
 
Executive Summary: 

Monitoring Visit to Hill Correctional Center 
 5/31/2011 

 
On May 31, 2011, John Howard Association (JHA) visited Hill Correctional Center 
(Hill), a Level 2 Secure Medium adult male facility. Hill is located in northwest Illinois 
in the city of Galesburg, about three and a half hours away from Chicago and two hours 
away from Springfield.  
 

Vital Statistics:  
 
Population: 1,830 
Rated Capacity: 896  
Operational Capacity: 1,866 
Average Annual Cost Per Inmate: $16,321 
Average Length of Stay: 10 months, 28 days 
Average Age: 35 
(Source: IDOC 5/31/2011) 

 
Key Observations:   
 

• Shortages in security staff raise safety concerns. Medical and correctional staff 
members indicate that inadequate security presence has created heightened 
pressure and instability for inmates and staff alike, and increased opportunities for 
violence. The Department of Corrections quarterly report of April 1, 2011, 
confirms that ratio of inmates to security staff at Hill is higher than at other Level 
2 Secure Medium facilities in the state.  

 
• Hill operates a successful on-site industries program that employs 76 inmates in 

processing milk, juice, and meat for use in correctional facilities across Illinois. 
Hill’s industries allow inmates to earn a wage, increase their self-sufficiency and 
obtain essential work skills for reentry, while minimizing costs to the State. 
 

• Hill, in line with other Illinois facilities, charges inmates in excess of the 25 
percent markup that is authorized by statute for some of its commissary items.  
 

• The racial makeup of Hill’s population is 62 percent African-American; 20 
percent White; 17 percent Hispanic; less than 1 percent Asian; and less than 1 
percent American Indian. The majority of Hill inmates were convicted in Cook 
County. 
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Monitoring Visit to Hill 

Correctional Center 
5/31/2011 

 
John Howard Association (JHA) visited Hill Correctional Center (Hill) on May 31, 2011. 
Hill is designated a Level 2 Secure Medium Adult Male facility, and is located in north 
central Illinois in the city of Galesburg, about three and a half hours away from Chicago  
and two hours from Springfield .1 The facility sits on 71 acres of land, 38 acres within the 
security fences, and has a total of 29 buildings. It includes four housing units, one 
orientation/receiving unit, one segregation unit, an infirmary unit, and two main 
recreational yards.  
 
When Hill first opened in 1986, it was intended to help alleviate overcrowded conditions 
in other facilities. Today, Hill faces serious overcrowding of its own. Originally designed 
to house 896 adult male inmates, on the day of JHA’s visit Hill housed 1830. Like many 
Illinois prisons, Hill’s greatest challenges include overcrowding, coupled with lack of 
staffing, equipment and funding needed to manage the ever-increasing population and 
provide essential services and rehabilitation opportunities.  
 
The overall picture that emerged from JHA’s visit was of a comparatively well-
functioning facility that regrettably is being pushed to the brink and far beyond its limits 
by lack of resources. Despite the aspirations of administration and staff to critically assess 
and make improvements at Hill, the blunt reality is that the Illinois Legislature and 
Governor created the underlying systemic problems of overpopulation, understaffing, and 
underfunding, and only they can fix these. Unfortunately, success invites failure in 
Illinois corrections, in that the more functional the facility, the more demands that are 
placed on it to accommodate greater and greater population - until the facility ultimately 
is rendered dysfunctional by overcrowding and inadequate resources. Absent decisive 
leadership by Illinois elected officials to address the issue of prison overcrowding, the 
judiciary inevitably will be left to address it through protracted and costly litigation.2   

 
 
 

Housing and Living Conditions 
                                                
1 Illinois correctional facilities are categorized according to security level designations as follows: Level 1-
Maximum-Security; Level 2- Secure-Medium Security; Level 3- High-Medium Security; Level 4- Medium  
Security; Level 5- High-Minimum Security; Level 6-Minimum Security; Level 7- Low-Minimum Security; 
Level 8-Transitional Security. 
 
2  The U.S. Supreme Court’s recent decision in Brown v. Plata, 131 S. Ct. 1910 (2011), in which the court 
upheld the lower court’s order that California drastically reduce its prison population, perfectly illustrates 
this point. There, the court found this unprecedented remedy was the only way to address the “serious” and 
“uncorrected” violations of constitutional and human rights caused by overcrowding, where California’s 
elected officials lacked the political will and courage to address the issue.   
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Inmates are assigned to housing units according to their vocational and educational 
assignments, as well as their medical needs. The Department of Corrections (DOC) also 
uses a screening process to ensure that inmates are suitable cellmates, taking into account 
aggression levels and other individual factors. However, overcrowding and limited space 
inevitably mean that inmates who are less than suitable cellmates sometimes are housed 
together. One Hill inmate convicted of a non-violent offense and serving a short sentence 
complained of being celled with an inmate who was convicted of a violent offense and 
serving 60 years. Another inmate, who was gay and currently housed in segregation, 
reported that he previously had been housed with a cellmate who was aggressively 
homophobic.   
 
