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Ten Years and Counting:  A Legislator’s visit to prisoners

 in Tamms Supermax

This report has been prepared following a visit to inmates at Tamms Correctional Center on 23 October 2008 by Illinois State Representative Eddie Washington and Malcolm C. Young, Executive Director, John Howard Association of Illinois.  Washington and Young traveled to Tamms, which is in far southern Illinois, to accompany 13 members of the “Tamms Year Ten,” a Chicago-based group organized to call to public attention concerns about Tamms Correctional Center. Minutes before their scheduled tour inside Tamms was to begin, the group was told that the Department had decided to cancel. Both Representative Washington and Young, as a State Representative and as a representative of the John Howard Association of Illinois, respectively, were permitted to visit the institution and inmates.  Representative Washington elected to go into the prison. He set the agenda by requesting that he and Mr. Young personally interview approximately eighteen Tamms prisoners with whom the Tamms Year Ten group had expected to speak. Representative Washington was given a list of those prisoners.    Neither he nor Mr. Young knew of the reasons, if any, behind the group’s asking to speak with these particular inmates. 

Representative Washington and Malcolm Young left the Warden’s Conference Room shortly before 11:00 am.  Representative Washington requested that a medical staff person accompany him to answer questions about medical care. Tamms Correctional Center staff provided coordinated, prompt access to each of the prisoners and information about each area through which the visit moved.  Representative Washington continued working without a lunch break, reaching every prisoner on the list he had been given. Some conversations were long and detailed. As time ran short, Representative Washington started each interview by listing topics that prisoners had covered in previous interviews and asked the person with whom he was speaking for additions or comments on other concerns.  Representative Washington and Young left Tamms Correctional Center at approximately 3:45 p.m. for the return trip to Chicago.

Representative Washington requested Malcolm Young and the John Howard Association of Illinois prepare a report of their visit. That report follows.

Scope of the visit; areas observed

This visit differed from the usual prison visits conducted by the John Howard Association of Illinois, during which teams of volunteers and staff examine several aspects of prison life and conditions.  Representative Washington and I did not observe food preparation or food services, any of the educational programming, medical facilities beyond a cursory viewing, or records of grievances filed or of inmate discipline. We did not discuss the procedures used to transfer prisoners to or from Tamms with any of the senior staff. Nor did we review the “step down” program which has been part of process of moving inmates out of Tamms, health services, current staff levels, or most of the other concerns which corrections staff frequently describe to us at visits.  Unlike our practice in most John Howard Association visits, we did not have a de-briefing with staff or the warden before leaving the prison.
  

We proceeded through the prison on a path determined by the location of inmates named on the list given Representative Washington, with a few side excursions to cover points of interest. Tamms inmates are located in “pods” of six blocks of ten cells each, five on a lower and five on an upper level. Pods are connected by corridors.  Each corridor has two levels. The floor of the upper level,  which is the ceiling of the lower level, is a metal wire grate which allows the passage of gas or bullets, so that an armed Corrections Officer on the second level can observe and respond in the event of violence while an inmate is being moved.  To the observer walking along them, the corridors seem to be underground because some are approached on a slight downgrade and because they are windowless cement tunnels. Actually, however, the corridors and pods are on ground level.

Prison staff escorted us efficiently from pod to pod and then onto a cell block where the inmates on our list were located.  All in all, Representative Washington and I spent time in, or observed: 

· several of the “pods”  where we interviewed inmates

· the “Special Treatment Unit,” a pod in which prisoners who are determined to be severely mentally ill or most in need of psychiatric care

· a security office on one of the corridors

· one of the approximately 12’ by 30’ fully enclosed, half-covered “yard” areas located at the end of each cell block

· an inmate shower area

· an inmate “law library” located in one of the cell blocks

· the room in each cell block which has a pedestal seat with security fastenings where inmates are brought for haircuts, interviews including transfer hearings; and  

· the one larger room, located in the Special Treatment Unit, which contains six separate Plexiglas and steel structures roughly resembling oversized phone booths build with particularly secure doors and windows. One inmate sits in each of these for group therapy sessions of up to six inmates.

