
 
 

 

Monitoring Visit to Illinois River Correctional Center 
 

On July 10, 2012, the John Howard Association (JHA) conducted a monitoring visit to Illinois 
River Correctional Center (Illinois River). Illinois River is a medium security male facility 
located approximately three and a half hours southwest of Chicago in Canton. 
 
Vital Statistics: 

 

 

 
Population: 2,055 
Rated Capacity: 1,011 
Design Capacity: 1,011 
Average Annual Cost Per Inmate: $15,885  
Average Age: 36 
Population by Race: 55 percent Black, 24 
percent White, 20 percent Hispanic, and 1 
percent Asian. 
Committed from Cook County: 52 percent 
Source IDOC

 
Key Observations:  

 

• At the time of JHA’s visit, the facility had no bilingual staff despite a substantial Spanish 
dominant inmate population. Likewise, the facility had no minority security staff 
members despite 76 percent of the population being minority inmates. Recruitment of 
Spanish speaking staff and minority staff is recommended.  
 

• JHA commends Illinois River on its focus on reentry and several new initiatives 
including offering additional recreation time for older inmates, a new literacy program, 
efforts to promote inmates being good fathers, and the “Go Green” initiative, as well as 
the ongoing efforts of Illinois River’s outstanding Leisure Time Services and vocational 
departments. We note that Illinois River’s current Warden comes from a Women’s 
Division programming position and brings many positive ideas from this background. 
 

• Due to the facility’s age, Illinois River has several pressing physical plant needs, 
including fixing leaking roofs and gutters. 
 

• Illinois River has substantial waitlists of over 300 inmates for educational programming.  
 

• Continued overcrowding, anticipated retirements, and staffing vacancies are troubling as 
lack of resources will undermine the positive programming at Illinois River.  
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Monitoring Visit to Illinois River Correctional Center 
 

Executive Summary 
 
Illinois River’s administrators are focused on programming and want the facility to be known for 
successful reentry. A current priority is programming that will assist incarcerated fathers to build 
stronger relationships with their children. JHA applauds this initiative.  
 
Illinois River is also notably partnering with Spoon River College on a new literacy program to 
provide tutor certifications and literacy education. Since our visit, administrators report that 29 
inmates have graduated from the Literacy Tutor Certificate program and in October the first 
Remedial Literacy Class commenced with 36 students and 12 inmate tutors. JHA commends this 
collaboration and hopes other facilities will institute such programs. 
 
On JHA’s visit we were impressed by the administrators’ openness with the facility and the 
attitude that nothing we would hear from inmates would be news to them. JHA was also pleased 
to hear many inmate compliments for administrators, including that they held staff accountable 
as well as inmates. Similarly, we were encouraged by conversations with various Illinois River 
staff members who have adopted the vision for the facility of promoting programming, reentry, 
and respect, despite the largest problem grieved by inmates being staff conduct and disrespect, 
followed by medical issues. 
 
Administrators acknowledge that the budget is a challenge to improving inmate quality of life at 
Illinois River. Budget shortages and overcrowding are issues that go hand in hand. The facility’s 
population is at twice its design capacity and therefore gets that much more use. Administrators 
simply do not have the resources to meet the programming needs of the inmate population. This 
is apparent in the fact that many inmates are waitlisted for educational programming. 
 
Illinois River administrators are proud of their notable Leisure Time Services, which includes 
intramural sports, an exceptional Arts and Crafts program, a Yoga program, and several inmate 
bands. JHA visitors were informed that Illinois River’s first warden came from a juvenile facility 
programming background, and this may have built Illinois River’s culture that promotes such 
activities. Similarly, the current warden comes from a female facility programming background 
and is focused on such services and promoting parenting. Illinois River also benefits from 
exceptional vocational programs.  
 
Inmates at Illinois River have been able to help in the community, for example participating in 
an annual town Spring Cleaning event, and Illinois River hopes to continue to build rapport with 
the community. The remote, rural setting of Illinois River can be a barrier to providing more 
volunteer services and to recruiting staff. However, the city of Peoria is within commutable 
distance and Illinois River draws some diverse volunteers from this area. Many Illinois River 
staff have been at the facility since it opened in 1989 and hence the facility faces an onslaught of 
retirements in the near future.  
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Recommendations 

 
1. To increase the number of minority staff members for Illinois River, JHA recommends 

that IDOC target recruitment efforts in the city of Peoria, which is within driving distance 
of Illinois River and has a minority population of nearly 40 percent. 

 
2. JHA recommends that IDOC and Illinois River’s administration continue their work in 

promoting and offering training that includes cultural sensitivity/competency for all staff. 
In this respect, JHA strongly encourages, in the absence of the ability to hire new 
bilingual staff, that Illinois River and IDOC consider offering interested staff basic 
Spanish language training. 

 
3. Illinois River administrators informed JHA that they plan to redecorate the visiting room 

to offer a more family friendly atmosphere. JHA recommends that Illinois River 
administrators continue their ongoing efforts to make visitation a more positive 
experience for families and work to encourage fathers’ involvement with their children.  

 
4. JHA recommends administrators at Illinois River track and evaluate segregation use to 

ensure that it is used judiciously. We commend administrators’ initiative of visiting 
segregation and their plan to work with mental health staff to implement preventative 
measures to keep inmates out of segregation. However, it is important that Illinois River 
track segregation use to be able to demonstrate that these efforts are effective and to give 
administrators visibility over any placement trends. 

 
5. Given that educational opportunities are proven to lower recidivism and save taxpayers 

money, JHA recommends that Illinois River and IDOC take action to address the 
substantial waitlist for mandated Adult Basic Education classes. Similarly, JHA 
encourages Illinois River and IDOC to consider reopening the shuttered Automotive 
program at the facility and we strongly urge our allies to support funding for such 
programs in prisons. 

 
6. As JHA noted in Unasked Questions, Unintended Consequence: Fifteen Findings and 

Recommendations on Illinois’ Prison Health Care System,1 we recommend that Illinois 
River and IDOC use caution and careful planning in implementing the newly-initiated 
“brunch” program, which reduces the number of daily meals provided to inmates from 
three to two on weekends. Significantly, the Correctional Institution Inspection 
Committee, the entity charged with monitoring Ohio’s prison system, found use of a 
similar brunch program created serious medical issues for some inmates and ultimately 
increased medical costs because inmates were unable to readily digest medications due to 
lack of adequate food in their stomachs on days that “brunch” was served. 

 

                                                 
1 Available at: http://thejha.org/unaskedquestions.  
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This report discusses the following areas: Demographics, Staffing, Living Conditions, Visitation, 

Commissary, Dietary, Spanish Speaking Inmates, Leisure Time Services, Segregation, Physical 

and Mental Health, Inmate Programs, Grievances, and Reentry at Illinois River. 

 

Demographics 
 

Illinois River’s population is reported as 55 percent Black, 24 percent White, 20 percent 
Hispanic, and one percent Asian. 52 percent of the inmates are from Cook County. There were 
235 inmates being held at Illinois River on Immigration Customs Enforcement (ICE) detainers; 
these inmates comprise about 11 percent of the facility population. Illinois River used to be the 
facility where ICE detainees were transferred to federal custody but now Pontiac Correctional 
Center (Pontiac) is the ICE center. Nonetheless, Illinois River still houses more inmates held on 
ICE detainers than Pontiac. 
 
The majority of Illinois River’s population has fewer than two years left to serve on their 
sentences; 33 percent have less than a year and 20 percent have between one and two years. An 
additional 21 percent of the population have between two and five years left to serve, while 12 
percent have between five and eight years. Fewer than one percent of this facility’s population 
have indeterminate sentences or more than 20 years left to serve. Committing offenses were 
reported in June 2012 as 258 Murder, 719 Class X, 298 Class 1, 423 Class 2, 158 Class 3, and 
171 Class 4.2 
 
Approximately 11 percent, or 231 inmates, are over 50 years old. Illinois River offers inmates 55 
or over additional recreational yard or gym time twice a month that is limited to only older 
inmates. This initiative was prompted by older inmates complaining that during regular yard time 
younger inmates were dominating the gym, basketball courts, weights, etc. Administrators are 
looking at the numbers and may lower the age for special yard time to 50. Administrators 
informed JHA that they want to offer more programs concentrated on their aging population. 
JHA applauds Illinois River for recognizing that this population would benefit from such special 
programming. 
 

