectural types or models, as

 John Allen and Allan Cochrane, ‘Assemblages of State Power: Topological Shifts in the
Organization of Government and Politics’, Antipode, :  (), pp. –; Robinson,
‘“Arriving at” Urban Policies/the Urban’.

 Ananya Roy and Aihwa Ong,Worlding Cities: Asian Experiments and the Art of Being Global
(Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, ); Ola Söderström and Stéphanie Geertman, ‘Loose Threads:
The Translocal Making of Public Space Policy in Hanoi’, Singapore Journal of Tropical
Geography,  (), pp. −.

 Pierre-Yves Saunier, ‘Taking Up the Bet on Connections: A Municipal Contribution’,
Contemporary European History, :  (), pp. −; Pierre-Yves Saunier and Shane
Ewen, Another Global City: Historical Explorations into the Transnational Municipal
Moment, – (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, ).

 Saunier, ‘Taking Up the Bet on Connections’; Nasr and Volait, Urbanism; Saunier and
Ewen, Another Global City; Patsy Healey and Robert Upton, Crossing Borders:
International Exchanges and Planning Practices (London: Routledge, ); Patsy Healey,
‘The Universal and the Contingent: Some Reflections on the Transnational Flow of
Planning Ideas and Practices’, Planning Theory, :  (), pp. –.

 Nick Clarke, ‘Urban Policy Mobility, Anti-politics, and Histories of the Transnational
Municipal Movement’, Progress in Human Geography, :  (), pp. –; Andrew
Harris and Susan Moore, ‘Planning Histories and Practices of Circulating Urban
Knowledge’, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, :  (),
pp. –.

 Ian R. Cook, Stephen V. Ward and KevinWard, ‘A Springtime Journey to the Soviet Union:
Postwar Planning and Policy Mobilities through the Iron Curtain’, International Journal of
Urban and Regional Research, :  (), pp. −.

 Söderström, Cities in Relations.
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another strand of research in geography and urban studies has demonstrated.

This literature highlights processes that in many ways are similar to those
described by policy mobility studies showing, for instance, that intermediaries
such as professional journals or local experts play an important role in the
mobility of built forms and that forms are adapted during their travel rather
than simply copied off the shelf.
While policy mobility scholars have tended to develop rich analyses of

how their research object moves, scholars studying mobile built forms
have tended to focus on how it is transformed by moving. Looking at
concrete material solutions rather than flexible policy discourses, the latter
are more inclined to observe and try to account for modifications. We argue
that a fruitful complementarity derives from this difference in focus. It is
also particularly relevant for an understanding of the penal dimension of
Plan Colombia, which combines the circulation of a punitive policy and of
a prison model. Therefore, we draw on conceptual resources from both
policy mobility studies and geographies of architecture. Concepts such as
‘globalised micro-spaces’ of negotiation – stemming from policy mobility
studies – and ‘institutional embeddedness’ – stemming from the
geography of architecture – are thus used to make sense of the empirical
phenomenon on which this paper focuses.
According to Eugene McCann, the concept of globalised micro-spaces refers

to ‘key relational sites that are central to the social process of teaching and
learning about policy’. These sites – such as meetings, conferences, on-site
visits, workshops, award ceremonies and other networking events – are import-
ant nodes in the global circulation of policy knowledge ‘where trust is devel-
oped, where reputations are made or unmade … and where acquaintances, or
“weak ties”, are made among copresent conferees’. Among the main globa-
lised micro-spaces are fieldtrips associated with ‘policy tourism’ – i.e. policy

 Anthony D. King, The Bungalow: The Production of a Global Culture (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, ); Spaces of Global Culture; Jane M. Jacobs, ‘A Geography of Big Things’,
Cultural Geographies, :  (), pp. –; Donald McNeill, The Global Architect. Firms,
Fame and Urban Form (London: Routledge, ); Faulconbridge, ‘Global Architects’;
‘Mobile “Green” Design Knowledge: Institutions, Bricolage and the Relational Production of
Embedded Sustainable Building Designs’, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers,
:  (), pp. –.

 See for instance Roy and Ong (eds.), Worlding Cities.
 See for instance Guggenheim and Söderström (eds.), Re-shaping Cities; Jacobs and Lees,

‘Defensible Space on the Move’.
 McCann, ‘Urban Policy Mobilities’, pp. −.
 Faulconbridge, ‘Mobile “Green” Design Knowledge’, p. .
 McCann, ‘Urban Policy Mobilities’, p. .
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Kevin Ward, ‘Entrepreneurial Urbanism, Policy Tourism and the Making of Mobile

Policies’, in Gary Bridge and Sophie Watson (eds.), The New Blackwell Companion to the
City (London: Wiley-Blackwell, ), pp. –; Cook et al., ‘A Springtime Journey to
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experts travelling to particular host places to share experiences or fact-finding
visits to specific places – as well as meetings and conferences that include
‘micro-scale activities of policy packaging, communicating and persuading’.

As we will see below, such globalised micro-spaces played a central role in the
mobility of the US prison system.
If attention to these spaces allows an understanding of mechanisms facilitat-

ing policy and architectural mobilities, the notion of institutional embedded-
ness draws our attention to how heterogeneous institutional contexts create
frictions in these mobilities. Recently, scholars have paid more attention
to the role of institutions, highlighting the fact that policies and built forms
do not smoothly travel across spaces regulated by different legal, administrative,
political and cultural systems. In this context, James Faulconbridge suggests it
is essential to have a broad definition of ‘institutions’, embracing both their
formal and informal dimensions:

Existing studies define institutions as both formal rules and regulations set by recog-
nized authorities in a particular institutional field, and the informal norms, customs
and traditions that support and result from formal rules […] Together these two
dimensions of institutions are said to influence the priorities, behaviors and deci-
sion-making of actors.

Using such a wide analytical angle is particularly useful for addressing the case
of the Colombian prison institution, at the heart of which sit informal or
criollo norms and practices. As historian Frank Dikötter stresses,
‘Institutions like prisons […] are social artefacts which cannot be wholly
explained in terms of mere instrumental purposes. They embody wider cultural
meanings.’ We will show that the institutional and cultural divergences
between Colombia and the United States in the penitentiary domain are
crucial to an explanation of why the results of the prison reform were

the Soviet Union’; Sara Gonzalez, ‘Bilbao and Barcelona “in Motion”. How Urban
Regeneration “Models” Travel and Mutate in the Global Flows of Policy Tourism’,
Urban Studies,  (), pp. –.

