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Summary: It need not be this harsh.  
 
On Nov. 9 a group of John Howard Association board members, staff and 
volunteers conducted a monitoring tour of Tamms Correctional Center, the 
state’s highest security prison often referred to as Tamms Supermax. Tamms 
is a male prison located approximately 360 miles south and west of Chicago. 
 
Nearly all states operate a supermax prison reserved for gang leaders or 
inmates who are extraordinarily disruptive and dangerous. Typically they 
include inmates who have attempted to kill staff or other inmates, have 
organized gangs to challenge prison management, or who have proven to be 
exceptionally destructive. 
 
Prison management says that removing such individuals from ordinary 
prisons makes life there more tolerable and safe for inmates and staff. 
 
Although conditions vary widely at the nation’s supermax prisons, they are 
often characterized by years of solitary confinement, sensory deprivation, 
extremely aggressive security measures and long-term physical and social 
isolation of inmates. This is the case at Tamms. 
 
Supermax inmates frequently suffer from mental illness. At Tamms, this 
often manifests itself in inmates cutting themselves, a practice staff tries but 
is unable to prevent. 
 



While Tamms has implemented some policies intended to lessen the 
harshness of life within its walls, it also has some practices certain to 
increase inmate discomfort. 
 
Although the practice is not routine, inmates dressed in nothing but paper 
gowns can be held in utterly empty cells for days at a time. Others are 
denied normal meals and instead fed a diet exclusively of “meal loaf,” a 
concoction of soy, vegetables, meat and bread that resembling bland 
stuffing. These are authorized techniques for controlling inmate behavior.  
 
The prison is intentionally devoid of color or other visual stimulation. 
Inmates are usually unable to talk with one another. At best, they spend 23 
hours a day alone within their cells. At worst, they can be confined to their 
cells 24 hours a day for three months as a disciplinary measure. 
 
Like its counterparts around the nation, Tamms is frequently criticized for 
maltreatment of inmates. There are 23 pending federal lawsuits against 
Tamms, according to prison management. Earlier this year a federal judge 
ruled that inmates sent to Tamms could challenge their transfer to the prison. 
The judge concluded that conditions at the prison endanger the psychiatric 
well being of long-term inmates. 
 
This report examines current conditions at Tamms. 

 
 

The Plan 
 
In September 2009, former Illinois Department of Corrections Director 
Michael Randle issued a plan to improve inmate conditions at Tamms. 
 
Some of his proposals have been implemented, some have not, and some 
were already in place at the time of his announcement. 
 
For example, Randle called for every inmate at Tamms to have a hearing at 
which he could plead his case against confinement at Tamms. Every inmate 
is now informed of their estimated length of stay at Tamms, prison 
management says, and are told of how privileges can be earned to provide 
for eventual transfer out of Tamms.  
 



Tamms is offering GED classes and testing for inmates, with 29 enrolled and 
no waiting list. Inmates who complete their GED will be given the 
opportunity to pursue limited post-secondary education.  
 
Prison management has examined 133 long-term Tamms inmates for 
possible transfer to less restrictive maximum security prisons and 
determined that 48 were eligible. They have been moved out of Tamms. 
 
Most importantly, Tamms’ population is shrinking. At the start of 2010 
Tamms held 265 inmates. At the time of the monitoring tour, that number 
had fallen to 207. Clearly the Illinois Department of Corrections is not 
interested in filling Tamms, as the prison has a capacity of 500 inmates. 
 
 
 
But inmates are still unable to make or receive phone calls, although this 
was promised them more than a year ago. The phones have been installed, 
but prison management said the legislature must authorize their use by 
inmates and has yet to do so. 
 
Tamms is among the first Illinois prisons to implement video visitation. 
Inmates can see and talk with visitors via computer and the Internet. So far 
Tamms has one computer for video visitation, and visitors must go to the 
West Side Adult Transition Center in Chicago to use a computer there. 
 