Context of the visit

The John Howard Association of Illinois has described the conditions for Tamms prisoners in detail in two prior John Howard Association of Illinois reports
 and in a recent Statement to the Prison Reform Committee of the Illinois House of Representatives. 
   All Tamms prisoners

….are permanently isolated from physical contact and normal stimuli, like sunlight, wind or rain. Prisoners are locked into small, 70 square feet, concrete cells for 23 to 24 hours a day. There are no group activities, no contact visits, and little or no personal privacy. Their cells have windows that are a couple of feet wide but about 9 or 10 inches top to bottom and located toward the ceiling so that most prisoners can see only a sliver of sky from their cell, and only a little more if they stand on their bed to peer over the window frame; lights are controlled by the guards; and the inmate’s movements are monitored by video camera.  Prisoners stay in their cells to eat meals that are passed through a small hole in the cell door referred to as a chuck hole.

We visited most prisoners in their cells. At Tamms, all cells in the blocks face in the same direction. The prisoner inside looks onto a catwalk, if he is on the second level, or onto the underside of the catwalk and the floor of the common area if he is on the lower level. On either level, the prisoner looks from his cell to a grey cement wall on the other side of the common area.

Lighting is mostly bright fluorescent white. Walls, ceilings and floors are cement and gray. Handrails on the steps leading from the floor of the common area to the catwalks on the second level are gun metal gray. 

There are no colors on the cell blocks.

The cell blocks radiate from a central control area, and it is from the control area that one enters the cell block.  From the same location, we were in view of all ten cell doors behind which each of the prisoners we interviewed live 23 hours a day.  All we had to do was to be given the cell number and we could walk past the cell doors of other prisoners, up the metal stair steps to the catwalk if need be, to the 10’ x 12’ cell in which the next man we interviewed lives his life.

Inmate statements, complaints, issues and problems

Representative Washington asked each of the 18 Tamms inmates we met about their concerns, problems, well-being and treatment. 

We heard some positive comments from a number of Tamms inmates. Representative Washington asked outright whether inmates were being treated well and “with respect.” Most inmates replied by saying that most or many staff treated them with respect or that staff were professional in doing their jobs. Inmates who complained of mistreatment by staff tended to say that some, or even the majority, of staff treated them fairly. Some inmates said they felt safer than they had at Stateville, Pontiac, Dixon or other Illinois prisons. 

A few complaints could not be confirmed to the limited extent we could investigate them. Several inmates told us that cells, showers, and in once instance, according to what a visitor had reported to an inmate, that the women’s bathroom in the visitor’s area were dirty.  We viewed some of these areas. Dirt is not a problem at Tamms. The worst we saw was some rust on a metal exhaust vent in a shower. The shower room we inspected at random was humid and close, but clean and free of rust on fixtures.  The region has “hard” water and there were some light mineral deposits on some toilets in the visiting area. We saw no plumbing leaks anywhere. Lights worked and light fixtures were sound throughout. Painted surfaces are clean, smooth and without blistering. Cement and tiled floors are waxed and polished. 

We saw no dust, refuse, food stains, or signs of aging or abuse anywhere we visited. We observed staff wiping down food service carts after use.   Ironically, one large soiled area was a stain on the carpet in the security office, the result of a leak through the flat roof and ceiling above an office area.

One inmate complained that a medical staff person had filed a disciplinary action against an inmate without cause. We did not have time to review the specific disciplinary record, but we heard and saw credible information to the effect that the action was taken in response to a serious physical attack on another medical staff person and that there appeared to have been a basis for the disciplinary action complained of.  

We heard little complaining about a number of issues prisoners frequently mention when they have time on their hands and nothing more serious to complain of: 

· The quality or quantity of the food

· Temperature in the cells in any season

· Laundry that is slow to be returned and bedding that is inadequate

· Interference with the books or legal papers which some inmates had in quantity in their cells

· The grievance system 

We did not observe or taste food being served. But we did notice that clothing and bedding appeared clean, that the temperature was appropriate, and that many inmates had a number of books and quantities of legal materials in their cells.