 Jane M. Jacobs, ‘Urban Geographies I: Still Thinking Cities Relationally’, Progress in Human
Geography, :  (), p. .

 On the notion of ‘friction’ as a counter-force that slows down or alters mobility processes, see
Tim Cresswell, ‘Friction’, in Peter Adey et al. (eds.), The Routledge Handbook of Mobilities
(London: Routledge, ), pp. –.

 Faulconbridge, ‘Mobile “Green” Design Knowledge’; Patsy Healey, ‘Circuits of Knowledge
and Techniques: The Transnational Flow of Planning Ideas and Practices’, International
Journal of Urban and Regional Research, :  (), pp. −.

 Faulconbridge, ‘Mobile “Green” Design Knowledge’, p. .
 Frank Dikötter, ‘Introduction’, in Frank Dikötter and Ian Brown (eds.), Cultures of

Confinement. A History of the Prison in Africa, Asia, and Latin America (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, ), p. .
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different from what was expected. Informal norms of the prison institution –
or to put it in other terms, the cultural habits of the criollo prison – played a
major role in preventing a full conversion to the US model. Criollo prison
culture, expressed by the routine practices, discourses and representations of
all the agents of the Colombian prison system (including prisoners, warders
and prison authorities), could not be transformed by decree. It was only tem-
porarily dampened during the years the BOP and local authorities attempted
to transfer the US maximum-security blueprint to Colombia.

Exporting the US ‘New Punitiveness’ and Prison Model

Since the second half of the s, the United States has been the birthplace of
a drastic shift in the field of crime control, towards ultra-repressive ‘law and
order’ policies. One of the key impacts of this ultra-repressive scheme has
been to push the United States into an age of mass imprisonment.

Between  and , the US prison population increased by  per
cent, a phenomenon without precedent in the history of contemporary demo-
cratic societies. This ‘punitive turn’ represents not only a new trend in pol-
icies, but also a profound cultural change. What David Garland named the
‘culture of control’ elevates safety from crime – and related themes such
as zero tolerance and war on drugs – to the highest levels of government pri-
orities as well as of people’s concerns and public debate.
US neoconservative thoughts, practices and policies regarding crime control,

far from being a domestic issue, have become highly influential on a global
scale. Scholars have described the international convergence and homogenisa-
tion of security and penal policies following the US example, highlighting the
role of US think tanks, transnational networks of experts, professional associa-
tions and international conferences in this process of worldwide influence.

 David Garland, Mass Imprisonment. Social Causes and Consequences (London: Sage, ).
 Loïc Wacquant, ‘The Great Penal Leap Backward: Incarceration in America from Nixon to

Clinton’, in John Pratt (ed.), New Punitiveness: Current Trends, Theories, Perspectives
(London: Willan, ); The Prisons of Poverty (Minneapolis, MN: University of
Minnesota Press, ); Punishing the Poor: The Neoliberal Government of Social
Insecurity (Durham, NC, and London: Duke University Press, ).

 Loïc Wacquant, ‘Crafting the Neoliberal State: Workfare, Prisonfare, and Social Insecurity’,
Sociological Forum, :  (), pp. –.

 David Garland, The Culture of Control: Crime and Order in Contemporary Society (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, ).

 Nils Christie, Crime Control as Industry: Towards Gulags, Western Style (London: Routledge,
); Garland, The Culture of Control; Jamie Peck, ‘Geography and Public Policy: Mapping
the Penal State’, Progress in Human Geography, :  (), pp. −; Loïc Wacquant,
‘Penal Truth Comes to Europe: Think Tanks and the “Washington Consensus” on Crime
and Punishment’, in George Gilligan and John Pratt (eds.), Crime, Truth, and Justice: Official
Inquiry, Discourse, Knowledge (London: Willan, ), pp. –; Tim Newburn and
Richard Sparks (eds.), Criminal Justice and Political Cultures: National and International
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The US prison sector changed dramatically not only in scale, but also in
nature. From the s onwards, the objective of rehabilitation was progres-
sively abandoned and replaced by other fundamental justifications for
prisons: punishment, deterrence and incapacitation. This was not only a
rhetorical change, but also had material implications that led to a profound
transformation in the correctional world of the United States. Prisons were
increasingly built in remote rural areas and prisoners subjected to draconian
rules, permanent supervision, harsh treatment and geographical, social and
emotional isolation. In the spirit of the law, as well as in the architectural
design and internal rules of the facilities, security became the absolute priority
above and beyond all other considerations. Security also became the ‘trade-
mark’ that distinguished US experts and builders within the well-informed
circles of the global prison industry.

Among the recent transformations in prison design, the super-maximum
security prison (‘supermax’) is emblematic, as it materialises in built form
the punitive turn in criminal justice policies. This prison model spread in
the United States between the late s and the late s, at the height
of the carceral boom. Supermaxes (SHUs, in official parlance), operate like
prisons within prisons. They are stand-alone facilities or special housing
wings built inside larger state and federal prison complexes, and held, in
, about , prisoners who could not allegedly be controlled in the
general prison population (mostly Hispanic gang members condemned to
lengthy prison sentences). People detained in supermax facilities are sub-
jected to long-term solitary confinement under conditions of radical sensory

Dimensions of Crime Control (London: Willan, ); Dario Melossi, Maximo Sozzo and
Richard Sparks (eds.), Travels of the Criminal Question: Cultural Embeddedness and
Diffusion (Oxford and Portland, OR: Hart, ).

 Garland, The Culture of Control, p. . ‘Incapacitation’, within the criminal justice system,
refers to the removal of an offender’s ability to commit future crimes by use of imprisonment
rather than rehabilitation or prevention.

 Architects/Designers/Planners for Social Responsibility (ADPSR), ‘Prison Towns’, ,
available at http://www.adpsr.org/home/prison_towns (last access  May ); Ruth
W. Gilmore, Golden Gulag. Prison, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing
California (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, ).

 Series of four interviews with US prison architects (conducted in California, May ; in
New York,  June ; in North Carolina,  June ; in Florida,  June ).