In the face of overcrowding, inmates who request relocation to another cell because they 
fear harm from a cellmate have no option other than to refuse housing, and be placed in 
segregation. Although these inmates have not committed wrongdoing, they are treated the 
same as inmates who are housed in segregation for disciplinary reasons; and, thus, are  
subject to the same suspension of privileges and punitive restrictions on visitation, 
property, movement, and recreation. This policy is alarming because of its obvious 
potential to discourage inmates from voicing safety concerns, so that staff may timely 
intercede to prevent violence before it occurs. Several inmates that JHA spoke with were 
understandably distraught that seeking help and voicing concerns for their personal safety 
would result in being punished with segregation.  
 
With respect to living conditions, several inmates reported being extremely cold in the 
winter. Others reported not being provided with enough winter clothing to keep warm, 
unless lucky enough to obtain one of the limited inmate work assignments.  
 
Living units are not air-conditioned. Inmates in the general population can buy individual 
fans to cool their cells. In addition, two new fans were recently installed in the units. In 
segregation cells, however, excessive heat is a concern. Unlike many facilities, inmates in 
segregation do have access to some outside airflow through a small, external window 
located in each cell. However, individual fans cannot be used in the segregation cells. In 
response to prior incidents of inmate tampering, power outlets in Hill’s segregation cells 
were disconnected.  
 
Responding to JHA’s report, the administration indicated that it takes proactive steps in 
summer months to anticipate and address overheating in the summer by monitoring 
weather forecasts and temperatures in the living units. The administration reported that 
when high temperatures are forecasted, it issues directives to hand out ice to inmates 
twice a day; is careful to monitor temperatures in the segregation unit; limits the amount 
of time inmates spend in outside sports; and issues bulletins to inmates and staff to avoid 
overexertion in physical activities.  
 
Inmates in both the general population and segregation are permitted to shop at the 
commissary two times a month. Access to the commissary is very important, as this gives 
inmates some ability to supplement their diets according to their needs and preferences, 
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as well as something to look forward to. Both inmates and staff expressed dissatisfaction 
with Hill’s policy of prohibiting inmates from using hotpots. Despite the hotpot ban, 
numerous items sold in the commissary, such as chili packets, require heating. Allowing 
inmates to purchase these food items greatly increases the quality of life and inmate 
morale, which are critical to ensuring the safety of both correctional staff and inmates. 
However, as explained by one staff member, Hill’s total ban on hotpots creates a Catch-
22, in that inmates are enticed to tamper with power outlets and craft contraband devices 
to heat food; which in turn leads to inmates being disciplined and losing good-time 
sentencing credit; which in turn leads to inmates being imprisoned longer; which in turn 
perpetuates prison overcrowding.   
 
A significant number of inmates, including some previously housed in other facilities, 
reported that Hill’s commissary prices are exceptionally high. According to the 
administration, Hill’s commissary profit margin is 17.61 percent and its commissary 
goods, on average, are marked up between 25 percent and 32 percent over the purchase 
price. Under the Illinois statutes, the selling price for non-tobacco goods in prison 
commissaries (which now constitute all commissary goods, since Illinois prisons went 
tobacco-free) is capped at the purchase price plus an additional markup of not more than 
25 percent.3 Several prior studies by the Illinois Procurement Policy Board (Board) 
indicate that overcharging for commissary goods, lack of competitive bidding among 
vendors for contracts, and wide disparities in pricing among facilities are ongoing 
problems in the DOC.4 Despite the Board’s prior recommendation that the DOC seek an 
advisory opinion from the Illinois Attorney General on whether it is legal to charge 
inmates commissary fees in excess of the 25 percent provided by statute, an opinion has 
not been obtained or issued.  

 
Medical Treatment 

  
Hill has a 15-bed infirmary, including three private rooms with reverse air flow for the 
treatment of contagious patients. There is not a separate mental health unit. When JHA 
visited, there were ten inmates in the infirmary. The infirmary was clean and well-
maintained.  
 
Sick call and medication distribution are performed daily by nursing staff, who visit each 
housing unit accompanied by a security escort. Nursing positions are fully-staffed and 
nursing coverage is provided 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Inmates may request 
medical treatment by filing out a request form. Inmates are charged a $2 co-payment for 
medical appointments. This co-payment does not apply to scheduled follow-up visits or 
visits to treat ongoing chronic illness. However, inmates who seek a second appointment 
because their symptoms were not resolved by their initial treatment must pay another $2 
co-payment. This policy, which is not unique to Hill, is troubling insofar as it unfairly 
                                                
3 See Section 3-7-2a of the Illinois Unified Code of Corrections, 730 ILCS 5/3-7-2a (2011).  
 
4 See State of Illinois Procurement Policy Board, Department of Corrections Commissary Study, April 1, 
2011, available at: http://www2.illinois.gov/ppb/Documents/110511.Comm_Study_Final.pdf. 
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penalizes inmates with an additional charge where the reason for their return medical 
visit is misdiagnosis or ineffectual treatment.      
 
Approximately 700 inmates are in chronic clinics, and 893 inmates are taking medication. 
An on-site dentist, dental hygienist, and pharmacy technician are employed full-time 
(each 40 hours per week). Telemedicine is also used. According to the administration, 
telemedicine has been particularly successful in treating inmates with Hepatitis C, as it 
affords these patients greater continuity of care and allows them the opportunity to 
consult with a Hepatitis C expert on a regular basis.  
 
