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Coming to prison was quite a shock to me 
in many respects. What was most shock-
ing was the comments being made: “I 
hate this place!” “I hate the officers!” “I 
hate (this or that)!” I fell into this trap of  
negativity too. It’s easy to do, in anything 
in life, but especially in this environment. 

What got me the most were statements 
like this: “80 days and a wakeup.” I could 
understand that they were looking for-
ward to getting out of  prison, counting 
down, as so many do. 

Over the years of  my incarceration at 
York County Prison and then SCI-Mun-
cy, I had to learn a valuable life lesson: to 
turn it around. Statements like the count-
ing down kind cause the person to live in 
the future, denying the ability to live in the 
present. I understand that people may still 
go to work and classes and do their dai-
ly routines, but the future becomes more 
present in their minds than the present. 

This is a valuable lesson to learn before 
leaving prison because living in the pres-
ent grounds us, as the future is not guar-
anteed in any way. (I do understand the 
importance of  planning for the future, but 
you can still do that while grounded in the 
present.) 

One woman is leaving in five days, and 
I told her over the next couple days, let’s 
concentrate on the current moment. This 
will help reduce her anxiety issues and 
help her sleep. Plus, I suggested we use 
that present-moment awareness to learn 
and grow. Even in the midst of  what many 
consider hell, one can learn and find 
peace and place in the present moment. 

This can obviously transfer to outside 
life.

Another part of  incarceration is that we 
tend to live in the past, and to some ex-
tent, are forced to do so to prepare for 
parole and for certain classes. I’ve had 
to learn, again, to ground myself  in the 
present moment, to not dwell in the 
past which has already gone. I am ex-
ceedingly remorseful for the past actions 
that resulted in my incarceration, and I 
did have to revisit the past. But, I had to 
reconcile with the past in order to bring 
myself  back to the present. 

I rely on extremely basic breathwork: 
simply observing the breath coming in 
and out of  the nose, especially the feel-
ings of  the breath at the base of  the nose 
and just below the nose. We all breathe 
many times each day, but we forget to 
observe this breath. If  I am particular-
ly anxious or tense, I will observe the 
breath and let my chest cavity inflate 
like a balloon, concentrating on the 
breath going down to my diaphragm. 

I know “turning it around: has meant 
the world to me. It is as Abba Moses, 
a fourth-century bandit-turned-des-
ert-monastic, was heard to say, “Go, sit 
in your cell, and your cell will 
teach you everything.”

Being one of  the longest serving CR 
workers at my prison, I have witnessed, 
first hand, the deterioration of  the men 
here in general population. COVID-19 
has truly done a number on everyone, 
both those who struggle with their mental 
health and those who never have before. 

One would think that during this time of  
real need, Peer Support would be making 
rounds. Even within our “Zones,” there 
should be at least one of  us checking up 
on the men’s well being. Yet, at my facility, 
that’s not the case. 

I’ve been denied, without reason, by the 
officers on my unit to do my rounds. 
Me being out is not needed or wanted, 
and despite there being a death by suicide 
several cells away, I’m still not permitted 
out. 

I ask what is the point of  having this ser-
vice if  it’s not being used to its greatest 
potential? I feel trapped: having the skills, 
but not the ability to do anything while 
being confined to my cell for 22 hours a 
day. What can I do? 
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From the Social Services Director

Dear Friends of  the Society,

More than 429 of  Graterfriends 
subscribers responded to our survey 
about in-unit meal service during 
COVID-19. THANK YOU for 
making your voices heard and for 
helping us do our work.
 
We, like you, were alarmed by Sec-
retary Wetzel’s comment made in 
the spring of  2021:“Frankly we 
intend to keep that forever, other 

than a couple old prisons.” Wetzel cited two main benefits of  
eliminating dining halls: avoiding fights and controlling portion 
sizes. He also claimed that incarcerated people preferred meal 
delivery. 
 
After analyzing your responses, we presented policy recommen-
dations to the Department of  Corrections’ leadership. Your 
survey responses showed that, in fact, a large majority of  you  
would prefer to eat in the dining halls and that there have been 
widespread problems with food quality since the shift to meal 
delivery. In conversations with the Prison Society, the new acting 

secretary of  corrections, George Little, has acknowledged the 
importance of  dining halls as a social outlet and the fundamen-
tal human desire to share a meal with one another. In his own 
recent testimony before the legislature, Little has indicated more 
of  a willingness to reinstate “mainline” food service in dining 
halls. But the department has yet to make an unequivocal com-
mitment to reopening the dining halls.
 
Your responses drove our policy recommendations, and we are 
working to make sure you are heard. The full survey report that 
was shared with the Department and with the public can be 
found at the end of  this issue. Continue to write to us. Continue 
to let us know what you are experiencing. We are grateful, and 
we are here for you.

With gratitude,
Kirstin
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From The Pennsylvania Prison Society
Legal Implications of the DOC’s Decision to

Permanently Serve Meals in Cells
Pennsylvania Institutional Law Project

During the pandemic, cafeterias, and dining halls in prisons 
across the Commonwealth of  Pennsylvania were one of  the first 
things to be shut down in an attempt to mitigate the spread of  
COVID-19. Unfortunately, the Pennsylvania Department of  
Corrections (DOC) may have plans to keep dining halls closed 
after COVID-19 winds down, and instead permanently serve 
meals in people’s cells.

Moving completely to in-cell meals may impact people’s legal 
rights. Incarcerated people have a constitutional right to be pro-
vided with nutritional food. Farmer v. Brennan, 511 U.S. 825, 
832, 114 S. Ct. 1970, 128 L. Ed. 2d 811 (1994). To deny ade-
quate nutrition in a substantial manner to an incarcerated per-
son would violate the Constitution. Lindsey v. O’Connor, 327 
Fed. Appx. 319, 321 (3d Cir. 2009). The food provided to people 
in-cells runs the risk of  being less nutritious than the food pro-
vided at the dining halls. The in-cell meals lean towards easy to 
transport, processed, cold and prepackaged food and away from 
healthier options such as hot cooked food. 

Incarcerated people have a right to an adequate diet which does 
not aggravate or cause medical conditions. Farmer v. Brennan, 
511 U.S. 825, 832-33(1994); Falciglia v. Erie Cty. Prison, 279 F. 
App’x 138, 141 (3d Cir. 2008). At the dining halls, people with 
specific dietary needs may have the ability to select food items 
and skip over food that could lead to medical complications. 
When food is provided exclusively in-cell, there is less oppor-
tunity for incarcerated people to select different food items. For 
an incarcerated person living with a disease like celiac disease, 
diabetes or with certain food allergies, this can prove to be a 
detrimental choice. 

While the lack of  a medically appropriate diet might eventually 
be resolved administratively, in the meantime an incarcerated 
person limited only to meals in their cell is placed in a perilous 
situation. They risk undernourishment if  they do not eat the 
food provided, but they also risk triggering painful and even fatal 
episodes and reactions if  they try to keep themselves from starv-
ing. Additional food bought on commissary is also not available 
to everyone and may not offer needed alternatives. 

Also, a policy of  serving meals in people’s cells runs the risk of  
harming incarcerated people with specific religious diets. Many 
religions have dietary practices that restrict the food choices 
available. Incarcerated persons have a constitutional to receive 
a nutritious diet consistent with their religious beliefs. See e.g., 
Johnson v. Horn, 150 F.3d 276, 283 (3d Cir. 1998). The right to 
a religious diet is also protected by the Religious Land Use and 
Institutionalized Persons Act (RLUIPA). 42 U.S.C. § 2000cc-1(a)
(1)-(2). 

Similar to people who require specific medical diets, people who 
once had at least a limited ability to select between some of  the 
food offered to remain compliant with their religious beliefs will 

no longer have that option. While the DOC may offer this same 
choice to individuals when they are forced to eat in their cells, it 
is easy for DOC staff to make a mistake and provide the wrong 
diet to an individual, a mistake that is difficult to remedy after 
food has been brought to the cells.

In summary, there are a number of  reasons why eating in-cell 
can be difficult or detrimental to incarcerated people, including 
the lack of  opportunity to socialize, the proximity to toilets and 
other hygiene concerns, and the distribution of  cold meals. The 
Pennsylvania Prison Society has been actively advocating on 
these issues, while the Pennsylvania Institutional Law Project is 
focusing on the potential legal issues raised by permanent closure 
of  dining calls and cafeterias.

The Pennsylvania Institutional Law Project urges the DOC to 
re-open dining halls once it is safe to do so. If  you believe that 
any of  the above issues apply to you, please contact the Pennsyl-
vania Institutional Law Project.

The Pennsylvania Institutional Law Project (PILP) is a legal aid 
organization dedicated to representing incarcerated and institu-
tionalized persons on their civil rights claims through litigation 
and advocacy.  We seek to ensure the health, safety, and humane 
treatment of  incarcerated individuals. 

For more information, contact any one of  the Pennsylvania In-
stitutional Law Project’s offices, or go to: www.pailp.org or email 
info@pailp.org.

718 Arch Street, Ste. 304S
Philadelphia, PA 19106
T:  215-925-2966
F:  215-925-5337

247 Fort Pitt Blvd, 4th Fl.
Pittsburgh, PA 15222
T:  412-434-6004

P.O. Box 128
Lewisburg, PA 17837
T:  570-523-1104
F:  570-523-3944

What’s Wrong with Cash Bail? Everything
Jill McCorkel, Ph.D., Sarah Brady, Mariel Perisco, Jen

Lambert, Madison McGuire. Villanova University.
Philadelphia Justice Project for Women & Girls

Last fall, a judge in Lancaster County set bail at $1 million for 
Taylor Enterline, a 20-year-old undergraduate student majoring 
in criminal justice. When Enterline was unable to post $50,000 
in cash, Judge Bruce Roth sent her to jail. He did so without 
regard to the 8th Amendment or, for that matter, the surging 
number of  covid-19 cases in the Lancaster County Prison. 

The Eighth Amendment prohibits “cruel and unusual” punish-
ment as well as the imposition of   “excessive bail.” This means 
that judges cannot set bail at such an unreasonably high amount 
as to effectively deny bail to a defendant. It also means that bail 
cannot or should not be utilized as a punishment. Anyone who is 
not a flight risk and who does not pose a danger to society must 
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Getting Vaccinated is Your Right:
Here’s Why You Should Exercise That Right

Nawar Naseer, Ph.D, Helena Jeudin, University of 
Pennsylvania

It can be frustrating, or confusing even, to be told to get vacci-
nated when some people in our communities still refuse to do 
so. You may wonder, “why should I get vaccinated or boosted if  
other people won’t? Why does it still matter?” Well, we want you 
to know that despite the decisions of  others, getting vaccinated is 
a right that you have to protect yourself  and those around you.

Vaccines can help protect you and those around you from get-
ting sick with COVID-19. You have the right to choose to get 
the COVID-19 vaccine. The vaccine can lower your chances of:
 - getting infected with COVID-19
 - spreading COVID-19 to those around you if  you do get in-
fected
- becoming severely ill and needing to be hospitalized
- dying from COVID-19

We now know that many people who get COVID-19 can suffer 
from symptoms long after their initial diagnosis - this is called 
Long COVID. People suffering from Long COVID can have 
many different symptoms, like feeling tired, having trouble focus-
ing or remembering things, feeling shortness of  breath, having 
long-term damage to their organs like their lungs, etc. Getting 
vaccinated lowers your chances of  getting COVID-19 in the first 
place, and thus lowers your chances of  getting Long COVID as 
well.