But on the other side, our interviews left us with a list of significant issues and complaints:

Medical care.   Prisoners complained about the attitude and the prescribing and treating practices of Tamms’ full-time physician.  Inmates said that treatment modalities varied without explanation, that medications were reduced or discontinued, and that symptoms went untreated. One inmate said that he suffers from intense pain in his shoulder which is aggravated when his hands are cuffed behind his back during medical exams, and that being handcuffed during the visit prevents him from showing the doctor the limits of movement in his arms.  Another inmate claimed he had seizures which went unattended. A third inmate reported that he had seen inmates suffer seizures and then go without treatment.

We would have heard more from other inmates had we not cut this line of comment short in order to save time.  A number of the complaints we heard were specific, serious, and fairly credible. The nurse who accompanied us provided credible explanations for some of the complaints we heard.  There was some informative, non-confrontational back and forth between inmates, the nurse, and ourselves which at times confirmed elements of the prisoners’ complaints. It is, of course, impossible for a lay person to verify and evaluate the kind of medical complaints we heard during a short visit, and we left with the sense that it would take a  thorough inquiry on site with inmates, staff, and correctional medical experts to resolve serious concerns. 

Also of concern to Tamms inmates are the kinds of medical complaints which are lodged by many people against their HMO’s: long waits to see a physician; a fear that the doctor is hesitant to issue expensive prescriptions; failure to diagnose a problem whose symptoms seem obvious to the patient.  It is true that there is very little to distract Tamms inmates from preoccupation with any medical problem they might think they have, but we would not dismiss all of the complaints we heard on the grounds of hypochondria or “malingering.” 

The more serious complaints which we heard, and the pattern presented by the number of less serious complaints, seemed to us to merit review by qualified medical professionals. 

Mental health.  We heard fewer complaints about mental health treatment than we did about medical treatment at Tamms. At least one inmate described the difficulty of conversing with mental health counselors from the cell or in the small rooms where they sometimes talk. A couple of inmates offered positive comments. At least two inmates told us that they had stopped or reduced their self-destructive behavior, such as self-mutilation, or otherwise improved their mental health status while at Tamms. But scars from self-inflicted injuries are visible on a number of inmates, and at least one inmate with old scars on his arms tried to tell us that he was fighting the urge to cut himself.  There is an active  civil rights lawsuit on the issue of mental health services at Tamms. Several inmates thought we were investigators or lawyers involved in that case and seemed eager to provide us with information. We tried to avoid the detailed discussions they sought so that there would be no confusion if they should later speak with investigators or attorneys in that case.  From what we did hear and see, we make two observations:   

· First, there clearly are mentally ill inmates at Tamms and some of these appear to be severely mentally ill.  The most serious of these are housed in the separate Special Treatment Unit on J-Pod, where they receive group therapy in the room which contains the six “telephone booth”-like structures, and individual attention.  But there are mentally ill inmates on other pods, and they do not have access to the group therapy that is provided to the inmates assigned to J-Pod.

For a lay person, it is hard to understand how the near-total 23 – 24 hour a day isolation, lack of personal contact even for therapeutic purposes, the denial of phone calls including to family members, total absence of contact visits even with children, and indefinite length of incarceration in solitary confinement which Tamms inmates described can possibly advance treatment of mental illness or disorder. The austere, stimulus-free though sometimes noisy setting would be difficult for most people to handle, and it seems almost inevitable that it would put prisoners with mental health problems at terrible risk. This same issue was a “concern” to the John Howard Association six years ago; it is ever so much more so today, after so many inmates have remained at Tamms for prolonged periods of time.
 

·  Second, there are also inmates at Tamms whose violent and aggressive actions pose real challenges and threats to the safety of staff and inmates. But, as in the case of inmates whose cell fronts are covered with Plexiglas shielding to prevent them from throwing food, bodily fluids or feces at staff, this behavior suggests serious mental illness.   We spoke to a couple of inmates in these cells. It is extremely difficult to hear through the Plexiglas shielding.  One in particular confirmed the staff’s statement to us that he physically attacked staff.  So the concern for staff safety is doubtless justified.  But without further information and even without the benefit of expert opinion, a lay person listening to an inmate talk about self-mutilation is left to wonder at what point, and to what extent, the isolation, lack of communication, physical bleakness and dearth of activity at Tamms prison feeds an inmate’s aggression toward staff, or interferes with treatment to reduce aggression? 