Staffing 
 

Unlike most IDOC facilities, Illinois River does not have any critical healthcare staff vacancies.  
 
Illinois River has an authorized security headcount of 205 Correctional Officers, 18 Correctional 
Sergeants, 18 Correctional Lieutenants and six Shift Supervisors. Actual security headcount is 
189 Correctional Officers, 14 Sergeants, 14 Lieutenants, and four Shift Supervisors. This is a 
difference of 26 security staff positions, authorized but unfilled, or a more than 10 percent 
vacancy. Illinois River has only seven of the authorized nine correctional counselors for a 
population of 2,055 inmates. Inmates reported to JHA that access to counselors was a problem at 
the facility (see Grievance section below).  
 

                                                 
2
See http://www2.illinois.gov/idoc/reportsandstatistics/Documents/IDOC_Quarterly%20Report_Jul%202012.pdf. 
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JHA also notes that a number of the security staff are reassigned to non-security positions 
because Illinois River has only 31 of the authorized 47 Clerical/Administrative Support Staff 
positions filled; these positions include Administration, Business/Warehouse, Security Clerical, 
Clinical (other than correctional counselors), Bureau of Identification, Records, Health Care 
Unit, Laundry, Barber, Chaplain & Leisure Time Services; and an Office of Adult Education and 
Vocation Services (OAEVAS) Office Coordinator. Administrative understaffing includes that 
Illinois River shares an OAEVAS Office Coordinator and a Barber with Hill Correctional 
Center. Several Illinois River security staff were reassigned to administrative duties including 
four in the warehouse area working a total of 660 hours per month, and others performing 
administrative duties such as training (including a Lieutenant), shift office (including a Shift 
Supervisor), clinical services (one Correctional Officer), adjustment office (one Correctional 
Officer), and the mailroom (where staffing varies day-to-day).  
 
Illinois River has four mailroom staff authorized, however there were only two working and one 
on leave of absence; this leaves the facility with 37.5 hours of regular coverage and 
approximately 36 hours of overtime coverage. Administrators reported that there was no mail 
backlog. A few inmates similarly noted that mail service was timely at Illinois River.  
 
Inadequate security staffing clearly leads to staff stress and it is unsurprising that the major area 
of inmate grievances at Illinois River relate to staff conduct. Additionally, JHA heard a few 
troubling allegations of instances where security staff were non-responsive to inmate emergency 
medical situations. It is imperative that the facility have the resources to properly manage the 
current population. 
 
Additionally, as noted above, Illinois River has no bilingual staff despite having a large Spanish 
speaking population. Inmates complained of this as well as the lack of minority security staff at 
Illinois River. While Illinois River’s Warden and Assistant Warden of Operations are African 
American, as are two non-security staff members, there are currently no minority security staff. 
Although IDOC has done an admirable job in recent years recruiting and promoting minority 
staff for certain positions, including the Director and several warden positions, many facilities 
still lack staff diversity, particularly in security positions. It is important that IDOC look at 
recruitment not just at the agency level but in the case of individual facilities, many of which are 
located in rural, primarily white communities. December 31, 2011 data shows that although 
IDOC has reported an increase in Hispanic individuals hired, the total number of Hispanic 
employees in the entire agency is 275 out of 11,674, or 2.36 percent, while 12.54 percent or 
1,464 employees are African American.3 IDOC’s inmate population is more than 70 percent 
minority, 13.3 percent Hispanic and 56.7 percent African American,4 while Illinois River has a 
slightly higher Hispanic population of 20 percent and 55 percent African American inmates. 
 
Throughout IDOC, JHA hears inmate complaints about the dearth of minority security staff. 
Inmates report that the staff that they see on a daily basis are white and often do not understand 

                                                 
3 See State of Illinois 2012 Hispanic Employment Plan, available at, 
http://www.state.il.us/cms/download/pdfs/HispanicPlan2012.pdf, and State of Illinois 2012 African American 
Employment Plan, available at, http://www.state.il.us/cms/download/pdfs/AfricanAmericanPlan2012.pdf.  
4 See FY2011 IDOC Annual Report, available at, 
http://www2.illinois.gov/idoc/reportsandstatistics/Pages/AnnualReports.aspx. 
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their backgrounds. This dynamic has long been recognized not only as an inmate concern, but 
also as problem for staff and prison management.5 Also, inmates claim at times they are 
disciplined for unfair reasons because of cultural misunderstandings. Although disciplinary 
Adjustment Committees may be required to have at least one minority member, inmates still see 
this system as unbalanced. JHA cannot speculate on whether individual complaints of racial or 
cultural discrimination are legitimate. However, we note multiple complaints that some rural 
white staff equate urban or African American culture with gang activity. Also, we hear numerous 
complaints that Spanish-speaking inmates have difficulty within IDOC because of language 
barriers.  
 
Facilities simply miss an important opportunity where they fail to provide positive role models 
from diverse backgrounds for inmates and staff. Staff that reflect a variety of cultural 
backgrounds, including those represented among the prisoner population, may receive better 
cooperation from prisoners or give prisoners a sense that someone on the staff either understands 
their life experience or is less likely to be biased against them. Disparity contributes to racial 
tensions. 
 
As at Illinois River there are currently no minority security staff members, and the facility needs 
new hires to fill vacancies, hopefully the agency can solve both issues at once. Administrators 
noted the rural setting of Canton, IL can make recruitment difficult. However, the city of Peoria 
is within driving distance of Illinois River and has a minority population of nearly 40 percent, far 
larger than that of Canton, which has a total population of fewer than 15,000.6 JHA recommends 
targeted recruitment of minority security staff from this region. 
 
Like other Illinois correctional facilities, Illinois River is facing significant retirements of senior 
staff, many of whom have been at the facility since it opened in 1989. Administrators noted that 
there are pros and cons to having new correctional officers. While new officers bring fresh 
energy and new ideas to the facility and have been recently trained in current rules and proper 
procedures, they lack the years of practical experience and familiarity with the facility and 
inmates of seasoned officers. On the other hand, new officers can be too “gung ho,” while 
seasoned officers can be burnt out. Nonetheless Illinois River administrators expressed that 
Springfield does a good job at training new staff and stated that leadership vision will carry down 
to staff eventually. JHA would like to stress the importance of ongoing training including 
cultural sensitivity/competency for all staff. JHA also strongly encourage, in the absence of the 
ability to hire new bilingual staff, that Illinois River and IDOC consider offering interested staff 
basic Spanish language training. Generally we have been impressed with most staff’s welcoming 
attitudes toward new trainings. 
 

Living Conditions 
 

Illinois River is a medium security adult male correctional facility that opened in 1989 and 
consists of a total of 29 buildings, which comprise more than 409,000 square feet. The facility 

                                                 
5
 See e.g. S. Camp, W. Saylor &. Wright (2001): “Racial diversity of correctional workers and inmates: 

Organizational commitment, teamwork, and workers' efficacy in prisons,” Justice Quarterly, 18:2, 411-427, 
available at: http://www.bop.gov/news/research_projects/published_reports/cond_envir/oreprcamp_jq2.pdf. 
6 Data from 2010 Census. 
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sits on a 100-acre site, with 40 acres enclosed by fencing. The living units consist of four X-type 
housing units, one receiving and orientation unit, one segregation unit, and a 15-bed health care 
unit.  
 
