
2015 Monitoring Report Pontiac Correctional Center

Pontiac Correctional Center (Pontiac) is composed of a male maximum-security facility and
medium-security unit. The maximum side houses administrative detention, disciplinary
segregation, protective custody, and mental health populations. Pontiac is designated within the
Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) to house hundreds of IDOC inmates with more than
six months of disciplinary segregation. This report focuses on the maximum prison and the
continuing challenges of housing inmates who may be deemed unsafe in general population,
including a discussion of Solitary Confinement, Administrative Detention, Mental Health, and
Inmate Concerns.

Vital Statistics:
Population: 2,018
Rated Capacity: 1,800
Average Age: 38
Average Annual Cost per Inmate (FY14):
$34,287
Population by Race: 58% Black, 24%
White, 17% Hispanic, 1% Other
Committing Offense: 36% Murder, 31%
Class X, 11% Class 1, 14% Class 2, 4%
Class 3, and 3% Class 4 felonies.
(Source: IDOC, March 2015)

Key Observations:

 To begin to address concerns regarding “solitary confinement,” Illinois must expand
inmate out-of-cell time and programming, and ensure that inmates have meaningful
opportunities to earn reductions in segregation time and greater privileges for behavior
improvement.

 More than 600 inmates were serving terms of disciplinary segregation at Pontiac. Of
these, more than 60 inmates were serving terms over 10 years. Only 38% of Pontiac
inmates are housed in single-cells and segregation double-cells are smaller than 65 square
feet.

 In general, JHA believes all practices affecting inmates should be governed by uniform,
clear, specific written policy, to ensure fair notice, application, and appropriate oversight.
Uncertainty produces unnecessary hardship for inmates and staff. JHA recommends
increased attention to ensuring communications are responsive, including detailing
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requirements for inmates to earn privileges or reasons for an inmate to remain in
administrative detention.

 Staffing levels were improved since JHA’s 2013 Pontiac visit and report. Importantly,
mental health staffing and services at Pontiac have increased. Anecdotally, this increase
appears to help in reducing issues related to inmate behavior. JHA continues to have
concerns regarding systemic difficulties for hiring key staff necessary to improve our
correctional facilities.

 IDOC must do a better job tracking data and making detailed, timely, relevant data
publically available so that policy-makers and the public can make informed decisions
about correctional practices and policies, and adequately resource facilities to avoid
costly litigation.

 In a year, more than 90 men were released from segregation at Pontiac directly to the
community, some without any mandated continued law enforcement supervision.

Facility Summary

JHA noted improvements during our 2015 visits.1 Pontiac staffing had improved dramatically
from the time of JHA’s 2013 visit, with 754 out of 761 authorized employee positions filled in
March 2015.2 In JHA’s 2013 report we pointed out that mental health staffing was chronically
inadequate and recommended that mental health staffing and programming at this facility be
prioritized. In 2015, importantly, mental health staffing and programming had increased and
JHA observed quality-of-life improvements attributable to this and other requirements put in
place in relation to ongoing litigation regarding mental healthcare in IDOC, Rasho v. Walker
(Rasho).3

1 This report is based on a monitoring visit to Pontiac on March 17, 2015 and an abbreviated follow up visit on
September 16, 2015, as well as ongoing communications with inmates, staff, and concerned citizens. IDOC officials
and Pontiac administrators reviewed and fact-checked a draft of this report and it was last discussed with JHA on
October 7, 2015. No factual substantive changes have been made since that time prior to publication. All statements
of opinions and policy recommendations herein are JHA’s unless otherwise stated. See JHA’s 2013 publication How
JHA’s Prison Monitoring Works, available at www.thejha.org/method. Inmates may send privileged mail to JHA,
P.O. Box 10042, Chicago, IL 60610-0042. Other concerned parties may also reach us by email or phone. Prior JHA
reports on this facility are available at http://thejha.org/pontiac.
2 Of the 754 positions filled, 631 are security positions. Approximately 21% of the staff are non-Caucasian and 22%
female This represents a substantial increase in both staffing numbers and diversity compared to the time of the
JHA’s February 2013 visit when Pontiac reported 589 employees with approximately nine percent being non-
Caucasian and 19% female. Pontiac gained many staff members from the closure of Dwight Correctional Center in
March 2013. Lack of counselor attention was a significant area of concern in JHA’s 2013 report, and the number of
correctional counselors at Pontiac had nearly doubled from seven to 13 since 2013. Vacancies at the time of our
March 2015 visit included an executive secretary, an account technician, a correctional counselor, a maintenance
craftsman, and an educator. Healthcare vacancies included a nurse supervisor, a nurse, a medical records director, a
psychologist, an activity therapist, and a psychiatric-nurse. At the time of JHA’s September 2015 revisit we did not
obtain a full report of vacancies but we noted that some key vacancies were mentioned including a psychologist, a
correctional counselor position, an educator, and the Health Care Unit Administrator (HCUA).
3 Rasho v. Walker, et al., 07-CV-1298 (C.D. Ill.) On August 14, 2015, the Court in Rasho certified the class for
purposes of litigation as: “Persons now or in the future in the custody of the Illinois Department of Corrections
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At the time of JHA’s March 2015 visit to Pontiac,
almost a third of the population were in
disciplinary segregation (656 inmates), a quarter
of were in Protective Custody (PC) (522
inmates), six percent were in Administrative
Detention (AD) (125), and three percent were in
the Mental Health Unit (MHU) (65).4 A quarter
of the population were in the Medium Security
Unit (MSU) (494 inmates).5 Positively,
administrators noted in September 2015 that the

(“IDOC”) who are identified or should have been identified by the IDOC’s mental health professionals as in need of
mental health treatment as defined in the current edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders of the American Psychiatric Association. A diagnosis of alcoholism or drug addiction, developmental
disorders, or any form of sexual disorder shall not, by itself, render an individual mentally ill for the purposes of this
class definition.” See also recent news report regarding status of this litigation, Brady-Lunny, Edith, “Breakdown:
State’s prison mental health system faces long recovery,” Pantagraph, Aug. 23, 2015, available at
http://www.pantagraph.com/lifestyles/health-med-fit/breakdown-state-s-prison-mental-health-system-faces-long-
recovery/article_ad63c921-592f-50d8-b866-655b62e3a619.html.
4 In March 2015, the remaining approximately 150 inmates at Pontiac fell into other classifications/populations
housed as:  “NRC temps” or inmates who were temporarily housed at Pontiac from Stateville Northern Reception &
Classification Center who were designated for placement at a maximum-security facility, inmates temporarily
housed at Pontiac due to writs or active warrants, inmates being released to Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE) custody, and some inmates considered to be “segregation release” meaning that they had finished their
disciplinary segregation term but were awaiting transfer to a new parent facility. Pontiac’s healthcare unit had a
capacity for 12 inmates in the infirmary. In Pontiac segregation inmates are sometimes moved from the North
cellhouse (which also houses AD inmates) to the West and then the East cellhouse (which houses other non-
segregation populations) as their time in segregation lessens. In the North cellhouse inmates do not generally have
audio-visual privileges with the exception of some in AD. The South cellhouse housed PC inmates on six galleries
and MHU inmates on the other two. Inmates in Pontiac’s PC unit may be designated various security classifications,
and as of September 2015, about 94% were classified as maximum-security.
5 The MSU’s “rated” or “design” capacity is for 300 inmates and its physical plant is composed of five X-style
buildings, each with four wings with dorm areas. During the September 2015 revisit, JHA briefly toured the MSU.
We were impressed to learn that about 75% of the MSU inmates have work or school assignments. This assignment
percentage is one of the better ones for IDOC non-substance abuse treatment prisons. Only about 70 of these
assignments are for MSU inmates to work in the maximum-security part of the facility. MSU inmates may have up
to 20 years left on their sentences. We noted the MSU visiting area had a child-friendly mural and was close to full
with about eight visitor groups. The MSU has several produce gardens, a large yard recreation yard with a handball
area, and a pleasant educational facility and library. Administrators noted they would welcome seed donations for
facility gardens. While JHA did not conduct a full MSU monitoring visit or have the opportunity to extensively
interview MSU inmates, we were pleased to note that several inmates expressed that they were doing well in the
MSU. Some inmates expressed frustration with commissary delays due to lockdowns on the maximum-security side.
JHA also noted that the dayroom bulletin boards on units seemed to have very little information posted, and some
inmates reported that they had not yet been given orientation despite having been the facility longer than a few days.
We note that providing inmates with timely, reliable institutional information is critically important to a facility’s
effective function, but requires adequate resources, including staffing. During the visit, JHA randomly selected a
vacant MSU cell for inspection and noted a number of maintenance issues including that the metal ventilation grate
on the ceiling was not fully attached and a porcelain sink that was broken around the drainage hole. Staff noted that
because the buildings were built in the 1980s, maintenance issues are expected. MSU inmates are confined to cells
for much less time than maximum-security inmates. Administrators reported that MSU inmates are generally
confined to cells only from 9:30 p.m. until 7 a.m.
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total population at Pontiac had dropped about 70 inmates since March.6

As observed in prior JHA Pontiac reports, this is a well-managed facility with many dedicated
and experienced staff. Administrators stated a facility strength has been its ability to manage its
charge of housing so many distinct populations and adapting to evolutions in correctional
practice. Strong leadership, staff training, and support are critical to the continued success of this
facility because staff must continue to adapt to contemporary standards that challenge the facility
to work rehabilitative ideals into a harsh, punitive environment without having all the space,
staff, or tools required for necessary reforms.