Length of Time Inmates Serve at Tamms and the Process of Transferring out of Tamms.  Probably a third to a majority of the inmates we spoke with indicated that they wanted to talk about the length of time they had been at Tamms and their frustration at trying to obtain a transfer.  Several inmates told us that they had been at Tamms for nearly all of the ten years it has been operating.
 Some claimed to have had excellent disciplinary records at Tamms. At least two Tamms prisoners told us that they had picked up at most one disciplinary ticket for a minor violation in their 8-10 years at Tamms.  These claims were mostly confirmed by staff. One inmate told us he had attempted to “renounce” gang associations three times. He was turned down all three times. Another claimed he had disassociated himself from gangs two years before he was transferred to Tamms but could not obtain a transfer out. Other inmates insisted to us that they are not at all sure exactly why they were sent to Tamms or what keeps them at Tamms.  Inmates told us that they are not sure what they can do to get out of Tamms. They claim they are told that they must stay at Tamms “for more observation.”  

Tamms staff explained the reasons for which some of the inmates whom we interviewed had been transferred to and held at Tamms.  While the explanations were not specious, there is of course no way for a visitor without access to disciplinary records, the findings of adjustment hearings, or a capacity to investigate an inmate’s history or the allegations against him to judge the merit of competing claims. 

Most inmates with whom we spoke were intensely focused on the length of time and the process involved in obtaining a transfer.  Some used body language to indicate the importance of this issue by broadly gesturing toward the walls of their cell or casting their eyes around when Representative Washington asked an introductory, “How are you doing?”  Because of our schedule, we limited discussion of the reasons for lengthy detention at Tamms with both staff and inmates despite the desire of some inmates that we speak longer about the issue. 

Specific Problems and Inmate Complaints.  We heard the following:

· Delays in mail delivery, of up to 2-3 weeks, or even longer. Many inmates complained about delays in receiving mail.  A small subset of inmates with complaints about delays in mail delivery told us that they suspect that some mail is never delivered. A couple of inmates explained the reason for delays in mail, accurately describing a situation which the John Howard Association of Illinois has encountered in other prisons. Mail is often delayed because of staff shortages. When shifts are short staffed, Corrections Officers assigned to the mail room are moved off because mail room duty is not essential to security.  The inmates who knew the cause of mail delays were unhappy about the delay. Mail is almost the only contact they have with people outside. But they did not seem to believe that mail delays were intentionally caused.  Staff thought mail delays were less frequent than in the past. Inmates disagreed.  As we discussed with staff, even though the volume of mail at Tamms is relatively small, it undergoes time-consuming scrutiny.  For example, Corrections Officers remove staples from all bound magazines before the magazines are delivered to the prisoner because prisoners have used staples to cut or injure themselves. 

· High commissary costs.   Many inmates with whom we spoke complained that commissary items at Tamms are more expensive than at other Illinois Department of Corrections facilities and at the Medium Security Unit which is part of the Tamms Correctional Center complex. Prisoners pressed copies of Commissary Lists through the cell door frames as evidence. The John Howard Association staff has been aware that commissary items are differently priced among prisons.  The price difference results from setting prices on commissary items based on the costs associated with delivering and providing those items at each Illinois Department of Corrections facility,  rather than uniformly statewide. In the opinion of the inmates, this price difference is unfair. Inmates were adamant that the higher price of commissary items at Tamms, coupled with a new regulation that required some personal items be charged to inmates who have funds in their trust account, is unfair to them. 

· Charging “non-indigent” inmates for personal hygienic items.  In a cost-saving step corrections officials attribute to legislated policy, all inmates who are not “indigent” must pay for personal hygiene items such as bar soap. “Inidigency” is defined as having a zero balance in an inmate’s trust account.  If an inmate has $10.00 in his account, the price of soap, which was reported to us to be about $1.00 a bar and must be ordered in a pack of two bars is charged against the inmate when he orders it. If on the other hand, the inmate has no money in his account, the state issues up to four bars a month to him. Other hygienic items that require payment include tissue, toothpaste and deodorant.