In addition, the facility has a Special Management Unit that was, more than three years ago, used 
for isolation housing, also referred to as a “secret prison.” This unit when used for isolation 
housing was protected from view from the rest of the facility and housed inmates requiring 
special security, such as inmates who were in danger due to testifying against others, federal 
inmates, former police officers, etc. This modified X-house is a “mini-prison” contained within 
Illinois River with its own visiting room, gym, small infirmary, classrooms, dining hall and yard. 
Administrators noted that the gym in this unit could be used for overflow housing; however it 
lacks showers. Although parts of the facility remain unused, part is now used as a general 
population living unit. While certain common areas are not currently being utilized, at any time 
the full facility may be reopened based upon the needs of IDOC. Given systemic overcrowding, 
such a development would be unsurprising. 
 
Like other IDOC facilities, Illinois River was designed for inmates to be singled-celled and the 
rated/design capacity of 1011 reflects this. Today the facility is almost entirely double bunked 
and has bed space for 2096 inmates. Cells are approximately seven by 10 feet with bunk beds.  
 
Illinois River has two double cells and six multiple-occupancy cells (four inmates per cell) in the 
two newer buildings that can be used as Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) housing. 
Currently Illinois River houses two inmates who use wheelchairs. When disabled inmates do not 
require housing in the infirmary, the preference is to house them in ADA rooms to better prepare 
them for life outside.7 The facility has a few barriers for inmates in wheelchairs, such as non-
ideal sidewalks and the dietary serving line that pre-dates the ADA codes and is too narrow, so 
these inmates are assigned a helper inmate.  
 
Administrators report due to the age of the facility the top five priority physical plant issues at 
Illinois River are: a needed replacement of the freezer system in dietary, repairs for leaking roofs 
and gutters, improvements to the sewer system, replacement of touch screens for housing unit 
control panels (used to open doors, etc.), and upgrades to the camera systems throughout the 
facility. Other needs include: upgrading the building automation system, replacing cell house 
steps, building a vehicle maintenance storage building, and extending and paving the parking lot. 
Administrators state that they do the best that they can with limited funds and that they try to fix 
maintenance issues as they arise.  
 
General population inmates are housed at Illinois River by job assignment as this makes inmate 
movement easier to manage, but this can be problematic when inmates change jobs. Inmates may 
request to be housed with immediate relatives. Many Illinois River inmates benefit from work 
opportunities at the facility. The facility has a bakery operated by Correctional Industries that 
employed 125 inmates with no vacancies. The bakery runs two 12 hour shifts, five days a week, 

                                                 
7 The American Bar Association Standards on Treatment of Prisoners, Standard (“ABA Standard”) 23-7.2, advises 
housing disabled inmates in the most integrated setting appropriate, available at: 
http://www.americanbar.org/publications/criminal_justice_section_archive/crimjust_standards_treatmentprisoners.ht
ml#23-3.2.  
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and one eight hour shift on the two other days. JHA visitors were treated to assorted donuts from 
the bakery. Illinois River baked goods are sold to 35 prisons and work camps, 22 mental health 
and veterans homes, and the seven juvenile justice centers.  
 
Additional job assignments include: 166 Dietary jobs with no vacancies; 27 Leisure Time 
Services jobs (including six inmate Yoga instructors) with 17 assigned, 14 Maintenance jobs 
(electrician, plumber, carpenter, etc.) with 12 assigned, 114 Housing Units jobs with 101 
assigned, 23 Warehouse jobs with 22 assigned, eight Academic (non-student) jobs with seven 
assigned, three library clerks, five Vocational Teaching Assistants/Porters, six Inside Grounds 
jobs, 13 Administration assignments with 10 assigned, four Healthcare jobs with no vacancies, 
two Laundry (non-housing units) jobs with no vacancies, and seven Barbershop jobs with six 
assigned. These positions account for 517 inmate jobs. Administrators reported that there were 
approximately 800 total assignments, which includes students, while 1058 inmates, half the 
population, were unassigned at the time of the visit with 14 medically unassigned.  
 
Illinois River has been working on IDOC’s “Go Green” initiative and participates in recycling, 
gardening, and energy/cost savings.8 Administrators reported that inmates have been extremely 
enthusiastic about this program and they were considering rewarding the exceptional 
participation with an extended recreation time. Inmates currently can work as a recycler (four 
jobs) and may in the future be able to earn good time credit for work in the program. The 
program also incorporates concepts from the horticulture program such as teaching about 
composting, and the facility recycles electronics and batteries.  
 
JHA visitors saw a facility garden and two greenhouses that are used as part of Illinois River’s 
horticulture program. The garden was doing well given the summer’s heat waves. Illinois River 
grows tomatoes, lettuce, green peppers, hot peppers, strawberries, and various herbs. Garden 
trellises were made by the inmate construction class. Shredded recycled paper was being used as 
compost. Produce from the gardens is used by both inmates and employees, depending on the 
yield. If yield is large enough, vegetables are incorporated into inmate meals. If yield is not large 
enough, vegetables are sold or used for staff. Some plants are grown to a certain size at Illinois 
River and then sold or donated outside the facility and some are used in state parks and on 
roadsides. The facility also was able to give tomato plants to volunteers for Earth Day. 
Administrators stated that they have to “keep tabs” on the vegetables to make sure that inmates 
are not stealing them. A particular concern is that stolen produce will be used in “hooch pots” to 
make alcohol.  
 
JHA visitors also saw the facility barbershop. Currently, Illinois River does not have a barber 
and the licensed barber from Hill Correctional Center comes to the facility once a week to 
supervise the six assigned trained inmate barbers. Due to the lack of a full-time licensed barber 
for required supervision there is a long waitlist for haircuts. Inmates with court dates are moved 
to the front of the list. Administrators noted that the inmates have been understanding about this 
situation and they have not received complaints.  
 

                                                 
8 See http://www2.illinois.gov/idoc/aboutus/Pages/IllinoisRiverCCSustainability.aspx.  
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We also saw in passing the chapel, which has an inmate built baptismal font, lots of cushioned 
seating, and a small religious materials library. Administrators noted that the facility benefits 
from a Muslim volunteer who visits from Peoria. JHA was given a July 2012 bilingual schedule 
for Chaplaincy and religious volunteer services, which showed multiple offerings daily and 
diverse group meetings. 
 
Illinois River runs 14 library lines a week with time of access based on housing unit. Illinois 
River’s librarian and inmate law clerk service segregation inmates once a week and on inmate 
request will provide additional services such as copies, notary service, providing case law, etc. 
 
Administrators report that a general population inmate at Illinois River may spend a maximum of 
20 hours in his cell. General population inmates are provided with six one and a half hour 
sessions of recreational opportunities per week, consisting of three days a week yard time and 
three days a week gym time for a total of nine hours. For Illinois River inmates with job 
assignments, the in cell time would be further reduced by six hours to a maximum of 14 hours 
for workdays. Additionally, in cell time would further decrease depending on an inmate’s 
participation in other special programming opportunities. 
 
JHA heard just a few inmate complaints about lack of recreation and being in cells 21 hours a 
day.9 Some inmates believed that because Illinois River is a medium security facility, they 
should be out of their cells for six hours a day instead of three. Administrators acknowledged 
that unassigned inmates who do not participate in one of the many programs, work assignments 
or educational opportunities at Illinois River, may spend a significant amount of time in their 
cells. To reduce time spent within their cells, administrators encourage inmates to take advantage 
of religious programs as well as visits. They note that every day Illinois River offers each general 
population housing unit two hours of dayroom, gym and/or yard. Inmates complained that staff 
gave them 40 minutes of recreation time. One inmate requested that the dayroom television be 
turned on promptly because some inmates do not have televisions and this is the only 
opportunity for them to watch television. Administrators respond that recreation times are 
conducted daily as scheduled, unless the facility has an emergency situation, and dayroom 
televisions remain on during daylight hours.  
 