 Keramet Reiter, ‘The Origins of and Need to Control Supermax Prisons’, California Journal
of Politics and Policy, :  (), pp. −.

 Jeffrey I. Ross, ‘The Invention of the American Supermax Prison’, in Jeffrey I. Ross (ed.), The
Globalization of Supermax Prisons (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, ),
p. ; Keramet Reiter, ‘Parole, Snitch, or Die: California’s Supermax Prisons and
Prisoners, –’, Punishment and Society, :  (), p. .
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deprivation. Whilst it involves only a small minority of the prison popula-
tion of the country, the supermax is of symbolic importance, as it has
become the architectural icon of the new regime of ultra-punitiveness in the
United States. In the light of the mass worldwide influence of US penal think-
ing and policy, it is hardly surprising that the supermax has played a role in the
exportation of the US prison model, as we show below.
In the case of the exportation of the US prison model to Colombia, site

visits in the two countries acted as key micro-spaces of persuasion. Short
trips to US prisons by Colombian civil servants were organised by
Washington in the early s. A participant in the Colombian delegation
invited to visit five prisons in the United States explained the impact of a
trip in  in the following terms:

The Americans showed us that everything must function according to a strict proced-
ure and that any kind of space must be designed for that purpose. While analysing the
architecture and the buildings’ typology, we could see that everything was functional.
When we got back to Colombia, we took all this information, we consulted the
national penitentiary law and we reconfigured our own model.

In turn, US experts of the BOP were invited for a long-term stay in Colombia
to bring technical assistance. Their time at the heart of the Colombian prison
administration was an important part of the transfer process, as the next
section shows.

The US Prison in Colombia: One Script, Different Motivations

The transfer process of the US prison model was planned jointly by the US
and Colombian governments in – and was ratified in a bilateral agree-
ment known as the ‘Improvement Program for the Colombian Prison
System’, which was included in the broader framework of Plan Colombia.

In order to understand the workings of the policy mobility process, it is
useful to borrow from the extended metaphor of the ‘script’ developed by
Madeleine Akrich in Actor Network Theory. A script is a scenario or

 Leena Kurki and Norval Morris, ‘The Purposes, Practices and Problems of Supermax
Prisons’, Crime and Justice,  (), pp. –.

 Prison architect and former head of the INPEC Civil Engineering Office, interviewed in
Bogotá,  May .

 ‘Programa de mejoramiento del sistema penitenciario colombiano, Apéndice  al Anexo al
Acuerdo general para asistencia económica, técnica y otras asistencias relacionadas entre el
Gobierno de los Estados Unidos y el Gobierno de la República de Colombia, Convenio
Interinstitucional del  de marzo de ’; ‘Programa de mejoramiento del sistema peni-
tenciario colombiano’,  de julio de .

 Madeleine Akrich, ‘The De-scription of Technical Objects’, in Wiebe E. Bijker and John Law
(eds.), Shaping Technology/Building Society (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, ), pp. –.
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programme of action inscribed in a technology or artefact. A ‘script analysis’
of an innovation ‘follows’ a programme of action from its conception to its
inscription in technologies or artefacts and finally to its adoption or rejection
by its users. This concept can be applied in an illuminating way to travelling
policies and built types.

In Colombia, the script of the new prison system was contained in the
essence of Plan Colombia: that is, in the implementation of ultra-punitive
‘tough-on-crime’ policies especially regarding counter-narcotic and counter-
terrorism issues. This programme of action set out a series of measures that
were inscribed in the bilateral Agreement settling different aspects of the tech-
nical input of the Federal Bureau of Prisons of the United States in the
Colombian prison sector. According to the Agreement, the BOP was tasked
with advising on: the design, construction, equipment and internal rules of
new high-security facilities; upgrading of security levels in the facilities; rede-
signing the training programme in the National Penitentiary School; the cre-
ation and training of new special groups of commandos within the Instituto
Nacional Penitenciario y Carcelario (National Penitentiary and Prison
Institute of Colombia, INPEC); and the establishment and training of intel-
ligence groups, auditors and instructors. Additionally, this programme of
action prescribed the implementation of a new architectural model.
Financially, the US government funded only technical aid by the BOP
experts’ delegation, as well as some computing and security devices, while
Bogotá was liable for the greater investments in the prison sector, such as
Colombian staff expenses, building costs, equipment and maintenance.

From many possible examples provided by the US penitentiary building
stock, the BOP chose the maximum-security ‘United States Penitentiary’
(USP), one of the prison facilities at the Coleman Federal Correctional
Complex in Florida, for the model to be reproduced in Colombia, as
BOP liaison agents in Colombia explained in a self-congratulatory report
published in the trade press in . However, the transfer process that
eventually resulted was much more problematic than the ideal of cooperation

 Ola Söderström, ‘What Traveling Urban Types Do: Postcolonial Modernization on Two
Globalizing Cities’, in Söderström et al. (eds.), Critical Mobilities, pp. –.

 ‘Programa de mejoramiento del sistema penitenciario colombiano’,  de marzo  and 
de julio de .

 The Coleman Federal Correctional Complex (one of the largest in the nation, hosting more
than , inmates) is a recent construction built in the s. The site comprises five
different prison facilities according to BOP typology, including two maximum-security
prisons: United States Penitentiary  and  (USP  and ), hosting approx. , inmates
each. Each USP at Coleman contains six housing units and an additional Secure Housing
Unit (SHU), or ‘supermax’ unit (de Dardel, Exporter la prison américaine, p. ).