· Charging a “co-pay” for medical visits.  One inmate in particular discussed being charged a “co-pay” for medical visits.  Again if an inmate is “non-indigent,” he is charged $2.00 for each requested examination or visit with medical staff. The inmate said making the payment led him to hesitate to ask for medical treatment. Moreover, he felt that he had been charged co-pays even though there was no diagnosis, no treatment, and no relief in his symptoms. We discussed this complaint with medical staff, who told us that the inmate was correct about the particular charge and that, based on the grievance he filed; the charge had been reversed in the records. Staff tried to explain to us that inmates are not charged co-payments for examinations for chronic conditions and in certain situations.  It was difficult for us to comprehend the differences between medical problems that would result in a co-pay charged to a non-indigent inmate’s account and those which would not. It is not at all clear that inmates understand the distinctions, either.

· Visitors and visiting.  There are no contact visits; inmates are separated from their visitors by very solid partitions made of thick glass and steel, and communication is by way of a microphone and speakers.  Most of the inmates with whom we spoke were from Chicago, some 350 miles distant.  A few originally came from out of state, and had no family at all in Illinois. Inmates who receive visits are considered fortunate; some inmates see family members once or twice a year; some inmates have received no more than one or two visits in ten years. For the families or acquaintances who can visit, the trip from Chicago is time-consuming and expensive. Under Illinois Department of Corrections policy, all family visits to Tamms C-Max require written requests a month in advance, advance approval by Tamms officials, and scheduled appointments. Tamms inmates feel the requirements are unnecessarily burdensome and too rigorously imposed. Tamms inmates were forceful in their complaints about times when visitors were denied visits because they arrived late after being delayed in travel or for other reasons. Unlike their reaction to delayed mail, inmates regard decisions prohibiting visits when families traveled from Chicago as intentional harassment.

· Phone calls to and from family.   There are none, save at the discretion of staff in the instance of a death in a family.  One inmate told us that in one such instance, when the number given to call after the death of a parent proved incorrect, he was not permitted to try to find the correct number and complete the call. 

Indeed, inmates with ill or aged relatives or with children live in fear of bad news that the approach of a counselor or minister or permission to make a telephone call might signal. We saw this in the alarmed look on the face of one prisoner as we walked toward the front of his cell. We told him we had no bad news, that no one was ill or dead, and that we were only there because someone who cared about him asked us to see him. Anxiety drained from his face and he visibly relaxed. Thus we understood that for men in Tamms not normally permitted contact with their families, even notice that he could make a phone call or a visit from a stranger is, for a moment at least, frightening.

· Lack of opportunities for education, expression or self-improvement.   Many inmates spoke of their frustrations at the lack of taught classes, courses or, basically, any subject for reflection or distraction. There is, one said, “No opportunity to grow.”  An artist, this inmate mentioned the prohibition against almost all art supplies including pencils as he showed us a highly detailed portrait that simulated an etching, done with the stubby ball point pen issued to Tamms prisoners.

Inmates complained that the educational staff person who graded papers and commented on inmates’ individual coursework has left Tamms.  His departure leaves Tamms prisoners without any personal, individual interaction with any teacher or instructor, even in writing.  All instruction is provided by video tapes that are viewed in the inmate’s cell. We also heard, repeatedly until we cut the conversations short, frustration about the inability to take the test that must be passed in order to earn a high school equivalency diploma (GED). Inmates may work on course materials and take instruction over the television. However, the Illinois Department of Corrections will not permit inmates to meet in a group to take the test, and GED administrators will not send a test monitor down unless there are a minimal number of persons taking the test.

· Limitations on legal assistance and use of the law library.  Inmates told us that there is now no legal librarian or person to assist an inmate using the small law libraries that are on each pod with any questions that the inmate might have. As one inmate put it: “If you have a legal problem, there is no help here. You get lost.” 

Delayed mail,  fear that a medical condition is not being treated correctly, having to spend the few dollars in a prisoner’s account for soap, deodorant or tissue may seem like minor concerns to people outside prison walls.  But these are the narrow parameters of life over which the prisoners at Tamms have any vestige of control during their years inside a featureless cement structure, empty of nearly all human contact, normal conversation, or physical activities of a kind that are important to human beings.  