There is a 13-month backlog for dental care, and a one-year backlog for eye care. Of the 
inmates JHA spoke with, several reported not receiving their medications, and others of 
being denied medical care for an ongoing condition. To its credit, the administration was 
very responsive in following up on these reports, although patient confidentiality 
precluded providing JHA with specific information. Inmates who complained of being 
unable to receive treatment were scheduled for medical appointments. JHA subsequently 
learned that poor communication was the cause of the one inmate’s complaint of not 
receiving medication, as he was not aware that his prior medication had been switched to 
a new medication by his healthcare provider. Lack of adequate communication between 
healthcare providers and inmates is a serious problem that JHA has found to be 
widespread in DOC.  
 
The most frequent healthcare complaint among Hill inmates concerned the demeanor of 
some staff. More than a few inmates reported being humiliated, demeaned, and treated 
“like an animal” in a medical interaction. Most medical staff that JHA met presented as 
caring and supportive, and did not exhibit this temperament. However, some staff we met 
expressed open disdain for inmates’ medical needs, were mocking and condescending in 
speaking of and to inmate-patients, and asserted that inmates’ medical problems were 
largely fictitious. Significantly, several inmates refused to speak with JHA about their 
medical concerns until they were convinced that JHA had no affiliation with the medical 
unit.  
 
The liability and potential harm to inmate welfare from entrusting medical care to hostile 
staff is self-evident. Further, the presence of such staff can only damage the morale, 
mindset, and effectiveness of the majority of healthcare workers who want to provide 
humane, professional, competent treatment to Hill inmates. In healthcare settings, 
communication breakdowns between patients and caregivers can have dire consequences, 
including misdiagnosis, drug treatment errors, increased patient anxiety, fear and pain, 
unnecessary or inappropriate treatment, and even death.5 Further, patients with access to 

                                                
5  Notably, an eight-year study by the Joint Commission on Accreditation in Health Care Organizations 
(JCAHO) placed “communication” at the very top of the list of causes for “sentinel events” in a healthcare 
setting- i.e., unexpected serious injury, death, or increased risk of the same. See Sentinel Event Statistics: 
Root Causes of Sentinel Events (All Categories; 1995-2004), Joint Commission on Accreditation of 
Healthcare Organizations, at http:// www. jcaho.com. 
 



Monitoring Report of Hill Correctional Center 
May 31, 2011 
Page 6 of 17 
communication and information have less pain, increased satisfaction with their care, feel 
more in control, and generally have better outcomes.6  
 
It would be reductive and unfair, however, to simply lay blame on the personal or 
professional failings of providers. Healthcare providers are human, and those working in 
Illinois prisons operate under extraordinarily stressful conditions, with minimal staff,  
scarce treatment and medication options, few referral resources, limited space, aging 
equipment and huge patient populations, many from backgrounds of poverty, substance 
abuse, neglect, and untreated physical and mental illness. As recently recognized by the 
United States Supreme Court in Brown v. Plata, prison overcrowding and understaffing 
have created a medical culture of “cynicism, fear, and despair” for inmates and medical 
providers alike. Under the circumstances, it is hardly a surprise that communication 
breakdowns between healthcare providers and inmates are endemic in DOC.    
 
Responding to JHA’s report, the administration indicated that it considers the 
professionalism of all staff, particularly medical staff, to be very important and has 
disciplined staff in the past for failing to act professionally towards inmates. The 
administration also indicated that a substantial number of grievances had not been filed 
by inmates against the specific medical staff complained of to JHA. Finally, the 
administration countered the reports of misconduct with an illustrative instance in which 
one of the medical staff complained of took action to protect inmate welfare, by alerting 
the administration that precautions should be taken to protect an asthmatic inmate in the 
summer months. The administration nevertheless agreed that, if funding were available, 
providing all facility staff with increased training in communication and conflict 
avoidance skills could greatly enhance the facility’s functioning.          
 

Mental Health Treatment 
 
Hill employs a full-time psychologist (40 hours per week), and a part-time psychiatrist (8 
to 9 hours per week). Telepsychiatry is also used one day a week. Approximately 14 
percent of the population is receiving psychotropic medications. Staff reported that the 
number of inmates with mental health issues has greatly increased over the last decade - 
coinciding with the closing of state mental health institutions and elimination of funding 
for many mental health services. Whereas the portion of Hill’s population with mental 
health issues used to hover around 3% to 4%, it is now over three times that amount.     
 
Faced with this demand, Hill’s psychologist and psychiatrist are burdened with heavy 
caseloads. The psychologist’s caseload consists of roughly 300 inmates, with 600+ 
contacts per month. The psychiatrist’s caseload consists of 207 inmates, with about 94 
contacts per month. There currently is a three month backlog on mental health 
appointments. Substance abuse treatment is available to inmates through the 
psychologist.  
 