 William Wilkey and Guillermo Rivera, ‘Plan Colombia: A Successful Long-Term Effort’,
Corrections Today, :  (), available at http://www.questia.com/library/G-/
plan-colombia-a-successful-long-term-effort-nic (last access May ).
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described by the BOP at this time would suggest. Although the content of the
transfer was inscribed in the letter of Agreement and the choice of the archi-
tectural design of Coleman, a closer analysis of the process reveals that the
interpretation of the script differed depending on the points of view of
actors at the two ends of the process, because of their respective political
context and interests.
For the US government, building more stable judicial institutions and

secure detention facilities in Colombia was a pressing need in order to get
Colombian drug traffickers (and to a lesser extent, guerrilla leaders) prosecuted
and eventually extradited to the United States, where they were regarded as
criminals in the eyes of US law. Indeed, according to the US Embassy in
Colombia, between  and  at least , drug offenders were extra-
dited to the USA, where most of them were tried and condemned to harsh
sentences. It was thus in Washington’s interests to build high-security
prisons, from which it was almost impossible to escape, so that prisoners
would remain safely in custody during the months or years before their extra-
dition to the United States.
From the Colombian perspective, the Agreement raised broader expecta-

tions. Beyond the will to please Washington, Bogotá perceived US aid as an
opportunity to modernise its penitentiary system and put an end to the
endemic crisis of prisons, plagued by nightmarish conditions of overcrowding,
dilapidation and insecurity. At the end of the s, the Colombian govern-
ment was not only under pressure from the United States; it also had to face
strikes by prison staff and mutinies by prisoners. Additionally, in , the
Constitutional Court declared the whole prison system unconstitutional,
due to systematic violations of the inmates’ fundamental rights, a situation
exacerbated by the explosion of the prison population that started in the mid-
s. According to government statements in Congress, the US intervention
in penitentiary affairs was aimed at nothing less than wiping the slate clean and
launching a new model of order and security, inspired by the US model. The
Colombian government even harboured ambitions to position the country as
running the most modern prison administration on the continent. As
reported by the Colombian press, the minister of justice launched the new
prisons calling them ‘the safest and most modern of Latin America’ and

 Caracol Radio, ‘En los últimos  años han sido extraditados más de . colombianos a
EEUU: Michael McKinley’,  Oct. , available at http://www.caracol.com.co/noti-
cias/internacional/en-los-ultimos-anos-han-sido-extraditados-mas-de--colombianos-
a-eeuu-michael-mckinley//nota/.aspx (last access  May ).

 Corte Constitucional de Colombia: Sentencia T-/, , available at www.corteconsti-
tucional.gov.co/relatoria//T--.htm (last access  May ).

 Ministerio de Justicia de Colombia,Memorias al Congreso de la República –, Bogotá,
.
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proudly claimed that they had ‘nothing to envy the best in the world’. The
very name of the reform, ‘Nueva Cultura Penitenciaria’ (New Prison
Culture), reflected this will to revolutionise prison policies: it was not
merely the introduction of a few practices and architectural changes; rather
the goal was to achieve fundamental transformation of the penitentiary
culture. Despite the importance of this issue, prison reform and collaboration
with the BOP were carried out in a discreet – almost secret – way by the
Colombian government. The Agreement was never submitted to the national
Congress and the government directly managed the prison reform with discre-
tionary powers, without having to account to Congress at any point.
Soon after the signing of the first part of the Agreement in , a delega-

tion of BOP experts was sent to Bogotá. They rapidly gained considerable
influence, such that they became a kind of hidden management board
within the Colombian prison administration, a position they held until they
left Colombia in . This status is reflected in the comments made by
several agents within INPEC, notably by a leader of a warders’ trade union:

We all knew that the key figure in INPEC was J. [the chief of the BOP delegation].
Everybody knew perfectly well that the prison system was managed from la oficina del
Buró en la  [BOP’s office in INPEC’s headquarters located at th Street in
Bogotá], at least for the main strategic issues. The employees used to go to his office
to ask for personal favours, due to his influence.

In terms of policy mobility, this is therefore a case where, far from a symmet-
rical relation between municipalities or nation states, we have officials of a
foreign government creating an enclave in another country to directly steer
the implementation of a new policy within very asymmetrical international
power relations.
Between  and , the design of Coleman Prison inspired the construc-

tion of six large high-security ‘New Prison Culture’ facilities of , beds each
in different regions of the country (Valledupar, Cómbita, Acacías, La Dorada,
Girón and Popayán) that were officially classified as ‘nd-generation’ prisons
(see Figure ). As generally happens in policy mobility processes, the original
model was not literally copied. Rather, the the design of the new facilities was
inspired by the high-security features of the Coleman penitentiary.
In , despite the opening of , new beds in the six new prisons, the

Colombian government admitted that, contrary to what had been promised,
the rate of overcrowding had not been reduced. The sustained growth in
the number of prisoners resulting from increasingly severe penal laws had by

 El Tiempo, ‘Así es la cárcel de alta seguridad de Cómbita’,  Aug. , available at www.
eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/MAM- (last access  May ).

 Leader of a warders’ trade union, interviewed in Bogotá,  Aug. .
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far exceeded the pace of construction. In , on the advice of the BOP,
Colombia began to design ten ‘rd-generation’ prisons – carceral mega-com-
plexes designed to hold up to , inmates each, that included, on a single
very large site, separate facilities with different security levels (low-, medium-

Figure . Prisons Built after  in Colombia with the Advice of the US Federal
Bureau of Prisons

Source: INPEC, Official statistics and Ministerio de Justicia,Memorias al Congreso, quoted by de
Dardel, Exporter la prison américaine, pp. –
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and high-security). Ten of these mega-complexes were built after the BOP had
left Colombia in  (see Figure ). Despite the unprecedented proliferation
of prisons during the years of the New Prison Culture reform, new construc-
tion never could keep pace with the dramatic growth in the prison population
resulting from the massive incarceration of minor offenders.

As with the ‘penalisation of poverty’ that occurred in the United States
from the end of the s, the punitive turn that started in Colombia in
the mid-s clearly targeted the poorest sections of the population.
Statistics on education levels among prisoners in Colombia bear this out.
Almost half of the inmates ( per cent) received no education after
primary school (five years of schooling), a level of education far below the
national average. Furthermore, the dramatic increase in the prison popula-
tion is mostly the consequence of the criminalisation of conducts or of
harsher punishment – through successive ‘law and order’ penal reforms
between  and  – for crimes committed mostly by the poorest
sectors of society, primarily: low-level drug offences, illegal possession of
weapons and mobile phone robbery. Meanwhile, crimes carried out by
state agents and the elites – violation of human rights, corruption, white-
collar crimes – have kept on enjoying broad impunity and remain largely
outside the scope of prison sentencing. Besides, it should be stressed that –
mainly due to the evolution of the internal armed conflict – the rate of
most violent crimes has actually dropped in Colombia since the early s.
This trend is notably evidenced by the steady reduction in the homicide
rate between  (. per ,) to  (. per ,) and the

 After a decrease in the overcrowding rate due to the opening of the six new prisons (it fell
from  per cent in  to  per cent in ), overcrowding increased again significantly
to reach  per cent in . Then, after another temporary reduction, the overcrowding rate
rose steadily again from  to , reaching its all-time high with  per cent in .
Meanwhile, the prison population increased fourfold (from , in  to ,
inmates in ) (source INPEC, quoted by Iturralde, ‘Colombian Prisons’, p. ).