One day within Tamms, even free as we were to move about, is a reminder of the need for variety and color in the human environment.  After having been in three or four pods, each of which is almost identical, we came to the Special Treatment Unit. Eight or ten feet above the floor on the cement wall facing the cells we saw the kind of large face gold-rimmed clock that used to sit on a post outside the community bank.  Accustomed to the same hard grey bare walls in every other pod, we were almost startled by the gold hue, the round shape, and the sudden appearance of this simple clock face. 

The clock has a purpose. Staff, having found that knowing the time helps mentally ill inmates adjust and prepare for scheduled group or individual therapy sessions, mounted the large clock where all the inmates on the pod could see it.  

The clock, we noticed, was 20 minutes behind time.  But for the isolated prisoners at Tamms, it can hardly matter whether or not the time on the clock matches the time outside the prison. The only real time is the time inside.

Recommendations

(1)
Legislative authority is required to ensure that prisoners do not remain at Tamms for a “prolonged period” for any one act, that prisoners’ placement at Tamms is periodically reviewed, and that prisoners are transferred from Tamms within a reasonable time. 

There have always been administrative mechanisms by which Tamms prisoners can be transferred back to other Illinois prisons. Mechanisms in place when Tamms opened turned on an inmate’s behavior, and the path to transfer could be completed in little more than one year.
  But as the John Howard Association of Illinois reported, in March 2001 only 9 of 149 inmates whose behavior merited placement in a unit to prepare for transfer out of Tamms C-Max had been so placed.
 The other 140 were held up by application of the “gang renunciation policy” instituted at Tamms.
  In its April 2001 report, the John Howard Association of Illinois described the gang renunciation policy at Tamms as an ”impediment.” a “major roadblock in the pathway out of Tamms and back to another IDOC facility,”
  and a “most troublesome” policy of “dubious effectiveness and possibly dangerous.”
  As of March 2001, not one inmate had actually succeeded in earning his way out of Tamms in two years of operation, a situation which “represented a cause for concern that should be closely monitored by IDOC officials and objective third parties such as the John Howard Association.”

On October 23, 2008, Tamms prisoners told Representative Washington and Malcolm C. Young:  of having attempted three times to renounce gang affiliations unsuccessfully; of being held at Tamms while flat out denying gang involvement; and that upon being denied transfer, told only that they were being kept at Tamms “for observation.”  Among those speaking were prisoners who had lived in Tamms’ isolation for eight, nine, and ten years.

After seven years, the original gang renunciation policy has reportedly been modified or even replaced by another policy. But the fact remains that, whatever policies are in place today, large portions of Tamms prisoners have been indefinitely detained for reasons many profess not to comprehend.  After a full decade, the Illinois Department of Corrections has not devised an understandable, transparent, due-process-friendly procedure that will change this outcome. It appears fair to conclude that change will require legislation or judicial rule-making.

(2)
The Department should authorize an independent evaluation of medical services at Tamms.  

The facilities and medical staffing at Tamms are among the most complete, if not the most complete, of any Illinois Department of Corrections facility. Medical staff that accompanied Representative Washington and Malcolm C. Young seemed professional and well informed about individual inmates. On the other hand, Tamms has not pursued accreditation of its health services program by the National Commission on Correctional Health Care (NCCHC), as previously recommended by the John Howard Association of Illinois,
 and so is lacking in outside peer or professional review. It would seem prudent to objectively evaluate medical and mental health care before civil rights litigation about medical and mental health services leads to an outside review by plaintiffs’ attorneys and plaintiff’s or court-appointed experts. Most relevant, though, the complaints and concerns we heard on October 23, 2008 simply cannot be dismissed. An independent evaluation of medical and mental health services could be the least obtrusive, least expensive way to address concerns and assure adequacy of medical and mental health care and treatment at Tamms C-max.

(3)
The Department should review the mental health status of Tamms inmates on a frequent, periodic basis and for the purpose of “allow[ing] transition into a less restrictive or custodial setting.” 