The standard items issued to Illinois River inmates on arrival at the facility include: three pairs of 
pants, three shirts, three pairs of underwear, three pairs of socks, one coat, one pair of shoes, two 
sheets, one pillowcase, one blanket, one towel, one washcloth, and toiletries including 
toothpaste, toothbrush, a razor and soap. JHA heard one inmate complaint regarding not 
receiving three shirts upon arrival and that he received used shoes and underwear. Laundry is 
available to general population inmates at minimum two days a week on the housing unit wings. 
General population inmates have cleaning supplies available to them on their housing units on 
weekends, which may be checked out from security staff. Some inmates complained about 
insects. However, JHA did not observe any insects and administrators assured us that inmates 
could get their cells sprayed if necessary.  
 

                                                 
9 ABA Standard 23-3.6 advises minimizing the periods inmates are required to remain in their cells, available at: 
http://www.americanbar.org/publications/criminal_justice_section_archive/crimjust_standards_treatmentprisoners.ht
ml#23-3.6. 
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General population inmates have access to phones on their housing wings during scheduled 
dayroom with calls limited to 30 minutes. In segregation 30-minute calls are offered twice a 
week depending on disciplinary grade.  

 

Visitation  
 

Illinois River’s visiting room is open seven days a week from 8:30 a.m. until 5:30 p.m., with 
segregation inmates limited to visitation only on weekdays between 10 a.m. and 12 p.m.10 
Administrators informed JHA that they plan to redecorate the visiting room to offer a more 
family friendly atmosphere. Part of this plan is to paint a mural of a father with his children and 
to add a children’s area. Administrators also stated they would like to have a volunteer to read 
storybooks to visiting children, who do not always have the attention span for the long visiting 
hours. JHA commends Illinois River administrators’ ongoing efforts to make visitation a more 
positive experience for families and work to encourage fathers’ involvement with their children.  
 
When JHA visited we were happy to see that almost all of the visiting room tables were full on a 
Tuesday afternoon. Administrators told JHA that weekends and holidays are tough because they 
have a lot of inmates and visitors and it can be hard to manage the visiting room so that people 
get in. The visiting room capacity is 25 general population inmates and their visitors, as well as 
two inmates and their visitors in the non-contact visiting area, and visits may be limited from 
four to two hours to permit more visits. 
 
In the visiting room, inmate paintings are displayed on picture rails on the walls and some 
artwork is available for purchase. A few games and books are available. A JHA visitor noted that 
some vending machines had healthy snack options. The Illinois River recycling initiative is clear 
in the visiting room and there was also a sign congratulating visitors and inmates for collecting 
box tops or bottle tops for a school funding promotion. There is an outside patio table area that is 
unfortunately no longer in use. 

 

Commissary 
 

Commissary is reportedly available to both general population and segregation inmates two 
times a month. JHA visited Illinois River’s commissary and spoke with staff. The staff noted that 
they are able to keep most items in stock, although they do frequently sell out of “hot items.” We 
noted a sign stating “out of cheap shoe sizes” and that only size 12 and 14 shoes were available 
and another that showed only shower shoe sizes 9-10 were available.  
 
Inmates happily reported that commissary had been offered more frequently of late, once every 
two to three weeks. However, they reported several commissary complaints including excessive 
prices, access to certain items, and quality issues. One inmate reported that he was told he could 
not buy a new light bulb and that he must buy a new lamp. Similarly, inmates reportedly cannot 
replace watchbands for the plastic watchbands that frequently break on the watches available 
through commissary; hence the claim is that inmates must replace the entire watch. Another 

                                                 
10 See IDOC’s website, http://www2.illinois.gov/idoc/facilities/Pages/illinoisrivercorrectionalcenter.aspx, for more 
detailed visitation rules and information.  
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report is that fans broke right after the expiration of the 30 day warranty. A few inmates 
complained that J-Pay takes two days for money sent to be put on the books, while another 
complained about issues with delays in receiving state pay. A review of the 2010 inmate 
handbook (p. 54) showed two workdays for J-Pay should be anticipated. Inmates also 
complained that they used to get laundry detergent as part of the standard issue but now they 
have to buy it and that such necessary hygienic item purchases from commissary exhaust their 
state pay and can make the medical copayments (discussed below) a hardship. This is a common 
complaint heard throughout IDOC facilities. An inmate requested that over the counter acne 
medication be available on commissary.  
 

Dietary 
 

JHA visited the dietary cafeteria area and spoke with inmates there as well as speaking with 
inmates throughout the facility about their diet. The cafeteria was decorated with giant wall 
murals. As mentioned above, the Illinois River chow line is not ADA compliant as a bar 
interferes with wheelchair access to the serving area. 
 
As at other facilities, the major dietary complaints related to soy and implementation of a 
“brunch” program. “Brunch” refers to inmates being provided with two instead of the typical 
three meals a day, combining breakfast and lunch, on weekends and holidays.11 While inmates 
complain that they are not getting enough food, administrators report inmates still receive the 
same amount of calories. Administrators acknowledge that there have been numerous inmate 
complaints about brunch but state that this is largely because it is a new program and change can 
be difficult. They report the complaints are dying down. Further, administrators make the valid 
point that we will mostly hear from those who dislike the program rather than those who are 
happy to get to sleep in. However, administrators shared that they can be as much as a quarter of 
a year out from ordering food so it can be difficult to re-plan meals, such as when they switched 
to the brunch program.  
 
Brunch was implemented as a pilot program by IDOC to review possible benefits such as cost 
savings, operational effects, and inmates’ review. Administrators note at Illinois River they have 
observed both operational and program positives with the brunch program; specifically, there is 
more controlled movement and scheduled programs have higher attendance and start on a timely 
basis. Inmates expressed to JHA that brunch would contain strange combinations of food. One 
inmate claimed to have mailed JHA a dietary menu to illustrate this issue; however the letter was 
received without the enclosure. Administrators report, due to availability, they simply combine 
scheduled breakfast and lunch items. While we take seriously inmates’ concerns about 
indigestion and complaints about related $5 medical copayments, we credit administrators 
assertion that they are doing as best they can with limited resources. Open communication about 
such issues hopefully will improve conditions.  
 
At the same time, as JHA noted in Unasked Questions, Unintended Consequence: Fifteen 

Findings and Recommendations on Illinois’ Prison Health Care System, we recommend that 

                                                 
11 See e.g. Chicago Sun-Times “Illinois Prisons’ Cost-cutting Plan: Give Prisoners Brunch on Weekends,” (April 
20, 2012), available at: http://www.suntimes.com/news/metro/12024375-418/illinois-prisons-cost-cutting-plan-give-
prisoners-bruncn-on-weekends.html. 
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Illinois River use caution and careful planning in operating the brunch program. Significantly, 
the Correctional Institution Inspection Committee, the entity charged with monitoring Ohio’s 
prison system, found use of a similar brunch program created serious medical issues for some 
inmates and ultimately increased medical costs because inmates were unable to readily digest 
medications due to lack of adequate food in their stomachs on days that brunch was served.12 
 
Another dietary report that JHA visitors heard from multiple inmates is that the menu 
descriptions frequently do not correspond to what is served. Inmates reported that they would 
like to have fresh bread given that the facility has a bakery. Inmates stated that they occasionally 
get fresh fruit in their meals. One inmate reported difficultly getting meals that conformed to 
kosher requirements.13 
 
Inmates were ecstatic that the Warden tasted the cafeteria food in front of them and showed that 
they should not be afraid to eat it. JHA spoke with security staff who said that a lot of the staff 
eat their meals at the facility and that you could get fat off the food. These accounts contrast with 
that of a dietary worker inmate who claimed that there was cause for concern as sanitary 
practices are not up to health and safety standards. 
 
JHA heard from some dietary workers that they were unhappy that they were receiving less 
recreational time because of the work schedule conflicted and that they were not able to take 
timely showers after work shifts. Administrators were aware of this complaint and stating they 
were looking into solutions but it was unclear how it would be resolved at the time of the visit. 
Since our visit the Warden has issued a memo requiring showers within one hour of returning 
from work details, which hopefully will resolve this issue. JHA commends administrators for 
their responsiveness. 
 

