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Introduction 

Between April and June of 2023, JHA fielded 483 communications. This included 277 letters 

from individuals incarcerated in the Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) or in out-of-state, 

Illinois county, federal, or other kinds of custodial facilities; 83 phone calls, and 123 emails from 

people in the community. This does not include all communications coming into JHA, such as 

Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA) reports, referral outreach, and those from people with 

whom we have repeated or ongoing communications throughout a period of time. This report 

aims to provide an overview of the most widely shared concerns and issues people 

communicated to JHA this quarter regarding their incarceration. 

 

At JHA, we strongly believe that any reform and system change within our prison system must 

be grounded in a comprehensive understanding of its current realities. To achieve this, we 

adopt a proactive approach, actively engaging with prison environments through onsite 

observations, data collection, and interviews with both incarcerated individuals and staff. 

Additionally, we maintain an ongoing flow of information by receiving privileged mail from 

incarcerated individuals. This allows us to stay attuned to the evolving needs and concerns 

within Illinois’ prisons. To bolster our efforts, we initiated a new survey in IDOC prisons during 

the summer of 2022, and we have been actively administering it throughout the year. As of April 

2023, the survey had been distributed at every secure IDOC facility with the hopes that 

incarcerated individuals have other avenues for their voices to be heard. While surveys now 

make up a considerable amount of the information coming into our office, information from these 

will be separately reported, and review and analysis is ongoing. 

 

The experiences shared by incarcerated individuals drive our priorities and advocacy efforts. 

JHA does not have the authority to investigate issues inside prisons and cannot independently 

verify all the information provided. We also note that issues and practices can vary widely over 

time and across the state. JHA’s communications summaries issued on a quarterly basis are an 

anecdotal resource to promote transparency within the system and raise awareness of the 

challenges faced by those living and working in Illinois' prisons.  

 

https://www.thejha.org/mqpl-survey
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Please check back each quarter to learn more about ongoing and emerging issues, concerns, 

changes to policies and practices, and efforts to reform our carceral system into one that is 

rehabilitative, less populous, and humane. You can find our previous quarterly report here.  

 

JHA is grateful to everyone who shares their experiences, perceptions, and insight into 

what is happening inside our prisons.  

 

Your words matter. 

 

 

  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5beab48285ede1f7e8102102/t/647f3d0c6237447e3ce5268a/1686060303218/JHA+Report+Quarterly+Comms+Jan-Mar+2023+FINAL.pdf
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Summary Charts 
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The following chart shows the number of communications in which each issue was raised to 

JHA each month. Note that more than one issue could be raised per communication.  
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Information Access 

During this quarter, one of the main issues 

raised by incarcerated individuals in IDOC was 

limited access to information. Requests for 

information increased from 37 in April to 57 in 

June, with a surge of requests for legal 

representation and attorney referrals in the 

month of June. Of all communications received, 

approximately 30% were related to access to 

information.  

 

The information sought varies and typically 

includes requests for legal resources, updates 

on current events and changes in laws, details 

about their legal case or sentence, prison 

reports, and/or IDOC policies. Access to this 

information varied based on individual 

circumstances, including the type of facility and housing status. People in IDOC shared with 

JHA that they encountered challenges obtaining information, 

especially that related to legislative changes affecting their 

sentencing, current IDOC policies, and case-specific legal 

materials, often due to the limitations of their prison's law 

library. Limited access to legal information and assistance 

remains a problem for people in IDOC; without dedicated 

resources to provide this support, people are not fully 

informed of their rights and are hindered in their ability to 

exercise them. 

 

Many IDOC policies are now publicly available to those 

outside of prison on its website. JHA continues to request 

that additional policies be added to the IDOC website 

“I’m writing to ask for 

a list of lawyers that 

handles IDOC cases of 

wrongful doing within 

the prisons if you do 

not mind”  

– Individual in custody at 

Pinckneyville 
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QUARTERLY COMMUNICATIONS SUMMARY APRIL-JUNE 2023 8 

and for people to have access to policies within prisons. Based on JHA’s review, as of 

July, 2023, 390 policies were available on IDOC’s website.   