The Illinois Department of Corrections is working to expand video visitation 
statewide, however, and Tamms prison management is hoping to install 
eight computers for use by its inmates. 
 
Tamms is a six to seven hour drive from Chicago, making physical visits 
impractical or impossible for many people. Video visitation would greatly 
help mitigate the isolation of inmates from their loved ones.    
 
Observations: Randle’s plan is largely in place and this has had some 
beneficial effect on Tamms. The drop in Tamms’ population is encouraging. 
Video visitation is an excellent idea. But as will be discussed in the following 
sections, Tamms remains a dehumanizing environment that can inflict 
maximum psychological damage on inmates. 
 



Recommendation: Accelerate the transfer of inmates from Tamms to less 
restrictive prisons. Expand video visitation as quickly as possible. Press the 
legislature to act on authorizing phone calls by inmates. No one should be 
transferred to Tamms without departmental consultation with the warden 
and approval by the director of the Illinois Department of Corrections.  

 
 

Sensory Deprivation 
 

Tamms inmates live almost entirely alone in a universe of gray. 
 
Cells are designed so that inmates are limited in their ability to speak with or 
see anyone not standing immediately in front of the cell door. The cells are 
austere, made of colorless concrete and metal painted battleship gray. The 
inmate’s only view is of a sliver of sky visible through a small window 
mounted high in the cell, and the concrete wall opposite the cell door. 
 
Lighting is almost entirely fluorescent. Corridors, the infirmary and all other 
areas inmates encounter are colorless. 
 
Meals are consumed in the cell. Inmates rarely have the opportunity to speak 
with each other. 
 
Depending on their behavior, inmates receive one to five hours a week of 
time outdoors, also known as yard time. At Tamms, yard is a featureless, 
partly roofed concrete box approximately 12 feet by 30, with walls 
approximately 20 feet high. The walls are sufficiently high that inmates can 
see nothing but the sky. 
 
The 12 inmates in the prison’s mental health unit are permitted outside 
where they are confined in steel cages, a superior form of yard. Prison 
management said that for security reasons, other inmates are not allowed to 
use the cages.  
 
Showers are allotted on the basis of behavior. Inmates in segregation status 
receive one shower a week. With good behavior over sufficient time, 
inmates are allowed as many as five showers a week. 
 
Like other prisons, Tamms uses a system of revocable privileges to maintain 
discipline and order. An inmate who violates rules might have his video 



visitation rights suspended, his number of weekly showers reduced, or his 
yard time cut. 
 
But Tamms also utilizes other techniques to control inmates. 
 
For example, an inmate who throws feces at a Correctional Officer may be 
put on what is called the “meal loaf” diet discussed earlier. Prison 
management said a dietician has approved meal loaf as meeting human 
nutritional needs. 
 
Another control technique is called “Extended Property Reduction.” 
 
When Extended Property Reduction is ordered against an inmate, virtually 
everything including his clothing is removed from his cell. The inmate is 
given a thin paper gown to wear, which does not always fully cover his 
genitals or buttocks. He is allowed to retain a mattress, but no other bedding, 
and tennis shoes. He is allowed to receive mail and possess it for part of the 
day. His mail is then taken from him and placed in storage. 
 
Assuming the inmate commits no new offense, he is left in a bare cell 
partially dressed for three days with no personal property. 
 
Over the next 80 days, the inmate gradually is authorized to possess more 
items, such as a regular prison uniform, standard bedding, and mail. If the 
inmate commits a new offense at any time during Extended Property 
Reduction, he can be returned to the beginning of the process – half naked in 
a cell bare of personal possessions and practically everything else. 
 
There is no process for an inmate to appeal Extended Property Reduction. 
 
A JHA volunteer interviewed an inmate in the early stages of Extended 
Property Reduction. 
 
The inmate’s gown was made of material similar to that of a restaurant paper 
napkin. It was torn in places. The inmate said the gown is so flimsy that it 
tears in his sleep. 
 
