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Control Unit Prisons

A control unit (or "supermax") is a prison or a part of a prison that is in a state of permanent lockdown.
("Lockdown" is a temporary condition used to control and suppress disruptions within a prison by severly
restricting prisoners' rights.) This once temporary condition has been increasingly adopted as the new
model for U.S. prisons.

In theory, control units are protective. They are supposedly used to warehouse the most violent prisoners,
who threaten the security of the guards and other prisoners.

In practice, control units are prisons within the prison system that are used to isolate and punish those
people who present a threat to the established power; for example, those who have filed lawsuits against
prisonofficials,participated in work stoppages, or activelypursued their religious and/or political beliefs.
In certain cases, political prisoners, such as American Indian Movement organizerLeonard Peltier and
BlackLiberation Army memberSekou Odinga, are sent to control units directly from trial, thereby dis
proving the claim that prisoners in control units have earned their punishmentby their own violence or
disruption once in prison.

Control unit conditions include:

Longtermisolation and sensorydeprivation: Prisoners arekept insolitary confinement for22-23 hours a day, incells
that are commonly about 6 feet by 8 feet. The cells in the new control unit prison at Florence, Colorado don't even
have windows to let in outside light, and all cells are soundproof. Prisoners will only hear the sounds they make
themselves, and only see the glareof fluorescent lightpanels (which are oftenleft on 24 hours a day).

Forced Idleness: Prisoners are denied standard vocational, educational, and recreational activities, including access to
law libraries.

Excessive Restraint: Prisoners are oftenput in iron shackles or chained spread-eagle and naked to reinforced rings in
their beds. Thisis usually billed aspunishment forthose who "misbehave"; yetmisbehavior is arbitrarily decided by
theguard onduty (andhasbeen known to include refusing tomake beds, orcomplaining about clogged andoverflow
ing toilets). Thisformof restraint is, according to US andinternational law, a form of corporal punishment (which is
illegal) notto be administered without theapproval ofa psychologist whotestifies thattheprisoner poses a threat to
himselfor prisonofficials. Instead, it is usedas a punitive measure to suppress legalactivities.

Toxic Environment: Prisons are often built nearenvironmental hazards. Until 1992, Marion prison in Illinois got its
water from a lake that had been known since 1984 to be poisonedwith levels of chloroformover 1000times what is
deemed "safe". Several prisoners gotcancer from the water supply during those eight years. Similarly, thenew prison
atFlorence is inan areawhose water, soil, andairisknown tobecontaminated withdangerously highradiation levels
from a nearby uranium milling plant. In Westville MCC in Indiana, dangerously unsafe levels of lead have been
detected in the water by an independent examiner.

Limited Human Contact: Physical contact is prohibited during visits. Phone calls for prisoners in Marion cannot
exceed tenminutes a month. Nocongregate dining, exercise, orreligious services arepermitted. InFlorence, prisoners
will be shuffled through remote-controlled electronic doors to theirdestination, without everseeing another human
being.

Thereare many accountsof human rights violations andabuses in control units, includingdenial of medi
cal care to injured and/or sick prisoners (including diabetics and epileptics), regfrigerated cells during
winter months, arbitrary beatings, psychological abuse of mentally unstable prisoners, illegal censorship
of mail, extendedisolation and indoorconfinement, denial of access to educational programs, and admin
istrative (rather than judicial) decisions about punishment for "misbehaved" prisoners. There is no evi
dence that such abuse decreases violence within the overall prison system. This torture must end.

Sources: Committee to End the Marion Lockdown, Coalition AgainstIndiana Control Units, American Friends Service Com
mittee, Pelican Bay Information Project, Z Magazine. Prisoner Advocacy Network, LosAngeles Times. Rocky Mountain
Peace Center.
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