Spanish Speaking Inmates 
 

Administrators report a significant number of Illinois River inmates are Spanish dominant, 
though they do not currently track the exact number. Illinois River has no bilingual staff. 
Administrators believe this was due to a lack of applicants and also noted that there were only a 
few African American staff members and no minority security staff members. A goal of Illinois 
River has been to offer more Spanish translated forms and signs. 
 
The facility relies on a computer program to translate such communications and then sends these 
translations to the bilingual chaplain at Hill Correctional Center for proofing prior to publication. 
Illinois River publishes Spanish language communications on the Inmate News Network when 
possible. The Inmate News Network is a channel available on inmate television that shows a 
looping PowerPoint containing inmate information. Additionally, translations can be posted to 

                                                 
12 Adam Jackson, Evaluation of Correctional Food Services: A Correctional Institution Inspection Committee 

Summary and Evaluation of DRC Food Services (2010), available at: http://ciic.state.oh.us/food-services/view-
category.html. 
13 ABA Standard 23-7.3 states: “correctional authorities should provide prisoners with diets of nutritious food 
consistent with their sincerely held religious beliefs,” available at: 
http://www.americanbar.org/publications/criminal_justice_section_archive/crimjust_standards_treatmentprisoners.ht
ml#23-7.3.  
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housing unit bulletin boards; however administrators report that as there is limited enclosed 
bulletin board space and having everything in English and Spanish is cramping the boards.  
 
Administrators report that they are constantly reviewing and updating as many forms into 
Spanish as possible. Translated documents include visiting room rules, some orientations and 
parole documents and forms, as well as Warden Bulletins and notices that are both posted in the 
facility as well as generated on the Inmate News Network. Administrators shared several 
translation examples with JHA including a July 2, 2012 memorandum requesting that inmates 
and their families not write to the facility regarding the early release bill as rules for 
implementation need to be put in place, an “Offender Orientation Process” certification form, a 
schedule for July 2012 showing Chaplaincy and Volunteer activities, a schedule for July 2012 
showing the Gym and Yard times/activities, an “Offender Pre Release Identification Checklist” 
form, a “Notification of Next of Kin” form, and a list of what items may be outside of an 
inmate’s property box during a compliance check.  
 
The Spanish test of Adult Basic Education (SABE) is available for intake testing and school 
placement. The SABE allows inmates to test out of mandatory education programs, which is 
helpful to the facility because Illinois River does not have Spanish speaking education staff. 
Administrators report they have not had any inmates request the SABE. Some Spanish classroom 
materials are available for Spanish speaking inmates who do not test out of mandatory education. 
Illinois River’s current educational Teaching Assistant is bilingual and available in the classroom 
setting to assist with students’ education.  
 
The general library offers Spanish books and the facility subscribes to a variety of Spanish 
television channels. 
 
For medical care the facility uses Speak Easy translation services. However, JHA has received 
inmate complaints about Spanish speaking inmates translating for others’ medical problems. 
Another complaint related to Spanish speaking inmates is that inmates report these individuals 
are being sent to segregation when they did not understand a situation or order. Similarly, JHA 
heard reports that security staff would write tickets for Spanish speaking inmates instead of 
translating what was said, presumably assuming the inmate was insulting them and writing a 
ticket for insolence. Again, inmates and JHA believe that the facility needs bilingual staff. 
 

Leisure Time Services 
 

JHA visited the gym and found it to be in good condition. Visitors noted that the carpet was in 
decent condition, there were two full size basketball courts, a large weight area on one side of the 
gym, banners with various sayings (e.g. “Decisions Determine Destiny”), and a large mural of 
the 1992 U.S. Olympic basketball “Dream Team” painted by inmates. Illinois River also proudly 
offers intramural sports including basketball and softball. JHA visitors noticed that many of the 
signs in the gym with rules for equipment use are not yet translated into Spanish and that some 
weight benches were torn. As one would expect with any gym, we did receive an inmate 
complaint that the weight area needed the equipment cleaned more frequently. There is also 
another basketball court and weight area outside on the yard. Several of the doors leading out of 
the gym to the yard were swollen shut from the heat and could not be opened. While such 
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physical plant issues concern JHA, these particular doors are not regularly used and as long as 
there are identified functional fire exits and staff is aware of the heat issues there should not be a 
safety problem. 
 
Illinois River’s yoga program also makes use of the facility’s gym. Over 150 yoga mats were 
donated for the inmates’ use. There are six inmate yoga instructors and reportedly over 150 
inmates participate in yoga each week for a class of an hour and a half. Administrators report that 
there are usually waiting lists to participate in the yoga class. As research shows that yoga 
practiced in correctional settings may help reduce recidivism of participating inmates, JHA 
would encourage Illinois River to try to track whether participation in the yoga program affects 
inmate behavior to gain support for expanding the program at Illinois River and potentially at 
other facilities.  
 
Illinois River notably has several inmate bands representing various musical genres including 
County, Spanish, R&B, and Rock. JHA visited the band practice room, which was a bit small but 
pleasant and organized. Visitors noted a full drum set, bongo drums, and an upright piano. A sign 
noted that “rim shots are not allowed.” The bands perform concerts and play at special facility 
events such as graduations.  
 

The Arts & Crafts program at Illinois River is particularly strong and is lead by a passionate and 
popular instructor who has been at the facility for all of its 23 years. JHA visitors were very 
impressed by the quality of the paintings and ceramics that inmates created in this class. Of 
particular note was an oil painting of almost photographic quality that the teacher informed us 
won 1st place for Black History month, depicting an African American woman with a little girl in 
her arms in front of a poster of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. No prior knowledge of art is needed to 
participate in the class. Intel has to approve inmate participation in this course. Administrators 
note that all job assignments are reviewed by Intel to monitor potential security concerns and 
maintain appropriate balance.  
 
There is a waitlist of 20-30 inmates for Arts & Crafts. The art course lasts 12 weeks or for three 
projects, whichever happens first, and class sizes depend on the type of projects. For example, 
only 12 students can take ceramics at a time as they are limited to working with only three kilns. 
Inmates pay for their own supplies. Finished art projects may be sent home or sold to staff or the 
public. When works are sold, the Inmate Benefit Fund gets 30 percent of profits and 70 percent 
goes to the inmate. JHA visitors noted that sports and religious themes are popular for ceramics 
and the teacher stated that chess boards are also a popular project. She says that inmates can 
return to the class as many times as they like, as long as space is available or they have worked 
their way back to the top of the waiting list. A schedule in the art room noted the following class 
offerings: Tuesday through Friday 12:30-3 p.m. painting and ceramics class, 6-7:30 p.m. Inmate 
Benefit Fund projects, and Saturdays tournament tables used for chess and checkers as well as 
other various games on a rotating basis. JHA visitors also noted an inmate drawing in dayroom 
on the housing units. JHA believes that fostering artistic expression within the inmate population 
is a positive endeavor and applauds Illinois River’s arts programming. 
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Segregation 
 

At the time of JHA’s visit, there were 56 inmates housed in disciplinary segregation at Illinois 
River, where the wing has capacity of 59 with 29 double cells and one single. Segregation 
inmates are double celled based on security review. Overflow could be housed in the orientation 
housing unit. At the time of the visit approximately 25 inmates, about 45 percent the segregation 
population, were receiving mental health treatment.14 
 
The average segregation stay is approximately 27.3 days. Administrators currently review all 
segregation placements weekly for possible reductions in time. Administrators informed JHA 
that any inmate with a segregation stay of longer than six months would typically be transferred 
from Illinois River to another facility; however they note at Illinois River rarely do inmates incur 
a segregation stay that long. All three Wardens personally go to segregation together once a 
month to speak face-to-face with inmates. They use these visits to problem solve and come up 
with solutions to keep inmates out of segregation. Administrators also stated that they want to 
work with mental health staff to implement preventative measures that will focus on correcting 
the behavior of inmates with a disciplinary/disruptive history who are repeatedly housed in 
segregation and work to keep inmates out of segregation. Examples of such measures include 
anger management training provided by mental health staff. 
 
