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Bring transparency to our
prison system!

By James P. Gray

A year ago this past Fourth of
July I was on the radio show Coast
to Coast with George Noory, dis-
cussing our pation’s Criminal Jus-
tice System. Thereafter I received
letters from twelve men who are
incarcerated in prisons all around
our country. So I turned that into
an opportunity to ask them to de-
scribe prison life, including the
good, the bad and the dgly. Nine
of them responded, and since then
the number has nearly tripled.
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often take a very long time and

" many of the federal district court
judges simply see them either as
exaggeratlons or even Just as a-

And what I have heard from these
men is deeply disturbing.

It was the Russian novelist Fyo-
dor- Dostoevsky who_once said
“The degree of civilizatioh in a
society can be ]udged by enter-

ing its prisons. A society should '

be judged not by how it treats ifs
outstanding citizens, but by how it
treats its criminals.” I agree with
that statement, and deeply hope
that you do as well. Regardless of

what offenses they were convicted

of, we as a civilized society héve
an. absolute obligation to treat

people involuntarily in our custo-
dy within a minimum threshold
of security, nutrition and health-

care, And, based upon what I have-

seen and heard, we are often fall-
ing short of that obligation. In tl\at
regard we should all remember

the sentiment that “No one gets :

better by treating them worse.”

As an example, one of my cor-
respondents wrote to me that he
is Jewish, and he had heard that
some fellow inmates who ‘were
skinheads had a “hit” out on him.
"He further wrote tome thathe also

media full and complete access to
all of our nation’s prisons and jails

so that they can interview anyone

with a oomplajut and follow up on

whichever of their complaints that -

“uations of abuse. So the repor

in not bemg shown nalvely to h ve
been taken in by false alleg:
But they also have a vested
est in reporting upon’ accurate Sit-

‘Why? Because,‘ fundamentally, it is our

government, and if it is not workinge we have no one

to blame but oursele /

nuisance. As such, they aré rarely
successful. Of course, many in-

carcerated people also fear retali-

ation if they complain, which is an
- additional problem.

So what is the answer? We must’
bring. transparency into our pris-
ons.” Juét like with virtually ev-

sery other facet of government,
-transparency is the key to honest
treatment for all. So how can this
be done? The answer is twofold,
~.First, each correctional “officer
“should be required to wear a body
: camera at-all times when they are

“geles; I know full well-that bften

seemed to be justified. Of Course,

with “reasonable securrty
precautron g
Now, as a veteran trral court
judge as well as a former crimi-
nal defense attorney in the Navy
and federal prosecutor in Los An:

defendants ‘aud }mcarcerated peo-,

Y
ally tell the truth. So allow these
people to speak to the members of

“would be able to investiga

-wardens who desired to

‘made clear should be offer

*information provided by, 2

follow up on the allegatron
them to “We the-People
propriate action. In add
ensure further transpare

correctional facility’s” po

was later found to be fals
could always be used asa

. knew that the warden and other

correctional officers were aware
of the threat, but they did nothing
to protect him. Soon thereafter he
was attacked by those two men

. awith a shiv, which is a homemade

knife, and stabbed seven times in
the back - all the while they were

yelling “Die Jew, die!” He was tru-

Iy fortunate to have survived. But
he also enclosed what appeared to
be a genuine medical record from
the prison which said: “Cause of
injury: attempted suicide.” Can
you lmagme anyone attemptmg
suicide by stabbmg themselves in
the back - seven times?!!
.-Anothe example . came from
an in
such ‘strong pain in his stomach
that he strenuously requested nu-
merous times to seea doctor But

the only £ response from the..prrson'

reerated man who had felt.
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officials was to give him some as-
pirin. Finally, when the man was
able to see a doctor he reported
that this man had appendicitis
and had to have an operation -
yesterday! So he was flown to a
hospital where the operation was
performed. Later, the operating
doctor said that had the condition
lasted for one more day this pa-
tient would have died.

And then there are other deeply
d1sturb1ng allegatrons that ‘sexual
abuse and even rape have been
rampant in both men’s and wom-
en’s prisons, with. the perpetra-
tors being the prison staff. T trust

‘that_eyeryone of us agrees that
this would be an outrage!

Of course there were numbers
of my correspondents who com-
plamed about the food, the lack
of air’ condrtlonmg, arbitrary en-

‘thrs effort!

) James P Gray is a retired ]udge

s our government, and if it is not
-working we have no one to blame

but ourselves! Please Jom me in

of the Onmge County Supenor
Court; and former assistant United
States attomey n. Los Angeles a

forcement of arbitrary rules, and
a great abundance ‘of contraband
like cell phones and illicit drugs
- which were mostly brought into
the prisons and sold by prison
staff. Why not, if a person can
make a 500 percent profit in a
weekend selling contraband to
people who are incarcerated?

We all must understand, as
amplified by my correspondents,
people who are incarcerated re-
ally have only two recourses for
. their complaints. First, they can
appeal to the warden but, as you
can imagine, that often is futile.
And, second, they can file a peti-
_tion under Section 1983 of Title
" 42 of the United States Code to
the federal courts for violations of
their civil rights. But, as a matter -
of reallty, those petitions
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