 Wacquant, The Prisons of Poverty; Punishing the Poor.
 Source INPEC, quoted by de Dardel, Exporter la prison américaine, p. .
 In , the net secondary school enrolment rate was  per cent. Source: World Bank,

Indicators: Progression to secondary school; School enrolment, , available at http://
data.worldbank.org/indicator.

 Sergio Chaparro, Catalina Pérez Correa and Coletta Youngers, Castigos irracionales: Leyes de
drogas y encarcelamiento en América Latina (Mexico City: CEDD, ); Rodrigo Uprimny
et al. (eds.), Mujeres, políticas de drogas y encarcelamiento (Bogotá: Dejusticia, ).

 Iturralde, ‘Colombian Prisons’, pp. –.
 Manuel Iturralde, ‘Democracies without Citizenship: Crime and Punishment in Latin

America’, New Criminal Law Review, :  (), p. .
 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Global Study on Homicide (Vienna: United

Nations Publication, ). Manuel Iturralde indicates however that the total number of
crimes reported by the Colombian police rose significantly during this period
(‘Colombian Prisons’, p. ), but police-reported crimes are primarily a measurement of
the intensity of police work following the implementation of ‘mano dura’ (iron fist) policies
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dramatic fall in kidnappings (from , cases in  to  cases in 
nationwide).

From Criollo Culture to a Pattern of Isolation

A central aim of the New Prison Culture was to get rid of the old habits of the
traditional or ‘criollo’ prison culture, which was based on flexibility, as well as
geographical and social integration. Borrowing the emic notion of ‘criollo’,
broadly used by Colombians in everyday speech to mean ‘typical of our
own land’ or ‘distinctive of our culture’, we define the criollo prison culture
as a set of culturally-embedded practices forged over the decades that consid-
erably improve quality of life behind bars by limiting the depersonalisation and
the desocialisation inherent in imprisonment, despite dreadful conditions of
infrastructure deterioration, poor management, corruption and insecurity.
Acknowledging the integrative effects of the criollo prison culture must not,

of course, overshadow the extremely violent and discriminatory nature of
prison life in the country. Colombian scholars have commented on the
exploitative and brutal power relationships between groups of inmates and
between inmates and prison guards and authorities, as well as the severe
human and material deprivation suffered by the prison population, not to
mention systematic violations of human rights that have been well documen-
ted by Colombian NGOs.

However, Latin American prisons also reflect a tradition of social inclusion
and prisoners’ informal co-governance. This tradition is a heritage dating back
to the creation and early development of the modern penitentiary in the

under Álvaro Uribe’s far-right administration from  to  (see Law  of  and
Law  of ). Despite the liberal emphasis of Juan Manuel Santos’ government since
, the new administration has expanded and deepenedmano dura laws, following straight
on from Uribe’s punitive penal policies (Law  of , Law  of ).

 Kyra Gurney, ‘Behind Colombia’s Dramatic Fall in Kidnappings’, Insight Crime.
Investigation and Analysis of Organized Crime,  Jan. , available at http://www.insight-
crime.org/news-analysis/behind-colombia-dramatic-fall-in-kidnappings (last access  May
).

 See Libardo José Ariza, ‘“Dados sin números”. Un acercamiento al orden social en la Cárcel
La Modelo’, Revista de Derecho Público,  (), pp. –; Camilo Bernal Sarmiento and
Michael Reed Hurtado, ‘De La Modelo a Coleman (o de cómo las cárceles en Colombia se
volvieron de verdad)’, in Cielo Mariño Rojas (ed.), Análisis de las políticas públicas en torno a
la prisión (Bogotá: Universidad Externado, ), pp. –; William Carrillo Leal, ‘From
my Prison Cell. Time and Space in Prison in Colombia, an Ethnographic Approach’, Latin
American Perspectives, :  (), pp. –.

 See for instance: FCSPP, Seguridad sin derechos. Informe de la situación carcelaria en Colombia
(–) (Bogotá: FCSPP, )
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continent during the second half of the nineteenth century. These institu-
tional and cultural features have collided with Western representations of
the prison and even undermined early attempts to ‘import’ exogenous peni-
tentiary models into Latin America. In recent years, a growing body of
ethnographic research has also sharpened our understanding of informal
dynamics in contemporary Latin American prisons. This literature brings to
light the multiple ways prisoners participate and collaborate to the extent
that prisons are practically co-governed by state authorities and inmates in a
variety of Latin American countries.Although this situation is not recognised
by governments, prisons would simply not operate without the participation of
the inmates. Criollo prison culture in Colombia strongly echoes this pattern.
We identify four key characteristics of criollo carceral culture: firstly, prison-

ers’ communal and self-managed lifestyle; secondly, a significant amount of
dialogue and negotiation between the prison population and the prison man-
agement; thirdly, the preservation of regular and intimate contact with family
(notably through a sort of ‘open day’ at the weekend, with tens of thousands
of visitors, including children, staying for long periods in the living spaces of
prisoners); and, fourthly, the geographical location of the prisons in accessible
sites within urban areas. Criollo prisons were certainly designed to punish penal
offenders, but not to radically exclude them from society. The New Prison
Culture’s blueprint of isolation abruptly collided with this older institutional
framework and represented a dramatic change, as it inaugurated an unprece-
dented phase of extremely severe control and deprivation, which precisely tar-
geted the destruction of ‘permissive’ criollo habits, operating over several
spatial scales: regional (location of the prisons in or outside of urban areas),
local (transformation of the space of the prison itself) and micro-spatial
(social interaction, practices and regulation of everyday life in prisons).
First, at the regional level, the new model targeted the previous pattern of

social and geographical integration of the prison system within Colombian
society. Thus, two apparently contradictory dynamics arose simultaneously

 Carlos Aguirre, The Criminals of Lima and their Worlds. The Prison Experience, –
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, ).