Pontiac opened in 1871 when Ulysses S. Grant was the United States President. Many concerns
with this facility relate to intractable physical plant issues, such as lack of appropriate space to
provide programming or more humane housing. Double-cells measure less than 65 square feet.
Inmates ask about the legality of being double-celled in segregation and some particularly
comment on the difficulty of being so closely housed with others who are experiencing mental
health issues.7

There are obvious challenges to implementing modern correctional best practices in a crowded,
antiquated facility. There are additional challenges to improving facilities when management of
statewide finances creates serious uncertainty about everything from staffing, to major
construction projects, to adequate supply of basic goods, like paper, as remarked upon by staff
during the September 2015 revisit. Nonetheless, Pontiac administrators commented on the
steadfast morale and professionalism of the facility staff, and JHA commends the facility for this
and for advances made since 2013. During both visits, JHA observed that Pontiac’s common
areas were generally very clean. Administrators indicated that despite the challenges posed by
Pontiac’s aging physical plant, maintaining cleanliness is a facility priority because it has an
important impact on the well-being of staff and inmates. JHA was pleased to hear that grant
funding made several physical plant facility improvements possible since our 2013 monitoring
report, including lighting replacement and new boilers that increased efficiency. To illustrate, in

6 Further, the facility was no longer housing temporary inmates from Stateville NRC, which has seen significant
population reduction in 2015, with IDOC’s total population dropping about a thousand inmates between March and
September 2015 to just below 47,000.
7 In the 1980s, Pontiac inmates brought suit challenging the constitutionality of double-celling non-segregation
general population inmates and the case contains extensive discussion of prison conditions and the effects of double-
celling in small cells. See Smith v. Fairman, 528 F. Supp. 186, 188 (C.D. Ill. 1981). On appeal, the 7th Circuit found
no constitutional violation given the totality of circumstances at the time, 690 F2d 122 (7th Cir. 1982). See also,
Debra Borenstein, Double-Celling at Pontiac: Are Inmates Being Subjected to Cruel and Unusual Punishment
Arising out of Overcrowded Conditions - Smith v. Fairman, 60 Chi.-Kent. L. Rev. 291 (1984), available at
http://scholarship.kentlaw.iit.edu/cklawreview/vol60/iss2/9. While cell sizes have not changed over the past 40
years, the amount of time inmates spend in cells and types of inmates subject to double-celling have increased to
largely include those in segregation or protective custody status, as well as general population. The advisory
American Bar Association (ABA) Standards for Criminal Justice (Third Edition), Treatment of Prisoners (2010),
Standard 23-3.8(d) states that no segregation cell should be smaller than 80 square feet. Pontiac’s maximum-security
facility is composed of stacked cellhouses that contain multiple levels of cells with varying cellfronts that face onto
galleries across from walls with windows. This stacked design, also still in use at the other male maximum-security
IDOC facilities, Menard and Stateville, enables noise and ventilation to travel throughout the cellhouse more easily
than smaller more closed cellhouse designs.
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March, the facility reportedly had already saved $100,000 on heating.8 Moreover, the facility has
taken some positive steps to increase programming for isolated populations as JHA has
repeatedly recommended.

Pontiac has been a locus for the debate regarding use of long-term isolation in Illinois since the
closure of the supermax prison, Tamms Correctional Center, in 2013. At the time of JHA’s
March 2015 visit to Pontiac, administrators reported that there were 125 individuals in
Administrative Detention, and about 656 individuals housed in disciplinary segregation with an
average term of 3.83 years. However, most Pontiac inmates reportedly have disciplinary
segregation terms between one and two years. Twenty-four men had “indeterminate” segregation
terms, which administrators stated are periodically reviewed and reserved for inmates who
commit serious violent acts while imprisoned, such as killing a cellmate.9

JHA has continually recommended that the use of isolation be strictly circumscribed with all
prisoners.10 Consistent with best practices, isolation should be used cautiously, for minimal
periods of time, and only when required to preserve safety. Further, long-term isolation should
be prohibited with inmates who have a history of mental illness, and inmates held in isolated
conditions must be monitored for developing mental health issues. Over the last two years, the
issues of mental health and isolation have come to the forefront of prison reform consciousness.

Solitary Confinement

The United Nations identifies “solitary confinement” as physical and social isolation of
individuals who are confined to their cells more than 22 hours a day, and classifies “prolonged

8 Given the age and condition of many correctional facilities in use in Illinois, JHA has continually recommended
that Illinois’ government officials and IDOC: (1) undertake a comprehensive investigation of ventilation and
temperature control practices in all IDOC facilities; and (2) institute a strategic plan, including external oversight
and regular monitoring, and facility design modifications where necessary, to ensure effective ventilation and
temperature control. This task is especially critical in segregation areas where ventilation is often more of an issue.
With a few exceptions, IDOC facilities for the most part do not have air conditioning in areas housing inmates
outside of the health care units. IDOC policy requires that temperatures be recorded and ice distributed in
sufficiently hot weather. In March 2015, administrators reported that Pontiac’s South cellhouse needed rehab of
shower rooms on four decks, and other improvements to piping, walls and lighting. The repairs and improvements
related to the mental health facility upgrades are ongoing. At that time, administrators also reported that the facility
needed more office space in the health care unit for mental health staff and improvements in dietary including
coolers and freezers, kettles, ovens, exhaust and other upgrades. Additional maintenance items included work on
roofs, walls, outer perimeter areas, and towers. During the September 2015 revisit, JHA was able to observe newly
created mental health staff space in the health care unit utilizing materials repurposed from other former state uses.
We were also informed that several other improvements requested in March had been approved. As at many other
Illinois correctional facilities, JHA noted the need for improvements to roads and walkways within grounds, which
contained many potholes and other trip hazards.
9 See 20 Ill. Admin. Code 504.115. Some other challenging classifications of inmates at Pontiac included in March
2015: 18 inmates designated as Weapons Violators/Staff Assaulters, who wear striped uniforms but are housed in
various locations; 55 inmates who are designated as extremely high escape risk; and 20 inmates who are designated
for elevated security with additional security requirements for movement. Some inmates are cross classified.
10 For a detailed discussion of the physiological and psychological effects of long-term isolation, see e.g. JHA’s
2012 report, A Price Illinois Cannot Afford: Tamms and the Costs of Long-Term Isolation, available at
http://thejha.org/sites/default/files/TammsReport.pdf.
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solitary confinement” of more than 15 days as torture.11 Responding in part to concern about use
of this practice within United States prisons, outside auditors performed the first review of the
federal Bureau of Prison’s use of restricted housing in 2014, with findings released in 2015.12

Also this year, President Obama and U.S. Supreme Court Justice Anthony Kennedy both
publically questioned whether purported safety justifications for the common use of solitary
confinement in U.S. prisons are adequate to outweigh concerns about its inhumanity and harms.
People are now asking does solitary confinement make us safer?13

This discussion of “solitary confinement” encompasses two issues. First is a question of physical
isolation. What is isolation compared to the typical conditions of being incarcerated? Does cell
size matter or having natural sunlight or a window? If a person has access to phones, mail, and
audio visual devices, does this make a meaningful difference? Does having a cellmate mean a
person is not “solitarily” isolated? Or where cellfronts are not closed and individuals may
communicate through them with other inmates on a unit, or multiple correctional staff, is that
still isolation? Some of the debate around this issue focuses on vastly varying physical cell
designs or an individual’s classification. Individuals may be isolated for the safety of themselves
or others, for medical or disciplinary reasons, it may be voluntary or involuntary. Outside of
looking at the cell itself and who is housed within, with access to what resources or privileges,
JHA believes that it is simplest to define “solitary confinement” by how often a person is
allowed out of a cell.

Several thousand IDOC inmates are confined in their cells more than 22 hours a day. For all
IDOC inmates in disciplinary segregation the only out-of-cell time mandated is five hours a
week, and that minimum applies only after 90 days.14 IDOC has not seen a decrease in the

11 See United Nations Press Release “Special Rapporteur on Torture Tells Third Committee Use of Prolonged
Solitary Confinement on Rise, Calls for Global Ban on Practice,” October 18, 2011, available at
http://www.un.org/press/en/2011/gashc4014.doc.htm, citing the report of United Nations’ Special Rapporteur on
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, Juan Méndez. This stance was
formalized in May 2015, in revisions to the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners,
known as the “Mandela Rules.” The U.S. Department of Justice has similarly defined the terms “solitary
confinement” and “isolation” as “the state of being confined to one’s cell for approximately 22 hours a day or more,
alone or with other prisoners, that limits contact with others.” DOJ May 31, 2013 Letter Re: Investigation of the
State Correctional Institution at Cresson and Notice of Expanded Investigation, p. 5, available at
http://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/crt/legacy/2013/06/03/cresson_findings_5-31-13.pdf. This opinion letter
also emphasizes that additional factors can exacerbate the stress of solitary confinement for prisoners, including
mental illness (and under-diagnosis of mental illness), confinement in cells smaller than 100 square feet, and not
informing inmates of the projected length of time they will stay in solitary confinement.
12 Available at http://www.bop.gov/resources/news/20150226_cna_shu_review-assessment.jsp.
13 For a summary of current discourse on this subject, see Vera Institute of Justice’s, May 2015 report, “Solitary
Confinement: Common Misconceptions and Emerging Safe Alternatives,” available at
http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/solitary-confinement-misconceptions-safe-alternatives-
report_1.pdf.
14 20 Il. Admin. Code 504.670, Recreation for Persons in Segregation Status, provides that inmates in segregation
for less than 90 days only need be allowed to recreate outside their cells for a minimum of one hour a week, and
after 90 days a minimum of five hours a week. However, even this time out-of-cell may be limited by the Warden
for various reasons, such as for extreme weather or poor behavior of the inmate on yard. There is currently no
presumption that recreation canceled because of weather or staffing issues will be made up at a later time. While
some wardens and staff accommodate greater recreation opportunities for inmates, there is no set expectation that
this occur. There are also no set minimum recreation standards for non-segregated inmates in IDOC. IDOC medium-
security facility inmates typically expect to have an average of six hours out-of-cell time per day between recreation,
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number of inmates in disciplinary segregation over the past few years, unlike many other state
systems.15 Hundreds of IDOC inmates serve disciplinary segregation terms of more than a year.16

Frequently unassigned maximum-security, PC, and reception inmates also have no more than
five hours of weekly recreation.