COVID-19 booster shots provide extra protection.
Three doses of  the mRNA vaccines (Pfizer or Moderna) pro-
vide the best protection. If  it has been five months since your 
second dose of  the mRNA vaccine, or two months since your 
first dose of  the J&J vaccine, you now have the right to receive a 
third dose. Get vaccinated today and protect yourself  and those 
around you.

How COVID-19 vaccines work.
Our immune system fights off germs by recognizing parts of  the 
germs that are important for the germ to cause disease. For ex-
ample, the spike protein of  the coronavirus is important for it 
to cause disease in our bodies (Fig. A). So our immune system 
blocks this spike protein so that it no longer works properly. But 
usually, it takes time for our immune system to learn to recognize 
the spike protein, so it can take a long time for our immune sys-
tem to stop the coronavirus from causing disease in our bodies. 
This is where vaccines come in handy!

Vaccines can teach our bodies how to fight off germs that cause 
diseases like COVID-19, without needing to get the disease 
itself ! All three of  the COVID-19 vaccines that are in use in 
the United States (Pfizer, Moderna, J&J) contain an instruction 
manual for our bodies to learn how to recognize the coronavirus 
spike protein. Although the three vaccines use different delivery 

be offered bail, with the exception of  certain criminal charges 
(e.g., violent crimes, certain drug offenses). The bail a defendant 
is offered must not be more than necessary to ensure that she 
shows up in court.

In Enterline’s case, a million dollars was clearly excessive. She 
had no prior criminal record, she was not a flight risk, and she 
could hardly be considered a danger to society. Her purported 
crime? Enterline participated in a Black Lives Matter protest fol-
lowing the police killing of  Ricardo Munoz, a Lancaster county 
man who suffered from bipolar disorder. Prosecutors argued that 
protestors tossed bricks and rocks at the police station and set fire 
to a dumpster. For comparison’s sake, Enterline’s bail was the 
same as Derek Chauvin’s—the Minnesota cop who was found 
guilty of  murdering George Floyd.  

Enterline’s case received national press coverage and was con-
demned by several politicians, including Lt. Governor Fetter-
man. Within days, a court reduced her bail to $50k and a group 
of  supporters raised enough in donations to bring her home. 
Enterline was fortunate—she did four days in jail. Most women 
who come in contact with the criminal legal system aren’t that 
lucky. 

In general, the bail system advantages the rich and disadvantag-
es the poor. Wealthy individuals can post bail quickly and get on 
with their lives. For others, bail may prove to be an impossible fi-
nancial hurdle to overcome. In the U.S., more women than men 
live below the poverty line. Not surprisingly, poor women bear 
the brunt of  the unfairness of  the cash bail system. Research 
demonstrates that 1 in 4 women in jail are there because they 
could not afford bail. The median bail for women in pretrial 
detention is $11,071, while their median annual income is just 
$13,890. Much of  the explosive growth in the number of  wom-
en behind bars over the last few decades is a byproduct of  wom-
en’s increased poverty rate.

The bail system is also racist. Studies show that courts typically 
set bail higher for Black defendants compared to white defen-
dants. One report by UCLA researchers found that Latino/as  
paid $92.1 million in bail, compared to $40.7 million for African 
Americans, and $37.9 million for white defendants.

Jailing people simply because they cannot afford bail carries se-
rious consequences of  harm. It induces people to plead guilty to 
crimes they did not commit. It compromises mental and physical 
health. Suicide rates for persons in jail are 9 to 14 times higher 
than that of  the general population—and these rates are pro-
nounced among those who have not been convicted of  a crime. 
And it is not only those on the inside who are harmed. Approxi-
mately 80% of  women in jail are the primary caregivers to chil-
dren under the age of  18. Their incarceration often collapses 
caretaking arrangements and causes considerable emotional and 
psychological turmoil for kids and families. 

The fundamental unfairness of  the money bail system is at the 
heart of  calls for its demise. The state of  New Jersey effectively 
ended its money bail system as did Washington, D.C. Both ju-
risdictions saw substantial decreases in their jail populations as 
a result. A similar effort is underway in Philadelphia lead by the 

Philadelphia Bail Fund and the Philadelphia Community Bail 
Fund – nonprofit organizations that provide relief  by posting 
bail for defendants who cannot afford to do so on their own.
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methods (you can imagine Pfizer being in a UPS envelope, Moderna being in a FedEx envelope, and J&J being in a DHL envelope), they 
all have the same job: getting the instruction manual to our cells. This instruction manual tells our bodies how to build the spike protein 
so that our immune system can quickly learn how to recognize the protein (Fig. B, C). Without the rest of  the coronavirus, the spike 
protein alone cannot cause any damage inside our bodies. Instead, our immune system goes through a “test run” of  what it would be like 
if  we were to get infected with the real virus, and during this test run, it learns how to tackle the virus. Once we are vaccinated, if  we do 
encounter the real virus, our immune system can quickly tackle the virus, as it has already gone through the test run. 

Getting vaccinated and boosted is especially important if  you are living in close quarters and don’t have regular access to masks. Vacci-
nation is a layer of  protection that you have the right to choose to get and have access to.

PRISON SOCIETY ANNUAL AWARD

Our nation’s founders came together 235 years ago to form the Pennsylvania Prison Society; a ‘society’ or group of  people dedicated to 
the proposition that all among us are entitled to a life of  dignity and caring. A community that believes that the criminal justice system 
should restore hope and the possibility of  a “life of  virtue and happiness,” not dash hope and end lives.For 235 years we have advanced 
this mission, through wars, pandemics, and political upheaval. But our focus, just like in centuries past, has not wavered.Every year, for 
235 years, we have come together as a community to honor those among us who exemplify our mission. Nominate someone who has 
shown unwavering commitment to humane prison conditions and exemplary leadership as an incarcerated individual, volunteer, or 

correctional employee.

Include the Following in Your Nomination: 
Your Name:
SCI and Inmate #:
Who are you nominating:
What are you nominating them for: Incarcerated Person, Correctional Employee, or Volunteer of  the Year
Why are you nominating this person:
Please provide a specific example or story of  how this nominee has demonstrated unwavering commitment to humane prison condi-
tions and exemplary leadership.:
What facility are they affiliated with:



Commutations in Pennsylvania
Families Against Mandtaory Minimums
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See pages 16 & 17 for their letter on clemency to Governor Wolf
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In Memorium All of  those who have lost their lives behind bars are in the Prison Society’s thoughts.

Dementia took our friend, Robert Sunni Felder on 3/6/22
Stan Rosenthal, SCI Phoenix

With great sadness I learned of  Sunni’s passing at age 75. To be 
honest, because dementia is such a cruel disease to both suffers 
and caregivers, I believe Sunni welcomed an end to his suffering 
in the absence of  a cure.

I’ve known Sunni for a quarter of  a century. We worked together 
in the gym. Sunni undertook his job assignment with ritual ded-
ication. I cannot remember him ever having missed performing 
his job until his mental capacities became too diminished during 
our two year covid quarantine. Mercifully, our job supervisor re-
assigned him to a different and more manageable task.

Our relationship began as coworkers and eventually evolved to 
where I would prepare meals, clean his cell, bag his clothes for 
the laundry and get him in the shower. Each task became mark-
edly more difficult as the disease kept taking and taking. Up until 
3 weeks ago, when Sunni was placed in the infirmary, we built a 
team of  people caring for different aspects of  his daily life.

Benjy handled all medical needs i.e. taking him to the pill line; 
recruiting nurses to assist as Sunni’s varied illnesses fluctuat-
ed daily; and making certain Sunni’s would attend all medical 
appointments. Moving to this unit one year ago, Lester Malik 
Womack immediately began to pitch in by assisting with a myr-
iad of  needs on a daily basis. Our unit counselor, Ms. Jacques, 
was our go-to person whenever attention was required for DOC 
related needs. Ms. Jacques was instrumental in allowing Sunni’s 
to remain on the unit in order for our informal team to care for 
him. Gerald Rahim Jones would assist Sunni’s with phone calls 
and correspondence. We feel honored Sunni allowed us to assist 
with his care. I never imagined I could perform this work and am 
grateful and humbled by this experience.

Eventually Sunni’s lost all recent memory beyond a 2-3 second 
range. He remembered pre-prison and his first decade inside but 
little beyond. For example, when I would ask him his favorite sea-
son of  the year or any similar question, his response was always, 
“what does that mean?” This kept me mentally nimble as I daily 
tried to help when he failed to understand the goal i.e. a clean 
cell, a shower, staying hydrated, exercising by walking, etc. Most 
challenging for me was getting him to shift from the circular ob-
sessive loops his brain fixated on to a linear thought pattern.
During our regular walks I would point out the jets flying over-
head and ask Sunni to search the sky for contrails. I would 
challenge him to spot the many and multiple varieties of  birds. 
Sunni’s refused to believe that the hawks were predatory birds 
that ate other birds. Our view through the multiple fences was a 
tree lined horizon, something unimaginable coming from his 40 
year stay at a prison with a forty foot wall. During every lap, I 
would stop to point out the trees. Without fail, Sunni’s would be 
amazed at the forest of  trees and wonder where they came from.
The upside of  the disease allowed Sunni’s to believe his Mom 
was still alive. I would ask about his family and when he last 
spoke with them and he always replied he spoke with his Mom 
yesterday. Unwittingly, the disease bestowed immortality to Sun-
ni’s Mom and I could sense his ease when he “recalled” he spoke 

with her yesterday and she was alive and well.

I want to thank Sunni’s for teaching me unconditional patience 
and for allowing our crew to assist him. My greatest challenge 
and victory was getting him into the shower so he would clean up 
and I could “steal” his soiled clothes for the laundry bag.
During his last several weeks on the unit he began to lose his 
understanding of  thirst and hunger. Ice cream, chips, snack 
cakes all his favorites sat uneaten. He wouldn’t drink the proper 
amount of  fluids. On the night before he was admitted into the 
infirmary I stayed in his cell for 30 minutes as he ate my “special 
recipe” triple decker peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Each time 
he took a nibble and set it down he would forget he was eating. I 
cajoled, tricked, begged, and reasoned with him to eat the sand-
wich so medical wouldn’t take him away. We tried but couldn’t 
outmaneuver this nasty disease.
Each of  us was challenged beyond our imagination. We cloaked 
Sunni’s with brotherly love and I want to hope somewhere, 
somehow Sunni’s knew how much we tried to do the best for 
him. I know we provided, to the best of  our abilities, a high level 
of  care and comfort for our buddy.
While we will miss our friend there is no one believing his passing 
away peacefully during his noontime nap was not a huge blessing 
for Sunni’s.
Thank you Sunni’s for teaching us humility, endless patience, 
and allowing us to humbly tend to your every need. Your team 
consisted of  a Jew, two Muslims, a nonbeliever, staff proving 
brotherly love can reach beyond race, religion, and social status.
May a cure for this dreaded disease be discovered ASAP! Our 
crew stands in solidarity to all those suffering from dementia and 
for all the caregivers assisting with their needs.
You’re finally at peace Brother Sunni!