 Ricardo D. Salvatore and Carlos Aguirre, The Birth of the Penitentiary in Latin America:
Essays on Criminology, Prison Reform, and Social Control, – (Austin, TX:
University of Texas Press, ). On the contrasting nature of the penal traditions
between the US and Latin America, comparing contemporary models, see also
Christopher Birkbeck, ‘Imprisonment and Internment: Comparing Penal Institutions
North and South’, Punishment and Society, :  (), pp. –.

 See for instance: Sacha Darke and Maria Lucia Karam, ‘Latin American Prisons’, in Yvonne
Jewkes et al. (eds.) Handbook on Prisons (nd edn) (Abingdon and New York: Routledge,
), pp. –; Chris Garces, Thomas Martin and Sacha Darke, ‘Informal Prison
Dynamics in Africa and Latin America’, Criminal Justice Matters, :  (), pp. –;
and Fiona Macaulay ‘The Policy Challenges of Informal Prisoner Governance’, Prison
Service Journal,  (), pp. –.
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during this period: there was, on one hand, an unprecedented growth in the
number of correctional facilities and in the prison population; and, on the
other hand, the carceral archipelago was rendered invisible, by being
removed from cities and relocated in remote rural areas (Figure ). This de-
urbanisation was particularly acute in the region of Bogotá. There, between
 and , seven new prisons were built within a  km radius of the
capital, providing , beds – an additional bed capacity . times higher
than that of the three criollo prisons of Bogotá, where prisoners had been
concentrated for decades (Figure ). Consequently, prisoners’ contact with
their families was weakened not only through a dramatic reduction in ‘visiting
rights’, but also as a result of the physical distance separating them from their
family, loved ones and friends.
Second, locally, the new model transformed the prison itself, with the intro-

duction of a series of architectural and regulatory standards emulating the
Coleman prison in Florida: the construction of separate self-contained
housing blocks (intended to easily suppress any kind of unrest by the prisoners
and to prevent the propagation of protests to other housing blocks); the use of
massive grey cement structures; the introduction of individual or dual-occu-
pancy cells and of a series of security devices, such as generalised video surveil-
lance and glass-separated visit halls. In addition, an SHU (UTE in Spanish) or
supermax wing was constructed in each prison, designed to hold allegedly dan-
gerous or recalcitrant prisoners for short- or long-term solitary confinement, as
a means of disciplinary punishment.
According to the public servants within the Colombian prison administra-

tion who implemented the reform, the specific location and design prescribed
by the BOP was intended to isolate the prisoners and create an austere atmos-
phere of punishment and subservience. However, from the perspective of the
Colombian prison administration, the punitive philosophy promoted by
the BOP was also, conveniently, an expedient and cost-efficient solution, as
highlighted by two officials from INPEC:

[Colombian Official ]: [the BOP officials] had the idea that prisons had to be painted
in grey; they said the colour grey intimidates the soul and subdues it.

[Official ]: Yes, but from our end we mostly used it to avoid maintenance, because it
is cheaper. It was not so much because we wanted it grey, but rather because it was
cheaper.

Third, at a micro-level, transferring the US prison model to Colombia was also
about promoting new practices and rules within the new carceral spaces.

 Official : Former prison warder; Official : prison architect and former head of the INPEC
Civil Engineering Office, interviewed in Bogotá,  May .
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Prescribing what kind of disciplinary regime had to be implemented and how
to behave in the high-security prisons was considered by the BOP as important
as the construction of the prisons themselves. Therefore, precise instructions
on how to run US-inspired facilities were transmitted through training
manuals and practical sessions for the warders and the administrative staff.
If the supermax is the ultra-punitive script turned into stone, we have here,
to use Akrich’s words again, prescriptions about the correct use of this new
type of carceral architecture in Colombia. According to the US experts’
team, the cultural transformation of the prison system had to occur through
the implementation of efficient administrative and operational procedures
that were translated word for word from US training books to create new
manuals at the Colombian National Penitentiary School. The administrative

Figure . The Deurbanisation of the Prison System: Prison Facilities Built since
 within a  km Radius of Bogotá

Source: INPEC, Official statistics and Ministerio de Justicia,Memorias al Congreso, quoted by de
Dardel, Exporter la prison américaine, pp. –

 Akrich, ‘The De-scription of Technical Objects’.
 Instituto Nacional Penitenciario y Carcelario (INPEC), Nuevas técnicas penitenciarias.

Manual del participante (Funza: Escuela Penitenciaria Nacional, ).
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staff and the warders were thus taught ‘New Prison Techniques’ borrowed
from US correctional protocols. New Special Forces created by the US
advisors – the Grupo de Reacción Inmediata (Immediate Response Group,
GRI) and the Comando Operativo de Remisiones de Especial Seguridad
(Special Escort Corps, CORES) – were trained in US security methods,
including brutal use of force to subdue recalcitrant individuals or groups.
The terror inspired by the new GRI, which carried out unannounced searches
(requisas) in the main prisons of the country, was often mentioned by
prisoners during the interviews as one of the most striking features of the
new regime. According to the consistent testimonies of the inmates, the
GRI raids usually mobilised  to  male and female agents who entered
the housing blocks at night; prisoners were gathered in the courtyard,
divided in small groups, stripped and body searched, while their cells were
searched for prohibited items and often left ransacked. A prisoner relates:

Every three months or so, there is a GRI inspection […] They are very violent. We
have to strip, lean forward so they can search us, open our mouth. Sometimes they
fire tear gas at us and beat us. Last time they came, it was three months ago. They
divided us into four groups, they had two Rottweiler dogs. There were about  of
them. Being naked like this, in front of everyone, it is really embarrassing.

In the new facilities, warders in watchtowers were armed with high-calibre
weapons. The practices and clothing of prison guards were modelled on the mili-
tary, and camouflage uniforms replaced civilian clothes. Militarisation became, de
facto, a key aspect of good understanding and smooth communication between
US experts and local staff, the Colombian prison administration having long
been trained according to military organisational and operational frameworks.
For decades, the highest posts of the penitentiary administration had been exclu-
sively assigned to high-ranking members of the army or the police, from the
Director-General of INPEC to the wardens of the main prisons of the country.
As the former head of the INPEC Civil Engineering Office stressed:

We have always had a military profile at the top [of INPEC]. And the military forces
have worked for years under the lead of the Americans, so they master their language;
they immediately know how to carry out the instructions and procedures.