For out-of-cell time to improve, Illinois would likely need to revise the minimum recreational
standards in the Administrative Code. Current minimum standards for amount of time outside
cells clearly do not meet international human rights standards. Notably, this year the Illinois
Department of Juvenile Justice (IDJJ), which may house youth up until they turn 21, reached a
settlement in litigation effectively banning solitary confinement and mandating that youth spend
eight hours a day out of their cell.17

dayroom, and movement to and from the dining hall. Maximum-security facilities generally do not offer dayroom.
The vast majority of IDOC maximum-security inmates do not have work or school assignments and many general
population maximum-security inmates have only five hours of yard or gym a week. While they may move to the
dining hall for meals, this adds very little additional time to out-of-cell time, so that most will only average under
two hours out-of-cell time a day. Unassigned PC inmates at Pontiac approximated that they were out of their cells on
average only about two hours a day, taking into account movement for dining and the five hours allotted for weekly
recreation. Also, within IDOC the minimum weekly five hours of recreation is often offered on only one or two
days, for five hours or 2.5 hours at one time, making any cancelation result in a greater detriment to average time for
outside activity. Many inmates state that in county jails they are told they have a right to an hour out-of-cell each
day, which is the requirement set out in the advisory American Bar Association (ABA) Standards for Criminal
Justice (Third Edition), Treatment of Prisoners (2010), Standard 23.3.6(b), but is often not the case within IDOC.
15 As of the end of 2014, IDOC stated that there were 2,441 inmates with disciplinary segregation terms,
representing about five percent of the total population. This total shows no decrease from 2010, when IDOC
reportedly held 2,204 inmates in segregation with 2.8 years as an average length of stay system-wide. See Written
Testimony of Michael Jacobson, President and Director of Vera, to the U.S. Senate Committee on the Judiciary,
June 19, 2012, at p. 4, available at http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/michael-jacobson-
testimony-on-solitary-confinement-2012.pdf. IDOC’s disciplinary segregation percentage of about five percent of
total population is similar to use of restrictive housing in other correctional systems. For a recent comprehensive
review of use of restrictive housing and discussion about some of the differences among systems, see “Time-in-Cell:
The Liman-ASCA 2014 National Survey of Administrative Segregation in Prison,” p. 15, Table 1, (September 2015)
(however, note that the definition used for the survey, “Administrative Segregation,” is limited to what is referred to
as “Administrative Detention” or AD in Illinois, as it specifically excluded disciplinary segregation and protective
custody), available at http://www.law.yale.edu/news/19864.htm.
16 As of the end of 2014, IDOC reported that of the 2,441 serving segregation terms in IDOC, 663 were serving
terms of six months of more, and 499 were serving more than nine months. At that time, IDOC reported that Pontiac
housed 777 inmates with disciplinary segregation: 468 with terms of more than six months and 330 with terms of
more than nine months. Pontiac’s Mental Health Unit housed 27 inmates with disciplinary segregation terms of
more than nine months. These numbers fail to capture the substantial number of individuals who are serving
disciplinary segregation terms of more than a year or multiple years. In September 2015, administrators reported that
at Pontiac 97 inmates had segregation terms of nine months to a year, 102 had between one and two years, 42 had
between two and three years, 21 had between three and four years, 18 had between four and five years, seven had
between five and six years, nine had between six and seven years, seven had between seven and eight years, nine
had between eight and nine years, four had between nine and 10 years, and 64 had more than ten years of
segregation. This totals 380 with segregation terms longer than nine months and 283 with more than a year. While
Pontiac houses most male IDOC inmates with lengthy segregation terms, remember that these totals do not include
inmates at other IDOC facilities. Some lengthy segregation terms imposed will not actually be served due to inmates
completing their custodial sentences prior to the end of their segregation terms.
17 R.J. v. Jones, Case No. 12-cv-7289 (N.D. Ill.), documents available at http://www.aclu-il.org/r-j-v-bishop22/.
Other aspects of the settlement relate to increased mental health and educational staffing and supports, as well as
tracking and reporting of any use of isolation, even use under an hour for a “time out.”
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The second issue involved in solitary confinement relates to questions of discipline: what
behaviors merit what restrictions and for how long?18 Should this practice be reserved only for
those who are violent and pose a safety concern, or should it be used also with those who are
merely disruptive, or should it be used across the board with anyone who breaks any rule? Are
there particular classes of people, such as inmates with mental illness, dementia, those under the
age of 18, or those who pose no risk physical harm to others who should not be subject to
isolation? These questions are also part of the much larger national debate regarding mass
incarceration.19 JHA believes punishment must be certain and equitable to be effective and
humane, and that it should be used with an intent that, where possible, a person will return to
their community. There is a point of diminishing returns in using isolation to manage prisoners.
If a term of a month produces the same effect as years, it is fairer and more humane to have a
preference for a term of a month. As noted above, there are still major questions regarding
whether isolation is effective and, if it is effective, for what length of time it should be used. We
have not yet even been able to define solitary confinement and track its use as needed to allow
for an informed debate. As with mass incarceration, there is a growing recognition that solitary
confinement is unevenly doled out, often for minor offenses, and disproportionately directed
against marginalized populations, including racial minorities, transgender inmates, or inmates
who may have difficulty conforming in a correctional environment because of developmental,
medical or mental health issues.20

Although Pontiac no longer houses inmates under the age of 18, there are numerous individuals
who entered IDOC when they were younger than 18, and having exhibited behavioral issues,
now find themselves housed in Pontiac maximum-security.21 Arguably some of these behavioral
issues related to their difficulty adjusting to an adult correctional setting as minors. The histories
of some of these individuals contain extremes of physical, sexual, and mental abuse, prior acting
out, self-harm, and isolation. For some we have seen a downward spiral in which inmates act out
destructively, begetting harsher punishment and longer isolation, which in turn exacerbates
inmates’ behavioral problems leading to further punishment and more isolation. We remain
concerned that Pontiac may not be adequately addressing the tremendous needs of this
population as the facility has been historically geared towards security with extremely limited
services and programming for reentry or emphasis on fostering positive change.

18 At Pontiac in March 2015, most inmates, 1,142 were A Grade, 171 were B Grade, and 715 inmates were C Grade,
meaning they had the most privilege restrictions and may only participate in yard, restricted commissary, and visits,
and do not have phone privileges. See 20 Il. Admin. Code 504.130. Some administrators report commissary
restrictions alone are often effective punishments.
19 Also as with the anti-mass incarceration movement to reduce population, few people are bold enough to risk being
wrong about someone’s unknowable future behavior. No one wants to be the politician, Governor, or prison official
to sign the papers for an individual who goes on to do another great harm. This is particularly difficult when the
harm could be a violent attack on a colleague when you work in a tight knit environment where you must trust
others with your safety.
20 At the time of the March 2015 visit, administrators reported that Pontiac housed two transgender inmates and JHA
spoke with one of these individuals in PC. During the September 2015 revisit, JHA spoke with another transgender
individual in PC.
21 As of August 2015, JHA was informed that male 17-year-olds in IDOC custody will be housed at Illinois River
Correctional Center on a special unit in order to comply with federal Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA)
standards. JHA expects to visit and report on this unit soon. Prior to the PREA standards issuance in 2012, 17-year-
olds in IDOC were not systematically separated from older inmates. JHA has advocated for improvements for these
youth and will continue to advocate to keep them out of the adult system.



JHA 2015 Monitoring Report Pontiac Correctional Center
Page 9 of 26

At Pontiac and throughout IDOC and IDJJ there is a long history of inadequate provision of
mental health services, and still today, no matter an individuals’ age or educational level, there is
minimal programming for them in segregation. Almost 20% of Pontiac’s population, 375
inmates, were under age 25 at the time of JHA’s March 2015 visit.22 Contemporary brain science
recognizes that key development in the frontal lobe, which manages decision-making ability and
impulse control, can occur up until the age of 25. Therefore it is unsurprising that many younger
inmates in IDOC act out impulsively, end up in disciplinary segregation, and often stay there for
repeating poor behavior.23 JHA believes IDOC has a duty to provide developmentally
appropriate interventions, particularly with youthful inmates. The majority of these young men
will leave IDOC and return to their communities.