 

 
- Individual in Custody at Dixon 

 

 
 

- Individual in Custody at Pontiac 
 

In addition to requesting access to lawyers, legal forms and/or the courts, some people contact 

JHA about our facility-based monitoring reports, often for the facility in which they are 

incarcerated.  JHA has asked that our reports be made available inside the prisons for people to 

review. 

 

- Individual in Custody at Western Illinois 
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support building. Additionally, limited availability to call loved ones and to secure visitation slots 

present an emotional burden on both incarcerated individuals and their loved ones. 

 

For example, one individual in Centralia reported that “some inmates dominate the phones, 

passing to their buddies and back to them so others have trouble getting a call home! More 

staff control is needed and pin numbers are needed to lock 1 hour after each call so they 

can’t redial so soon.” Finding a balance between security measures and preserving vital 

connections is essential for the wellbeing of those incarcerated and for potential reentry into 

their communities. 

 

 

 

 

- Individual in Custody at Big Muddy River 
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Conditions 

JHA has consistently received concerns about 

the physical conditions and other condition-

related issues in various prisons across the state. 

Examples of related issues include commissary, 

food, water, clothing, bedding, ventilation, and 

more. A considerable portion of IDOC's prison 

infrastructure is outdated with antiquated 

systems, and maintenance has been neglected for a significant period. Consequently, reports 

often describe the challenging experience of residing in buildings plagued by issues such as 

mold, inadequate ventilation, pest infestations, and extreme temperature fluctuations. These 

issues are communicated to JHA throughout the year.  

 

JHA further categorizes living condition concerns by sub-categories, which include issues such 

as food and commissary, drinking water, and facility infrastructure conditions and cleanliness.  
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JHA continues to hear concerns about physical conditions, cleanliness, and ventilation. 

 

 
 

- Individual in Custody at Jacksonville 

 

 
 

- Individual in Custody at Jacksonville 
 

In addition, concerns relating to water and plumbing issues remained common.  
 
 

 
 

- Individual in Custody at Stateville 
 
 

 
 

- Individual in Custody at Menard 
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Commissary  

Commissary in Illinois prisons is a vital 

resource, offering hygiene items, 

materials to write letters, supplemental 

clothing items and food, and other 

important essentials not provided by the 

facility. Item availability due to ongoing 

issues around contracting with 

commissary providers and spending 

limits may vary facility by facility, however, JHA continues to hear commissary issues remain a 

significant concern. As one individual noted in Centralia that they “only have one option for 

coffee, it costs $1.35 for a 4oz bag! Obviously at this price it tastes awful! But it is our only 

option! We are not allowed any other option, and are told by officials that Springfield will 

not allow them to order or sell any products”. 

 

 

 

Importantly, a report authored by the independent consulting group CGL 

assessing the physical infrastructure issues in the Illinois prison system was 

made public during this quarter. This report underscores and lays out the 

cost to address many of the concerns shared with JHA by people who are 

incarcerated about the physical conditions they experience in the prisons. 

JHA has made this report available on our website, and believes it is critical 

to both informing stakeholders about the unsafe, inhumane, and decrepit 

conditions that exist in many Illinois prisons and making decisions to 

protect the safety and wellbeing of those who live and work in our 

correctional system. 
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- Individual in Custody at Sheridan 
 
 
 

Food 

Food concerns are another issue that 

threatens the wellbeing and health of 

incarcerated individuals in Illinois prisons. 

We receive reports about the poor quality of 

food being given, which has been 

communicated to us as “inedible” or “spoiled 

and rotten” due to poor food safety 

protocols. We’ve also noted instances where individuals mention the inadequate portion sizes, 

leaving people hungry after their meals. Additionally, dietary restrictions, cultural, and religious 

considerations are not often granted for individuals in custody. 
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“It seems like they can never get enough officers to work here, also teachers. 