Toughening of the procedures was also reflected in the daily treatment of pris-
oners. Warders were instructed to break with the ‘bad habits’ of the criollo
prison culture, such as talking to the prisoners or greeting them with a hand-
shake. Unprecedented interventions in the prisoners’ bodies were introduced,
 Inmate interviewed at La Modelo prison in Barranquilla,  July .
 Prison architect and former head of the INPEC Civil Engineering Office, interviewed in

Bogotá),  May .
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such as the use of US-inspired orange uniforms, the compulsory shaving of
heads and facial hair and the shackling of hands and feet during transfer
out of the housing block or from a prison to another, as described in this pris-
oner testimony:

On  May , they transferred me on a military plane to the new prison of
Valledupar. It was well known that it was the Yankee regime there. They took my
shoes and clothes away and they gave me a uniform and a toiletry kit. The warders
were very young; they treated us in a totally inhumane way, we had never known
that before. They did not treat us like human beings. […] The inmates soon launched
a protest about visiting rights. The response was brutal. A bloody repression, beating us
with batons and tear gas […].

In sum, then, the planned elimination of the criollo system was to take place
through the combined action of a new penal policy, geographical location,
architectural standards and staff training programme.

Frictions in the Policy Transfer

However, things did not work out the way the BOP and the local transfer
agents originally expected. Taking stock of the evolution of the Colombian
prison system over the last  years, the gap between the initial script of the
US model and the reality of the New Prison Culture is striking. The
pattern of isolation has had an important and long-term impact on
Colombian prisons and prisoners, even on the old ‘first-generation’ facilities,
where inmates have been affected by the constant threat of being transferred to
remote maximum-security prisons, restriction of visits and raids carried out by
commando groups. Nevertheless, the hoped-for radical change to flawless
order and absolute control within the prison system did not occur. In this
last section, we suggest a set of explanations as to why this happened and
what were nonetheless the effects of the prison reform.
The reform did not succeed in reaching its proclaimed objectives, for a series

of institutional and political reasons. From the beginning of the transfer
process, due to the differences in the formal rules between the US and
Colombian penitentiary systems, the BOP experts had to adapt to local con-
ditions that limited their capacity to manoeuvre. For example, a lack of finance
in the Colombian penitentiary sector restricted the installation of techno-
logical security devices, and prevented increases in the number of warders;
while the relatively restrictive Colombian legal framework limited the use of
force inside prisons, in contrast to the United States.

 Former inmate of Valledupar high-security prison, interviewed at El Barne prison in Boyaca,
 Nov. .
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Moreover, beyond this initial adaptation process, none of the announced
goals of the reform, such as obtaining ISO  certification (an international
quality standard) for high-security facilities or ending overcrowding, have
become a reality. Over the years, the new prisons – initially proudly presented
as a successful symbol of modernisation – proved to be plagued with problems
of poor construction, endemic malfunctions and human rights abuses. From
the late s onward, the negative image of the prison system was such
that the Colombian government stopped mentioning the New Prison
Culture policy or the collaboration with the BOP in any official document
or public statement.
The predicted profound cultural transformation of the penitentiary world

did not materialise either. In this regard, the informal dimension of institu-
tional embeddedness played a great role. The cultural habits of the criollo
prison were a key factor that inhibited a full conversion to the US blueprint
of radical isolation, draconian rules and strict control. This blueprint collided
with deeply rooted practices such as the strong communal life style among the
prisoners, the broad visiting rights for families and friends and the leeway for
negotiation between the prisoners and the prison management. Thus,
although in the  prisons inspired by Coleman (all of which include UTE
units) the severe regime instituted by the US advisers continues to apply, it
has been infiltrated by the practices and unofficial norms of criollo culture.
This was especially the case after repeated prisoners’ protests, acts of
resistance and judicial activism, which received the support of Colombian
human rights NGOs denouncing the New Prison Culture as a totalitarian
nightmare. Furthermore, the New Prison Culture did not take hold in the
vast majority of old prisons, where three-quarters of the Colombian prison
population live today. In those jails, thousands of prisoners crowded into
dilapidated and insalubrious facilities continue to live according to criollo car-
ceral culture; they have never known the US model, except through hearsay. In
sum then, the universe of the Colombian prison institution has become a dual
system in which two contradictory penitentiary cultures coexist.
These institutional differences are augmented by political reasons for the

failure, resulting not only from the divergent interpretation of the script
according to the particular interests of each government, but also from a
lack of political will to make sustainable improvements in the prison sector.
From the outset, the objectives of the US government were clearly related
to their agenda in the ‘war on drugs’. As soon as the programme stopped
serving their interests (i.e. after the extradition of hundreds of drug traffickers),

 Faulconbridge, ‘Mobile “Green” Design Knowledge’, p. .
 Julie de Dardel, ‘Resisting “Bare Life”: Prisoners’ Agency in the New Prison Culture Era in

Colombia’, in Moran et al. (eds.), Carceral Spaces, p. .
 Ibid., pp. –.
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they abandoned the collaboration. After the BOP left the country in ,
Washington removed the prison sector from its broad programme of interven-
tion in Colombia, even excluding the creation of a follow-up mechanism to
monitor the high-security prisons and their supermax UTE housing units.
Furthermore, given that they were exclusively concerned with security issues,
neither the US nor the Colombian government ever had the intention of
including in the reform process essential elements to address the mismanage-
ment of the prison system, such as corruption; lack of basic health provision
and educational programmes; privileges for organised-crime bosses, white-
collar criminals and high-ranking army officers; and practices of torture and
human rights violations. Even more importantly, on the Colombian govern-
ment side, there was an inherent contradiction between the proclaimed goal
of solving the overcrowding of the prison population by building new
prisons and the simultaneous active planning of a quantitative explosion in
the prison population. The priorities of the Colombian authorities had thus
increasingly diverged from their ambitions of order and modernity to focus
on the improvised management of mass imprisonment.
If the reform failed to meet its objectives, significant transformations in the