Inmates in segregation have yard or recreation time two days a week for at least one hour, for a 
total of at least two hours a week out of cell time, weather permitting. They may take two 
showers per week. The librarian handles segregation inmates’ law library needs.  
 
JHA visitors noted that it was very difficult to hear in the segregation unit through the doors and 
with the noise of other conversations and fans. One JHA visitor noted a handwritten sign saying 
“bio-waste” above an uncovered wastebasket. 
 
Inmates reported that it had been extremely hot in segregation during the summer heat waves and 
one reported that he had become ill with symptoms of severe dehydration and heat exhaustion, 
including vomiting and a urinary tract infection. However, inmates reported that they had 
received water and ice in segregation. Inmates also complained that they felt that administrators 
“swept by” and did not take time to speak with inmates when they visited segregation. One 
inmate complained about being served different food in segregation. JHA heard another report 
that inmates in segregation did not have use of their fans during the heat wave. Administrators 
respond that regular tours are conducted by administrators during inclement weather to ensure all 
appropriate measures are being taken for staff and inmates’ well-being. They note that 
segregation inmates are allowed to purchase fans from commissary during the summer months 
and that during inclement weather floor fans are used to increase air circulation.  
 
Inmates reported problems receiving healthcare in segregation and one recounted an incident 
where he allegedly was ticketed for trying to bring his emergency medical condition to staff 
attention and had to wait for nurse medication rounds to receive assistance. 

                                                 
14 See ABA Standard 23-2.8 advising particular caution for mental health patients in segregation, available at: 
http://www.americanbar.org/publications/criminal_justice_section_archive/crimjust_standards_treatmentprisoners.ht
ml#23-3.2.  
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Inmates also complained that elderly or infirmed inmates and Spanish speaking inmates were 
sent to segregation inappropriately. In the case of the elderly or infirmed inmates the claim was 
that segregation was inappropriate where these inmates were physically unable to be a threat to 
others. For Spanish speaking inmates the concern was that they were being sent to segregation 
not because they were disobeying, but because they did not understand what was going on. 
Several inmates were reportedly sent to segregation for situations where it seemed the inmate 
was trying to get another issue resolved, such as in a situation where there was a serious with a 
conflict with a cellmate. As noted below in the Grievance section, lack of access to counselors 
can leave inmates attempting to resolve issues with security staff, who may resent being asked to 
handle issues they do not see as part of their duties. Unsurprisingly the largest category of inmate 
complaints relate to staff conduct. JHA heard related inmate complaints that disciplinary 
hearings have with no oversight and that staff would rewrite tickets. Several inmates reported 
attempting to grieve issues and not receiving responses. JHA recommends administrators at 
Illinois River track segregation and evaluate use to ensure that it is used judiciously.  
 

Physical and Mental Health 
 

Illinois River’s medical unit has a capacity of 15 inmates; on the date of the visit it housed nine. 
The healthcare facility has three multiple occupancy cells (for up to four inmates) and three 
single celled infirmary rooms. For June 2012 the daily average for sick call was nine inmates; 
additionally medical staff would see all inmates in detention daily. During our visit the 
healthcare unit waiting room was full as inmates were reporting for the diabetes clinic. 
 
All Illinois River healthcare staff including medical, mental health, and dental are employees of 
contractor Wexford with the exception of the Healthcare Unit Administrator (HUA). During our 
visit the HUA was on military leave but has since returned. The healthcare unit appeared well 
staffed. Illinois River’s fulltime healthcare staff consists of one physician, one physician 
assistant, one Director of Nursing, eight RNs and 12 LPNs, one pharmacy technician, one 
dentist, one dental hygienist, two dental assistants, and three psychologists. Additionally Illinois 
River employs a psychiatrist for eight hours a week and has optometry coverage typically for 
eight hours a week.  
 
Illinois River’s mental health staff provide 488 inmates with psychiatric care. All 488 see one of 
the psychologists, while 306 are receiving psychotropic medications (none involuntarily) and 
also see the psychiatrist. The facility has been able to add two mental health staff members over 
the past year. This has clearly made a positive difference. There is now 24/7 mental health 
coverage, as long as no mental health staff take a weekend day off.  
 
Additionally, unlike most IDOC facilities, all of Illinois River’s authorized nurse positions are 
filled. There is 24/7 onsite nursing coverage with minimum staffing of four nurses from 7 a.m. to 
3 p.m., three nurses from 3 p.m. to 11 p.m., and two nurses from 11 p.m. to 7 a.m. Nurses 
conduct daily sick calls. Medication is distributed on housing units to offenders with “watch 
take” ordered at 7 a.m. and 7 p.m. Other over the counter medications inmates can be responsible 
for taking on their own.  
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Administrators report no backlog for healthcare including in the areas of dental treatment, eye 
care, non-emergent medical care, and non-emergent mental healthcare. This is highly unusual for 
an IDOC facility. As noted above, Illinois River is fully staffed for nurses and has perhaps per 
capita a larger than typical dental and mental health staff. Administrators generally attribute the 
absence of backlogs to a good organizational system.  
 
Illinois River offers specialized chronic disease 
clinics for seizures with 39 inmates 
participating and General Medicine with 135 
inmates. Like other IDOC facilities, Illinois 
River uses Telemedicine for Hepatitis C and 
HIV clinics but it also occasionally uses this 
service for Nephrology and Hepatology per 
Wexford Health Sources (Wexford), the IDOC 
private healthcare provider. 
 
Mental health staff offers sex offender group 
programming for one hour a week. There are currently three inmates in treatment and none on 
the waitlist. Mental health staff also offer programming for Dual Diagnosis/Co-Morbidity, with 
22 inmates attending, and Anger Management with 28 inmates. 
 
Illinois River through Wexford utilizes Speak Easy translation services in the healthcare setting 
for non-English speaking inmates and Fluent Language Solutions for deaf inmates. Illinois River 
has in the past accommodated a deaf inmate utilizing their ADA coordinator.  
 
Inmates at Illinois River, like others throughout IDOC, complain of the $5 copayment for 
healthcare being a hardship, particularly for those on state pay. JHA also heard reports that 
inmates will see healthcare three times for the same condition without being provided with 
diagnosis or treatment and that it is difficult to see a doctor. One such inmate complained of an 
eye issue. Another inmate in segregation claimed that he was not permitted to see a doctor to get 
an inhaler despite a prior diagnosis. One inmate claimed nurses ignored complaints of chest pain 
while another stated that the doctor did not provide an adequate physical examination. JHA also 
received a complaint that healthcare refused to do allergy testing.  
 
As noted above, JHA has concerns about reports of Spanish speaking inmates translating for 
others in the healthcare context. JHA also heard a few independent reports of security staff 
allegedly not responding to inmate medical emergencies. Lastly, inmates in the diabetic clinic 
complained that during the time that they come into the unit to receive insulin shots, twice a day 
for over an hour and a half at a time, they were not given cups for water or paper towels. They 
also reported that the sink available to them was unclean, although JHA visitors did not confirm 
this. Administrators responded that cups and paper towels are not commonly provided because 
they are stolen.  
 

 

 

 

Number of Illinois River Inmates 
Diagnosed with Chronic Illness 

Asthma 177 

Cancer 5 

Diabetes 89 

Hepatitis C 79 

HIV 28 

Hypertension 242 

Tuberculosis  5 

Seizure 39 
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Inmate Programs 
 

As mentioned above, Illinois River’s administrators want to be known for their reentry planning 
and are dedicated to expanding programming opportunities. JHA commends these efforts and 
mindset. One of the clearest ways to improve reentry outcomes is to educate inmates and provide 
them with marketable skills. However, of more than 2000 inmates, Illinois River’s June 2012 
non-duplicative total for inmates served in the educational and vocational programs was only 
245 inmates.15 In considering this figure, it is worth noting that more than 500 Illinois River 
inmates have work assignments. Also a third of the inmates are at the facility for less than a year 
and may not meet the minimum time remaining required to partake in these programs. The 
educational and vocational participation number too does not capture the inmates who partake in 
other positive programming at Illinois River, such as Arts or recreational programs. Nonetheless, 
given the significant number of inmates waitlisted for Adult Basic Education (ABE) class, there 
is cause for concern regarding these inmates having access to further opportunities.  
 