Even individuals with no chance of returning to free society still need to be granted the basic
human dignity that permits them to improve their situation and have a sense of purpose. The
treatment and outlook of all individuals affects the culture and environment where staff and
inmates live and work. Fostering hopelessness within a prison ultimately harms and endangers
correctional and healthcare staff who must work with these prisoners, as well as other inmates,
and the loved ones of those at the facility, including inmates’ families and children. Even those
with life long sentences will also in some way have contact with the larger world. Most Pontiac
inmates will transfer out of Pontiac to other IDOC facilities before their release. Some may be
temporarily transferred from Pontiac custody to jails for court cases or hospitals for medical
treatment. While many individuals housed at Pontiac will never walk outside the prison door, the
majority will return to the community.24 For example, an inmate with a 78-year disciplinary
segregation term for staff assaults was still expected to parole within a few years. Another inmate
in the MHU similarly reported that he had a segregation outdate 89 years in the future, but he
had just nine years until his expected parole date. Absent a viable program for inmates to earn
time off of segregation terms, these inmates will likely be released directly into the community
after years of isolation. In the last year, nearly a hundred men paroled from segregation at
Pontiac directly to the community. Of these, nearly 40 left without any continued law
enforcement supervision due to the fact that they had already completed their required term of
supervision while incarcerated, due to not having approved housing in the community.25

22 The average age of inmates at Pontiac was 38. Approximately 19%, or 391 inmates, were over 50 years old.
23 “For youthful inmates in segregation, effects of isolation and lack of positive programming and congregate
opportunities on cognitive and social development may be especially damaging. During the formative stage of
adolescence, when basic developmental needs for interaction and guidance are not met, youth may be
developmentally unable to view the isolation as temporary, to self-soothe, to reason with themselves about delaying
relieve, or to stabilize themselves without support and training. Youth are particularly vulnerable to depression and
agitation when isolated, which may be expressed by irritability and acting out, leading to additional segregation time
and sometimes to self-harm. Research on children who were abused or neglected also provides evidence that past
experiences of trauma increase vulnerability, even to mild stressors, and they may respond aggressively to control
attempts and perceived threats when memories of past abuse have been triggered.” Vera Institute of Justice, Keeping
Vulnerable Populations Safe under PREA: Alternative Strategies to the Use of Segregation in Prisons and Jails,
April 2015, p. 6, available at
www.prearesourcecenter.org/sites/default/files/library/keepingvulnerablepopulationssafeunderpreaapril2015.pdf.
24 About 300 inmates at Pontiac (15%) had life sentences. Of these, at least 20 were JLWOPs, i.e. juveniles when
they committed crimes for which they were sentenced to life without parole. Administrators also reported that 136
Pontiac inmates had sentences between 20 and 40 years and 54 had more than 40 years.
25 92 inmates over the year prior to JHA’s March 2015 visit had been released from segregation at Pontiac to the
streets on parole (Mandatory Supervised Release, “MSR”), while 36 “maxed out,” or were released after spending
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The effects of what happens at Pontiac are not simply confined to the facility. The manner in
which prisoners are punished impacts the safety and well-being of not just prisoners and
correctional staff, but also the community and public at large. The public continues to have a
public safety interest in rehabilitation, as well as a moral one.26

Within IDOC, Pontiac consistently has the highest reported incidence of inmate-on-staff assaults
with 100 reported in FY14 and 146 in FY13 (out of an agency total of 578 and 541 respectively).
Administrators reported 65 inmate-on-staff assaults and 107 inmate-on-inmate assaults from
January 1, 2014 through March 13, 2015.27 In the year prior to JHA’s March 2015 visit,
administrators reported inmates at Pontiac received 2,971 major and 1,982 minor tickets. JHA
encourages greater agency data collection, specificity, and reporting for incidents to enable
analysis and determination of necessary safety improvements. It would be useful to know how
many new criminal cases and additional lengthy disciplinary segregation terms originate in
isolated housing, as well as what percentage of self-harm and suicide attempts occur there. Some
would take Pontiac’s numbers to reflect that isolating inmates removes the risk of violence from
other facilities, while others would say that isolation itself causes behavior issues. In JHA’s
experience, many mutable characteristics commonly observed in correctional isolation including
idleness, lack of autonomy, and feelings of hopelessness, also tend to engender facility
violence.28

Correctional best practice standards recommend that segregation inmates be assessed and given
treatment plans and greater opportunity to control outcomes.29 As discussed in prior JHA reports,
Pontiac does offer some segregation reduction programs for inmates who have been without any
disciplinary reports for 90 days and without any serious disciplinary violations for the prior year.
In total, 632 inmates had earned segregation reductions totaling more than 77 years through these
programs from January 2014 through March 2015. At Pontiac, administrators again reported that
they are struggling to find people who qualify for the Long-Term Segregation Incentive Program
and at the time of the March visit only one inmate was participating with an additional five
submitted for approval.30

the maximum amount of time at the facility that the state could legally detain them for (their sentence time plus half
of their MSR term) without any further parole supervision. Officials were not able to provide a number for how
many inmates annually transferred out of Pontiac to other facilities.
26 Also, as pointed out in prior JHA reports, and by many others, isolated housing is typically more expensive due to
single-celling and greater staff attention in most systems. Additional fiscal costs could also be considered in this
analysis.
27 Shortly after JHA’s March 2015 visit, an AD inmate at Pontiac managed to inflict puncture wounds on three
officers when he was underneath his bed resisting a cell extraction. Staff were aware it was likely the inmate had a
weapon at the time of the extraction. This individual, who had been isolated for years, had a history of staff assaults.
He was listed on IDOC’s inmate locator website as weighing 142 lbs.
28 See e.g., “Confronting Confinement: A Report of the Commission on Safety and Abuse in America’s Prisons,”
available at http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/Confronting_Confinement.pdf.
29 See e.g. American Bar Association (ABA) Standards for Criminal Justice (Third Edition), Treatment of Prisoners
(2010), Standard 23.2.9, Procedures for placement and retention in long-term segregated housing, and Standard 23-
3.8(c) Segregated housing.
30 At the time of the visit, criteria for this program included that the inmate be within two years of his segregation
release date (the Warden may grant exceptions), not have received any disciplinary reports in the prior 90 days, and
not have been found guilty in the past year of 100 Violent Assault of any Person, 203 Drug and Drug Paraphernalia,
104 Dangerous Contraband, 102 Assaulting Any Person, 105 Escape, 107 Sexual Misconduct (habitual) three more
guilty findings in the last year, 108 Sexual Assault, 205 Security Threat Group-Unauthorized Organizational
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JHA has advocated for such programs to be formalized, expanded, and to include a range of
rewards to acknowledge and incentivize demonstrated improved behavior. The ongoing lack of
eligible inmates in Pontiac’s segregation reduction program suggests that the program as
currently conceived is unsuitable for the population. JHA remains concerned that some inmates
cannot comprehend the connection between good behavior and the reward of segregation
reduction, first because of the length of time it takes to receive the reward, and secondly because
of the abstraction of taking time off of long segregation terms. Intermediate tangible rewards
could enable more inmates to succeed. Administrators acknowledged that inmates often seek
“immediate gratification.” Recognizing this psychological tendency, JHA believes that an
effective segregation reduction program should be structured to provide inmates with both
immediate and long term incentives for improved behavior. We also recommend that inmates be
automatically considered for participation in segregation reduction programs, as currently an
inmate must make this request. JHA and staff at Pontiac recognize that many inmates have low
literacy levels and may be at a disadvantage in advocating for themselves to improve their
situations. JHA appreciates that Pontiac counselors and other staff appear to be increasing efforts
to be present on units so that inmates may make in person requests.

Many other states, including Mississippi, Ohio, Maine, New York, Colorado, New Mexico,
Washington, Virginia, Michigan, New Mexico, Wisconsin, and California, have taken measures
to clarify and reform segregation policies, to restrict its use to more serious offenses, to increase
opportunities for step down and release, and increase productive activity in segregation units,
with positive results.31

Administrative Detention

Administrative Detention (AD) is a “nondisciplinary status” intended to remove the inmate from
the general population.32 These inmates are segregated not for being found guilty of a
disciplinary infraction but for either investigative or safety and security reasons. Living

Activity, or 601 Aiding or Abetting, Attempt, Solicitation, or Conspiracy for any of the previously listed offenses.
For several of these tickets the Warden has discretion to review and make an exception to permit participation on a
case by case basis.
31 This list includes states that have instituted segregation reforms that reach beyond those for juveniles or seriously
mentally ill populations. Numerous additional states have reformed segregation practices for those special
populations. See e.g. the Marshall Project’s summary of some states’ changes, “Shifting Away from Solitary,”
(December 23, 2014), available at https://www.themarshallproject.org/2014/12/23/shifting-away-from-solitary. On
September 1, 2015, California agreed to significantly reform  how isolation is used in its prisons as a result of a class
action lawsuit, including: no longer placing inmates in restricted status solely for gang status, circumscribing
indeterminate placements and lengthy stays, increasing out-of-cell time, shortening time required in the Step Down
Program, and increasing staff training, data collection, and oversight of the reforms’ implementation. See Ashker v.
Brown, Case No. 09-cv-5796 (N.D. Ca.), Document 424, filed 9/1/2015, “Notice of Joint Motion and Motion for: (1)
Conditional Certification of Settlement Class; (2) Preliminary Approval of Settlement Agreement; (3) Stay of the
Proceedings; (4) Notice to Class Members; and (5) Schedule Setting Fairness Hearing for Final Approval.” In
Illinois, in addition to the Rasho litigation regarding mental healthcare and discipline of seriously mentally ill
inmates within IDOC, on June 22, 2015, a lawsuit was filed by inmates represented by some of the same Rasho
counsel generally seeking to represent a class of “all prisoners who are subjected to harmful punitive isolation
sentences and who are or who will be confined in Illinois’ prisons.” Coleman v. Taylor, 15-cv-5596 (N.D. Ill.)
32 20 Ill. Admin. Code 504.660 Administrative Detention.
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conditions for AD must minimally meet disciplinary segregation standards, but AD is not meant
to be equivalent to disciplinary segregation.33 IDOC implemented new AD policy in May 2014.