world of Colombian prisons did however take place. First, indicators of vio-
lence in prisons reduced during Plan Colombia: the number of violent
deaths (essentially homicides by firearms), along with the mortality rate,
declined steadily between  and . Second, while for many years
power had been in the hands of inmates involved in organised crime and
drug trafficking, the state has been able to regain some control and authority
inside the prison system. How much the US-inspired prison reform contri-
buted to this change is highly uncertain, though. Credit cannot be attributed
solely to the US ultra-punitive prison model, as it is likely that these indicators
would have improved anyway due to other historical factors. Indeed, the high
rates of violence in prisons at the end of the s were a reflection, or an
extension, of the generalised violence in Colombia caused by the intensifica-
tion of the armed conflict, widespread paramilitary terror, the uncontested
power of drug lords, and a weakening of state authority. As mentioned
above, the homicide rate dropped more generally in the country during the
s. It is likely therefore that the registered drop in the prison homicide
rate after  mostly reflects the end of a particularly bloody episode in
Colombian history rather than a change in prison policies.
Second, the introduction of the US prison model led to the partial impos-

ition of a new blueprint of totalitarian control aiming to radically isolate pris-
oners geographically and socially. This bedrock of the US model was reflected
not only in architectural design but also in the prison policies prescribed by the
 INPEC, Respuesta a la solicitud de información, Correspondence with the lower house of the

Congress, the House of Representatives (Deputy Iván Cepeda),  Feb. .
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BOP experts. The location of correctional facilities in remote and inaccessible
areas, the broad use of transfers which sent prisoners hundreds of kilometres
away from their place of origin, and the strengthening of militarisation, all
contributed to a situation of disconnection and social disaffiliation among
prisoners. In this regard, the deurbanisation of the prison system that goes
hand in hand with the move towards mass incarceration will have long-
term consequences that we discuss in our conclusion.

Conclusions

This paper has explored the travel to Colombia of US prison policies and
architectural design, including the supermax prison – the architectural icon
of US new punitiveness. Our analysis provides an understanding of how, on
the basis of US policy and architectural models, such transnational relations
transformed Colombia’s penal and carceral cultures. It also explains why the
planned revolution of the Colombian prison system through the New
Prison Culture did not take place.
Our analysis furthermore highlights the role of symbolic, economic and pol-

itical power asymmetries. While these asymmetries are rarely addressed in
policy and architectural mobility studies, our case study shows how central
they often are in the way models circulate. The creation of the sort of
enclave of foreign rule that took place within Plan Colombia is difficult to
imagine in the North–North policy relations predominant in the literature,
but it is far from exceptional when North–South relations are considered.
Besides providing a contribution to the issue as to how the new punitiveness

in both criminal and prison policies has spread across the Americas and
beyond, this story also addresses a methodological question relating to the phe-
nomena of policy and built form mobility, which are usually analysed in two
largely unconnected research fields. This paper has thus used concepts from
these two bodies of research to analyse both the processes through which pol-
icies and forms were made mobile and the frictions they encountered. By
articulating these concepts it has sought to reply to the question posed in
our introduction: how do mobile policies and forms complement each
other? Our analysis suggests two replies to this question.

Built forms make policies tangible and durable. Looking at the connections
between penal policy reform and new prison architecture highlights how new
strategies of the state are inscribed in tangible forms and how this allows us
to better grasp the effects of policies on mentalities, bodies and daily lives. In
the reverse direction, connecting forms with the policies – or scripts – from
which they stem gives us a better idea of what built forms do: it unveils their
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pedagogical programme.On the one hand, built forms –which can be visited,
seen, touched – act as we have shown as powerful tools of persuasion in the adop-
tion of new policies. On the other hand, like Bruno Latour’s ‘technology’,

built forms are also ‘society made durable’: they disclose the stubbornness of
policies even after their apparent death. Thus, supermax prisons have continued
– through their location and spatial organisation – to shape Colombian carceral
culture after the end of the penal collaboration with the US, even though criollo
practices have crept back into these prisons. Because built forms perpetuate the
effects of policies beyond their lifetime, so to speak, it is heuristically fruitful to
make connections between analyses of policy mobility and architectural
mobilities.

Policies and built forms follow distinct but intersecting circuits. Built forms have
their specific circuits of circulation related to the reach and networks of archi-
tectural firms, as well as to the influence of journals and architectural schools.

They differ from inter-municipal policy networks organised around mayoral
meetings, bilateral cooperation or large city networks such as United Cities
and Local Governments (UCLG). Moreover, if journals and academics play
an important role in architectural circuits, international conferences and field-
trips play an important role as ‘global micro-spaces’ for urban policies.
However, our analysis of the travel of the supermax shows that these circuits
also intersect: actors involved in prison and criminal policy and prison archi-
tecture meet, for instance, at the conferences of the International Corrections
and Prisons Association (ICPA). To advance our understanding of how space
is produced in a global arena, systematic comparisons between these different
circuits would thus be needed.
More generally, the convergences and divergences between these forms of

mobility should encourage us to move towards fuller analyses of the relational
production of urban space. In order to do this, we need to reduce the barriers
between research fields such as studies of policy, architectural and planning
mobility. Each of these fields identifies different logics of relational space pro-
duction implying different circuits, actors and motivations. A systematic com-
parison of these logics would provide us with a better understanding of how
places develop through different ‘politics of relatedness’. Recent work on

 Söderström and Geertman, ‘Loose Threads’.
 Bruno Latour, ‘Technology Is Society Made Durable’, in John Law (ed.), A Sociology of

Monsters. Essays on Power, Technology and Domination (London: Routledge, ),
pp. –.

 Paul L. Knox and Peter J. Taylor, ‘Toward a Geography of the Globalization of Architecture
Office Networks’, Journal of Architectural Education, :  (), pp. –; Faulconbridge,
‘Global Architects’; Guggenheim and Söderström (eds.), Re-shaping Cities.
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comparative urbanismhas rightly insisted on the importance of comparing cities
beyond the North–South divide in order to develop genuinely global and less
Eurocentric urban studies. As we hope our study of mobile penal policies
and prison models demonstrates, there is also much to be gained – in order
to understand the connective tissues that make places across the globe inter-
dependent – from comparing differing forms of relations along the same routes.
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