Education 

 
Illinois River employs three fulltime Office of Adult Education and Vocational Services 
(OAEVS) teachers. The facility offers five Adult Basic Education (ABE) classes with 
approximately 75 students enrolled. At the time of the visit there was a waitlist of 292 inmates. 
Last year 213 inmates were enrolled in ABE classes with 73 successfully completing the course. 
Approximately 60 inmates were enrolled in General Education Development (GED) classes, and 
17 inmates were on the waitlist. Last year 46 inmates obtained their GED. The waitlist for ABE 
classes is disturbing. Educational opportunities in prison are proven to reduce recidivism and 
save taxpayers money.16 Inmates with a composite Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE) below 
6.0 are required to complete the ABE program. All of the 292 inmates on the ABE waitlist have 
this participation mandate. Administrators report that an inmate must have less than two years to 
serve to be ABE mandatory. For any work assignment inmate pay is restricted to $15 per month 
until they meet the minimum 6.0 TABE score requirement.  
 
Inmates complained of the practice that first time offenders are prioritized for educational 
programming. One inmate stated that it is possible that people, after being fed up after being in 
prison multiple times, have a change of heart and want to improve their lives through education. 
A teaching staff member agreed and said that he does not necessarily agree with the practice 
either, as often younger people are less likely to take the educational opportunity seriously and 
some people who have been through the system a few times are really ready for an alternate 
career path.  
 
Other educational opportunities for inmates at Illinois River include various college level classes 
that are provided throughout the year. Currently Illinois River offered eight college level classes 
with five business classes and one class each of math, sanitation, and history. Administrators 
reported that 230 students were taking part in these classes. IDOC’s June 2012 Quarterly report 

                                                 
15 See IDOC July 2012 Quarterly Report, 
http://www2.illinois.gov/idoc/reportsandstatistics/Documents/IDOC_Quarterly%20Report_Jul%202012.pdf.  
16 See e.g. Open Society Research Brief, “Education as Crime Prevention” available at: 
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/scans/research_brief__2.pdf.  
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reflects 17 inmates partaking in non-degree college courses and 31 inmates partaking in two year 
college degree programs, however this dip may reflect fewer courses being offered in the 
summer months. Such college courses are provided by Lake Land Community College (“Lake 
Land”). Apart from frustration with the waitlists, JHA heard inmate praise for educational 
programs at Illinois River and noted the educational buildings were generally cheerful and well 
decorated. 
 
Vocational  

 

For vocational programming Illinois River offers through Lake Land: Career Technology, 
Construction Technology, Horticulture, and Culinary Arts. JHA visitors had the opportunity to 
speak with very enthusiastic Lake Land employees and were delighted by their passion for the 
programs. Vocational programs meet four days a week for seven and a half hours a day. Career 
Technology had 34 students, with 17 inmates waitlisted, and the Construction program had 16 
participants, with 64 inmates waitlisted. The construction classes used to do outside projects with 
a Lutheran group and Habitat for Humanity, but we were informed that there is not currently a 
demand.  
 
The Horticulture program has 12-15 students per class with approximately 40 inmates on the 
waitlist. The IDOC’s June 2012 Quarterly report showed 18 students participating. The program 
is an open entry class allowing students to be at different paces with their studies. JHA visitors 
noted, in addition to the stimulating environment of the garden and greenhouses, that the 
Horticulture classrooms appeared well-outfitted with plants, decorations, and computers. 
Vocational programs may utilize the more than 50 refurbished computers in two classrooms for 
skills such as landscape design. In fact, JHA was informed that all vocational classes have some 
computer component to build inmates comfort with using computers, which is often now a 
necessary part of most workplaces and even the job application process.  
 
Culinary Arts had 18 students participating and a waitlist of 67 inmates. JHA had the opportunity 
to speak with the Culinary Arts Chef/instructor. The classroom is large, clean, and decorated 
with inmate painted murals including one in progress of famous chefs. We were informed that 
inmates make everything from scratch in this program and that they are occasionally allowed to 
bring in family recipes to prepare during class. The instructor noted this was positive way for 
inmates to connect with their families. He mentioned that some Hispanic inmates do not know 
about cooking because it can be considered a female role in their cultures and that their 
grandmothers cry when the students call asking for recipes.  
 
Inmates in Culinary Arts are able to earn a sanitation license, which they can renew every five 
years. The culinary program was referred to by several inmates with enthusiasm and they noted 
they were especially pleased to be able to become licensed through the program. We were 
informed that having this license is not only attractive to employers, it corresponds to higher 
starting wages in many jobs. JHA was particularly impressed with this program and the 
dedication of staff. 
 
After completing a vocational program, the student can go on to enhance their knowledge by 
becoming a Teacher’s Assistant in the program. Additionally, students of Construction, 
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Horticulture, and Culinary Arts can pursue apprenticeships in these areas. Lake Land staff 
believes it would be beneficial to consider inmates’ out dates in prioritizing vocational waitlists 
because it would be more useful to give inmates vocational training closer to their release, as in 
10 years some fields will be different. Some first-time offenders may be prioritized despite 
having more time left to serve than other waitlisted repeat offenders who may miss out on 
programming.  
 
Illinois River formerly offered a popular Automotive vocational program but it has been inactive 
for about three and half years. The facility has the equipment and many inmates are eager to 
partake in the program, but they cannot fund a teacher. It would cost about $50-60,000 a year to 
get the class going again, which reportedly comes out to costing about $1,200 per student who 
completes the program, a much lower cost than providing such education in the community. 
Completing the program would provide inmates a marketable skill when they leave prison. JHA 
visited the unutilized Automotive classroom, which looked like an auto body shop with car lifts 
and other equipment. When the program was running at Illinois River, students would work on 
State of Illinois vehicles and staff vehicles. 
 
A Lake Land staff member shared with JHA that he has a neighbor now who was a former 
student of the Illinois River Automotive program and who now earns a living fixing cars in his 
garage. He stated that while he could understand the sentiment that some people do not want 
inmates to get free education while they must pay, often people do not understand that taxpayers 
subsidize everyone’s college and that the costs of providing education in the facility are low with 
a substantial potential benefit to the community of producing skilled workers. Additionally, 
postsecondary education has been linked to substantially lower recidivism rates for Illinois 
inmates.17 JHA encourages anyone who believes that such educational programs would benefit 
inmates and Illinois to encourage the legislature to support and fund such programming.  
 
Other Life Skills Programming 
 
Clinical Services provides ongoing TRAC 1 and Life Styles classes. TRAC 1 is a mandatory one 
week class that covers problem identification, rational thinking, personal transitions, education 
and employability, wellness, and goal-setting. The Life Styles class works to establish victim 
empathy and ensure inmates understand the impact their crime has on society. 
 
Illinois River offers a 12-step Alcoholics Anonymous/Narcotics Anonymous (AA/NA) program 
provided for an hour and half a week by volunteers. Currently there are three AA/NA volunteers. 
Administrators noted that they have in the past had trouble getting AA/NA volunteers because 
many are denied due to past criminal records. There are 33 inmates participating in AA/NA and 
none on the waitlist. Administrators report Substance Abuse programming is also offered 
through the Chaplain due to his background as a substance abuse counselor. The Chaplain also 
provides classes that introduce parenting skills relating to topic areas including child 

                                                 
17

See e.g. JHA’s May 10, 2010 special report, “Cuts in Prison Education put Illinois at Risk” and related video, 
available at: http://www.thejha.org/education; and Chicago Metropolis’ July 30, 2010 Correctional Education 
Programming report, p. 6, available at: 
http://www.chicagometropolis2020.org/documents/CorrectionalEducationWhitePaper.pdf.  
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development, value systems, discipline, anger management, abuse and neglect, and 
communication. 
 