At the time of JHA’s March 2015 visit, 29 of 125 AD inmates at Pontiac were in Phase 1, the
most restrictive phase of AD status, 36 inmates were in Phase 2, and 60 were in Phase 3, the least
restrictive phase.34 Inmates in Phase 1 are housed in cells with solid door cellfronts, wear
segregation jumpsuits, and are only permitted individual recreation in cages. AD inmates may be
double-celled with other inmates classified in the same phase after being reviewed using the
standardized segregation double-celling assessment. Some AD inmates do not want to be double-
celled or choose not to recreate with others when given the option in later phases. Administrators
stated the average length of stay for most inmates in Phase 1 is 90 days, while Phase 2 averages a
stay of six months to a year, and Phase 3 averages more than a year. Administrators reported in
March 2015 that fewer than 20 inmates had been moved out of AD at Pontiac to the general
population since May 1, 2014. In September 2015, administrators reported that three individuals
had completed AD Phase 3 since JHA’s March 2015 visit. 35

AD inmates are evaluated by a review committee 30 days after their initial placement.
Thereafter, the committee performs a review of the inmate’s placement in AD minimally every
90 days, and the inmate has an opportunity to appear at the review hearing every six months.
Pontiac’s review committee consisted of a Chair (Pontiac’s Assistant Warden of Operations) and
representatives of Pontiac Intelligence, regional IDOC Intelligence, clinical services, and mental
health. Staff from other areas are also part of AD review on occasion. To progress in the step-
down program to a less restrictive phase or to general population the committee must find the
AD inmate to be a “non-threat” to safety and security with no credible intelligence suggesting
otherwise. This is a high bar.

Administrators described the committee reviews as labor intensive. In making determinations the
committee reviews inmate files and considers disciplinary tickets, the initial AD placement
determination documents, information from any prior AD reviews, the inmate summary prepared

33 See 20 Ill. Admin. Code 504.620 Segregation Standards and 20 Ill. Admin. Code 504.670 Recreation for Persons
in Segregation Status.
34 In Phase 1 inmates, unless otherwise restricted, have five hours of recreation (minimum), two one-hour non-
contact visits per month (only one may be on a weekend or holiday), one 30-minute phone call per month, are
permitted property with no food items, have commissary twice a month with a $40 maximum for basic hygiene and
correspondence items, and have two showers per week (ten minutes minimum). In Phase 2 inmates, unless otherwise
restricted, have six hours of recreation (minimum), three two-hour non-contact visits per month (only one may be on
a weekend or holiday), two 30-minute phone calls per month, are permitted property with food items, have
commissary twice a month with a $40 maximum, and have three showers per week (ten minutes minimum). In
Phase 3 inmates, unless otherwise restricted, have six hours of recreation (minimum), five two-hour non-contact
visits per month with a “Meet & Greet,” meaning an opportunity to briefly have contact, as security measures allow
(three visits may be on a weekend or holiday), one 30-minute phone call per week, are permitted property with food
items, have commissary twice a month with a $60 maximum, and have three showers per week (ten minutes
minimum). During the September 2015 revisit, JHA noted Phase 3 AD inmates playing basketball in a group on
yard while other more restricted inmates were in yard caged areas. The May 2014 revision to IDOC policy has
resulted in inmates more commonly receiving the same property (e.g. audio-visual) privileges as prior to their AD
placement; however, this can also be modified by the Adjustment Committee (who determines disciplinary
sanctions) or the Warden.
35 JHA interviewed one inmate in AD Phase 3 during the March 2015 visit who was expecting to be moved out of
AD shortly and has since been moved to Menard.
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by Intelligence, mental health reports, the inmate’s statements and reports, any information
pertaining to an inmate’s accomplishments, e.g. education achievements, etc. Inmates are to
receive a notice of the review in writing at least five days prior to the hearing informing them of
the date of the hearing and giving “reasonable specificity” for the reason for placement.
Administrators explain that basically they are assessing the risk an inmate poses to system safety
with the information they have, and not making a determination of guilt. Administrators reported
that when an inmate comes to a hearing the committee tends to asks a lot of questions to gauge
the inmate’s “mindset,” and whether he is sincere in his answers. They are looking for a positive
change.

A serious concern of the committee is gang activity or involvement in a Security Threat Group
(STG). Administrators report about 61% of Pontiac’s population is identified as STG affiliated.
Where someone has a history of gang or STG involvement, administrators state that it is possible
for them to advance in the AD program, but the individual must show that he has moved past
that mindset. Denial or silence are generally construed as evidence that a person has not
progressed and accepted responsibility. Administrators stated if they believe that someone in AD
is “calling shots,” or directing gang activity, they will not let him out of AD because they need
him to remain in a controlled setting. Some of these individuals will complete their sentences in
a few years and max out of prison from AD. Nonetheless, administrators will not sign off on
someone leaving AD unless they are certain the inmate will do well in general population
because they feel they are responsible if the inmate gets out of AD and it leads to someone
getting hurt.

Administrators reported that general population inmates tell them they feel safer because certain
individuals are removed to AD and they reported that some of the individuals in AD also feel
safer being removed from general population and do not want to leave. Some inmates want to
remain in AD because they know they will be pressured to get involved with gangs upon leaving.
JHA notes that AD should not be used as a keep-separate-from (KSF) or PC alternative and that
there are other methods available for more closely monitoring inmates in general population,
including more targeted monitoring of communications.

If an AD inmate receives a ticket resulting in disciplinary segregation, he must first serve his
segregation term before he is reviewed for placement in AD Phase 1. JHA objects to the practice
of requiring inmates to serve terms of disciplinary and administrative segregation consecutively.
Reducing inmates’ privileges, delaying inmates’ progression to the next AD phase, or returning
inmates to an earlier, more restrictive AD phase would serve the same ends without unduly
prolonging the time inmates are isolated. We note that pursuant to a recent reform, prisoners in
California now will be allowed to serve disciplinary and administrative segregation terms
concurrently instead of consecutively. JHA recommends that this policy be adopted in IDOC.
Many AD inmates believed that they were ticketed and sent to segregation to pull them back into
AD and not let them progress.

AD inmates universally complained that they were provided with no specific explanation as to
why they were placed in AD, why they were denied a transfer from AD, or why there required to
remain in AD based on charges that were not sustained. Inmates stated the review hearings did
not illuminate the reason they remained in that status. JHA viewed some notices AD inmates



JHA 2015 Monitoring Report Pontiac Correctional Center
Page 14 of 26

received with explanations for placement that were extremely general. Administrators were
insistent that inmates “knew” why they were in AD. Nonetheless, JHA finds it easy to appreciate
the frustration and hopelessness that inmates feel when they are subjected to an AD process that
does not include clear, plausibly rebuttable or changeable explanations of why they remain in
AD status. Many inmates stated they have no idea why they continue to be confined in AD
despite good behavior. Administrators confirmed that while good behavior may result in some
increase of privileges, it will not in itself result in a transfer from AD.

Some inmates recounted being asked questions at their review hearings that suggested that
administrators believed the inmates had knowledge about gang activity or other inmates that they
were withholding. Some inmates report being stuck in a Catch-22 where if they deny gang
involvement, officials will insist they are lying, but if they lie and state they are gang-involved
they will be stuck in AD for not fully divulging things they do not know about. Inmates in
general are faced with a difficult task to challenge or disprove something in their hearing files.
Several inmates reported submitting affidavits of other inmates attesting that the AD inmate was
not involved in the incident believed to be the impetus for the inmate’s AD placement. Such
documents did not appear helpful, as many officials seem inclined to summarily dismiss such
inmate testimony on the basis that it is inherently self-interested or untrustworthy. Other inmates
stated that the reasons given for denying them phase advancement through AD included past
gang involvement or tickets that the inmate received before placement in AD, years or even
decades in the past, which are unchangeable.36 If this is true, it amounts to something like an
indefinite disciplinary term being imposed ex post facto to penalize inmates more severely for
past conduct. Further, inmates are not provided with any insight or guidance regarding what they
must demonstrate to the committee to show that they are of a sufficient low risk to merit AD
advancement. Administrators acknowledged that some inmates were considered such high risk
they would never transfer out.

JHA appreciates the need for enhanced control over some inmates and recognizes that inmates
do not have a right to be housed in particular locations. However, we do object to indefinite
placements without a meaningful recourse for regular review.37 It is one thing to be separated by
placement as an administrative decision, but another to be deprived of non-safety related
privileges without recourse. JHA asked inmates why it was worse to be housed in later AD
phases compared to maximum-security general population, given that they would be unlikely to
receive greater privileges, since availability of programming is so limited throughout IDOC. One
inmate explained that it would be better to be in maximum-security general population than AD
Phase 3 simply because then he could walk to commissary and have time outside with grass.
Other AD inmates felt they were disadvantaged because they were in a situation where they had
no chance to progress or vindicate themselves. JHA cannot overly stress that correctional

36 One inmate said he had not received a ticket in 11 years. Another stated that he was given three different reasons
for his AD placement, had not received a ticket since 2011, had been in Phase 3 for a year and a half, and was going
to parole relatively soon and wanted access to educational resources. Another inmate had a history of making threats
but did not have any STG affiliation, and it was unclear why he would not just be ticketed for this behavior or have
this considered as a mental health issue instead of being held in AD.
37 For a recent comprehensive review of use of restrictive housing in prison systems throughout the United States
see “Time-in-Cell: The Liman-ASCA 2014 National Survey of Administrative Segregation in Prison,” (September
2015), available at http://www.law.yale.edu/news/19864.htm.
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programs without clear application, or with indefinite duration, produce considerable needless
anxiety.

Inmates in AD are housed in the North cellhouse, which also is used to house more aggressive
inmates with long-term disciplinary segregation terms. While JHA can neither confirm nor deny
individual inmate reports based on our observations during recent visits, in this area, JHA
received numerous complaints regarding chemical agents spreading throughout the cellhouse.38

A few AD inmates commented about the difficulty of various restrictions, such as being hungry
when having commissary restrictions during Phase 1. Anxiety and isolation relating to lack of
contact with friends and families due to barriers to phone calls, visitation approvals, and mail,
was a common AD report. AD inmates’ communications are closely monitored. JHA received
numerous complaints regarding the slowness of mail with several inmates reporting about a
month delay for mail coming or going. Some inmates expressed particular concern about mail
relating to legal issues being delayed. Pontiac inmates, along with inmates in other IDOC
facilities, report that service through the phone provider, Securus, frequently cuts out and is
temporarily blocked if there is background noise. Inmates with restricted phone time, like those
in AD, suffer greater detriment when phone service is not reliable. An AD Phase 3 inmate was
distressed that it had taken a week to get a call approved after his father died and he felt that staff
had been insensitive to his situation. Inmates often tell JHA that deaths of family or friends, or
anniversaries of those dates, act as strong triggers for them and often correspond to periods of
acting out or mental decompensation.

