‘Inhumane’ prison could be
model for lonia, activist warns

By MARCELLE WILLIAMS
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Inmate control methods used at
the maximum security Marion
Federal Penitentiary in Illinois
could be adopted at Ionia’s prison
complex, a prison reform activist
recently warned in Ann Arbor.

Those methods, said Nancy Kur-
shan of the Chicago-based Commit-

: tee to End the Marion Lockdown,
i are inhumane and include beatings
by a specially trained squad of men
whenever a prisoner refuses a
command. Kurshan, who co-found-
¢ ed the committee in 1985, ad-
\  dressed an audience at the Univer-
 sity of Michigan last week.
: But an official at Marion denied
4 . Kurshan's contention that the pris-
on is in a state of permanent lock-
down and that inmates are routine-
ly abused.

And Pete Vidor, deputy warden
at Ionia, said, “We are using Mar-
ion as a model, but this definitely
won't be a mirror image of Mar-
ion.”

Kurshan's committee was cre-
ated to oppose alleged conditions at
Marion, which opened in 1963 to re-
place Alcatraz as the highest secu-
rity prison in the nation. It is meant
to imprison incorrigible and dan-
gerous inmates that other prisons
cannot hold.

According to Kurshan, unrelated
incidents in October 1983 in which
two prison guards were killed by
two inmates caused prison officials
to impose a permanent ‘lock-
down” — the locking of all prison-
ers in their cells for an indefinite
period following serious inmate-re-
lated conflicts. Such lockdowns are
usually lifted soon after the situa-
tion is under control. But Kurshan
said Marion’s lockdown has never
been lifted.

Kurshan added that the lock-
down at Marion includes the lock-
ing of prisoners inside individual
cells for 23 hours a day, rectal
probes each time prisoners leave
the unit and beatings by a specially

trained team of men clad in riot |

gear whenever an inmate refuses a
command.

“Tkat’s absolutely untrue,” said
Randy Davis, Marion's executive
assistant to the warden, “We're

running a high security operation, -

this is the actual facility — not a
‘lockdown.’

Prison reform activist Nancy Kurshan said the
lockdown at Marion includes the locking of
prisoners inside individual cells for 23 hours a
day and beatings by a specially trained team of
men clad in riot gear whenever an inmate

refuses a command.

“Most inmates are out of thelr
cells 12 hours a day, and some are (
out longer,” he added. “This is a |
stratified unit system where as in- |
males graduate to different units,
they get better privileges.” ,

Though Davis confirmed the use
of SORT — Special Operations Re- {
sponse Team — to physically sub- |
due prisoners quickly, he said the |
team is called in only when an in-
mate assaults a fellow inmate or a
prison official and refuses to be
moved to a more restricted area.

“After four or five attempts to
make the inmate cooperate, the
SORT team is called in to getanas- |
signment done as quickly as possi- '
ble,” Davis said. He added that |
SORT is used at all major security
facilities but is rarely needed. A
slide show presented at the U-M by
the committee revealed that ac-
cording to government classifica-
tions, about 80 percent of the pris-
oners Inside Marion are not the
kind whose crimes warrant such
high security and restrictions.

But Davis said almost all are
there not because of (heir initial
crimes, but because they have
committed some kind of institu-
tional assault or displayed conduct
not appropriate for their previous
facilities.

“These inmates needed more re-
strictive confines,” Davis said. |
“They were transferred here so0 |

their previous facilities can oper- |

ate properly.” X

A special report by 20/20, ABC [
television's news magazine, re-
vealed that 20 states have looked at
Marion as a security model, That
includes Michigan, which is using
Marion as a model for its Maxi-
mum  Correctional Facilities in
Ionia.

“Once we convert to level-6
maximum security, our program
will allow prisoners in administra-
tive segregation more time out of
their cells and more mobility,”

- said Vidor. “The general popula-
tion prisoners at level-6 will get 10
hours out their cells during a sev-
en-day period.”

Vidor said administrative segre-
gation prisoners are those who are
separated from the general popula-
tion because of disciplinary prob-
lems. He added that they get five
hours of exercise during a seven-
day period.

“Many guys are long term segre-
gation prisoners because of the po-
tential dangerousness of them,” he
said. “Under level6 maximum
custody, they will still be confined

—— but with more academic and coun-

seling programs available to
them.”

Like at Marion, said Vidor, the
crimes committed by Ionia's In-
mates are irrelevant, and it's how

the men adjust once they are in
prison.

“The Marion model comes in be-
cause Tonla will be a tightly regu-
lated routine for general popula-
tion  prisoners, with their
movements totally controlled as
well as thelr activities in small
groups,” he said,

Totally controlled movement
means that every time a prisoner
leaves his cell, he will he hand-
cuffed and escorted by two prison
staff members.

Ionia is a two-year-minimum
program: a year of general popula-
tion, six months of the Intermedi-
ale pre-transfer level, and then at
least six months at pre-transfer
status. Vidor said that if the in-
mates do not receive any serious
rpisconduct reports during their
time at a certain level, they will be
moved to the next level.
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