As mentioned above, mental health staff also offer a Dual Diagnosis/Co-Morbidity program as 
well as an Anger Management program. 

 

Grievances 
 
Illinois River’s comprehensive grievance tracking reports show, that for both Fiscal Years 2011 
and 2012, the four largest areas of inmate grievances were, out of the approximately 1400 
grievances filed each year: Staff Conduct (390/318), Medical (239/278), Discipline – Adjustment 
Committee (146/180), and Personal Property (110/111).  
 
As at most IDOC facilities, inmates believed there were problems with the grievance system at 
Illinois River. In particular, inmates said that grievances were frequently lost, that grievances 
“have too many hands touching them,” and that responses were commonly slow and delayed 
beyond time limits for appeal or non-existence. JHA notes that the data we received from Illinois 
River appears to show a significant number of grievances logged, though we cannot speculate on 
whether they were responded to or responded to in a timely fashion. 
 
Administrators at the facility noted that they were aware of inmate concerns and were in the 
process of changing the grievance system procedure. The existing system had grievances go 
through the internal mail system but for the new system there will be locked grievance boxes on 
the wings that only the Grievance Officer will have access and a key to. The Warden noted that 
when he started at the facility he did a test grievance to see if it would be responded to in a 
timely manner and it was, but regardless he is instituting changes. Though JHA questions 
whether such a test could properly control for all factors, such as interpersonal relationships 
between inmates and staff, we commend this level of hands-on involvement and willingness to 
make improvements.  
 
Several areas of inmate grievances have been discussed throughout the prior sections of this 
report. Outside issues with the grievance process itself and the issues discussed above in prior 
sections of this report, the major areas of inmate concern at Illinois River were the heat, staff 
disrespect, and lack of counselor contact.  
 
Administrators at Illinois River report that the facility dealt with this past summer’s heat waves 
“as graciously as possible,” and in accordance with IDOC guidance when the heat index was 
over 100 degrees, they made ice available on housing units and let the workers take showers. 
Additionally they state other measures were taken as set out below. 
 
Inmates commonly complained that ventilation and air flow in their cells was poor. JHA heard 
several complaints about heat related illnesses ranging from minor issues such as a rash to 
emergency situations requiring medical intervention. Inmates reported that they would only get 
ice during dayroom time. JHA heard one report that inmates were denied ice because of some 
incident where the administrators took away security staff chairs. Inmates reported that the water 
was scorching. In another context, administrators explained that the temperature of the hot water 
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in the sink needs to match the shower water temperature because the same structure heats both. 
Obvious this is not an ideal situation. Another area of complaints related to heat was that yard 
was closed due to temperature and inmates were not offered alternative forms of recreation.  
 
Administrators respond that the ventilation system is monitored and cleaned as needed. They 
report that this helps with air flow and general ventilation. Additionally, weather and 
temperatures are monitored daily. During the summer months, all inmates, regardless of status 
(grade) are allowed to purchase fans. Administrators advise inmates to take heed of temperature 
warnings and not over exert themselves during recreational activities. They note that on the 
advice of medical personnel they will cancel some activities. Administrators report that when 
applicable, ice is made available three to six times a day on all three shifts, and if needed, extra 
showers are allowed. Also, administrators report that when needed, water temperatures (sinks 
and showers) are adjusted.  
 
In a complaint related to heat, some inmates expressed displeasure about a rule that they must 
wear a shirt at all times outside of their cells. Administrators noted this rule was in part out of 
respect for female staff and that it had been in existence for a long time but recently was being 
enforced. Administrators did not believe shirts made any appreciable temperature difference.  
 
Inmates reported to JHA that a common problem with staff conduct is that they are allegedly 
harassed over the loudspeakers being called names or woken up. Something that was pointed out 
to JHA visitors as a physical example of allegedly common taunting behavior was that staff had 
posted a picture of a steak in the housing unit’s enclosed bulletin board. Given administrators 
concerns about adequate board space for posting communications and translations, this seems 
especially inappropriate. Another report was that staff are aggressive and “get in people’s faces.” 
Inmates complained about nepotism among guards that they say causes inmates problems. 
Generally, staff were reportedly unsympathetic to inmate reports of problems with other staff 
members and JHA heard reports that rooms allegedly were shaken down in retaliation for 
complaints. Lastly, inmates reported that some staff refused to provide, or provided outdated, 
JHA contact information. JHA was heartened to hear in letters since our visit that some situations 
had improved. 
 
Inmates also complained that they do not commonly see their counselors and that the few times 
the counselors come to the housing units they will hang out in the security station for long 
periods of time instead of coming to speak with the inmates. Counselor caseloads at Illinois 
River are significant, given that there are at best nine authorized counselors for over 2000 
inmates. Hence inmates report that it takes several months to see counselors are not surprising. 
As discussed in prior facility reports, lack of counselor contact can exasperate grievance process 
and other problems. However, JHA was pleased to hear from inmates that, unlike at other 
facilities, lack of access to counselors does not prevent them from signing up for programming. 
Inmates did report having trouble getting visiting and phone lists updated. 

 

Reentry 
 
The biannual Re-Entry Summits at Illinois River are a key part of reentry programming at the 
facility. In the past these summits were one-day events but administrators want to expand the 
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summits to two days and allow inmates to select which seminars to attend. Such seminars are 
lead by both outside individuals and facility staff. Illinois River reports that they have had a very 
enthusiastic showing by volunteers for the summits. Administrators note that they continue to 
welcome volunteers to assist with reentry programming. 
 
For Illinois River veteran inmates, currently there are approximately 34, a representative from 
Health Care for Reentry Veterans, Peru, IN, comes to the facility approximately three times a 
year to meet with offenders that are within six months of their release date. She gives them 
direction on where to locate veterans’ assistance, such as aid with housing, medical care, and 
employment, and helps inmates to obtain their Release from Services (DD-214) if needed. As 
noted in prior reports, IDOC depends on inmates to self-report their veteran status to be included 
in such programming. 
 
Some inmates JHA spoke with expressed reentry concerns. One spoke of the difficulty of getting 
a job without a license, and a license without a place to live, and a place to live without a job. 
Another issue common throughout IDOC, involves the difficulty of sex offenders in finding 
placement. Many inmates become eligible for release but cannot be released because they have 
no appropriate housing. When they eventually reach the end of their sentence or “max out,” 
IDOC must release them, despite there being nowhere for them to go. Many are then re-
incarcerated for parole violations in a vicious cycle. In one inmate’s words, we are “creating a 
sub-society with nothing to lose.” We as a society must make sure that this is not the case and 
must make successful reentry achievable. 
 
 

### 
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This report was written by Gwyneth Troyer, Director of JHA’s Prison Monitor Project. 

Gwyneth may be reached at (312) 503-6304 or gtroyer@thejha.org. 
 
Contributors to this report include: John Maki, JHA’s Executive Director; Caitlin Cipri, Lisa 
Hendrickson, Octavia Rodney, and Courtney Widuch, JHA interns; Phil Carrigan, JHA Board 
Member; and citizen volunteers JoAnn Flaherty, Jane Hoobler, and Katherine Sobolewski. 
 
Since 1901, JHA has provided public oversight of Illinois’ juvenile and adult correctional 
facilities. Every year, JHA staff and trained volunteers inspect prisons, jails and detention centers 
throughout the state. Based on these inspections, JHA regularly issues reports that are 
instrumental in improving prison conditions. 
 
 

JHA’s work on healthcare in DOC is made possible through a generous grant by 
the Michael Reese Health Trust. 
 