But this letter is about security officers and when they are shorthanded and 

need someone to fill in on a spot, they pull the personal property officer, and it 

would take weeks or more to get our electronic that we bought of commissary” 

- Individual in Custody at Big Muddy River 
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- Individual in Custody at Lincoln 

 
 

 
- Individual in Custody at Western 

 

 

- Individual in Custody at Shawnee 
 
 

 

Extreme Temperatures 

Extreme temperatures in Illinois prisons pose significant challenges for people who are 

incarcerated as well as staff. During scorching summers, the lack of air conditioning can lead to 

health risks and discomfort. Conversely, freezing winters without sufficient heating, clothing, or 

bedding can jeopardize wellbeing. Such conditions raise concerns about the humane treatment 

of people who are incarcerated and highlight the need to address these issues to ensure safety. 

One individual at Western wrote that “when the weather is cold, the powers that be purposely 

turn off the heat and turn on the air conditioner and the inmate are forced to deal with 
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being very cold. They turn off the boiler or turn down the boiler so that when the inmates 

are in the shower the water is cold.” 

 

JHA has received several reports regarding inadequacy of fans sold on commissary for 

combatting heat.  

 

 
- Individual in Custody at Pinckneyville 

 

Water Supply 

JHA received complaints about water in IDOC, ranging from reports about observable 

substances or discoloration in the water to strange tastes and/or odors. Fears regarding illness 

from water have also been longstanding issues in several prisons. JHA continues to work 

with the prison water coalition to identify new violations, make them publicly known, and 

push for the IEPA and IDOC to inspect, repair, and replace water and sewage systems in 

facilities where environmental standards have been violated. We also continue to 

advocate for the health of incarcerated people along with our partners in the field of 

environmental justice.  

 

 
 

- Individual in Custody at Pinckneyville 
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- Individual in Custody at Robinson 
 

Staff Conduct 

JHA receives regular reports about issues 

relating to staff, a category which covers a 

wide range of topics and behaviors 

demonstrated by the people who work in 

IDOC and the experiences and perceptions 

of the people who are incarcerated. People 

who write to JHA share their concerns 

about verbal harassment, retaliation, physical assault and other ways in which staff conduct is 

problematic. Additionally, people write about lack of staff responsiveness or issues with lack of 

staffing.  

 

JHA categories these concerns under the main heading of Staff Conduct and then identifies and 

tracks specific reports under the following subheadings: verbal harassment, retaliation, possible 

PREA, physical harassment, ignored concerns, concern about IDOC policy, and assault by 

staff. As an organization, we attempt to separate out concerns related to the actions and 

behavior of individual staff that fall outside of IDOC protocol from those that are a critique of 

IDOC policy and practices. One individual noted in Vandalia, “I’m constantly being riddled 

with snide comments, insults and ridiculed and even propositioned…I didn’t know the 

repercussions of C/O publicly outing me as gay would affect me so much”.  
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- Individual in Custody at Centralia 
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-  
 

 
 

- Individual in Custody at Lincoln 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
- Individual in Custody at Menard 

 
 

 
 

- Individual in Custody at Logan 
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Medical 

People incarcerated in IDOC continue to share with 

JHA that medical care is a major issue for them 

both in terms of accessing care as well as 

regarding the quality of care they receive. Of all 

communications received for this quarter, 26% of 

communications received were medical concerns. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- Individual in Custody at Shawnee 

 

JHA categories Medical Concerns in subcategories: medication, untreated concerns, chronic 

and other serious conditions, mental health-related issues, and physical injury.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Another individual wrote to us from Pinckneyville that he’s “never once seen a tele psych or 

mental health since I’ve been here. I haven’t received my mental health medicine in almost 
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a month and a half. I feel I’m being neglected of my mental health treatment and my civil 

rights are being abused.” 