                                                
6  Beck, R. S., Daughtridge, R., Sloane, P. D., Physician-Patient Communication in the Primary Care 
Office: A Systematic Review, J Am Board Fam. Pract. 2002 15: 25-38. 
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There were 20 inmates receiving substance abuse treatment at the time of JHA’s visit, 
and 20 inmates on the waitlist to receive treatment. An empathy skills program is also 
available to sex offenders one day a week. The group size for the empathy skills program 
is limited to five inmates at a time, between six and ten inmates regularly attend the 
program, and there is no waitlist. In addition, Hill offers one-hour programs in stress 
management, anger management and coping skills each week. These programs are held 
on separate days and group size for each is limited to ten inmates. There currently is a 
collective waitlist of approximately ten inmates for these programs.      
In the preceding six months, 17 inmates completed the 12-week substance abuse 
program; 20 completed the six-week anger management program; and 17 completed a 
12-week life skills program. In April 2011, 75 inmates nearing their out dates also 
attended the reentry summit, which occurs bi-annually and assists inmates in acquiring 
skills to transition back into the community. 

 
Service and Staffing Issues 

 
Security Staffing  
 
Lack of adequate staffing is a serious challenge for most Illinois facilities, and Hill is no 
exception. At Hill, budget cuts across the board and lack of sufficient security staff also 
raise safety concerns. While Hill is authorized for 202 correctional officers, it currently is 
understaffed with only 199. This number does not accurately reflect the extent of Hill’s 
security staff shortage, however, in that security staff also are required to perform clerical 
rather than security duties for a total of 30 hours each week because there is a shortage of 
clerical staff as well.  
 
While Hill is authorized for six shift supervisors, at the time of JHA’s visit it was 
operating at only half that amount with a total of three. However, an additional shift 
supervisor was hired and scheduled to begin work in July. Hill also has been without a 
permanent Assistant Warden of Operations for more than four years, as this position 
instead has been filled by acting assistant wardens. The absence of permanent staff in this 
critical position is troubling because this helps to ensure accountability, stability, and 
predictability in a facility’s daily operations.   
 
Significantly, a number of staff, both correctional and medical, reported that inadequate 
security and overcrowding have created heightened stress, pressure, and instability for 
inmates and staff, and increased opportunities for violence. There was at least anecdotal 
evidence of this on the day of JHA’s visit, when a fight broke out between two inmates in 
a general population housing unit. The weekend prior to JHA’s visit there was also an 
incident where an inmate went missing, causing the facility to go on lockdown until the 
inmate was located hiding in a ventilation shaft.  
 
Without reliable data on the frequency of such occurrences, JHA cannot speak to whether 
these incidents were anomalies or evidence of a more systemic safety issue. However, the 
DOC’s last published quarterly report of April 1, 2011, confirms that the ratio of inmates 
to security staff at Hill is considerably higher than at any other Level 2 Secure Medium 
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facility in Illinois.7 At a bare minimum, security staffing should be at a level that 
reasonably allows medical staff to perform daily sick call and administer medications 
without being unduly preoccupied with safety. Significantly, a security staff member that 
JHA spoke with also expressed concern that a metal detector in the labor 
management/custodial maintenance area was broken, and had not worked for some time. 
This staff member explained this is a significant safety concern because there are 
materials available in that area that could be used as weapons. 
 
With regard to the conduct of security staff, several inmates reported that one specific 
correctional officer purposefully destroyed inmates’ property during cell searches. To its 
credit, the administration took this report seriously and indicated that it would investigate 
and that it had disciplined staff in the past for such conduct. Complaints about 
correctional staff were not universal, however, as several inmates also praised one 
particular correctional officer for being exceptionally fair, ethical, and evenhanded.       
 
It should go without saying that adequate staffing, including security staffing, is essential 
for any facility to function safely, predictably, and humanely for both inmates and 
employees. Every action has its price, and the inmate population in Illinois cannot 
continually be increased without likewise increasing funding and staffing of Illinois 
prisons. Hill’s overpopulation, underfunding and understaffing, particularly with respect 
to security staff, indicate that the Illinois government has forgotten this.  
 
Clinical Services Department and Staffing 
 
Another area in which Hill is understaffed, but in which improvements have been made, 
is in its Clinical Services Department. Correctional counselors in this department serve as 
the primary point of contact for inmates to obtain information about reentry and facility 
policies and practices, access services, and raise grievances.  
 
Inmates can contact their correctional counselors by either writing to them or speaking to 
them during hours the counselor is scheduled to visit their housing unit. While Hill is 
authorized to employ nine correctional counselors, it employed only seven at the time of 
JHA’s visit. Heavy caseloads and backlogs on inmate requests are serious challenges for 
counselors, who each are assigned to handle 360 inmates on average. 
 
Following JHA’s visit, the administration reported that a new counselor was hired, 
reducing the number of counselor vacancies to one. According to the administration and 
staff, the recent hiring of a full-time Clinical Services Casework Supervisor has also 
significantly improved the functioning of Hill’s clinical services department. The filling 
of existing vacancies doubtless can only enhance the facility’s functioning. However, 
whether the number of authorized staff positions, even filled, is sufficient to actually 
meet the needs of a population this size is another question entirely.     
   