The outline of the inmate’s genitals and buttocks could be observed through 
the thin paper gown. The inmate said he is humiliated when viewed by other 



inmates, who make comments about his body. The inmate said he is cold at 
night because he has no sheet or blanket. 
 
Prison management says the inmate has refused to cooperate with them in 
the procedure needed to return his property and for that reason, his cell 
remains empty. 
 
The inmate admitted that he was guilty of an infraction that led to his 
Extended Property Reduction. He had been found in possession of an ink 
pen. 
 
Observation: Tamms operates under a regime of sensory deprivation and 
social isolation. The monochrome environment, the limits on human contact, 
the inability to perceive nature, in some cases the loss of personal property 
and the taste of food, even the limitations on showers, are all forms of 
sensory deprivation. Prolonged sensory deprivation and social isolation can 
lead to extreme psychological distress and injury. This will be discussed at 
greater length in the next section. 
 
Recommendation One: Form a committee to determine how to retain 
Tamms’ value as an ultra high security prison while minimizing its 
psychologically damaging elements. The committee should include mental 
health professionals, correctional experts, community members, current and 
former inmates of Tamms and others with both theoretical knowledge and 
practical experience in the humane operation of a supermax prison. 
 
Recommendation Two: As quickly as practicable, make secure group 
discussions available on a regular basis so that inmates may socialize. 
Rebuild the yards so inmates can see the surrounding countryside. Increase 
time out of cell. Abolish Extended Property Reduction, the meal loaf food 
restriction and limits on showers. Paint the prison’s interior with bright 
colors.  Take any other reasonable steps to increase sensory stimulation and 
end social isolation, without compromising safety and security. 
 
 

A Judge’s Observations 
 
On July 20, 2010, U.S. District Court Judge G. Patrick Murphy issued an 
order that, among other things, gave inmates sent to Tamms the formal right 



to contest their transfer to the prison. The decision brought to a successful 
end a long-standing lawsuit by prison rights advocates. 
 
The judge’s 94-page order contains numerous observations about conditions 
at Tamms. 
 
“It is clear from the record of this case that confinement at Tamms is an 
experience of very intense isolation for inmates,” Murphy wrote. He noted 
that a number of current and past inmates at Tamms “specifically linked the 
intense isolation at Tamms to deterioration of their mental health.” 
 
For example, the judge wrote, one inmate “testified that while he was at 
Tamms he began experiencing auditory hallucinations or hearing voices and 
suffered delusions that correctional personnel at the supermax prison were 
poisoning his food.” 
 
“The intense deprivation of human contact at Tamms exacts a toll on the 
psychological well-being of the inmates of the supermax prison,” Murphy 
wrote. Later he observed “that the psychic toll exacted by long-term 
confinement in the intensely isolated circumstances of Tamms is, in many 
instances, a continuing one.” 
  
Murphy said that if there were work, education, and substance abuse 
programs at Tamms, inmates would find them “a happy alternative to the 
crushing monotony of being confined alone in a cell for up to twenty-four 
hours a day…” 
 
The judge noted that supermax prisons in some other states are less 
restrictive than Tamms. For example, inmates at an Arizona supermax are 
allowed to hold jobs. Inmates at a New Jersey supermax can participate in 
educational programs, make telephone calls and receive food parcels from 
their families. 
 
All these activities are prohibited at Tamms. 
 
Murphy concluded that “Tamms imposes drastic limitation on human 
contact, so much so as to inflict lasting psychological and emotional harm on 
inmates confined there for long periods.” 
 



Observation: Prison management says 40 inmates have been continuously 
confined at Tamms since the prison opened in 1998. 

 
 
 
 
 

Mental Health 
 

The mental health unit at Tamms has a capacity for 12 inmates. Staff said 
the cells are always full, and that at time they must move a psychologically 
disturbed inmate to a regular cell to make room for an inmate in greater 
mental distress. 
 
In group therapy sessions, mentally ill inmates are confined individually in 
cages. 
 
