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Residents in British Columbia’s Okanagan Valley are split over a proposal to build a new prison in the region
as they weigh the jobs a correctional facility would provide against the stigma that would accompany it.
“It’s pitted neighbours against neighbours and, in some cases, even families against families,” said prison
opponent Jo Anne Fisher, who has lived in the North Okanagan village of Lumby for 30 years. “You run into
your neighbours that you know are pro-prison and it’s really, really awkward.”
The province is looking to build a 360-cell correctional facility in the area by 2015 and has asked local
governments to propose possible sites after consulting with their communities.
The prison will come with more than 100 well-paying jobs, while the province will provide the host
community with hundreds of thousands of dollars in annual grants in lieu of property taxes.
Lumby’s 1,650 residents will decide whether to proceed with a bid in a referendum on April 30.
A once thriving mill town devastated by the forest industry’s downturn, Lumby is divided between those who
see a prison as a ticket to economic revival and those who say it will destroy the town’s character.
Tensions are running high.
Ms. Fisher said she and others opposed to a prison are boycotting businesses owned by prison supporters. If a
prison comes to Lumby, she said she and her husband will move away when they retire in a few years.
Ms. Fisher fears a prison will stigmatize the community and keep tourists and other industries away.
“It would dominate our skyline, that’s for sure, and dominate the whole landscape,” she said.
Prison supporter Tracie Gobelle said the atmosphere in Lumby has become toxic and she’s afraid it will be
hard for people to get along again, no matter how the prison issue is decided.
“We’ve had people on the no side say, ‘If you want a prison here, get the hell out,’ ” she said. “That’s just so
inappropriate.”
With many of its young people leaving town to look for work, Lumby needs the economic boost a prison would
bring, Ms. Gobelle said. “Lumby’s tough, make no mistake about it. We’re survivors out here, but we’re
struggling and we need something and this is a golden opportunity that’s probably not going to come our way
again.”
A similar discussion is taking place in the South Okanagan town of Summerland. Nestled above Okanagan
Lake, the quaint community of 10,800 people is a tourist destination known mostly for its orchards, wineries
and beautiful beaches. But like Lumby, Summerland is in dire need of jobs and is looking for a way to
jump-start its dormant economy.
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Last week, after three months of divisive debate, a pair of community meetings and two surveys showing an
even split between prison supporters and opponents, Summerland’s town council decided to submit a site for
the province’s consideration.
Summerland Mayor Janice Perrino said council tried to address opponents’ concerns by selecting a site on
the edge of town. “They’re not going to have to look at it every day. It won’t be part of the landscape and we
won’t have vehicles coming in and out of town.”
But the spokeswoman for a group of business owners opposed to the prison said the town “can expect a fight.”
“We’re not going to let this die,” Stephanie Seaton said. “It’s just insanity, quite frankly.”
Once Summerland becomes known as a prison town, tourists will stay away, Ms. Seaton said. “We can’t help
but believe that [a prison] is going to change the face of the town.”
But tourists only visit Summerland during the summer, said Arlene Fenrich, who heads up a group of
pro-prison business people.
“Our businesses operate for 12 months of the year,” she added. “We have bills to pay for that entire 12
months.”

© 2011 The Globe and Mail Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Prison referendum splits small community - The Globe and Mail http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/british-columbia/prison-r...

2 of 2 21/04/2011 12:55 AM