 
                                                
7 See Illinois Department of Corrections, Quarterly Report April 1, 2011, available at 
http://www.idoc.state.il.us/subsections/reports/quarterly_reports. 
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Administrative and Clerical Support Staff 
 
Like other facilities, Hill struggles with underfunding and understaffing of administrative 
and clerical support positions. Hill is authorized for 72 clerical/administrative support 
staff. At the time of JHA’s visit, however, the total number of administrative/clerical 
support staff was 67, with three staff members also on leave of absence.  
There were two full-time job vacancies in the mailroom, and two full-time job vacancies 
in the records department. Faced with these shortages, two correctional officers must 
perform 15 to 20 hours of mailroom assistance each week. Security staff also perform an 
additional 10 hours of audit work each week. Hill has been without a full-time library 
associate for over a year. While the vacancy was posted previously, hiring has since been 
put on hold by DOC. Thus, a correctional officer/librarian is temporarily assigned or 
borrowed from another facility one day each week to perform library duties.  
 
Underfunding and understaffing of administrative and clerical support staff is a serious 
problem. It undermines the capacity of correctional facilities to function efficiently and 
effectively and provide critical services to inmates. It can also seriously undermine 
safety, where correctional officers must be redirected from security duties to provide 
clerical services. At Hill, where security staffing is already stretched thin, the need for 
sufficient administrative and clerical support staff is particularly important, and should be 
addressed without delay. This issue, however, is routinely ignored by Illinois elected 
officials, who have done nothing to either reduce the prison population or provide 
facilities with the resources needed to manage this huge population.   

 
(i) Mailroom 

 
Hill’s mailroom has been chronically understaffed for many years, and has not been fully 
staffed since the 1990’s. Indeed, from 2001 through 2009, only a single staff person was 
employed full-time in the mailroom. Despite understaffing, Hill has always managed to 
timely process outgoing mail on the day received. Unsurprisingly, however, backlogs in 
processing incoming mail have been a recurrent problem.  
 
The timely processing of incoming mail is vitally important. Inmate morale and quality of 
life are greatly increased by having support and communication with family and friends, 
which in turn positively impacts the safety and stability of the facility. Maintaining strong 
relationships with friends and family is also crucial to inmates’ successful reentry into the 
community. Further, inmates must rely primarily on correspondence from attorneys for 
information on the status of pending appeals and the deadlines for filing their post-
conviction petitions. Fortunately, the recent hiring of an additional mailroom assistant has 
all but eliminated Hill’s prior backlog on incoming mail, which is now being processed 
within one to two days of receipt. 
 
Understaffing can impact not only the quantity of mail processed, however, but the 
quality of mail processing as well. Numerous inmates complained of a general lack of 
care and discretion used in screening and handling incoming mail, resulting in mail being 
needlessly delayed, damaged, misdirected, or destroyed. Several inmates also reported 
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not being notified when incoming mail was received but rejected under mailroom 
regulations.  
 
Under the DOC’s mailroom regulations, there are many reasons, apart from objectionable 
content, that incoming mail or publications may be rejected. For example, a single 
newspaper or magazine article cannot be sent to an inmate, as the entire publication 
containing the article must be sent. In addition, items sent in boxes will not be accepted.  
 
In short, many mail regulations are highly technical and not self-apparent to an ordinary 
sender. Given this fact, and the fact that rejected mail is destroyed if an inmate does not 
pay its return postage, it is essential that notification be given when mail is received, but 
rejected. The DOC should seriously consider posting all mailroom regulations on its 
website, so that senders can easily access these to ensure compliance before sending 
items to inmates. In turn, this could significantly increase efficiency and reduce the time 
and resources staff must expend dealing with non-compliant mail articles.            
 

(ii) Library 
 
The lack of a full-time library associate is also a challenge for Hill. Inmates can only 
access the library one day a week because a temporary library associate is only available 
one day. Several inmates, who had spent time at other facilities of equal or higher 
security levels, indicated their access to the libraries at those facilities was greater than 
access at Hill. Absent full-time, permanent staff in this position, the administration is 
required to continually expend valuable time and resources locating librarians to fill the 
position on a temporary basis.  
 
A total of 24 inmates are permitted in the law library area at a time, and 16 are permitted 
in the general library area. While inmates in segregation cannot visit the library, they can 
access library services one day a week, in that copies of specific cases or legal materials 
will be brought to their cells on request. However, books are not permitted in segregation. 
A notary is made available to inmates in both the general population and segregation 
units every Friday. To the credit of administration and staff, there was no backlog of 
inmate library requests at the time of JHA’s visit. 
 
The materials in the law library are not up-to-date, and inmates do not have access to any 
computerized legal research. All books in the general library are donated. Adequate law 
library resources and access are very important because indigent offenders in Illinois 
have no right to attorney assistance in preparing post-conviction petitions, but must 
prepare and file the pleadings on their own. The administration expressed that it is 
committed to ensuring that inmates have uninterrupted access to library services on at 
least a weekly basis, despite ongoing staffing issues.  
 
Dietary Department and Staffing  
 
Hill’s dietary department, which provides all meals and regulated dietary requirements to 
inmates, suffers from underfunding and staff shortages. At the time of JHA’s visit, the 
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department employed 13 staff, including one dietary manager. One staff member has 
been away on leave of absence for two years, and four additional dietary staff vacancies 
are open due to staff retiring. Rising food costs have caused Hill’s dietary expenditures to 
exceed the budget of the dietary department. Hill’s total daily food cost is $5,112, which 
equates to $2.75 daily food cost per inmate, and $1.22 per meal served.  
 