In Memoriam: Omar Askia Ali Sistrunk
The Graterfriends team was saddened to hear about the passing 
of  long-term writer, Omar Askia Ali Sistrunk.

Here are some of  our favorite lines from pieces he wrote over 
the years:

“The United States is a capitalist driven democracy, where the 
marketplace is king and money is the horsepower that pulls 
dreams into reality. America was built off of  profit made from 
the stolen bodies and labor of  black slaves. History teaches us 
that the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade was about economics, as was 
the Civil War. Indeed, at the core of  racism is economics and 
an unearthly fear white people have of  losing power to others, 
especially African Americans.” - Breaking the Chains, Jan. 2021

“The transfer of  electoral power from city to country, from Black 
to White, makes a mockery of  the “one person, one vote” princi-
ple” -Prison Based Gerrymandering, Fall 2016

In Memoriam: Friends at SCI Phoenix
Thank you to James Brown for sending us the names of  those 
who have recently passed at SCI Phoenix.

Ramon Sierra       Mulushet Teffera    Maurice Talley
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Reports From the Inside
Prisoners Surviving Mental Illness

Wayne Thomas, SCI Albion

Should punishment of  individuals with psychiatric problems in 
prisons, on the other hand, serve as a different contemporary 
perception of  violent communities? We are troubled by the pun-
ishing of  people who suffer from mental and emotional disor-
ders. Antipsychotic drugs are forced on an offender in the trial or 
pretrial setting. There are a large number of  instances in prisons 
and courthouses, where a person with a mental impairment will 
be incapacitated, put into medicated-induced stupor, removed 
from a courtroom, and perfunctorily sentenced to a term of  
incaceration. This is a process that maintains physical control 
over the mentally incompetent persons, forced by law to subject 
themselves to take antipsychotic medications when released, in 
lieu of  retribution imposed by the threat of  return to confine-
ment. It is to ensure medication conditions are mandatory for 
offenders who are categorized as mentally ill. 

Offenders with serious mental illness are forced to remain de-
pendent on the state to maintain access to therapy services 
and medications. In too many instances, the outpatient care is 
haphazard, perfunctory, and lacking in treatment methods that 
bring about functional recovery for the individual when released 
back into society. 

It can be seen as a two-edged sword: one purpose of  forcing 
medication stipulations on people released from prison and an-
other as a dubious sales tool for medicines now being marketed 
to the criminal justice system. 

There is a broad legislative arena of  social policy change that is 
needed to protect citizens as well as offenders against the dirty 
work of  FORCED PSYCHIATRIC DRUGGING imposed 
upon us. Social resistance and protesting, which cannot be lim-
ited to only one segment or another (say, the academia/con-
sumer/survivor/community organizers) of  the mental health 
system, should become a part of  engaging in political actions on 
behalf  of  all citizens who are victims of  an oppressive psychiatric 
system. 

Lifelines to the Outside World: the Necessity and 
Benefits of Tablets in RHU

Joseph Eaddy, SCI Dallas

I’m writing to hopefully bring to light a growing concern that is 
plaguing the inmate population THROUGHOUT Pennsylva-
nia’s institutions. 
 
Technology has forced society to make changes to their everyday 
routines. This advancement didn’t leave the DOC untouched. 
The introduction and availability of  the GTL tablets made keep-
ing in touch with family members easier, faster, and more timely. 
Not only family members, but various advocate groups, politi-
cians, etc., now have the opportunity to get and stay in touch 
with the inmate community. Also, the tablets have allowed many 
men and women within these institutions to reach out to the 
community and construct their various plans for re-entry: an op-
portunity many of  us have taken advantage of  doing. 

I say all this to bring to your attention that many of  us within 
these institutions don’t get very much “snail” mail anymore. Our 
tablets have pretty much taken over the role of  “mail call.” For 
many of  us, these are our ways of  reaching out and communi-
cating. They’ve become our lifelines to the outside world, so to 
speak, even to us in the RHU’s across the state. I write in the 
hopes you’ll see the benefits in allowing RHU inmates access 
to their tablets. Staying in contact with our family and friends is 
a major benefit to our mental health. Our tablets have become 
our address and phone books, places where we store birthdays, 
anniversaries, and important events that may be coming up. Our 
families, friends, and whomever, depend and have become ac-
customed to being able to contact us quickly. That shouldn’t be 
taken away because we have come to confinement. 

While I understand that some will say having a tablet is a priv-
ilege, in terms of  receiving mail, which is a right, the tablet has 
become the new norm. I hope that this request won’t be looked 
at as an extension of  a privilege for coming to the RHU, but as 
a method of  keeping family and friends together. This would 
allow a job to be given to an A/C inmate with hopes of  building 
respect and a rapport with the various RHU staff prior to them 
returning to the population. 

Allowing usage of  tablets while in the RHU wouldn’t be a vio-
lation of  any security measure since tablets are subject to being 
confiscated and monitored, as stated in the GTL Acceptance ev-
ery inmate agrees to when he signs on. Plus, security has their 
measures of  “watching” when people are put into certain situ-
ations. 

It’s time to step out of  the dark ages of  seeing the RHU as a box 
to sit in, staring at four blank walls, counting down the days to 
be released, slowly watching your mental health break down, just 
to be further behind than when you came in. I would hope that 
one could look at this request as a step in the right direction to 
improving mental health and not destroying it by forcing people 
into isolation and medication. 

The Commonwealth Receives Common Wealth
Luis Martinez, SCI Houtzdale

I recently completed a “Right-to-Know Request” to purchase 
information such as the code of  ethics, prison maintenance info, 
administration and officer salary and an answer to the million 
dollar question: “How much does the government grant SCI 
Houtzdale per day for each inmate?” 

The RTK office responded and stated, “99.60 per day per in-
mate at SCI Houtzdale. $36.4k per year. This is all general fund 
money -- a combination of  the SCI, medical, and education 
fund.”

Are they kidding?! No one goes to medical because of  the in-
adequate medical care so inmates would rather suffer than pay 
the $5 copay fee plus another $5 for cheap pills. Education? As 
a long term offender, every class I tried to take here was denied 
claiming I have to be within 7 years of  my minimum. So how 
much of  the $99.60 is invested into each inmate if  each tray 



The opinions expressed are of the authors and not necessarily those of Graterfriends.Graterfriends. March & April 2022.9

cost less than one dollar and the same bedding and state issued 
clothes are used all year long? Your $99.60 (a day!) is a big part 
of  why mass incarceration is a problem in Pennsylvania. De-
funding the DOC is a start to end the shenanigans. 

Response to: “Support Our Supporters” by Larry 
Stephenson

Kyle Reed, SCI Benner

This submission is a response to Mr. Larry Stephenson’s article 
published in the September and October issue of  Graterfriends: 
“Support Our Supporters.” 

I’m in one-thousand percent (1,000%) agreement with Mr. Ste-
phenson’s proposed Lifer’s PAC. As a current Death By Incarcer-
ation (D.B.I.) detainee with a little over twelve years served—46 
years old—I would like to be one of  the first, if  not the first, to 
commit my $5.00 per month, in addition to my time, towards 
this most noble and necessary cause. 

In the second week of  November 2021, one week before re-
ceiving my Sept./Oct. Graterfriends (Smart Communications 
is worth every cent), I received an edition of  Straight Ahead! 
(toward Abolition): Issue No.1, Summer 2021 Edition. In this 
publication, Straight Ahead introduces itself  as the new lobbying 
arm of  the Abolitionist Law Center. I plan on reaching out to 
Straight Ahead to see if  they can assist us in starting our PAC. 

I’m of  the opinion that no one should be fighting for us if  we 
(those ordered to die in prison) will not fight for ourselves, that 
no one should be funding our fight if  we are not first in line to 
offer up funding. 

Politicians only pay special attention to special interest groups: 
groups that have financially funded lobbyists, large voting blocks, 
or preferably both. 

According to a March 2018 article in The Atlantic magazine, 
“America Is Not a Democracy,” by Yascha Mounk: “The prefer-
ences of  the average American appear to have only a minuscule, 
near-zero, statistically non-significant impact upon public poli-
cy.” Special mass-based and privately funded interest groups (i.e. 
AARP, NRA, Independent Insurance Agents, Americans For 
Prosperity, National Beer Wholesalers) succeed in getting their 
policies/legislation adopted often, but they win the legislation 
they oppose nearly all of  the time. 

Views of  ordinary Americans have virtually no independent ef-
fect at all. If  they did, marajuana would be legal (everywhere). 
Campaign money would be more regulated. Minimum wage 
would be higher. 

As stated in my opening, I support starting a Pennsylvania Lifer’s 
PAC. So much so that I wrote about the need for it in Chapter 
(72) of  my book, The Grass is Always Greener Over the Barbed 
Wire, released in 2020, on sale now at Amazon.com. The follow-
ing is a brief  excerpt from Chapter (72):

DON’T BITE THE HAND THAT FEEDS YOU.

The overall power dynamic of  law enforcement, prosecutors, 
and the prison-industrial complex as a whole doesn’t come 
from the bullets they load into their Glocks or their ability to 
stop, frisk, and even arrest if  you resist. Their real power comes 
from the money they raise and the hundreds of  thousands they 
control collectively through well-funded and organized voting 
blocks, a.k.a. PACs. All throughout this country, politicians rely 
on the prison-industrial complex, law enforcement special-inter-
est, and police union PACs/groups for their money and votes to 
get elected and stay in office. 

District Attorney Anne Marie Schubert collected $420,000 
in donations and votes from law-enforcement special-interest 
groups in her two terms as Sacramento, California District At-
torney: $5,000 from the group Friends of  Sheriff Scott Jones, 
$2,500 from the Peace Officers Research Assoc. of  California, 
$75,000 from the California Correctional Peace Officers Assoc. 
PAC. The Sacramento News & Review reported Schubert’s of-
fice has prosecuted more activists for civil disobedience that she 
has officers involved in misconduct: “Her office declined to file 
charges in 21 officer-involved shootings and 13 in-custody deaths 
through 2016.”

The Philadelphia Police Union #5, with an estimated 36 to 
40 thousand members/donors/voters, run by John McNesby, 
is affectionately known by those in the know as the “Beehive.” 
Union President John McNesby constantly broadcasts clear and 
convincing threats that all city and state politicians who fail to 
support their police agenda and actions—whether right, wrong, 
or indifferent—will be severely stung on election day. 

Upsetting or going against a man who controls 36 to 40 thou-
sand voters and donors in a city of  1.5 million people with a 
mere 21% voter turnout is something to be concerned about 
when your political/financial future depends on these voters and 
donors. Realistically, all politicians (few exceptions aside) fear 
and fall before the “Beehive.” 

Therefore, we must trade in our protests in front of  police sta-
tions and City Hall for voter registration drives. We should be 
showing instead of  telling politicians (who fail to implement pol-
icies promised during their election) we will vote them out of  
office with organized money and votes. Votes and money com-
ing from: Florida Friends of  Trayvon Martin PAC; Philadelphia 
Protective League of  Disenfranchised, Unarmed Citizens PAC; 
Ahmaud Arbery Joggers For Justice PAC. Until and unless we 
fight our oppressors like this, we’ll continue to struggle to get 
DAs to prosecute police for their crimes. We’ll continue to strug-
gle to get lawmakers to pass fair and just laws that protect and 
assist all. 

“Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never has and it never will 
... The limits of  tyrants are prescribed by the endurance of  those whom they 
oppress.”  Frederick Douglass, 1857 
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Resources Fair Promotes Truth
Kasheyon Lee-Chima, SCI Benner

Recently, SCI Benner Township and other facilities have joint-
ly produced a reentry resources fair. Many agencies in the 
semi-virtual conference presented vital information about re-
sources available upon reentry. Several agencies shared about 
employment, housing, clothing, food, and other resources that 
are available throughout the state of  Pennsylvania. For decades, 
inmates nationwide, who plan and prepare for reentry, have in-
quired about several necessities. Questions arise about health-
care, veterans care, parental rights, social security benefits, food 
assistance, housing, etc., and for the most part, inmates are told 
that these services are not available. Is that the truth? The most 
important information provided at this fair, in my opinion, was 
from the Federal Interagency Reentry Council. This agency 
helped to provide insight by sharing myths versus the truth.

This information may have been presented previously, yet I do 
believe that it is important and beneficial to present this info 
again. It is information very useful for those who are planning 
their reentry as well for those who have reentered. On a person-
al note, during the times where free cable could easily continue 
distracting indolent individuals during our lockdown, I highly 
encouraged everyone to never waste time. Idly sitting in a cell 
should never be an option. As a huge supporter of  both Grater-
friends and the PA Prison Society, I simply want to share the info 
that was given to me. I also want to spread the motivation and 
pray that knowledge prevails. 

On a final note, I will be seeing the Parole Board within the next 
several months and am asking everyone to say a prayer on my 
behalf. I do hold the faith that everything will go according to 
the intentions of  the Alpha & Omega. And, as I encourage you 
all to learn these myths and help spread the truth, I too will be 
learning and applying these truths. May the blessings of  Jesus be 
upon you all and to the best of  reentry. 

Pres. Biden Expands Federal Pell Grant for Prisoners 
Working on College Degrees

Timothy Milton Vales, SCI Mercer

“Access to post-secondary education in prison reduces recidivism 
rates, and people who participate in these programs are 48 per-
cent less likely to return to prison,” one expert said in a Pennsyl-
vania Capital-Star article. 

While serving my (county) probation violation sentence here 
at Mercer’s VSU, I was grateful to engage in several “in cell” 
programs. During the COVID-19 pandemic crisis, I and oth-
ers participated and completed programs such as “Coping with 
Covid-19” and “Stages of  Change.” For me, I was encouraged 
to think about pursuing higher education. As such, I have made 
a firm commitment to explore potential avenues of  how I might 
be able to enroll in a reputable and reasonable graduate degree 
program.

Building both my levels of  confidence and persistence, I execut-
ed a robust letter-writing campaign to a plethora of  groups rang-
ing from the U.S. Department of  Education to the U.S. Depart-
ment of  Veterans Affairs to PA agencies to nonprofits to several 

area libraries. Obtaining hard copies of  resource information 
and an actual Pell Grant application, more commonly known as 
“FAFSA” (Free Application for Federal Student Aid), substantial-
ly elevated my interest level. I am now soon to submit college ad-
missions applications for “independent/correspondence study” 
programs only, as per DOC Post-Secondary Education policy 
and procedures.

Most importantly, thanks to bipartisan effort, prisoners can use 
federal Pell Grants to help pay for higher education classes while 
incarcerated. An expansion of  the Second Chance Pell program 
announced by the Biden administration—following another 
by the former Trump administration—will bring the number 
of  participating colleges and universities up to 200. (*NOTE: 
Should you want a list of  these schools, I suggest you write a very 
short letter to the U.S. Department of  Education in Washington, 
DC, specifically to their Pell Grant Program, and request for this 
listing, which is free and costs you nothing but a postage-paid 
envelope, to be sent back to you through Smart Communication 
mail drop box in St. Petersburg, FL)

According to Margaret diZerega, the director of  the Center 
of  Sentencing and Corrections at the Vera Institute of  Justice, 
the shift in crime policy and reinstating federal college financial 
assistance “resonates with policymakers from all political back-
grounds.” The Vera Institute is providing technical expertise to 
help roll out the Second Chance Pell grant programs. Telling-
ly, “most jobs require post-secondary education. Given that 95 
percent of  people are going to be returning to our community 
from prison, these kinds of  programs set them up to be able to 
pursue employment and be able to provide for themselves and 
their families,” diZerega adds. 

Since 2016, remarkably, more than 22,000 inmates have partic-
ipated in the Second Chance Pell programs, and some 7,000 of  
them have earned a professional certificate or academic degree. 
However, it’s not known how many of  the participants continued 
their college studies after they left prison. 

Notably, in a 2020 interview, former DOC Secretary John Wet-
zel told Colorlines, a news site focused on race issues, “Incarcer-
ated students who are working toward a better future become 
positive role models within our facilities and return to their com-
munities with new opportunities open to them.” Wetzel further 
stated, “Once we have the pandemic under control, it will be 
even more essential for returning citizens to be ready to join the 
workforce and contribute to the economy.”

From my own research, the information I received reveals the 
DOC currently has partnerships with four Pell Grant postsec-
ondary institutions: Indiana University of  Pennsylvania, Lehigh 
Carbon Community College, Bloomsburg University, and Villa-
nova University. Additionally, beginning in the spring of  2022, 
Eastern University will be a new Pell Grant partner launching 
their program at SCI Chester. Be encouraged to know that 65 
incarcerated individuals confined at DOC facilities now partici-
pate in the Second Chance Pell program, as stated by the DOC.

As a veteran-inmate, if  you are truly sincere, dedicated and in-
terested in pursuing a college education, by all means, make this 
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endeavor a priority. Make every effort to gain any and all in-
formation needed, to better educate yourself, and enhance your 
level of  thinking by believing in your commitment. Do know, the 
possible is never impossible. On a personal note, I want to share 
with you what I wrote over six years ago… “There is no darkness 
in hope. If  you believe in hope — it is REAL and powerful!” To 
all of  you, I wish you the best of  luck and stay encouraged.

Learning the Law
Keith Burley, SCI Forest

Editor’s Note: I recently asked Mr. Burley how he approaches cases as a legal 
advocate from behind bars. This was his response:

I first begin with the basics: the facts and how the law applies to 
those facts. For example, an inmate is placed in three-way re-
straints and unable to use the toilet. I think this would constitute 
punishment, even if  the initial “restraint” was warranted. I next 
analyze: was the inmate sentenced? If  so, my conclusion is that 
it’s an Eighth Amendment violation. If  not, it is a Fourteenth 
Amendment Violation due to the legal status as a pre-trial de-
tainee. 

As a paralegal, my work is primarily based on research and 
studying case law. As a pro se litigant, I stress the importance of  
adaptation! State and Federal because the “law” is in flux. So, 
one must adapt to the continuous change. 

I myself  think outside the box. I have an unconventional, un-
orthodox style. For example, 
say, hypothetically, Noelle Gambale experienced a situation at 
Wal-Mart (my favorite store), and the situation constituted a state 
law tort or federal claims. I would give special stress and impor-
tance to your lawyer that Noelle has fingerprints different from 
all other human beings. As such, each case (civil or criminal) has 
its own fingerprint and certain shades of  “political DNA” in how 
your case differs from all others. 

Although one may intend brevity, it’s not plausible to summarize 
suffering, since so many variables accompany each case.  As far 
as the work I am doing, my most important case is Burley v. Par-
ra. The case is against a judge, district attorney, county commis-
sioner, warden, deputy and other officials in Lawrence County. 
The case alleges a plethora of  violations. 

As a paralegal and pro se litigant, there are pre-requisites I make 
incumbent upon myself. As an initial matter, I refuse to file any-
thing I view as frivolous or malicious or use the “law” to per-
sonally attack someone’s character. For example, I tell inmates 
if  you’re lying, I will not help you! If  you really were abused or 
mistreated, I will fight for you as if  it happened to me. 

There exists a “disjunction” and conflict of  interest that in a 
sense “conditions” a civilian. For example, the government al-
lows the mother of  all evils, alcohol, gambling, fornication, and 
major sins. Then they punish a person who exhibits the behav-
iors that stem from the “allowances” of  impermissible things. A 
person goes to a bar, then if  he walks home, he’s charged with 
public drunkenness. If  he drives, it’s a DUI. My point is that 
values are now shunned. And when evil is forbade, the evil-doer 

cries “discrimination.” These are fractures of  aspects of  the law 
which would consume the ink of  all my pens. 

We love the PPS. We also love to contribute. We promote peo-
ple’s rights -- not just prisoners. We believe even the warden has 
rights. And no one is above the law. Freedom and Liberty is the 
only truly appropriate remedy and relief  for me.

Vaccinated for the Unvaccinated
James Jones, SCI Camp Hill

The DC-ADM Handbook is supposed to be for both inmates 
and staff (COs). Nevertheless, the unvaccinated inmates here at 
SCI Camp Hill were moved to be separated from the vaccinated. 
This move was done at the end of  July and publicly reported on 
local news networks, where reporters pointed out that the unvac-
cinated would be restricted from outside family/friend contact 
visitation. 

However, it was also reported that COs would have to be vac-
cinated by September 8th, and those wishing not to be would 
simply be subjected to daily testing. So, this is certainly a contrast 
in treatment.

In practice, the unvaccinated originally did not receive yard/ex-
ercise periods. They were only let out one or two cells at a time 
(one to two inmates being in each cell). DOC policy states that 
the unvaccinated cannot have contact visitations. The unvacci-
nated have also been excluded from employment, educational, 
and programming opportunities, despite the fact that DOC pol-
icy states they should still have access. These are the very things 
needed to obtain eligibility for parole recommendations, resen-
tencing, and/or commutation votes. Therefore, people who are 
unvaccinated are being punished. Their punishment is a psy-
chological coercion done by depriving them of  physical contact 
visits and financial means to support themselves, and they may 
not have a support system in place through family or friends be-
yond walls. 

As you may not be aware, the unvaccinated prisoners are like-
ly not the ones who have contaminated their fellow prisoners. 
Those would be the COs and other staff who are not monitored 
daily outside these perimeters. Yet the unvaccinated, many of  
whom were assigned as kitchen workers -- essential workers -- 
were tested daily for eighteen months, more so than COs. Yet, 
unvaccinated prisoners continue to lose more privileges than 
COs, who are only subject to daily testing because of  representa-
tion by their union representatives. Where are the unvaccinated 
unions or their representatives? 

This has been deemed detrimental to one’s mental, emotional, 
physical, and spiritual well-being, as it is a system of  solitary con-
finement that has recently been recognized as unhealthy and un-
constitutional. So why subject the unvaccinated prisoner to such 
conditions, yet not their counterpart, the CO? 
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The Difference Between the Elderly Prisoners and the 
Young Prisoners 

Kevin Coleman, SCI Dallas

The cost of  caring for elderly prisoners is high and growing. 
States spend on average $70,000 per elderly prisoner each year. 
When incarcerating someone aged 50 or older, it costs nearly 
three times what it costs to house a young prisoner, largely be-
cause of  the difference in health care costs, according to the Na-
tional Institute of  Corrections. An increased number of  elderly 
prisoners need wheelchairs, walkers, canes, portable oxygen, 
and hearing aids. Elderly prisoners cannot get dressed, go to the 
bathroom, or bathe without help, or are incontinent, forgetful, 
and/or suffering from chronic illness or dying. 