Staff said schizophrenia and bipolar disorder are the most common mental 
health problems. They said that probably 95 percent of the Tamms 
population suffers from a diagnosable psychiatric problem. 
 
Staff said that since Tamms opened, it has had just one suicide and 
correctional officers are on continual watch for suicide attempts. 
 
Staff also said that self-mutilation is a widespread practice in the prison, 
which they try to deter by preventing inmates from access to objects with 
any sort of an edge. For example, staff trims inmates’ fingernails and 
toenails to prevent there use as cutting instruments. (Note: Prison 
management denies that self-mutilation is widespread at Tamms.) 
 
Despite their efforts, staff said, Tamms inmates still hurt themselves. 

 
A JHA staff person interviewed an inmate who said he has been diagnosed 
as schizophrenic. It is the policy of JHA not to identify inmates under most 
circumstances, and the name of the person interviewed will not be disclosed 
here. The inmates’ psychiatric problems are well known to staff and prison 
management and he is receiving psychotropic medication under the 
supervision of a psychiatrist. 
 



The inmate is serving time on conviction of six felonies, including attempted 
murder. He is 5’8’’ tall and weighs approximately 160 pounds. While 
confined at Pontiac Correctional Center, he broke through a wall to attack 
another inmate. He says that led to his being sent to Tamms in 2003, where 
he has since wrecked two supposedly indestructible cells. It is likely most 
people would agree this inmate requires confinement in a highly secure 
prison. 
 
The inmate said he has not adjusted well at Tamms and has developed self-
destructive behavior. 
 
“I’m a cutter,” the inmate said. His left and right arms are a mass of snarled, 
overlapping scar tissue. A pink, recently healed scar approximately three 
inches in length is visible on the side of his neck. He said he has also cut his 
torso and legs. His head is marked with scars and a prominent bruise which 
he, and another inmate, said he received by beating his forehead against the 
door of his cell. 
 
“I think about it all the time,” the inmate said of his self-mutilation. 
 
During the interview, the inmate said repeatedly that he will kill himself at 
the first opportunity. He said that until then, he would like to cut off one of 
his hands. The inmate said these impulses came to him after having spent 
time at Tamms. 
 
“Something happened in my brain,” the inmate said. He said he hurts 
himself “to relieve the pain. I am stuck in that cell and I have nothing to do. I 
put myself in that cell. I have no hope.” 
 
The inmate said he bears no ill will towards the staff of Tamms. 
“I regard them as extended family,” he said of the staff. “They help me 
pretty quick.” 
 

Other Facts and Observations 
 

Of the 15 Illinois prisons inspected by JHA this year, Tamms is the only one 
with a nearly complete roster of security, medical and mental health staff. 
 
Tamms is unique among Illinois prisons in that it is not crowded past 
capacity and no inmates are double-celled. The prison has a capacity of 500 



and is less than half full. It is one of the few prisons where inmates live in an 
airconditioned environment. 
 
Assaults on staff have dropped from 47 in 2000 to 5 last year. Forcible 
extraction of inmates from cells have dropped from 56 in 2000 to 3 last year. 
Meal loaf orders have dropped from 48 inmates in 2000 to 16 last year. All 
three categories have shown fairly consistent decline over the past decade. 
This trend speaks well of Tamms’ staff and management.  
 
Staff seemed very knowledgeable about the medical and mental health 
conditions of inmates. Inmates in the mental health unit said they were 
satisfied with their treatment. 
 
The average stay at Tamms is about five years. The average inmate is 35 
years old. 
 
Vocational training, on-site industrial work or other employment have never 
been available to any Tamms inmate. 
 
 

 
This report was written by Robert Manor, Prison & Jail Monitor for the 
John Howard Association. He may be reached at (312) 503-6302 or 
rmanor@thejha.org. 
 
Contributing to this report were JHA Board President Paddy McNamara,  
b JHA Coordinating Director John Maki, and JHA Volunteers Ron 
Fredrickson and Mariya Kozlova. 
                                                              
 
 
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 
instrumental in improving prison conditions.  
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