Staff and administration make admirable efforts to create positive morale in the facility 
by serving special meals on holidays like Cinco de Mayo, Thanksgiving, Christmas, 
Super Bowl weekend, and Black History month. However, understaffing and 
underfunding inevitably impact services. Several inmates and staff reported meals often 
being of very poor quality and extremely unpalatable. Some inmates in segregation also 
complained of not receiving enough food. The minimum allowable daily caloric intake 
for inmates is not determined by Hill, however, but is set by DOC regulation. 
Administration officials reported to JHA that food portions at Hill are larger than at some 
other Illinois facilities and that, in their experience, complaints about food quality are   
not greater than at other Illinois facilities.  
 
The State of Illinois, as of May, had not paid an outstanding balance owed to the vendor 
that provides Hill with Styrofoam products. Thus, Hill is no longer able to obtain 
Styrofoam products from the vendor and is hard-pressed for the Styrofoam trays needed 
to feed inmates in their cells when the facility is on lockdown. According to one staff 
member, this shortage of Styrofoam trays has serious security implications because it 
provides an incentive to avoid lockdown, even where safety concerns might otherwise 
warrant it.   

Segregation 
 
At the time of JHA’s visit, there were 52 inmates in disciplinary segregation and 41 
inmates in orientation segregation. Inmates are double-celled. According to the 
administration, inmates in orientation segregation on average are held for two weeks 
before being moved into the general population. In general, inmates are not housed in 
segregation longer than six months before being transferred to another facility or back 
into the general population. Once a week, the Warden makes a point of visiting and 
walking through the segregation unit. This is a prudent practice and good policy, as it 
allows the administration to directly observe and monitor inmates and conditions in the 
unit.   
 
Segregation inmates are given a total of five hours of outside-cell time each week. This 
consists of allowing inmates to use the yard for two and a half hours twice a week, 
following which they may shower. Showers occur immediately after yard time, but 
inmates who refuse yard time are showered first. Because yard time and showers are 
scheduled back-to-back, in a given week, an inmate in segregation may effectively only 
leave his cell on two occasions. If staffing levels permit, the facility should seriously 
consider staggering shower times and yard times so that segregation inmates have a few 
more opportunities to leave their cells.   
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Inmates have control over some cell lighting, with the exception of inmates in psychiatric 
segregation, where lighting is wholly controlled by staff. Inmates also have access to a 
small, external window in the individual cells that can be opened and closed. Lighting 
inside the segregation cells generally appeared very dim. Lighting outside the cells is 
bright, constant, and controlled by the facility.    
 
No electronics are allowed in segregation. Inmates cannot visit the library or request 
books from the law library, but can only request copies of specific legal materials by 
name. This is problematic in that an inmate is unlikely to be able to identify a particular 
case or statute that is relevant to his legal proceedings without being able to perform 
some general legal research in the first instance. The administration emphasized that 
these library services, although limited, are provided to segregation inmates once a week, 
along with weekly access to a notary.   
 
Segregation inmates are allowed two visits monthly, and one weekly phone call 
(excluding attorney visits and phone calls). As previously stated, segregation inmates 
cannot use individual fans to cool their cells because the power outlets in segregation 
cells have been disconnected. This raises some serious concerns about overheating. 
However, as previously indicated, the administration reported that it takes several 
precautions to prevent segregation inmates from overheating.  

 
Population Demographics 

 
The average age of inmate at Hill is 35 years old. Approximately 19 percent of the 
population is between the ages of 17 and 25, and 9 percent is over the age of 50. The 
racial makeup of Hill’s population is 62 percent African-American; 20 percent White; 17 
percent Hispanic; less than 1 percent Asian; and less than percent American Indian.  
 
The average length of stay for an inmate at Hill is 10 months and 28 days. Inmates with 
97 to 240 months left to serve on their sentences make up the largest portion of Hill’s 
population at 30 percent. Inmates with less than 12 months to serve on their sentences 
makeup 27 percent; inmates with 25 to 60 months left to serve make up 17 percent; and 
inmates with 12 to 24 months left to serve make up 15 percent of the population. Inmates 
with life sentences, indeterminate sentences or more than 240 months left to serve each 
make up about 1 percent of the population.  
 
The majority of inmates are designated as low escape risk (62 percent). Approximately 
25 percent of the population is incarcerated for murder; 31 percent for Class X offenses; 
15% for Class 1 offenses; 18 percent for Class 2 offenses; 5 percent for Class 3 offenses; 
and 5 percent for Class 4 offenses.8 The DOC assigns all inmates a disciplinary grade 
status of A, B, or C. Inmates who are “A grade” are in good disciplinary standing and 
afforded the most privileges. The vast majority of inmates at Hill, 74 percent of the 
                                                
8In Illinois, felony offenses, other than murder, are categorized in descending order of seriousness and 
length of sentencing range as Class X, Class 1, Class 2, Class 3, or Class 4 (with Class X being the most 
serious, and Class 4 being the least).       
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population, are A grade; of those remaining, 15 percent are B grade and 12 percent are C 
grade.9  
 