According to a study conducted by the Vera Institute of  Justice, 
at least 27 states have a definition of  who is an “older prisoner” 
for the purpose of  compassionate release: Fifteen states use 50 
years as the cutoff, five states use 55, four states use 60, two states 
use 65, and one uses age 70. Here’s another example: Connecti-
cut does not have a special age to be eligible for compassionate 
release. A prisoner must be physically or mentally disabled from 
age or illness, incapable of  being a threat to society, and have 
served half  of  his or her sentence. 

This evidence shows how imperative it is to support compas-
sionate release bills like SB 835: Medical and Geriatric Parole 
Reform in Pennsylvania. The Judiciary Committees have seen 
these bills in front of  them year after year. It’s time for something 
to reach the floor for a vote. If  we are being used for accountabil-
ity in the districts where these institutional prisons are located, 
then we should be able to request the votes of  lawmakers. 

The elderly and long timers have served 25, 30, or 35 years and 
more in these institutions; we are no longer a threat to society. 
We are an asset to our communities and society. Questions about 
who we are have been answered over and over. We pray this 
message will be taken into consideration.

Parole Within the DOC
John Trabosh, SCI Laurel Highlands

The cost of  caring for elderly prisoners is high and growing. 
States spend on average $70,000 per elderly prisoner each year. 
When incarcerating someone aged 50 or older, it costs nearly 
three times what it costs to house a young prisoner, largely be-
cause of  the difference in health care costs, according to the Na-
tional Institute of  Corrections. An increased number of  elderly 
prisoners need wheelchairs, walkers, canes, portable oxygen, 
and hearing aids. Elderly prisoners cannot get dressed, go to the 
bathroom, or bathe without help, or are incontinent, forgetful, 
and/or suffering from chronic illness or dying. 

According to a study conducted by the Vera Institute of  Justice, 
at least 27 states have a definition of  who is an “older prisoner” 
for the purpose of  compassionate release: Fifteen states use 50 
years as the cutoff, five states use 55, four states use 60, two states 
use 65, and one uses age 70. Here’s another example: Connecti-
cut does not have a special age to be eligible for compassionate 
release. A prisoner must be physically or mentally disabled from 

age or illness, incapable of  being a threat to society, and have 
served half  of  his or her sentence. 

This evidence shows how imperative it is to support compas-
sionate release bills like SB 835: Medical and Geriatric Parole 
Reform in Pennsylvania. The Judiciary Committees have seen 
these bills in front of  them year after year. It’s time for something 
to reach the floor for a vote. If  we are being used for accountabil-
ity in the districts where these institutional prisons are located, 
then we should be able to request the votes of  lawmakers. 

The elderly and long timers have served 25, 30, or 35 years and 
more in these institutions; we are no longer a threat to society. 
We are an asset to our communities and society. Questions about 
who we are have been answered over and over. We pray this 
message will be taken into consideration.

Black Owned
Trev Jackson II, SCI Benner

In 2017, I was convicted by an all-white jury. I am awaiting a 
response to my PCRA.f

There are people who feel injustice is used to incarcerate us at an 
overwhelming rate, but despite this, they still exert effort to get 
out of  jury duty. They believe to boycott jury duty is to buck the 
system. I challenge all who feel a conscious duty to buck the sys-
tem to show up early to jury duty. Participate in the one part of  
our system where you have the greatest ability to uphold justice 
for our community. 

In history, white juries delivered not guilty verdicts for whites 
lynching Blacks. The system did not fail. The system was working 
as designed: working against our oppressed incarcerated through 
trumped-up charges. Tired of  people of  color being oppressed? 
Give another chance to the persecuted; if  you believe we are not 
guilty, marching will not help (unless you march to jury duty!). 
If  one juror says we are not guilty then we aren’t! Black-Owned 
Businesses would be great. Even greater would be Black-Owned 
Juries which would lead to more free Black Men and more Black 
Businesses. Think about that. Share the Word.

Letter to the Courts
Joseph Mander, SCI Houtzdale

Dear Courts:

It’s clear that you run America. You give hard sentences to 
whom you want to and let go of  whom you want to, like Ritten-
house. He killed two people and injured one -- people he didn’t 
even know. But I killed one person, someone who robbed me of  
$20,000, and I get 25 to 50 years.

This is the definition of  injustice. Maybe if  I was white, you’d let 
me go too. I guess my biggest crime was being Black. “Black lives 
matter,” but it’s evident that you don’t feel that way.

Sincerely,
Joseph Eugene Mander III



Resources
PA State Officials

Governor Tom Wolf
Governor’s Correspondence Office
508 Main Office Building
Harrisburg, PA 17120
P: 717-787-3391
F: 717-772-8284

Attorney General Josh Shapiro
PO Box 22653
Philadelphia, PA 19110
P: 215-886-7376

Senator ___________
Senate PO Box 203 _ _ _ *
Harrisburg, PA 17120

Representative ___________
PO Box 202 _ _ _ *
Harrisburg, PA 17120

*If  you know the three-digit district number for your Senator or Represen-
tative, add it to the PO Box number. If  you do not know, information for 
Senators is available at www.pasen.gov; information for Representatives is 
available at www.house.state.pa.us.

DOC Secretary John Wetzel
19020 Technology Parkway
Mechanicsburg, PA 17050
P: 717-728-2573
E: ra-crpadocsecretary@pa.gov

Prison Society Mentoring Program

Families and Individuals Reintegrating Successfully Together 
(F.I.R.S.T.), our mentoring program, is a voluntary program for 
men currently in the Transitional Housing Unit (THU) at SCI 
Chester and SCI Phoenix.

The program helps prepare incarcerated individuals for success-
ful reentry mentally, emotionally, and logistically. After a series 
of  workshops on relevant topics (such as social media, applying 
for medical benefits, securing housing, and obtaining education 
and jobs), mentees are assigned to mentors, to meet one-on-one 
for at least six months to develop and achieve a personalized goal 
plan. We are also working with soon-to-be-released Juvenile Lif-
ers across the state to help them bridge into life outside in the 
community. 
 
We are always seeking mentors and mentee participants. For 
more information, or for a mentor application, please contact:
 
Joseph Robinson, Mentoring Program Case Manager
P: 215-564-4775, ext. 1005

FAMM
FAMM, a DC-based sentencing reform organization, is working 
to fight mandatory minimums in Pennsylvania, but needs case 
examples to help convince lawmakers to support fair sentencing.

If  you are serving a long mandatory sentence for a drug or gun 
offense, please send 1) your name, 2) you contact information, 3) 
contact information for an outside friend of  family member, 4) a 
brief  description of  your offense, and 5) your sentence, to:

FAMM
Attn: Pennsylvania Stories
1100 H Street, NW, Suite 1000
Washington, DC 20005

Note: FAMM does not offer direct legal assistance, but the organization will 
contact you by mail if  they’d like to learn more about your case.

The Prison Society & Broad Street Ministry

The Prison Society at Broad Street Ministry is a collaboration 
providing reentry support for people returning to Philadelphia. 
At Broad Street Ministry, individuals can receive a P.O. Box, 
change of  clothes and personal care items, as well as meet with a 
reentry associate. Broad Street partners with multiple non-prof-
it organizations who offer on-site assistance with medical care, 
housing, employment, public benefits, and obtaining personal 
identification.

Broad Street Ministry
315 South Broad Street
Philadelphia, PA 19107
P: 215-735-4847
W: www.broadstreetministry.org

LAMBDA Resources for LGBTQ People in Custody

Lambda Legal’s mission is to achieve full recognition of  the civil 
rights of  lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, transgender people and 
everyone living with HIV through impact litigation, education 
and public policy work.

As a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization, we do not charge our cli-
ents for legal representation or advocacy, and we receive no gov-
ernment funding. We depend on contributions from supporters 
around the country.

National Headquarters
120 Wall Street, 19th Floor
New York, NY  10005-3919
P: 212-809-8585
W: www.LambdaLegal.org

Expungements

Philadelphia Lawyers for Social Equity
1501 Cherry Street
Philadelphia, PA 19102
P: 267-519-5323

Expunge Philadelphia
Juvenile Expungement Hotline
P: 267-765-6770
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Community Legal Services
Center City Office
     1424 Chestnut St.
     Philadelphia, PA 19102-2505
     P: 215-981-3700

North Philadelphia Law Center
     1410 W. Erie Avenue
     Philadelphia, PA 19140
     P: 215-227-2400

ACLU

Whether it’s achieving full equality for LGBT people, establish-
ing new privacy protections for our digital age of  widespread 
government surveillance, ending mass incarceration, or preserv-
ing the right to vote or the right to have an abortion, the ACLU 
takes up the toughest civil liberties cases and issues to defend all 
people from government abuse and overreach.

ACLU Pennsylvania Central Office
P.O. Box 11761
Harrisburg, PA 17108
P: 717-238-2258
W: www.aclupa.org
E: hbginfo@aclupa.org

Prisoner’s Rights

Abolish Death by Incarceration
c/o Decarcerate PA
PO Box 40764
Philadelphia, PA 19107
P: 267-217-3372
W: www.decarceratepa.info
E: decarceratepa.pgh@gmail.com (Pittsburgh)
E: cadbiphilly@gmail.com (Philadelphia)
E: decarceratepa@gmail.com

PA Institutional Law Project: Philadelphia
The Cast Iron Building
718 Arch Street, Suite 304 South
Philadelphia, PA 19106
P: 215-925-2966 (Philadelphia)
F: 215-925-5337 (Philadelphia)
P: 570-523-1104 (Lewisburg)
P: 412-434-6004 (Pittsburgh)
W: www.pailp.org
E: alove@pailp.org

Prison Activist Resource Center
PO Box 70447
Oakland, CA 94612
P: 510-893-4648
W: www.prisonactivists.org/resources
E: info@prisonactivists.org

Reentry Services

Philadelphia Reentry Coalition
P: 1-215-683-3379
E: philareentrycoalition@gmail.com 

Franklin County Reentry Coalition (Franklin Together)
533 S. Main Street Chambersburg, PA 17201
P:  717-263-5060 ext. 314

Life Without Parole

Women Lifers Resume Project of  PA
PO Box 324
New Hope, PA 18938
P: 814-393-5400 (Cambridge Springs)
P: 570-546-3171 (Muncy)
W: www.wlrpp.org

Reconstruction Inc.
ATTN Fight for Lifers
PO Box 7691
Philadelphia, PA 19101
P: 215-223-8180

Pennsylvania Innocence Project

The Pennsylvania Innocence Project has a four-fold mission to: 
(1) secure the exoneration, release from imprisonment, and res-
toration to society of  persons who are innocent and have been 
wrongly convicted; (2) provide clinical training and experience to 
students in the fields of  law, journalism, criminal justice, and fo-
rensic science; (3) collaborate with law enforcement agencies and 
the courts to address systemic causes of  wrongful convictions; 
and (4)strengthen and improve the effectiveness of  the criminal 
justice system in Pennsylvania through public education and ad-
vocacy.