During the March 2015 visit, administrators stated that they would like to offer some sort of
educational opportunities or group religious services in AD, but money, infrastructure, and staff
were lacking.39 JHA believes that this is advisable and more suitable for AD inmates who are
held in a “non-disciplinary” status. This sort of programming could likely be better
accommodated at a high-medium IDOC facility where there could be secure monitoring of
inmates in a setting where they would also have access to programs not generally accessible in
maximum-security or long-term segregation facility.

During the September 2015 revisit, administrators informed JHA that volunteers from Willow
Creek church have been visiting the AD unit and holding five bible study sessions with up to five
AD inmates in each group weekly. Additionally, JHA was told that a different counselor has
been assigned to the AD population who was certified to provide programming. Plans had been
developed to begin offering Drug Treatment40 and Lifestyle Redirection programming in AD, as
soon as October. Administrators report that for each class, 20 AD inmates will receive materials
and work in their cells with feedback from the instructor, and participants in these programs will
receive certificates upon completion. Counseling staff also intend to begin offering Anger
Management soon to more individuals in the North cellhouse, including those with lower literacy
levels than are required for formal programming. Administrators stated that they still intend to

38 See also Inmate Concerns section of this report.
39 Documents provided to JHA stated that “Offenders in administrative detention may request basic educational
materials in the form of worksheets and workbooks from the library or Educational Facility Administrator.” During
JHA’s September 2015 visit, administrators reiterated that materials could be requested.
40 This program will utilize some Hazelden materials, see http://www.hazelden.org/OA_HTML/item/140109?A-
New-Direction-A-Cognitive-Behavioral-Treatment-Curriculum-Revised&src_url=itemquest#prodDetails.
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hire an educator who will have AD programming as their primary role; however, first an existing
educator vacancy must be filled. JHA has noted IDOC’s difficulties attracting educators and
other professionals to fill vacancies in a timely manner, in part due to Illinois’ complex, lengthy
state hiring procedures. JHA commends Pontiac for positive programming developments. We
will continue to monitor programming implementation and other AD issues.

Mental Health

In total more than 580 inmates at Pontiac in March 2015 were on the mental health caseload and
more than 400 were on psychotropic medications, with about 30 involuntarily medicated.41 At
that time, Pontiac’s Mental Health Unit (MHU) housed about 65 inmates and had a reported
capacity of 94. Mental health staffing had improved significantly from the time of JHA’s 2013
Pontiac visit and report, and was expected to increase from 11 staff at the time of the March
2015 JHA visit, to more than 13 shortly after the visit date. However, as of September 2015,
administrators reported no notable net change in mental health staffing, remarking that they had
lost a psychologist in June and there had not yet been any applicants for the posted position.

Administrators noted that the additional mental health treatment was expected to lower the
number of inmates in mental health housing and designated as Seriously Mentally Ill (SMI)
because provision of more treatment would help stabilize them. Pontiac administrators reported
that at the time of the March 2015 visit about 200 inmates were designated as SMI and that this
had increased from about 65 so designated prior to the reevaluation prompted by the Rasho
litigation.42 They reported that the number of SMI inmates spiked to about 300 initially after the
reevaluations, which they attributed to new staff over-designating inmates as SMI when they
were unaccustomed to the population and environment. Administrators stated that there was a
learning curve for new staff and they also had to deal with attention seeking behavior from
inmates responding to the presence of new staff, including an increase of inmates on crisis
watch. Pontiac has been offering crisis training onsite to increase the overall number of staff with
this training, which was 146 security and mental health staff members as of September 2015.

A mental health staff member opined that Pontiac was reasonably well staffed for mental health
coverage, but they were still planning to increase staffing to have coverage seven days a week
with increased evening hours.43 Administrators noted that they had instituted regular mental
health contact when transfer buses arrive at Pontiac. Two mental health staff members were
assigned to each housing unit. The number of times mental health staff see inmates on their
caseload depends on the inmates’ housing classification and treatment needs. At minimum,
mental health staff make  rounds once a month for inmates on their caseload in non-MHU

41 Pontiac housed 17 individuals found to be “Guilty but Mentally Ill.” See 730 ILCS 5/5-2-6.
42 At the time of the September 2015 JHA revisit, eight individuals in AD and 58 in segregation status were
designated SMI.
43 At the time of the March visit, administrators reported that mental health staff onsite coverage had been extended
by adding staff on the noon til 8 p.m. shift five days a week and the facility planned to hire so that there would be
another staff person on that shift on the uncovered days.



JHA 2015 Monitoring Report Pontiac Correctional Center
Page 17 of 26

housing, weekly in the MHU, and daily for inmates in crisis cells.44 An administrator stated that
there was not currently a set number of out-of-cell time or therapy time per inmate in the MHU.45

During both visits JHA viewed the planned Residential Treatment Unit (RTU) treatment space,
which formerly was used as a dining area adjacent to the South cellhouse. The plans for the RTU
include modifications in the South cellhouse, increasing the number of crisis cells, further
increasing mental health staffing, and increasing training for both mental health staff and
security. The RTU capacity will be 144 inmates single-celled. Assessment for placement in the
RTU will consider the inmate’s disease and level of functioning. The RTU is intended to permit
more out-of-cell treatment and is intended to facilitate return to general population. An
administrator stated the RTU is not like hospice, where you are not coming out. This setting will
be aimed to help people get better and be able to function in general population. The facility
plans to eventually increase mental health staff coverage to 10 hours a day to support RTU
services of 10 hours of structured and 10 hours of unstructured programming a week per inmate.
This RTU treatment space is designed to streamline movement. JHA observed the RTU floor
plan taped on the floor, outlining areas including group rooms, individual therapy rooms, and
holding cells. In March, administrators stated that they were told that construction may begin in
June 2016 and be completed by the end of 2016. Some were openly skeptical that the work
would be completed in that time. During JHA’s September 2015 revisit, RTU construction plans
had been suspended due in part to lack of a state budget.

JHA was concerned by the small size of many of the taped off RTU areas. Inmates who have
spent years in small spaces could benefit from exposure to larger spaces so that they can learn to
be comfortable in varied environments. Many inmates find being in cramped spaces with others
to be distressing and counter-therapeutic. One MHU inmate during the March visit reported that
he would like to be in the group therapy but cannot be because being in such close quarters with
people made him feel too anxious and panicked. Although it was difficult to imagine what the
RTU treatment area would look like when completed, positively, it did seem like the area would
permit more programming and facilitate more inmate movement.

Since JHA’s 2013 report, new mental health groups have been added at Pontiac, including
groups on topics ranging from Art and Creative Writing to Self Care for inmates who are lower-
functioning. There were more than 15 groups, some of which are offered to as many as 15
inmates at once, depending on the activity. One MHU inmate reported he participated in six
groups. The MHU also has a mentorship program where inmates who have done well can teach
their mentee what they have learned about coping and self care in the environment. Groups were
being offered not only for inmates in the MHU but also to some inmates in segregation in the
West cellhouse and there were reportedly plans to extend groups to inmates in the East cellhouse.

44 Crisis cells were located in North (12), MHU (8), East (1), and the HCU (6).
45 Like all Illinois maximum-security inmates, those in MHU currently receive just five hours of recreation a week
absent unusual circumstances such as lockdown, extreme temperature, etc. However, an administrator noted that
staff cannot make the men leave their cells for those five hours of recreation if they do not elect to, implying that
some do not take advantage of the limited out-of-cell time currently offered. Staff observed that some inmates need
to be given instruction on basic self-care and hygiene and to feel comfortable coming out of their cells or using
showers.
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Some of the groups are specifically targeted to address coping with long segregation terms and
pre-release and segregation-release concerns.

In March, JHA visited a group therapy session lead by a mental health staff member where 13
inmates were shackled to wooden benches along the walls in a small room. Inmates expressed
considerable enthusiasm for the group, with about half the men speaking up to JHA about their
experiences. One stated that this was “the best program.” Some inmates stated that they really
liked having a larger group and being able to help one another since many do not have family.
Another stated that the program should be available throughout the nation because mental health
is a big problem in the United States. Another inmate stated that in the cellhouse they are like
“brothers” and they learn from each other. This was a common theme and comment from the
inmates reflecting MHU inmates supporting one another. A member of the group expressed
dismay that they had not been able to do anything to prevent a recent suicide attempt on the unit,
but appeared to appreciate that they had not had warning signs. JHA also saw the “soothing
room,” which is decorated with a mural of a tree and is used to calm inmates down if they have
issues in group. Inmates may be suspended from a group for 30 days for major disciplinary
tickets. Other treatment areas are available where safety requires there to be a barrier between
staff and an inmate.

JHA was pleased to hear that some one-on-one out-of-cell work had been incorporated into
treatment plans for some individuals with significant histories of poor behavior to improve their
coping skills and address problems with acting out. We were impressed by staffs’ apparent
dedication to helping inmates work on positive identity and future orientation to enable inmates
to better navigate within the correctional system. One mental health staff member shared that
many men at Pontiac struggle with cognitive distortions and self-defeating outlooks, but focusing
them on goals can be helpful. One tactic employed was to have inmates describe three core
values or character traits of the person they wish to become, and then staff holds them
accountable to those traits through their behavior. This type of intervention can help inmates to
focus on identifying what is good and redeemable in them that they can work on. Staffs’ work
with inmates reinforces the importance of respect, boundaries, and learning to make conscious
choices about their behavior. Another important area for many inmates is learning how to
express emotions without acting out. Many of the men struggle with expressing emotion out of
fear that it will be interpreted as weakness. Staff reported some success stories including an
inmate with an extensive history of self-mutilating behavior and assaults who had gotten only
one ticket in two years and another inmate with four prior staff assaults who had gone 14 months
without a ticket. JHA notes these successes and commends this important work. We also advise
that data comparing treatment provision and inmate disciplinary issues be formally tracked.