The majority of Hill inmates, 63 percent, were convicted in Cook County. 
Unsurprisingly, many inmates reported that Hill’s distance from Chicago prevents them 
from regularly seeing their families. Several inmates also reported that being incarcerated 
far from Chicago has prevented them from seeing their newborn children. The added 
strain on family relationships caused this geographic isolation is troubling, given the 
mounting evidence that family dissolution and lack of bonding between fathers and their 
children greatly contributes to crime and delinquency.10    
 

Gang Control 
 
The administration reports that just over 50 percent of Hill’s population is affiliated with 
a “Security Threat Group” (STG), the common term for a prison gang. The Gangster 
Disciples are the largest STG, comprising roughly 15 percent of the population (283 
inmates); followed by the Black P Stones at 5 percent (91 inmates); the Conservative 
Vice Lords at 4 percent (74 inmates); the Four-Corner Hustlers at 4 percent (66 inmates); 
and the Latin Kings at 4percent (77 inmates). A variety of other STGs are also present in 
smaller numbers.  
 
Hill’s strategy for gang control involves placing members from different STG’s in the 
same housing units and cells to force them to cooperate and live together daily. This is a 
standard correctional practice for controlling gang activity, and practically speaking, this 
is the only strategy available at Hill. The alternate strategy of separating STG members 
into different living units is impracticable at Hill, and most Illinois facilities, given the 
density and diversity of STG groups, and the sheer size of the population. The downside 
of the ‘mix them up’ approach is the increased potential for fighting when inmates of 
rival STGs are housed together. The benefit of this approach is its capacity to undermine 
the solidity and internal organization of STGs, and discourage any one STG from 
exercising control.11  
 
One staff member expressed concern that lack of adequate security staff to monitor 
inmates during religious services provides STGs with undue opportunities to meet and 
organize. This is a legitimate safety concern. Approximately 750 inmates attend religious 
services weekly. Security presence during religious services must be sufficient to thwart 
gang activity. A careful balance must be struck, however, to allow inmates to freely take 
                                                
9 The DOC statistics cited in this section of the report are based on a reported total population of 1,826. At 
the time of JHA’s visit, Hill’s population had increased by an additional four inmates to a total of 1,830.   
 
10 See The Vicious Circle: Race, Prison, Jobs & Community in Chicago, Illinois and the Nation, Chicago 
Urban League (2002), published at http://www.prisonpolicy.org/scans/theviciouscircle.pdf 
 
11 See Knox, G., The Problem of Gangs and Security Threat Groups (STG’s) in American Prisons Today: 
Recent Research Findings From the 2004 Prison Gang Survey (2005), published by the National Gang 
Crime Research Center, available at http://www.ngcrc.com/report/report.html. 
 



Monitoring Report of Hill Correctional Center 
May 31, 2011 
Page 14 of 17 
part in religious services without interference and intimidation by STGs or unjustified 
intrusiveness by security monitoring.             
 

Industries, Education & Vocational Programming 
 
Inmates, administration, and staff all uniformly expressed a desire for greater educational, 
employment, and vocational programming for the population. However, the reality is that 
Hill’s staff and resources are already stretched exceedingly thin by severe 
overpopulation. Many inmates expressed great frustration at being unable to access 
educational, employment, and vocational training or work in industries. According to 
staff, this is a safety concern as well, because inmate idleness, lack of education and work 
assignments, lack of space, and competition over scarce resources lead to greater inmate 
aggression. The administration reports that, on average, an inmate at Hill spends 17 hours 
a day in his cell.  
 
One underused resource that could allow more inmates access to rehabilitative 
programming is the use of volunteers. Volunteers currently are used only to assist in 
religious services and Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. A diverse variety of religious 
services are offered, and religious programming is well-staffed with 67 volunteers.  
However, no efforts have been made to recruit or use volunteers in any other areas of 
programming, such as literacy classes or job skills.   
 
Industries  
    
One of Hill’s strengths and successes is its on-site industries program, which employs 76 
inmates in processing milk, juice, and meat for use in DOC facilities across Illinois. 
Work in industries allows inmates to earn a wage, increase their self-sufficiency and self-
esteem, and obtain essential vocational training and skills for reentry. At the same time, 
the products produced by Hill’s industries for DOC help to minimize costs to the State 
and support DOC’s fiscal efficiency. 
 
There are 31 inmates employed in Hill’s 24-hour juice and milk processing industries, 
which is divided into three separate work shifts. In addition 45 inmates work in meat 
processing, which has only one work shift. While JHA received one prior report of Hill’s 
processing facilities being unclean, they appeared reasonably clean and well-maintained 
on the day of our visit. Inspections of these facilities are performed by the Illinois 
Department of Health. Although administration and staff expressed a strong desire to 
expand Hill’s industries, their ability to do so is seriously curtailed by insufficient staff, 
and the funding needed to obtain additional equipment. An inmate must have more than 
12 months left to serve on his sentence to obtain a position in industries.  
 