Philadelphia Office
1515 Market St
Philadelphia, PA 19102

Pittsburgh Office
914 Fifth Avenue
Pittsburgh, PA 15219

W: www.InnocenceProjectPA.org
P: 215-204-4255
E: InnocenceProjectPA@temple.edu
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Legislative Highlights

March 2022

FAMM, a nonpartisan sentencing reform organization, is working to fight mandatory minimums, create medical and geriatric parole, 
expand clemency, and end life without parole sentences in Pennsylvania. Your family members can learn about and support FAMM’s 
efforts by joining our email list. Families should write to famm@famm.org, and they can join FAMM’s special Facebook group for 

impacted families at https://www.facebook.com/groups/fammiliesinpa/about. 

It is budget season in the state legislature. House and Senate Appropriations Committee members are questioning agency heads 
about their budget requests and priorities. Pa. Dept. of  Corrections (DOC) Secretary George Little testified in February about DOC’s 
$2.77 billion budget request. FAMM and the Prison Society worked with lawmakers to ask about the need for medical and geriatric 
parole, and Secretary Little acknowledged that medical and geriatric release would have a positive impact on the budget, and that 
recidivism is lower for this population. 

The House and Senate are in session 3-6 days each month until June, when they will be in Harrisburg for 15 days to pass a finalized 
budget. Remember, it is a long road for a bill to become law: it must be approved by committees, the House, the Senate, and signed 
by the Governor. 

HB 1587 would create two-, five-, or 10-year mandatory minimum sentences for people who possess guns and have a felony record, 
depending on prior convictions. HB 1590 would require courts to impose the lesser of  5 years or the minimum sentence under the 
sentencing guidelines if  the person is convicted of  a crime of  violence, armed drug offense, or felon-in-gun-possession.

The bills are out of  the House Rules Committee and actively on the House Voting Calendar. They could advance at any time 
during session. FAMM opposes the bills and has asked Governor Wolf  to veto any bill containing mandatory minimums.

SB 135 would, if  passed, provide parole eligibility after 20, 25, 30, or 35 years in prison to adults and juveniles convicted of  first- and 
second-degree murder, depending on age and victim status. HB 135 would, if  passed, make people serving life sentences (except 
those convicted of  murder of  a law enforcement officer) eligible for parole by deleting the words “without parole” from existing laws. 
Neither bill has received votes or review by committees since referral in Feb. and Oct. 2021.

Life Without Parole Reform – SB 135 (Sen. Street) and HB 135 (Rep. Dawkins)

Mandatory minimum sentences – HB 1587 (Rep. Brown) and HB 1590 (Rep. Stephens)
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Parole related bills -- SB 835 (Sen. Street), HB 518 (Rep. DeLuca), HB 2030 (Rep. Mihalek)

SB 835 would, if  passed, create a parole mechanism for certain ill and/or aging prisoners to petition the Parole Board for release. 
The medical parole provision would apply to people who have a qualifying serious medical issue and a weakened ability to function 
in prison. The geriatric parole provision is separate, and would apply to people who are 55+, have served half  their time (or 25 years, 
whichever is less), and the Parole Board agrees that there is no danger to the public. 

HB 2030 would, if  passed, create credits toward time off one’s minimum prison sentence upon completion of  educational programs 
(for example, there would be a 90-day credit for getting a GED, 120-day credit for a diploma, 180-day credit for an advanced degree, 
etc.). The bill excludes certain types of  crimes, including murder, rape, etc. It would also create a pilot program to study how many 
people in prison and on probation have learning disabilities and need additional supports. 

HB 518 would, if  passed, require “repeat violent offenders” to do 85% of  their time before being eligible for parole. 

None of  these bills have received any votes or review by committees yet.

more parole bills coming

Rep. Kinsey has publicly signaled his intent to introduce a companion bill to SB 835 in the House. Additionally, Rep. Kail has 
announced his intent to introduce medical and family hardship release legislation modeled after the federal First Step Act, which 
should be introduced this spring. FAMM is working closely with lawmakers on these issues as part of  its Second Chance Agenda.

Clemency reform – SB 694 (Sen. Bartolotta) and HB 1719 (Rep. McClinton)
SB 694 would, if  passed, begin the process of  changing the constitution so that the governor can grant clemency whenever the Board 
of  Pardons recommends a person for clemency by a vote of  4-1 (currently there is a unanimous requirement). HB 1719 would do 
the same but with a 3-2 vote, enabling more people to be considered for clemency. The bills have not received any votes or review by 
committees. FAMM recently issued a public letter to Governor Wolf  and other officials calling for clemency expansion and improve-
ment. The letter is reprinted later in this newsletter on the next page. 
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Prison Conditions – HB 1283 (Rep. Bullock), SB 686 (Sen. Muth), HB 1074 (Rep. Davis), HB 1753 (Rep. Brown)
HB 1283 would, if  passed, provide incarcerated parents with one free phone call or email per month to each of  their children. SB 
686, if  passed, would ban the use of  solitary confinement and provide alternative disciplinary measures, such as limiting visitation, 
recreation, or work. It would allow confinement to a person’s own cell. SB 1074 would ban the use of  solitary on pregnant women, 
LGBTQ+ people, and people who are 21 or less, or 70 plus, with a 15-day cap on solitary use. HB 1753 would, if  passed, abolish 
the $5 medical copay in state prisons and prohibit the Dept. Corrections from charging incarcerated people fees for medical services. 
Note that FAMM and the Prison Society are working on multiple avenues to reduce or eliminate the copay. These bills have not 
received committee votes yet.

Other bills of interest – HB 706 (Rep. McClinton), SB 104 (Sen. Street), HB 1888 (Rep. Rabb)

HB 706 and SB 104 would require that incarcerated people are counted in their home districts in the U.S. Census, instead of  their 
prison district (a practice known as “prison gerrymandering”). HB 706 advanced out of  committee in Sept. with a recommendation 
to also count college students and those in local jails. It could be called for a House vote at any time during session. SB 104 has not 
gotten a committee vote yet.

HB 1888 would allow lawmakers to request that the Pennsylvania Commission on Sentencing prepare a demographic impact state-
ment for any law amending the crimes or judicial code, in recognition of  racial disparities in imprisonment. The bill has not gotten 
a committee vote yet.

*Note that many bills have multiple co-sponsors; only the prime or first-listed sponsor is included here.

Dear Governor Wolf, Lieutenant Governor Fetterman, and Secretary Trusty:

Thank you for your commitment to criminal justice reform, and for your thoughtful consideration of  clemency applications during your 
tenure. We ask you to take immediate action to expand and improve the clemency process in Pennsylvania.

Clemency is the only hope of  relief  for people serving very long and life without parole sentences. Pennsylvania’s governors commuted 
the life sentences of  285 people between 1971 and 1994, but that number dropped by more than 90 percent over the following two de-
cades. Commutations are a necessary mechanism to address injustice and support second chances, and their use should be substantially 
increased, particularly as the rate of  elderly and sick people in Pennsylvania prisons skyrockets. 

What follows are FAMM’s recommendations as well as many simple improvements that will make the process more efficient and beneficial 
to the citizens of  Pennsylvania. We have spoken to government officials, incarcerated people, their family members, subject matter experts, 
advocacy groups, and other stakeholders about the clemency process. The recommendations are based on that outreach. Although these 
recommendations pertain mainly to commutations, they may also may apply to pardons.

FAMM makes the following recommendations to improve and expand clemency:

Clear the backlog of  clemency applications in 2022. Immediately direct the Board of  Pardons (“the Board”) to hold public hearings nine 
months per year as provided for in 37 Pa. Code § 81.261. The Board has only scheduled public hearings three months this year, despite a 
large backlog.

Create more expedited clemency categories. Focus on specific classes of  individuals, for instance:

People who are over age 55, served 25 years in prison, and have the support of  the Pa. Dept. of  Corrections;
People with serious medical issues;
People who were between the ages of  18 and 26 at the time of  their offense, as the United States Supreme Court has recognized that at 
this age, the brain is not yet fully developed, yet they narrowly missed qualifying for relief  as “juvenile lifers”;

Direct the Board to provide its reasons for denying clemency applications. The current process lacks transparency, and as a result, appli-
cants and their families are left in the dark as to why they are denied. Providing the reasons for a denial affords due process by showing 
that the law is administered fairly and rationally. It is also a practical way to advance the rehabilitative goal of  corrections by advising the 
applicant of  what they can do to improve their prospects. FAMM suggests that the Board utilize a check-box form that lists the common 
criteria the Board considers, and suggests what steps a person could take to be more favorably considered. 

Urge the General Assembly to eliminate the unanimous Board vote requirement for capital and life without parole cases. Doing so would 

FAMM’s Letter to Governor Wolfe Expanding and Improving Clemency in Pennsylvania



allow a Governor to consider granting clemency when the Board recommends a person by a majority vote (3-2). Majority vote was the 
normative requirement throughout Pennsylvania’s history until the late 1990s. Returning to a majority vote does not guarantee commu-
tation. It promotes rehabilitation, institutional order, and provides realistic second chances for those who have earned them. Expanding 
clemency also has significant fiscal savings for taxpayers. See HB 1713 (2021-2022 session).

Remove systemic barriers to correction and rehabilitation for people serving capital and life without parole sentences. Eliminate the Dept. 
of  Corrections Policy (No. 7.6.1, Section 1, paragraph M) that prohibits “lifers” from participating in the full range of  
FAMM recommendations to improve and expand clemency (continued):

academic, vocational, and therapeutic programming normally offered due solely to their “life sentence” designation. Since commutation 
is a legal mechanism available to the 5,000 plus individuals serving life without parole sentences in Pennsylvania, these individuals should 
have the opportunity to attend rehabilitative programming. Participation in programming is evidence of  rehabilitation, and of  paramount 
importance to the Board. 

Create and publish policy guidelines governing the criteria and timelines for the reviews conducted by A) the Pa. Dept. of  Corrections, B) 
the Board office and C) the Governor’s office once an applicant has applied for commutation and/or received a favorable recommenda-
tion from the Board. 

Provide additional commutation specialists to assist incarcerated people in applying for commutation, and reallocate staff within the Dept. 
Corrections to screen incarcerated people’s applications; ideally with dedicated specialists assigned to the prisons that house large geriatric 
populations (e.g. SCI Phoenix, SCI Dallas, etc.).

Release the list of  those individuals receiving merit review and public hearings at least two weeks in advance. Currently, applicants, family 
members, and the public often do not know who is on the hearing list until the day or week before the proceeding. In one case, an indi-
vidual did not know she was on the merit review list until after the merit review was over. This leaves people unable to properly prepare. 

Allow supporters to speak directly to the Board during an applicant’s timed presentation. Note that direct and non-direct victims and 
survivors of  crime are permitted to speak directly to the Board. Community and family members would provide the Board with a more 
holistic perspective of  the applicant. 

Collect and make clemency data publicly available, including recidivism data on clemency recipients. Create a public dashboard that 
provides relevant information about historical and current clemency applications by type, length of  processing, disposition, demographics, 
county of  case origin, and more. The dashboard should include a way for applicants and family members to look up their case status. 