In relation to the Rasho litigation, administrators noted that that all SMI inmates’ segregation
time has been reviewed and that a significant amount of time has been reduced. In the course of
this review of past discipline for SMI inmates, administrators reported that at Pontiac 44 SMI
inmates received segregation reductions of a total of 74 years and six months. This required
going back over decades of disciplinary history in some cases, to review whether mental health
issues were involved and if so, whether segregation time should be reduced or eliminated.
Simultaneously, mental health staff is now being called on to make similar judgments as they are
consulted in disciplinary hearings where mental illness may be a factor. Mental health staff
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stated that if there was any degree of planning regarding the act of misconduct, the ticket would
stand as the inmate would be considered to be responsible for his action. For example, if
someone classified as an SMI inmate is psychotic and does something wrong, he might receive a
ticket but not segregation time, because he is less culpable. However, if the same inmate engages
in more sophisticated or premeditated misconduct like sending a message in code, he would be
punished like any other inmate. If an inmate hurts himself or commits misconduct that does not
involve planning, he will likely not be found guilty and accountable. Acts against staff or other
inmates that appear to be a result of an impulse control issue stemming from mental illness may
be a case where the review will determine that the inmate should not be punished or given a
reduced punishment. A staff member gave as examples of non-culpable behavior situations
where an inmate drops or throws something because his medication caused physical shaking, or
where an inmate reacts poorly to being given a shot. The examples given by staff, involved
actions by inmates that seem more obviously involuntary. A much more challenging situation is
where an inmate’s medication is changed causing him to destabilize and act out inappropriately.
Likewise, isolated individuals often destructively act out as a common decompensation behavior
reflecting a need for stimulation or human contact. These behaviors are arguably directly related
to a person’s mental illness, warranting mitigation of their punishment, even though the
behaviors may appear planned or intentional.

It is only now that an inmate’s mental illness and the exacerbation of mental illness through
isolation are being considered as mitigating factors in determining whether and to what degree an
inmate warrants a punishment. Many inmates who suffer from serious mental illness, including
those who developed mental illness as a result of long term isolation, acquired long disciplinary
records and severe sanctions over the years, including lengthy segregation terms and loss of good
time credit, without any consideration of these mitigating factors. While some might feel certain
inmates may not deserve a clean slate, if there is recognition in contemporary understanding of
the harms some environments produce for individuals who suffer from mental illness, this same
recognition should be factored into judgment exercised by inmates in the past. Whether records
contain enough support for findings regarding mental health status is doubtful given the
historical lesser appreciation for mental health issues and staffing to document such issues. JHA
believes that barring some affirmative evidence showing that an inmate suffering from a mental
illness acted willfully, with premeditation in committing past misconduct, decisions should be
made to eliminate tickets or reduce punishments. Inmates with questionable mental health
histories and disciplinary records could simply be given a probationary period to earn their way
out of long-term segregation. JHA appreciates the extent of the completed historical review and
efforts involved, but we question the method, uniformity of review, and lack of independent
oversight. We also note that it has been historically common for inmates to incur debts for harm
to others or property destruction and we do not believe such related penalties were concurrently
reconsidered.

Pontiac MHU did not appear to be appropriate housing for some individuals due to the inmate’s
low level of intellectual functioning or severity of mental illness, where the individual would be
better served be in a psychiatric hospital setting. In addition, some MHU inmates did not have a
history of committing the types of serious offenses that would typically warrant placement in a
maximum-security prison. JHA appreciated that some staff seemed familiar with the special
circumstances of inmates in the MHU. Posted on the door of one inmate’s cell were detailed
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instructions for staff on how to move the inmate because he was known to react poorly, lashing
out in certain situations. In March, JHA observed that some MHU inmates’ cells were dirty and
some inmates complained about cell conditions, like toilets not being promptly repaired. Some
inmates that we interviewed while they were celled in the MHU appeared visibly agitated. At
least one inmate did not appear to be able to communicate. Several MHU inmates, like others at
Pontiac, felt they would never get out of isolated housing. One individual stated that his
medications did not work, that he still is hearing voices, and that he was tired of talking to
Pontiac staff about it because he felt they did not believe him. Other inmates also similarly
expressed concerns that they felt staff did not credit what they were trying to convey. For
example, an inmate stated that Intelligence staff would not come speak to him about an incident
he wanted to report. It was clear that the MHU was a difficult area for correctional staff to
manage based on inmates at times being lucid, but at other times delusional. Several MHU
inmates expressed a desire to be hospitalized or housed at Dixon where they had more
programming and freer movement. One inmate explained that he felt he paradoxically needed
more mental health treatment than the MHU offered in order to conform his behavior so that he
would be allowed to be in a setting with more treatment available.

Staff stated that some individuals housed in Pontiac’s MHU are likely to be civilly committed at
the end of their IDOC sentence, in one case due to the inmate continually making threats to
public officials. Others inmates are highly likely to be civilly committed as Sexually Violent
Persons.46 Some MHU inmates reported they wanted anger management classes and sex offender
treatment. Nearly 20% of Pontiac’s population, 397 inmates, are sex offenders, and there is no
special programming for them. A mental health staff member stated that many people with
mental illness are afraid to leave institutional settings and cannot manage in the free world.
While that may be true for some, formulating generalizations based on a historical precedent of
abysmal treatment and supports available seems unduly pessimistic. JHA was pleased to see
progress with Pontiac offering more treatment positively orienting patients toward increased
functioning and goals.

Inmate Concerns

JHA details inmate concerns herein, as these were issues repeatedly brought to our attention –
however, we can typically neither confirm nor deny unobserved facts underlying individual
positive or negative reports.47 We again note that individual perceptions inform facility culture,
that culture often dictates safety, and where people feel their concerns are unheard, conflicts are
more likely.48

JHA was extremely pleased to note that some inmates reported that they had nothing negative to
report or were doing alright or better than they had been doing at other facilities or previously at
Pontiac. Administrators stressed that Pontiac houses the most violent inmates in IDOC and the
success of the facility is a testament to staff professionalism. JHA was pleased to hear inmates
voice concerns to the administrators and staff who accompanied us during our visits, showing

46 See 725 ILCS 207, Sexually Violent Person Commitment Act.
47 See www.thejha.org/method.
48 See e.g., “Confronting Confinement: A Report of the Commission on Safety and Abuse in America’s Prisons,”
available at http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/Confronting_Confinement.pdf.
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that, although the inmates were dissatisfied with certain issues, the inmates knew the staff, did
not feel too intimidated to raise issues, and they had some expectation that problems would be
corrected. Sometimes, especially where there is frequent leadership turnover at facilities, inmates
do not recognize or know the names of administrative leaders. Also positively, some inmates
complimented the food in comparison to other facilities.

Grievance Process

As discussed throughout the instant report and in prior JHA reports on Pontiac and other IDOC
facilities, inmates throughout IDOC feel that the grievance process is ineffective to resolve their
concerns. JHA heard from various inmates that while they are expected to follow rules, staff and
IDOC are not. As examples, inmates noted that disciplinary and grievance procedures or
timelines were not complied with, and that hearings were pointless because they are biased and
unfair. In one instance, JHA was told by administrators that a grievance filed five months
previously was still pending. While this perhaps was preferable to a hasty denial of a grievance
without reasonable consideration, five months is a long time to await a reply. JHA again
recommends that IDOC improve the grievance system, including implementing a system
permitting inmates to retain a record of their grievance and supporting documents. Some inmates
reported concerns about retaliation for complaints, grievances, and lawsuits. While we recognize
this concern, JHA can only note that if situations are not reported and documented, they will
generally not be addressed and cannot be reviewed.

Property Issues

JHA again received complaints about property destruction during shakedowns. Inmates felt that
some tickets were given unfairly for possessing items that they previously were allowed and
purchased through the commissary. JHA hears this as a common issue at various facilities, often
because items permitted at one facility are not allowed at another. If a staff member misses an
item when an inmate is transferred, or there is a later rule change, often an inmate arguably has
no notice that the item is disallowed and now considered contraband. Pontiac inmates also
reported instances where they report something as an issue when moved into a new cell, such as
a hole in a mattress, and staff tell them not to worry about it and then another staff member will
later penalize them. JHA continues to advise inmates to retain documentation where possible and
advises IDOC to attempt to conform permitted property across facilities and give notice to
inmates when items are no longer permitted, ideally compensating them for items purchased
from commissary that are later disallowed. Sometimes officials state that memos were issued or
allowed property lists revised but based on particular instances reviewed, JHA doubts that
inmates reliably see such documents or that the documents are always sufficiently clear.

Physical Plant & Cleanliness

JHA received several complaints relating to physical plant issues, including plumbing and
problems of sewer odors from burst pipes behind walls. Ventilation issues continue to be a major
inmate concern. Such issues result in problems of extreme high and low temperatures. Some
cells lack outlets meaning that inmates in those cells cannot have a fan. Where inmates are
confined in their cells for such extended periods, it is even more important that they be provided
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clean, safe conditions. JHA received some inmate reports regarding cleanliness, mostly relating
to shower, cell, and yard areas.49 JHA encourages inmates to document and report any such
issues promptly. Administrators reiterated that they uphold a consistent expectation for a high
level of cleanliness at Pontiac.