 

 
 

- Individual in Custody at Big Muddy 

 

 
 

- Individual in Custody at Lincoln 
 
 

Other Issues 

Other issues we continued to commonly hear about from the incarcerated population include 

movement, early release, grievances, concerns regarding other incarcerated individuals’ 

conduct, and programming. Below is a breakdown of the frequency with which we heard from 

people about each of these issues.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9

13

18

9

13

16

18

21

15

13
14 14

10

14
13

0

5

10

15

20

25

April May June

Other common reports

Movement

Early Release

Grievances

Individual in
Custody Conduct

Programming



QUARTERLY COMMUNICATIONS SUMMARY APRIL-JUNE 2023 21 

 

Grievances 

The IDOC grievance system is meant to provide 

incarcerated individuals with an avenue with which 

to voice complaints and receive a response. We 

have received reports of grievances being denied, 

staff not responding to grievances, grievances not 

being received or acknowledged by staff, and 

even the complete unavailability of grievance 

forms. Section 504.830 of Title 20 states that 

“grievances shall be reviewed and a written 

response provided to the offender,” though many 

grievances are reported to not get responses. 

Incarcerated individuals also per the grievance 

rule may be allowed the “opportunity to appear 

before the Grievance Officer unless the 

grievance is deemed without merit.” When 

grievances go missing or are made unavailable, 

incarcerated individuals are denied their right to 

resolution. Grievances including “discrimination 

based on disability” or accommodation requests 

are expected to be forwarded to the facility ADA 

coordinator for further investigation. Many copies 

of grievances we receive regard the denial of 

medical treatment or disability accommodation. Lastly, people in custody are impeded in their 

civil right to sue when they are unable to exhaust administrative remedies prior to filing a lawsuit 

under the federal Prison Litigation Reform Act (PLRA) by being unable to comply with state 

grievance procedures. 

 

We heard from an incarcerated individual at Lincoln that “None of my grievances have been 

taken seriously. For instance, the leaking toilet. It has been leaking for months. Yet 

somehow they simply ignore it…IDOC and Lincoln CC in specific, has failed to do the right 

thing over and over.” Meanwhile, someone at Graham wrote that “in the penitentiary, we 

“I have been continuously 

harassed as retribution for the 

grievances I filed against the 

mail room. I’ve had mail “lost” 

incoming and outgoing, 

damaged, delayed, and 

confiscated or destroyed 

without filing any of the 

appropriate paperwork.” - 

Individual in Custody at Big Muddy 
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have no voice. The grievance process is moot because they are all awesome employees C.O’s, 

counselors, etc.. Groups such as yours are our voice. I am imploring you to be that voice. If 

they are continued to be allowed to get away with minute violations and have those 

violations and liberties, they take will only grow in proportion.” 

 

 
 

- Individual in Custody at Menard 

 

Based on what is shared with JHA, many people report having little faith in the grievance 

system. IDOC reports that efforts are underway to reform the current grievance system; JHA 

has seen job postings for the newly created position of regional grievance officer for IDOC. 

From what JHA hears and has observed, the grievance system continues to be 

ineffective for people who are incarcerated. Individuals routinely report lack of trust in 

the process, lack of or inconsistent responses to grievances, fear of retaliation, and an 

inability to utilize the system independent of correctional staff involvement. Accurate and 

publicly reported grievance data is also needed. 

 

 

Individual in Custody Conduct 

Addressing and managing issues involving 

individual in custody conduct remains 

essential to ensuring a safe and secure 

environment for both people who are 

incarcerated and staff. JHA sometimes 

hears that staff are not helpful with issues 

between incarcerated individuals. 
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- Individual in Custody at Graham 
 

 
 

- Individual in Custody at Menard 
 
 
 

Sentencing Credit 

People in IDOC have shared their concerns with 

JHA about the lack of accurate tracking and 

administration of sentence credits, leading to delays 

in early release. This problem not only affects 

morale and hinders rehabilitation efforts, but it also 

creates additional burdens for prison administrators 

and increases the expense of the prison system for 

Illinois taxpayers. Addressing the tracking, administration, application, and reporting of sentence 

credits is crucial to ensure a fair and efficient process for incentivizing and utilizing the credits to 

everyone’s benefit. Many people report being told they are denied sentencing credit based on 

criminal history, which is a factor beyond their control and which cannot be affected by good 

behavior.  
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- Individual in Custody at Jacksonville 
 

 

- Individual in Custody at Illinois River 

 

 

Movement 

Movement concerns are another issue that we commonly hear about from individuals in 

custody, describing the inability to spend time out of their cells or sleeping areas. Movement can 

be stifled due to short staffing, COVID, or other safety concerns.  
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- Individual in Custody at Pinckneyville 
 

 

Sometimes movement is restricted due to a formal facility lockdown. Incarcerated individuals’ 

daily routines, access to areas, programs, and visitation are limited during these periods. 