Direct the Dept. of  Corrections and/or the Parole to make available online the psychiatric, impulsivity, and/or risk assessment tools used 
to evaluate people for clemency. 

We ask you to work with the Dept. of  Corrections and Board of  Pardons to immediately implement and support these 
recommendations. Most of  them do not require legislative action. You have the opportunity to leave a structure in place that 
will improve and expand clemency in Pennsylvania for decades to come. 

Thank you for considering our views. Please contact (717) 945-9089 or mgoellner@famm.org if  you have any questions or need assistance. 

Respectfully, 

/s Maria Goellner

Maria Goellner, Esq.
Pennsylvania State Policy Director
FAMM

The opinions expressed are of the authors and not necessarily those of Graterfriends.Graterfriends. March & April 2022.17



Birthday List: March

1 2

Paul Mill-
er, Angelo 
Betancourt Jr., 
Peter Bien-
vienid Rojas,  
Dwayne Hall

3

Larue Graves

4

Kenneth Tor-
beck, James 
Smith,

5

James San-
chez

6

Scott Aaron 
Dunn, Jerome 
Handy 

7

Terrence 
McAleer, Jus-
tin Johnson,

8

Edward 
Kalkowski, 
Loni Krick

9

Justin Craig, 

10

Lee Smith, 
Javier An-
tonetty-Ro-
driguez

11 Jafar Saidi, 
Anthony 
Maglietta, 
Leslie Pet-
tis, Edward 
Wrench, Jared 
Leichliter, 
Tyree Tucker

12

Richard 
Helms Sr.,  
William Co-
lon

13 14 15

Jeffrey Good-
win

16

Charles Mor-
erschbacher, 
John Lee

17

Keith Pertusio

18

Oneill 
Thompson, 
Damon Stan-
ley

19

Johnathan 
Alderton, 
Malcolm 
Rowe

20

Charlie 
Sleighter, 
David Slaugh-
enhoupt

21

Frank Mitul-
ski Jr., Jose 
Santiago, 
Glen Bar-
mont, Isaac 
Jones

22 23

Robert 
Rovinski, Ste-
phen Hogg, 
Jose Diaz,

24  William 
Pierce, Harry 
Wordsmit,  
Kevin Patter-
son, Kira Hall, 
Angel Garcia, 
Darren White, 
Joshua Ovalles

25

Mark  Shirey, 
David Helsel

26  Gerald 
Bendig Jr., 
George Lopez, 
John Bunnell, 
Paul Desport, 
Brian Ippoli-
to, Anthony 
Spears, Justin 
Schilling

27

Richard Holli-
han, Varnado 
Jones

28 29

Larry Fason, 
Darnell Cot-
ton, Michael 
Fersler,  Der-
ick Cary

30

Jonathan Bell

31

Charlie Clem-
mons, Malik 
Bay, Adam 
Carnevale
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Birthday List: April

1

Donald Glov-
er Sr.,  Jamal 
Ball, Jose 
Lopez,  Sean 
Gordine

2

Robert Mc-
Cracken

3 Robert Ben-
choff, Ronald 
Jackson, James 
Miller, Kristin 
Edmundson, 
Antonio Little, 
Alexander 
Lopez

4

Paul Beg-
noche, Kevin 
Nedby

5

Jay Nohren-
hold, Antho-
ny Sharpe

6

Gideon John-
son

7

Jeremy Mul-
ligan, Kai 
Damu

8

Anthony 
Yancy

9

Damien 
Mikell, Shawn 
Jones-Bing

10

Joseph Oliver, 
Marc Freligh

11

Raquien Bar-
ber,

12

Jeffrey Neal 
Saxberg, Gary 
Ward

13

Nathan Ro-
sario, Daniel 
Manchas III

14

Martin D. 
Smillie

15

Curtis Zebley

16

Kerry McNeil,  
Matthew 
Krapf, Elroy 
Layne, Vincet 
Ritchie

17  Matthew 
Early, Tra-
cene Usko, 
Jean Saxon, 
Christopher 
Fenati, Sterlin 
Reaves, Aaron 
O’donnell

18

Melvin Wil-
liams, Devin 
Garman,

19
Jose Rodri-
guez, Latosha 
Gross, Wesley 
Perone,  Ra-
heem Allen, 
Brian Cun-
ningham

20

Ronald Smith, 
Richard 
Gross, Roger 
Woo

21

Michael Ware,  
Tyree Morris

22

William Case, 
McKinley 
Berry

23

24   Roberto 
Perez, Louis 
Bowman, Her-
bert Blakeney, 
Richard Pink-
ney, Carlos 
Moctezuma, 
Terry Fry Jr.

25
Floyd Filby, 
Victoria Da-
vis,  Emanuel 
Lybrand, Ste-
phen Parker, 
Travis Bush

26

Edward Geier, 
Scott Black, 
Darrell Stall-
ings

27

Edwin DeJe-
sus, Steven 
Margretta

28 29

David Stahl, 
Casey Hoey

30

Andrew 
Miller, Victor 
Carrasqui-
llo, Karim 
Wright, Dan-
iel Peters
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IN-CELL DINING DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC: A SURVEY OF PEOPLE IN PENNSYLVANIA STATE CUSTODY 

 
Executive Summary 
  
When the COVID-19 pandemic struck Pennsylvania state prisons, the Department of 
Corrections closed prison dining halls and began delivering all meals to the cells or housing 
units of people in custody. It was one of many new restrictions meant to mitigate the spread of 
the coronavirus behind bars that radically changed the day-to-day life of incarcerated people. 
But unlike other temporary measures to mitigate viral spread, eating in the relative isolation of 
their cells or housing units could become part of their new normal. Two years after the 
pandemic began, meals are still being delivered to incarcerated people, and the department is 
considering closing dining halls permanently.  
  
The Prison Society is concerned about the impact this policy would have on the health and well-
being of people confined to Pennsylvania state prisons. Since the dining halls shut down, we 
have heard an increased number of complaints about food service in the state prisons. In order 
to better understand the experience of incarcerated people under the new dining policy as the 
DOC considers such a major change, we conducted a survey of people in custody in state 
prisons. 
  
The Prison Society’s survey found that the majority of incarcerated people are unhappy 
with the closure of dining halls and shift to meal delivery. “It's as if we are being treated as 
animals contained in a stall,” wrote one participant from State Correctional Institution (SCI) 
Phoenix. “The current practice has the feel of being in solitary confinement.” 
  
In addition, there are systematic problems with the quality of the food being served since 
meals began to be delivered to housing units. “At best the food is room temperature,” wrote 
a respondent from SCI Albion. “Everything is soggy. At breakfast time the carts are on the block 
at 6:15am. They don't start passing out meals until at least 7:00am.”  
  
Specifically, the survey found: 
  

• 62% of respondents want to return to eating in dining halls. 
• Hot meals are frequently served cold, in apparent violation of DOC food safety policy. 

73% of respondents report receiving fewer hot meals than before. 
• 74% report being served rotten fruits, vegetables, or other food in the last month.  
• 72% report smaller portions compared to before the pandemic.  
• The minority of respondents (29%) who said they prefer having meals delivered to their 

cell or housing unit overwhelmingly cited problems relating to how the DOC administers 
mealtimes in the dining hall, rather than any intrinsic benefits of meal delivery. 

Given these findings, the Prison Society recommends that the DOC:  
 
 

• Resume serving meals in the dining hall as soon as it is safe to do so. This would 
help address the food quality issues that have worsened while meals have been 
delivered to cells, provide more movement and social stimulation, and contribute to a 
greater sense of dignity among prison residents. 
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IN-CELL DINING DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC: A SURVEY OF PEOPLE IN PENNSYLVANIA STATE CUSTODY 

• Assist facilities in creating dining hall protocols with the aim of designing a 
calmer, healthier, more enjoyable eating experience. This starts with simple changes 
like giving incarcerated people enough time to eat.  

• Improving overall food quality to consistently provide nutritious, filling, and 
flavorful meals. We hope these findings lend urgency to the need to improve food 
quality across all facilities, including providing more fresh fruits and vegetables and 
favoring food cooked from scratch using whole-food ingredients. 

 
Background 
 
Pennsylvania's DOC has, in many ways, been more proactive, thoughtful and successful in 
mitigating COVID than many state correctional departments. 1 Eliminating shared meals was 
one of the first steps the department took to stop viral spread.  It was a major move, requiring 
new equipment and changing of staff deployment.  Not many other state departments of 
corrections followed Pennsylvania's lead, and no other state has moved to close dining halls 
permanently. 
 
But in the spring of 2021, when many COVID restrictions were being lifted, Pennsylvania’s head 
of corrections said that the state planned to make meal delivery, rather than group dining, the 
new status quo across the state prisons.  
 
“Frankly we intend to keep that forever, other than a couple old prisons,” the secretary of 
corrections at the time, John Wetzel, said while testifying before the state legislature.2 Wetzel 
cited two main benefits of eliminating dining halls: avoiding fights and controlling portion sizes. 
He also claimed that incarcerated people preferred meal delivery.  
 
The Prison Society was alarmed by these statements, as we had received a flurry of complaints 
from people in custody about prison food and meal service since the dining halls were closed. 
The plan to eliminate them permanently seemed ill-advised given this early feedback. Indeed, 
our survey later showed that, in fact, a large majority of incarcerated people would prefer to eat 
in the dining halls and that there have been widespread problems with food quality since the 
shift to meal delivery. 
 
We have shared the results of our survey with the DOC, and the department’s position has 
evolved from Wetzel’s comments last year. In conversations with the Prison Society, the new 
acting secretary of corrections, George Little, has acknowledged the importance of dining halls 
as a social outlet and the fundamental human desire to share a meal with one another. In his 
own recent testimony before the legislature, Little has indicated more of a willingness to 
reinstate "mainline" food service in dining halls.3  But the department has yet to make an 
unequivocal commitment to reopening the dining halls.  

 
1 Three State Prison Oversight During the Pandemic. 
https://www.prisonsociety.org/_files/ugd/4c2da0_d039019f12824020b2712eae7d976d4a.pdf 
 
2 Pennsylvania Senate Appropriations Committee hearing for the Department of Corrections/Board of Probations 
and Parole, March 22, 2021. https://www.pasenategop.com/blog/corrections-probation-parole/ 
 
3 Pennsylvania Senate Appropriations Committee hearing for the Department of Corrections/Board of Probations 
and Parole, February 24, 2022. https://www.pasenategop.com/blog/corrections-probation-parole-2/ 
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IN-CELL DINING DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC: A SURVEY OF PEOPLE IN PENNSYLVANIA STATE CUSTODY 

 
The DOC’s full response to the survey findings is summarized in the closing section of this 
report. 
 
 
History Repeating Itself 
 
In the 1800s, Pennsylvania’s first prison, Eastern State Penitentiary, delivered food to people in 
their cells as part of an overall practice of keeping incarcerated people isolated.  In 1923, after 
much public debate, that practice ended, and the prison began serving meals in dining 
halls.  According to the archivist at Eastern State, the change “curbed favoritism in meal 
distribution [. . .] reduced waste since each person could choose which dishes they wanted and 
did not want [. . .] and ensured that each meal was hot, from the first to the last." 
 