In 2001, the Illinois Department of Corrections clarified its description of the goal of the psychiatric program at Tamms’ Special Treatment Unit  ”from being the “stabilization and maintenance of inmates so that they can exist in the restrictive environment at Tamms” to the goal of “assist[in] inmates in the reduction of the level of dangerousness to self or others; enhance and/or acquire skills to function more safely and successfully in appropriate institutional settings, and to allow transition into less restrictive clinical or custodial setting.”(Sic)
 (Emphasis added.)

Today, Department officials, Tamms staff, and inmates all report behavior and activities including self-mutilation, smearing feces on cell surfaces, throwing bodily liquids at Corrections Officers, and other behaviors which suggest severe mental illness. It strains a layperson’s understanding to suggest that the prolonged isolation and sensory deprivation at Tamms can be in any way helpful to a person who is mentally ill, no matter how skilled the delivery of mental health services might be, and it would seem to a lay person that the conditions at Tamms would put a normally mentally healthy individual at risk. If for security or safety reasons, there must be a Supermax prison, then it would also seem necessary that the mental health of prisoners in these conditions be closely monitored, with openness to the possibility of transfer out of Tamms when necessary to preserve or improve a prisoner’s mental health, particularly when mental health may contribute to dangerous behavior.

(4)
The Department should modify hearing procedures and the transfer process so that Tamms prisoners held in administrative segregation status are informed of the basis for being held at Tamms and the steps they need to take to obtain release from Tamms.

Inmates in administrative segregation status who were interviewed on 23 October 2008 could not or did not clearly articulate the reasons for which they are held at Tamms.  Most said that they were frustrated at the repeated denial of their request to transfer out of Tamms and that they did not know the reasons they were denied. Although we assume some prisoners might know more than they chose to tell visitors, Tamms staff confirm that information is withheld from some inmates for security reasons. As visitors hearing one or the other side of the story, we could not in most cases judge the correctness of the decision. But, without a record and information that is relied upon by the Department for its decision, neither can the inmate, his counselor or attorney, the legislature or a reviewing court determine the fairness or adequacy of the fact-finding process that has held many men in Tamms for up to a decade.

(5)
The Department should take a few relatively simple, inexpensive steps that do not affect security to improve conditions for inmates at Tamms:


(A)
Permit GED test taking in the room located on the STU which is now used to conduct group therapy.  Seek permission to administer the GED test to a group of six inmates at a time. This simple change would allow inmates who try to improve their skills and academic performance the chance to obtain a GED certificate.


(B)
Eliminate “co-pay” charges for medical services unless an inmate abuses his access to health services.


(C)
End charging “non-indigent” inmates for standard issue soap and other hygienic items, in recognition that Tamms prisoners have no opportunity to work.


(D)
Equalize commissary costs among different prisons, so that, at a minimum, Tamms prisoners do not pay a premium for commissary items due to the remote location and the smaller size of Tamms Correctional Center.


(E)
Revise and open up visiting procedures to assure that no reasonable visiting request or visit is denied.


(F)
Arrange for telephone privileges for Tamms inmates whose behavior is satisfactory, particularly where wives, children or parents are concerned.


(G)
Assure that mail is delivered quickly following receipt. In the instances in which there is a delay, advising inmates of the reason has done much to diffuse tension over this issue.


(H)
Expand the list of paper, drawing, artistic and creative materials which are allowed Tamms prisoners.  For many inmates, access to suitable materials with which to draw, paint or sculpt would enhance their lives and prospects for rehabilitation beyond measure.


(I)
Hire and make available to inmates a paralegal or law librarian who can provide some assistance to inmates attempting to make use of the small law libraries that are available to them.

There are many questions about Tamms, including the need for such an institution in the Illinois prison system or the extent to which it could be opened up consistent with the legitimate uses to which it is put, which are beyond the scope of this report. No one should avoid answering these questions.

In the meantime, we can end on an optimistic note:  the staff we have encountered at Tamms Correctional Center have been informative, receptive, and motivated by the well-being of inmates under their supervision and care.  Their duties are sometimes difficult but the majority of Tamms staff meet the challenges of their work in a Supermax prison well.  Most of the problems described by Tamms prisoners are the result of policies and practices and are not attributed, by the inmates, to Tamms staff.  