According to IDOC reporting, there have been 409 

lockdowns across all IDOC facilities between the months of 

April through June, though this figure may not take into 

account partial facility lockdowns that also occur. One 

individual reported, “Dixon C.C. is locking us incarcerated 

individuals down everyday, all day every Thursday at 3pm 

until Monday mornings.” IDOC data reflects 15 lockdown 

days at Dixon that month. This chart represents lockdowns reported to JHA this quarter, which 

is a subcategory of movement above.  

 

 

 

- Individual in Custody at Robinson 
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QUARTERLY COMMUNICATIONS SUMMARY APRIL-JUNE 2023 26 

 

- Individual in Custody at Shawnee 
 

 

Programming 

Programming includes educational courses, self-

betterment workshops, vocational, and other skill 

building classes. Many programs are currently 

unavailable or occur on a sporadic basis at prisons 

based on staffing and other issues. This quarter JHA 

received 37 communications from people about issues 

with programming. One individual in Centralia shared 

a very commonly reported concern: “for inmates who have a lot of time still to serve, we get 

no chance to take any college or vocational classes as they give the short-term inmates 

priority.”  

 

This chart that represents two types of programming concerns reported this quarter; these are a 

subcategory of programming above. 
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Many people writing to JHA report they would like more job skill training. 

 

 
 

- Individual in Custody at Pinckneyville  
 

 

Flagged Concerns 

Every person who contacts JHA receives a response letter, but we are not able to provide 

individualized follow up to all of the letters we receive or issues raised to us. However, some 

letters which report situations or issues that are of an urgent nature are flagged for staff 

response. JHA flags issues which report an imminent threat to the health and safety of any 

person who lives or works in prison and which we believe may not otherwise be known to 

people inside or outside the prison system. This quarter, JHA flagged and followed up on 29 

such letters.  

 

We do not include ongoing conditions issues; general lack of staff responsiveness; general 

issues around programming, medical, and mental healthcare; and other things that certainly 

pose hardship, difficulty, and risk to people who are incarcerated but are articulated to us as 

chronic issues rather than emergent. This is a subjective determination based on the 

information available to JHA, which is admittedly limited and often unconfirmed.   

 

As an independent oversight organization without the ability to investigate issues, the 

mechanisms available to JHA when serious, nascent concerns are brought to our attention 

include raising these issues with IDOC staff, administrators, prison wardens, and other 

governmental authorities; contacting family members or loved ones as makes sense or is 

possible; reaching out to other stakeholders for their involvement and to exert pressure on the 

Agency; and making the concern/information publicly available if appropriate in order to mobilize 

decision makers to act. JHA also believes that sharing information about the urgent issues 
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raised with us is an important way to increase transparency and expand public awareness of 

what happens inside prisons. 

 

 

 

Letters are most often flagged for involving PREA-related issues. 19 of the 33 flagged concerns 

this quarter related to the sexual abuse or harassment of a person in custody (note that one 

letter could contain more than one concern). For example, we received a letter from someone at 

Shawnee stating that a C/O had assaulted him and made sexual comments toward him, and he 

was “on hunger strike because the C/O’s here will not let me call PREA or report the 

assault.”  

 

PREA was implemented in order to reduce sexual abuse and harassment inside prisons. JHA is 

an independent outside entity through which people can make reports about sexual abuse or 

harassment to IDOC PREA officials, remaining anonymous on request. Our organization will 

receive “Attn: PREA” letters and forward them on to the IDOC PREA Coordinator in Springfield 

if it is clear that the person intended to make a PREA report. In cases where someone is not 

clearly trying to make a PREA report or is reporting an issue with a prior PREA report, JHA staff 

will also attempt to follow up as appropriate.  
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—Individual in Custody at Pinckneyville 

 

Letters may also be flagged and outreach conducted when there is sufficient specific 

information reported to be investigable by an entity with authority such as an assault by a staff 

member, issues related to transgender people, deaths in custody, or urgent medical concerns.  