Our survey findings indicate that some of the problems that prompted the introduction of dining 
halls 100 years ago have arisen again with the switch to meal delivery during the pandemic.  
  
 
Methodology 
 
Some 429 people incarcerated in all 23 SCIs completed the Prison Society’s survey between 
April 20, 2021, and August 22, 2021. The survey was included in Graterfriends, the Society’s 
newsletter for people in custody, which has approximately 900 subscribers throughout the state 
prisons.  Respondents mailed completed surveys back to the Prison Society.   
  
In addition to answering multiple-choice prompts, the surveys gave incarcerated people space 
to write comments expanding on their responses. The Prison Society read all of the comments, 
and this qualitative feedback complements and informs the quantitative findings of this report. 
  
 
Detailed Findings 
 
A wide majority want to return to dining halls 
 
Sixty-two percent of respondents want to go back to having meals in dining halls.  For almost 
half of respondents, this was a strong preference. 44% percent "strongly prefer" the dining hall.   

More than 200 respondents answered a question about the reason for their preference, in which 
they could select more than one option. The reasons we listed were based on feedback from a 
beta-test of the survey as well as the input of the Prison Society's Community Advisory Council 
composed of formerly incarcerated Pennsylvanians.  

Among people who prefer eating in a dining hall, the top cited reasons were: 

• “There is more hot food available in a dining hall.” (88%) 
• “I like the movement of going to a dining hall several times a day.” (77%) 
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• “I see this as part of a bigger plan for the DOC to take away people’s privileges.” (68%) 

Many respondents elaborated on their reasons in written comments: 

“Hot meals have been reduced to cold substitutes--grilled cheese is now cheesed 
sandwich [sic]; pancakes are now a third hard-boiled egg breakfast. Breakfast[s] are 
usually already sitting on the block at count time--over an hour before they're served.” --
SCI Albion 

“It is important for every man and woman who is incarcerated to get up, get dressed, and 
go get their meals every day. They have a sense of purpose and duty in doing that.” --
SCI Greene 

 
In addition to the above reasons, about two-thirds liked the dining hall because of the 
opportunities for social stimulation, and another two-thirds preferred the dining hall because it 
allows them to more easily get a replacement for unpalatable or spoiled food. 

Other common reasons come through in written comments. Many respondents mentioned how 
the overall quality of prison food has been worse when served in-cell.  

“It's mixed up by the time it is served. The portions are smaller, and the quality is poor.” -
-SCI Fayette 
“The food [in the dining hall] was fresher, warmer and more palatable, servings are 
cleaner, because the trays are not as shaken or jostled.” 

A chorus of incarcerated people also mentioned the unpleasant experience of having to eat 
near a toilet when meals are served in-cell. Unprompted, more than 50 respondents wrote about 
this in their comments. Many said that it made them feel degraded, in addition to being 
unsanitary and disgusting.  

“Smelling your cellies odors it’s just plain sickening to eat breakfast, lunch and dinner in 
our cells. We live in one big bathroom now as it is.” -- SCI Somerset 

“[In the dining hall] I get to sit and eat a meal at a table like a human, and not on my bed 
next to a toilet.” -- SCI Frackville 

“I think it isn't right to make me eat where I poop, my three meals.” -- SCI Somerset 

The toilet issue contributes to the larger sense articulated by many respondents that eating in 
their cells deprives them of their dignity and humanity. These feelings may help explain why 
more than two-thirds of respondents to the multiple-choice question about why they prefer the 
dining hall selected “I see this as part of a bigger plan for the DOC to take away people’s 
privileges.” As with other pandemic restrictions on movement, some report that eating in 
confinement has a detrimental impact on their mental health: 
“Mentally, it is a feeling of [...] gloomy emotions by being forced to sit in your living quarters with 
your tray as if you are in the RHU. It feels so depressing, and it encourages laziness. We will 
just sit in our beds, sleep, eat, sleep.” -- SCI Greene 
 
 
People who prefer eating in-cell see to avoid issues with dining hall 
 
A minority of respondents (29%) said they prefer having meals delivered to their cell or housing 
unit.  
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Avoiding the chaos and stress of the chow hall experience appears to be the dominant reason 
this group prefers eating in their cells. Seventy percent who prefer the new policy of eating in-
cell selected “The dining hall can be hectic or chaotic” to explain their preference, and 65% 
selected “You don’t get enough time to eat in the dining hall.” A number left comments 
describing similar motivations: 

“There is no chance of being caught up in fights which frequently occurred at/ on the way 
to and from the dining halls. Also, I don't have to worry about bringing my food back to 
recook it or having to go out in inclement weather.” -- SCI Coal Township 

Many incarcerated people said the food that was served in dining halls was also subpar. They 
liked how dining in-cell allows them to add their own seasonings to make unappetizing food 
palatable: 

“The quality of food here, even before the pandemic, is very poor[...]so when the food is 
brought to my cell, I can add to it to try to make it better.” -- SCI Greene 

Overall, the reasons incarcerated people gave for preferring meal delivery speak more to 
underlying issues with the dining hall experience and prison food service than to a preference 
for in-cell dining on its own merits. For some incarcerated people, their preference for either the 
dining hall or eating in-cell comes down to what they consider to be the lesser evil. This may 
explain the ambivalence of the 9% of respondents who were “indifferent” about the two options, 
and why about 40% did not “strongly prefer” one system over the other. One of the “indifferent” 
respondents wrote, “I'd prefer delivery to eating in the loud, hectic chow hall,” but then added: 

“But I don't think it's healthy or right for it to be taken away. Especially for us long term 
inmates. How much isolation do they expect us to take? We need the walk to get that 
food. We need that air. We need that human contact.” -- SCI Cambridge Springs 

 
  
Significant decline in food quality since the move to food delivery 
  
Almost three-quarters (72%) of the incarcerated people who completed the surveys report that 
food quality has declined since the switch to in-cell meal service during the pandemic.   

They are in similarly broad agreement about the specific ways in which the quality has declined: 

--74% report being served rotten fruits, vegetables, or other food in the last month.  

--72% report smaller portions compared to before the pandemic.  

--73% report receiving fewer hot meals than before. 

 
The lack of hot meals was one of the biggest concerns respondents wrote about. Many 
recounted that fewer hot meals are being served, and even dishes that are supposed to be hot 
are already cold by the time they arrive. This violates the DOC’s own Food Services Policy (DC-
ADM 610), which states:  
 

”Cooked,prepared hot food shall be covered and stored in a hot holding unit or by other 
method that will maintain the temperature of the food at 140°F or above until served. 
Cooked, prepared cold food will be covered and stored in a cold holding unit or 
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refrigerator that will maintain the temperature of the food at 40°F or below until served.” 
(DC-ADM 610 Procedures Manual, Section 1, Part D, No. 4) 

 
Contrary to the DOC’s policy, some observed that meals sit in their housing blocks for an 
extended period before they are served: 
 

“Food served in our cell is always cold by the time we get it. We have not had a hot 
breakfast in over 1 year.” -- SCI Fayette 

 
Many also complained that different components of a meal often get mixed together while in 
transit to cell blocks: 
 

“Imagine a slice of cold pizza completely soaked in red beet juice because the tray was 
not kept level and all the juice washed into the pizza compartment. Bread is most 
commonly affected by this situation.” -- SCI Huntingdon 

 
While this survey was being conducted, the DOC invested in new, insulated food trays and carts 
which may have helped mitigate some of the problems with food being served cold and 
components of meals getting mixed together.  Still, several comments that came in after the 
new equipment was deployed stated they had not improved these issues:  
 

“They spent a lot of money on heatable hot carts to transport the food to the blocks 
where it made it worse. The food came hotter in styrofoam trays than it does now.” 
– SCI Phoenix  

 
“They have purchased heated food carts which are supposed to keep the food hot. 
However, each cart has to be filled with the specific number of trays for each block. 
This process doesn't allow for the food to hold its temperature, because it takes 
about 20 minutes to fill the cart. Which makes the temperature of the food drop 
dramatically.” –SCI Somerset 

 
In addition to these problems, the majority of incarcerated people who completed the 
survey (59%) also report that there is less variety in the food being served since the 
pandemic began. Several wrote that there weren’t always alternate options available for 
people with food allergies or special religious diets. 
 
More than one-third of respondents (36%) report receiving fewer fruits and vegetables 
compared to before the pandemic.  
 
 
Three-quarters are spending more on food from the commissary 
 
Nearly three-quarters (73%) of respondents report spending more money on food from the 
commissary since the start of the pandemic, matching closely the proportion who complain of 
poor-quality meals. The likely causes of this increase are the decline in food quality and the 
pandemic-driven temporary increase in commissary spending limits for most incarcerated 
people in effect during the survey period. The burden of paying for commissary often falls on 
impoverished families in the community who provide financial support to their incarcerated loved 
ones. 
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The DOC’s Response 
 
Prior to the publication of this report, the Prison Society provided the DOC with a memo 
detailing the findings of the survey and asked for its feedback. Acting Secretary of Corrections 
George Little responded in a letter addressing our concerns about the pandemic dining policy 
and a number of other major findings. 
  
“The change to in-cell meals was driven by the need to mitigate the spread of COVID to protect 
our population,” he wrote. “We also agree that the resumption of dining hall meals is of value 
and will be a future consideration based upon facility reviews and recommendations as we 
transition to a more manageable place with COVID mitigation requirements.” 
  
In response to the issues with food temperature and preparation, Little pointed to the insulated 
meal trays and delivery carts discussed above, saying the DOC had procured 416 new 
insulated meal delivery carts and 56,000 insulated trays as of mid-2021. “Even with insulated 
trays and carts, there may still be some temperature loss or spills/comingling due to food types,” 
he stated. As a result, “modifications were made to reduce those incidents,” but he did not 
specify what those modifications were. 
  
The acting secretary also denied that the department’s practices were in violation of its food 
safety policies. He argued that the meals are considered “served” when placed in a serving tray, 
rather than when they are delivered to people in custody. Therefore, he contended, the 
department was complying with the directive to “maintain the temperature of the food at 140°F 
or above until served.” This is hardly a reasonable definition of what it means to “serve” a meal. 
Once meals are placed on trays, they still have to be loaded into a cart and transported to 
housing units. There, they often sit for extended periods of time before being distributed, as 
numerous incarcerated people reported in the survey.  
  
“Trays are packed in insulated transport carts but there is a 2-hour delay from the time of the 1st 
tray preparation until delivery to the housing unit or more,” one respondent from SCI Camp Hill 
wrote. The survey generated many more such comments from incarcerated people. Despite the 
evidence that delays in meal delivery are widespread and commonplace, Little claimed that 
“barring an emergency or unexpected delay (such as reduced staffing), the maximum length of 
time reported from tray make-up, to on-unit delivery, and return of dirty trays/carts to the kitchen 
has been 2.5 hours.” 
  
Little also stated that, according to the DOC’s own records, food related grievances and 
complaints had decreased during the pandemic. 
  
We are encouraged by the acting secretary’s comments recognizing the importance of providing 
a social dining experience in prisons and his recent statements suggesting that the department 
may reopen dining halls in the SCIs. We urge him to address the issues the Prison Society’s 
survey identified regarding the dining hall experience and to commit to reopening dining halls in 
all facilities as soon as it is safe to do so. 
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