Malcolm C. Young 

Executive Director 

John Howard Association of Illinois 

15 November 2008

� We want to make perfectly clear that the constraints upon Representative Washington and Malcolm C. Young as a representative of the John Howard Association of Illinois were self imposed in order to interview inmates and that the Illinois Department of Corrections and the Correctional Center imposed no restrictions on our activities, inquiries or our interviews, including on confidentiality when requested.





� There is a rumor that Tamms is constructed half underground. The outside appearance probably feeds this rumor.  All one can see on the approach are the tops of buildings and it appears as if the lower half of all buildings are below ground level. This is an illusion created because the prison is built on a depression or low area in the surrounding flood plain.


� “A Report on the Tamms Correctional Center Illinois Department of Corrections” John Howard Association (April 7, 1999) and “Tamms Revisited: Super-Max Confinement in Illinois: A Report on the Tamms Correctional Center Illinois Department of Corrections” John Howard Association (April 2, 2001).


� Malcolm C. Young, “Statement to the Prison Reform Committee, Illinois House of Representatives hearing on Tamms Correctional Center ‘After Ten Years, Does Illinois Need Its Own Guantanamo Prison?’” (28 April 2008).


� Ibid. at p. 3.


� The John Howard Association of Illinois was concerned about the psychological impact of ‘solitary confinement’ on Tamms Supermax prisoners when the prison first opened,  see: “Tamms Revisited,” op. cit. at p. 32-33 which noted some changes, including creation of the Special Treatment Unit (“STU”) and increased mental health staff, in the first two years of operation. Op. cit. at p. 37.


� The John Howard Association of Illinois first expressed “concern” about the fact that no Tamms inmate had succeeded in “earning” his their way out of Tamms Supermax confinement in March, 2001, when the prison was only two years old.   See, “Tamms Revisited,” op. cit., at p. 32. 


� With the Illinois Department of Corrections’ full cooperation, several Tamms inmates’ watercolors and ink drawings were displayed at an art exhibit “Lights from Within” sponsored by the John Howard Association of Illinois in Chicago from 11 August – 21 September 2008. Tamms inmates make watercolors from the dye in M&M’s candies which they purchase from the commissary. (A catalogue of the inmate art that was exhibited is available from the John Howard Association.)


� When Tamms first opened, prisoners who were assigned to Tamms to serve a period of disciplinary segregation for a rule violation were to be given a Transfer Review Hearing at the conclusion of the designated period of segregation. Initially, this hearing would determine whether the prisoner would leave Tamms or be placed into “administrative detention” status at Tamms along with prisoners sent to Tamms for “administrative” reasons, such as serious gang involvement.


     Within a short time, procedures changed so that prisoners who completed a term in disciplinary segregation were placed in administrative detention at Tamms, and not considered for transfer from Tamms. All Tamms prisoners in administrative detention status were to work their way out by improving behavior. Good behavior earned a prisoner a higher “behavioral level,” the best being level III, in a program that on paper could be completed in just over 12 months. Once in Behavior level III, a Tamms prisoner was to be moved into a “Pre-Transfer Unit” for a minimum of 30 days after which he would be considered for transfer to another Illinois prison.   See, “Tamms Revisited, op. cit., pp. 6 – 12.


�  In March 2001, 149 or nearly 83% of inmates held in administrative detention at Tamms had “progressed or remained” to “behavior level III.”  Of these, nine had been moved to the Pre-Transfer Unit from which they might be transferred to other state prisons. See, “Tamms Revisited,” id., p. 11.


�  Under the Gang Renunciation policy, no Tamms inmate could be transferred unless he had renounced gang affiliations to the satisfaction of the Illinois Department of Corrections. A prisoner had to ask to renounce his gang affiliations, and then undergo questioning and an investigation involving contacts he might have outside prison.  Many of the investigations concluded that the inmate had not successful left gang influence.   In March 2001, after the gang renunciation policy had been in place for 16 months, only fourteen inmates were approved for acceptance.  Sixty-three, or 82% of those who applied, were rejected.  See, “Tamms Revisited” p. 14.


� “Tamms Revisited” id., p. 11.


� “Tamms Revisited” pp. 42, 43.


� “Tamms Revisited” id., p. 32.


� “Tamms Revisited” pp. 37-38.


� “Tamms Revisited,” p. 36.
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