Chemical Agents

Pontiac reported 97 uses of chemical agents from January 1, 2014 through March 13, 2015.
Again, JHA encourages greater data collection and detailed reporting relating to the use of
chemical agents to enable analysis and for targeted training in alternative deescalation tactics as
necessary. Administrators stated that the vast majority of uses of chemical agents at Pontiac
occur in the North cellhouse, which houses the most challenging inmates. Administrators were
not able to easily provide more detailed data, which might be useful in detailing types of
incidents, times of day (e.g. whether the majority of events occur during particular staff shifts, or
times when mental health staff is not onsite or available), whether multiple instances were
occurring with a particular inmate, or identifying inmate populations typically involved. Inmates
expressed concerns that chemical agents or mace are used as a first alternative rather than a last
resort by staff. Numerous inmates independently recounted that chemical agents are used
frequently, that nearby inmates have no way to protect themselves from exposure, that areas are
not cleaned sometimes prior to other inmates being moved into affected cells, and that
individuals directly involved in an incident are not permitted to shower in a timely manner.
Inmates further reported that requests to have exhaust fans used to remove mace from the area
are reportedly refused by staff on the ground that they are to be used only in the event of a fire,
that inmates who have asthma are particularly affected, and that related medical requests are at
times refused. Many complaints JHA received relate to the experience of inmates who are
housed in areas affected by an incident but are not directly involved and we believe that more
can be done to “limit the noxious side effects” for bystanders.50

IDOC policy states that planned cell extractions with use of chemical agents are to be videotaped
and inmates involved are to receive multiple warnings. However, other uses may occur in
exigent circumstances. Administrators went over the procedure for planned use of chemical
agents during cell extractions with JHA during the September 2015 revisit and stated that after
incidents occur, medical technicians are required to make rounds in larger areas that may have
been affected and inmates may request or refuse medical attention. Administrators stated that if a
seriously mentally ill inmate is involved, mental health staff will be consulted and they noted that
frequently mental health staff are helpful in having inmates comply with necessary security

49 We received several complaints about lack of cleanliness and mold in showers. In March, an inmate observed that
now that MSU inmates clean showers on the unit they are not as clean. Some remarked that food trays are dirty. We
received some pest complaints. Inmates again reported that segregation cages have bodily waste in them such as
feces, urine, or spit. In JHA’s 2013 report, we recommended that inmates be given some positive outlet on yard and
that the cleaning of this area be reviewed. When inmates have such limited opportunity for out-of-cell recreation it is
especially important that this area be clean and safe. Other inmates commented that the yard was a “mud pit” in the
Spring. JHA also received multiple reports that cells were not appropriately sanitized between inmate transfers.
While JHA observed common areas to be generally clean, it can be difficult to view areas that are occupied by
inmates.
50Some of the requirements discussed are set out in the Illinois Administrative Code, also referred to as Department
Rule (DR) 501.710. See 20 Il. Admin. Code 501.70, Use of Chemical Agents in Cells (Consent Decree).
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orders. However, mental health coverage is not 24/7 and we would expect that there are some
times when mental health staff is needed for such assistance and are unavailable. Secondly, some
of the procedures discussed with administrators do not appear to be documented in written policy
and we recommend that they be formalized to ensure appropriate practice and training. Other
states, like California, have developed more specific policy around the issue of use of chemical
agents, training, and use with the seriously mentally ill. In Illinois, IDJJ policy prohibits use of
chemical agents with mentally ill or disabled youth and some cumulative data regarding all mace
use is now regularly made publically available. In addition to policy review, JHA also
recommends greater vigilance regarding expected chemical agent practices at Pontiac and
encourage inmates to report any issues promptly to help ensure that existing policy is
consistently adhered to and appropriately comprehensive.

Healthcare

Inmates complained of lack of movement making medical physical conditions worse and the
lack of physical therapy availability. Several reported that medical permits that were previously
available were no longer given, or that medical accommodations given at other facilities were
being denied at Pontiac. Some inmates who had physical difficulties requiring special
accommodations stated they were unaware of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). One
older PC inmate stated he could not attend congregate church services because they were held up
stairs. The PC dining area is also located up stairs. ADA information is provided in the current
orientation manual.

JHA spoke with several inmates who reported instances where they or others on the unit were
not getting appropriate healthcare or responses to requests.51 JHA continued to hear some reports
regarding delays in outside care and follow ups, as well as complaints of how inmates are treated
by some healthcare staff. In addition to individual claims, there is an ongoing class action lawsuit
regarding healthcare provision in IDOC, referred to as Lippert.52

As at other IDOC facilities, there were backlogs for dental and eyecare. Administrators reported
a 16-week wait time for dentures and JHA interviewed an inmate who had waited about three
months but received his dentures shortly thereafter. Healthcare vacancies at the time of JHA’s
March 2015 visit included one registered nurse, a nursing supervisor, a medical records director,
a psychologist, an activity therapist, and a psychiatric nurse. During the September 2015 revisit,
JHA did not receive a full report of vacancies but administrators noted that the facility was
without a Healthcare Unit Administrator (HCUA) and a psychologist and there had not yet been
any applicants for these posted positions.

51 JHA received one report that security staff distributed medications on a unit, which should be done by
Correctional Medical Technicians (CMTs) or healthcare staff, and that they were not changing gloves between
coming into contact with inmates and medication cups.
52 Lippert v. Godinez, 10-CV-4603 (N.D. Ill.). Pontiac was one of the eight facilities audited by the agreed experts
for this litigation.
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Safety Concerns

We received multiple concerning reports involving inmates being disciplined for trying to get
staff attention, in some cases for medical attention. It may be difficult for staff to make a call
regarding whether someone is pounding on a door to be disruptive or pounding on a door
because of legitimate medical distress. Of concern to JHA were some reports that requests for
mental health crisis teams were not honored, in one case because an inmate had “cried wolf” too
often. We again received some complaints regarding incompatible cellmates and staff not being
willing to reassign inmates without punishment.53 Although JHA commonly hears that IDOC
inmates are told they must refuse housing and go to segregation to be reassigned, we believe
inmates should not be required to be disciplined in cases where they feel unsafe.54 While we
cannot determine the validity of particular inmate concerns, we encourage inmates to document
and report such instances.

Lack of Productive Activity

For the most part, inmates in Pontiac’s maximum-security facility lack productive activity and
request more. Inmates in PC have more activity than other inmates, with 245 out of 522 inmates
having work or school assignments.55 During the September 2015 revisit, JHA saw a garden
within the maximum-security facility that was tended to by PC inmates. The July 2015 IDOC
Quarterly Report showed one person participating in a college two-year-degree educational
program and 12 in Career Technologies, with a non-duplicative total of 11 inmates served at
Pontiac’s maximum-security facility.56 PC inmates have access to a GED program on TV and
administrators stated that the school district will provide those TVs.57 A mental health staff
member also stated that GED books are available to MHU inmates. Given that GED classes and
testing are now computerized this program is not in itself sufficient for an inmate to earn a GED
while at Pontiac and is just an educational aid. PC inmates also can partake in limited volunteer
offerings relating to substance abuse education and fathering. During the March 2015 visit,
administrators noted that they were trying to increase the number of volunteers who work with

53 The December 2014 homicide at Pontiac, which IDOC reports was the first in 24 years at the facility, occurred in
a double-cell in the East cellhouse where both inmates were reportedly serving relatively brief segregation terms.
The victim’s cellmate has since been charged.
54 See Gevas v. McLaughlin, No. 13-1057 (7th Cir., Aug. 20, 2015), P. 16, “[A] prisoner is not obligated to commit a
disciplinary infraction in pursuit of his own safety. […] once the defendants were made aware [that the cellmate]
was threatening [plaintiff inmate], it was their obligation as prison officials to address it if they found it to be a real
one. The defendants may not attempt to transfer that obligation to [plaintiff inmate] by insisting that he go so far as
to engage in insubordination in order to take himself out of danger.”
55 In 1981, 1,110 inmates at Pontiac had work or school assignments, 210 were in segregation, 230 were in
protective custody (then precluding them from assignments), and 303 others were unassigned. See Smith v. Fairman,
528 F. Supp. 186, 188 (C.D. Ill. 1981).
56 As noted above, 375 of 495 MSU inmates had assignments. In the July 2015 quarterly report, 107 inmates at the
medium-security facility were served with 116 educational assignments, with 38 in Mandatory Adult Basic
Education, nine in Adult Basic Education, 16 in English as a Second Language, and 53 in GED classes.
Administrators noted that online GED programming for MSU students had just begun in the past month or two.
IDOC had considerable difficulty getting necessary wiring set up throughout facilities. JHA noted that the MSU
educational building and library appeared to be positive and productive environments.
57 Some inmates believed that audio visual privileges were not given fairly. One inmate suggested that IDOC adopt a
general rule to govern privileges, such as those without a ticket for six months can have contract item privileges
restored.
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segregation inmates and stated that representatives of Willow Creek Church would start visiting
in a pilot in April 2015, and this group had begun weekly visits with AD and segregation inmates
by September. JHA repeats our 2013 recommendation that Pontiac increase programming
activities, as expanded opportunities can be accommodated despite physical space challenges and
security concerns.

###
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This report was written by Gwyneth Troyer, Director of JHA’s Prison Monitoring Project.
Gwyn can be reached at (312) 291-9241 or gtroyer@thejha.org.

Media inquiries should be directed to JHA’s Executive Director, Jennifer Vollen Katz, at (312)
291-9555 or jvollen@thejha.org.

Contributors to this report also include: JHA staff members, Maya Szilak and Phillip
Whittington, and citizen volunteers.

Inmates may send privileged mail to JHA, P.O. Box 10042, Chicago, IL 60610-0042.

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 IDOC is made possible through a generous grant
by the Michael Reese Health Trust.