 
Your Words Continue to Direct our 

Work 

o JHA survey update: For the past 7 years, JHA has conducted surveys inside Illinois 

prisons to gather more input, perspectives, and experiences than possible during regular 

monitoring visits. Surveys provide crucial information to raise issues, flag concerns, and 

advocate for changes. An example of a significant reform that was supported by survey 

data was abolishing the $5 medical co-pay. Legislators questioned how we knew the co-

pay hurt incarcerated individuals and deterred 

preventative care. We relied on survey responses 

from people in IDOC to provide answers. Having 

concrete numbers and responses demonstrated 

the negative, harmful impact of the copay on 

prisoners. In 2022-23 JHA fielded a Measuring 

the Quality of Prison Life (MQPL) survey; we 

have published preliminary results on JHA’s 

website. JHA is collaborating with criminal justice 

data experts to analyze MQPL data and looks 

forward to the publication of this work in the 

coming months. 

o Expanding juvenile justice oversight. JHA is 

thrilled to announce that SB 2197, which expands the jurisdiction of the Illinois Office of 

the Independent Juvenile Ombudsman (OIJO) to cover county juvenile detention 

JHA’s Q2 2023 monitoring 

visits included: 

• Danville CC 

• Lincoln CC 

• Pinckneyville CC 

• Taylorville CC 

• Western CC 

• Hill CC 

https://www.thejha.org/mqpl-survey
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centers, has been signed into law by Governor Pritzker. The OIJO already advocates for 

the rights of youth in IDJJ custody, and in the future will take on the same role for young 

people detained in county facilities.  

o CGL report and relevant links: This is the CGL report on IDOC prison infrastructure. 

JHA’s statement on the CGL report can be found here. WBEZ has also published news 

coverage on the CGL report. 

o Pushing the Illinois Department of Juvenile Justice. JHA published a 2022 

evaluation of IDJJ, pushing for transformation away from large, adult-style youth prisons 

and toward smaller, localized, child-centered facilities. 

o Sharing Knowledge with Oversight Practitioners. JHA contributed an article about 

Illinois juvenile justice oversight to the June issue of the newsletter published by the 

International Corrections & Prisons Association’s Expert Network on External Prison 

Oversight and Human Rights. 

 

Thank You 

JHA thanks everyone who has reached out to us with information and shared their experiences, 

insights, and perceptions of what is happening inside Illinois prisons. What you share with us 

allows us to ask questions, seek more information, and better monitor the implementation of 

policies and adherence to fair practices by IDOC. As an independent watchdog group, JHA’s 

impact comes from acting as the eyes and ears of the public inside Illinois prisons. Sharing with 

us what you experience strengthens our monitoring work and empowers our advocacy efforts.  

 

We also thank everyone who has read this update and listened to others’ voices; we hope you 

will join us in working towards a safer and more humane system.  

 

 
  

Incarcerated individuals can send privileged mail to report concerns and issues to the John 

Howard Association, P.O. Box 10042, Chicago, IL 60610-0042. JHA staff read every letter and 

track this information to monitor what is occurring behind prison walls and to advocate for 

humane policies and practices. Family and friends can contact JHA via our website 

www.thejha.org. 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5beab48285ede1f7e8102102/t/64db8d2adde4d03315cddab0/1692110147153/IDOC+Master+Plan+Report+FINAL+MAY+2023+07+12+23.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5beab48285ede1f7e8102102/t/64db8ddd228e90462f6f2c26/1692110302136/IDOC+Master+Plan+statement+8.3.23+rev.pdf
https://www.wbez.org/stories/illinois-prisons-need-billions-in-repairs/c80e57db-8b89-4de9-8ea1-642c60ca1cb9
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5beab48285ede1f7e8102102/t/64777dd168e1a560f84c43a0/1685552596064/JHA+IDJJ+Report+2022+Final.pdf
https://files.constantcontact.com/d0a15046701/687895c0-5019-45aa-851c-e27a3472026c.pdf
http://www.thejha.org/