Educational Programming   
 
Like other Illinois facilities, Hill does not have the staff or resources necessary to provide 
educational assistance to all the inmates who desire it. Three Adult Basic Education 
(ABE) courses are available to inmates, which are mandatory for all inmates who test 
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below a sixth grade reading level. There were 45 inmates enrolled in ABE courses at the 
time of JHA’s visit and 211 inmates on the waitlist. Three GED classes are also offered, 
with 60 inmates enrolled, and 24 were on the waitlist at the time of JHA’s visit. There are 
four teacher vacancies, which have been open for some time. Long-term prisoners and 
prisoners serving life sentences are permitted to take educational courses, but first-time 
offenders receive priority. With the exception of first-time offenders, inmates are placed 
in classes and taken off the waitlist on a first-come, first-serve basis.  
Lakeland College, which services 15 to 16 other Illinois correctional centers, also 
provides some secondary education classes to Hill inmates. Fortunately, five classes 
(each eight-weeks long), will be offered to inmates this summer, including classes in 
Biology, English, Art, and Accounting. These courses will be open to a total of 175 
inmates (35 inmates per class). At the time of JHA’s visit, there were already 30 inmates 
on the wait list.  
 
Vocational Programming 
 
Several vocational and work training programs are available to Hill inmates and provided 
through Lakeland College. A three-week Job Preparation course is offered to up to 20 
inmates at a time who are nearing their release dates. The administration is in the process 
of hiring an instructor to teach a Career Technologies course, which will replace Job 
Preparation. The new course will focus on providing more instruction in document 
preparation; job applications; personal development; and finding, obtaining, and keeping 
employment.  
 
Other vocational offerings include a three-month long custodial maintenance class in 
which 17 inmates are enrolled, and 34 are on the waitlist; and a six-week long remedial 
skills and remedial youthful offender class in which a total of nine inmates are enrolled, 
for which there is no waitlist. Although the vocational opportunities available to Hill 
inmates are already extremely limited, the DOC eliminated an Auto Diesel program and 
an Education to Careers program from Hill’s curriculum. Six inmates are employed in the 
Office of Adult Vocational Education Services. 
 

Other Observations 
 
Leisure Time and Visiting 
 
Five to seven hours of yard or gym time are provided to general population inmates 
weekly. The yard includes five pavilions, four basketball courts, and a small, congested 
area of weight equipment. The gym resembles a high school gym and contains two 
basketball courts, bleachers and a weight area. The gym is generally well-maintained, but 
the floor is in need of refinishing. In summer months, no gym time is offered, but evening 
yard time is provided for about one and a half hours nightly. A two-hour dayroom period 
is offered each day, at which time inmates can make phone calls. A total of four dayroom 
periods are held in each housing daily, as the upper levels and lower levels of each wing 
are let into the dayroom at separate times.     
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The visiting room was clean, well-lit with natural light from windows, and contained 
vending machines and board games for children. Apples previously were available for 
sale, but this was discontinued because they were not selling. There are 26 tables, with 
four stools attached to each, for visiting. Some of the tables were in need of painting, but 
the room was generally inviting and well-maintained. Inmates are allowed five four-hour 
visits per month, but only two of these visits can occur on weekends or holidays. 
 
Grievance process 
 
When a grievance is brought by an inmate, the inmate’s counselor responds, unless the 
grievance concerns the counselor, in which case a supervisor responds. If the grievance is 
not resolved through the inmate’s counselor, one of two hearing officers on staff is 
assigned to hear the grievance; and can conduct a quasi-preliminary investigation to 
determine if there is a factual basis for the claim. The hearing process concludes with the 
hearing officer writing a recommendation on the grievance, which is then sent to the 
Warden’s office for signature, and the Warden or the Assistant Wardens are charged with 
making the final decision. 
 
On average, 180 grievances are filed by Hill inmates each month. The most common 
grievances concern discipline, staff conduct, and medical care, and requests by inmates 
that their good-time sentencing credit be restored. According to staff, property grievances 
are more likely to be sustained than any other kind of grievance because property claims 
can be objectively verified. On the other hand, grievances regarding medical care, 
discipline, and staff conduct are likely be denied because deference in the hearings is 
giving to the “expert”- i.e. any person who is not an inmate. At the time of JHA’s visit, 
1.9 percent of grievances in the year to date had been found to have merit. The rate at 
which grievances are sustained fluctuates, and at times has been as high as 4.5 percent.  
 
The most obvious flaw in the grievance process, which is not unique to Hill, is its patent 
imbalance and inherent tendency to insulate staff conduct from any meaningful 
examination, investigation, or accountability. Absent a total overhaul of the grievance 
process to allow some degree of impartiality and more effective truth-seeking procedures, 
it is critical, at the very least, that administrators conscientiously track, investigate, and 
act when multiple inmates repeatedly report an unsafe condition or specific staff 
misconduct.       
 

### 
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This report was written by Maya Szilak, Director of the Prison Monitoring Project, for 
the John Howard Association. Maya may be reached at (312) 503-6302 or 
mszilak@thejha.org. 
 
Contributing to this report were Angela Weis, Counsel & Policy Analyst, for the John 
Howard Association, Aviva Futorian, John Howard Association Board Member, and 
citizen observers: Grace Warren, Andy Dallos, and Pamela Gretza.  
Since 1901, JHA has provided public oversight of Illinois’ juvenile and adult correctional 
facilities. Every year, JHA staff and trained volunteers inspect prisons, jails and detention 
centers throughout the state. Based on these inspections, JHA regularly issues reports that 
are instrumental in improving prison conditions. 

 


