
 
 

 
Monitoring Tour of Menard Correctional Center 
 
 
 
Summary: Almost no educational programs for inmates, but prison 
management is minimizing lockdowns. 
 
On April 6, 2010, a group of four John Howard Association staff and volunteers 
conducted a monitoring tour of Menard Correctional Center, by far the largest maximum 
security prison operated by the Illinois Department of Corrections. We visited a general 
population housing unit, medical and mental health care unit, disciplinary segregation 
unit and protective custody. This tour did not include an adjacent medium security unit 
and this report focuses mainly on the maximum security section of the prison. 
 
Donald Gaetz, at the time serving as warden of Menard, said he was making it a priority 
to minimize the number of lockdowns. Historically, Menard has had more lockdown days 
than any other prison except Stateville Correctional Center. (Gaetz was promoted to a 
more senior management position shortly after the JHA tour. No permanent replacement 
has yet been named for the warden position at Menard.) 
 
A lockdown is a necessary but disruptive precaution imposed by a warden, although his 
or her decision to lockdown is reviewed by more senior personnel within IDOC. 
 
In a lockdown, inmates are restricted to their cells 24 hours a day and can lose privileges 
such as visits and access to commissary. They are limited to one weekly shower and 
phone calls are largely prohibited. Typically lockdowns progress through five levels. The 
first level, imposed at the time a lockdown is declared, is the most restrictive. As time 
progresses, the lockdown becomes less restrictive and is then lifted. 
 
A lockdown can last for as little as a day or as long as several weeks. 
 
Lockdowns punish the innocent as well as the guilty. Lockdowns halt or limit visits by 
friends or family who may have traveled hundreds of miles to see an inmate. Lockdowns 
indicate that a prison has a problem. Moreover, lockdowns prevent inmates from 
participating in education and rehabilitative programs. 
 
There are an almost infinite number of reasons for lockdowns. If a key goes missing a 
cell house might be locked down so that Correctional Officers can search for it. A serious  
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assault by an inmate on a staff person might lead to an entire prison being locked down. 
Although rare, the entire prison system can be put on lockdown in the event of 
widespread disturbances or coordinated attacks on staff. 
 
By its nature, the decision to lockdown all or part of a prison is subjective in nature.  For 
example, is a shoving match between inmates worthy of a lockdown? In other instances, 
for example, multiple attempts at arson, a warden has no alternative but to lockdown. 
 
Gaetz said that he was working to limit the duration, extent and frequency of lockdowns 
at Menard as are wardens at other prisons in Illinois. There are signs of success. 
 
In fiscal year 2008, Menard was locked down for 181 days. In fiscal year 2009, that 
number fell to 112. A similar decline was noted across the IDOC’s 28 prisons. In fiscal 
year 2008 there were a total of 1,107 days spent in lockdown. In 2009 that number fell to 
446. (See chart below). 
 
The John Howard Association is pleased to see that Gaetz was intent on reducing 
lockdowns at Menard and that IDOC as a whole has cut their number. Gaetz new position 
as Southern Region Director bodes well for continued improvement on this issue. 
 
The Association will continue to monitor the situation regarding lockdowns within 
IDOC.  
 
 
 

Education and Programs 
 

Maximum security inmates at Menard are warehoused. 
 
There are almost no vocational or educational programs offered inmates. Prison 
management says that it would like to offer programs, but the state’s financial crisis 
prevents them from doing so. State law requires that inmates be offered the opportunity 
of basic education; state law does not require that every inmate will necessarily be able to 
take classes during his or her incarceration.   
 
At the time of the visit, Menard had a population of 3,577 inmates, if the approximately 
420 medium security inmates are included. 
 
The prison had just one teacher on staff at the time of the tour while another teacher was 
on leave of absence. There were 45 individuals enrolled in a GED program and 185 on a 
waiting list. In the previous year 41 inmates earned their GED.  An Adult Basic 
Education program had an enrollment of 45 inmates and a job preparedness program had 
an enrollment of 29. 
 
 



Monitoring Report of Menard Correctional Center 
April 6, 2010 
Page 3 of 5 
 
Warden Gaetz said he would like to “better provide programming in the form of 
education and vocational skills.” He also offered an explanation as to why he is not able 
to do so. 
 
“The current budget constraints that exist within the state hinder our ability to 
aggressively address staffing deficiencies, which in turn affects the number of classes and 
extent of programming which can be effectively administered,” Gaetz said. 
 
Menard’s maximum security inmates are not alone in having virtually no access to 
programs. The same situation holds true at Pontiac, Stateville and Tamms correctional 
centers. More opportunities are available at Dwight Correctional Center, which houses 
female maximum security inmates. 
 
 

Medical and Mental Health Care 
 
 
Staffing of medical and mental health care positions appears to be better at Menard than 
at some prisons toured by JHA. 
 
As is almost always the case, Menard had vacancies in its skilled nursing staff. However, 
the prison was fully staffed with three physicians, two physician assistants, two dentists, a 
dental hygienist and a psychiatrist. 
 
Medical staff indicated they are working at capacity but none reported critical shortages 
of personnel and supplies. Inmates had some complaints about medical care, but no more 
than are typically heard on a JHA tour. 
 
About 650 inmates are receiving psychiatric care; about 500 of them are receiving 
psychotropic drugs. Five inmates are receiving psychotropic drugs involuntarily. 
 
A JHA board member, who is also a pharmacist, questioned staff about the psychotropics 
administered inmate patients. He concluded that the psychotropics used are proven and 
contemporary drugs that one would expect to be used in a psychiatrically troubled 
population. 
 
Medical staff said Menard’s population include 33 who are HIV positive, 245 people 
with hypertension and approximately 100 who are diabetic. They said Menard has 96 
people infected with hepatitis C, 10 of them are receiving treatment. 
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Physical Plant 

 
Menard opened in 1878 and has been utterly obsolete for many decades. 
 
The prison’s design includes tiered galleries of cells which are more difficult to monitor 
than contemporary correctional architecture. Elderly prisons are innately wasteful of 
energy and require far more maintenance than newer prisons. As has been noted in the 
past, Menard is due for replacement. 
 
That said, Menard was clean and orderly on the day of the tour. Cells and other areas 
appeared worn but functional. Showers were clean and ventilation throughout the facility 
was excellent. No broken windows or other distressed building features were observed. 
 

# 
  
Lockdowns 
 
The graphic below sets out the number of lockdown days for Menard and the Illinois 
Department of Corrections as a whole. Dates are for the fiscal year which begins July 1. 
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Number of Lockdowns from 2000-09 
 
Menard Correctional Center 
 
2000 = 104 
2001 = 54 
2002 = 107 
2003 = 45 
2004 = 39 
2005 = 60 
2006 = 116 
2007 = 170  
2008 = 181 
2009 = 112 

Illinois Dept of Corrections 
 
2000 = 754 
2001 = 763 
2002 = 608 
2003 = 381 
2004 = 493 
2005 = 441 
2006 = 801 
2007 = 816 
2008 = 1,107 
2009 = 446 

 
Source: Illinois Department of Corrections 
 
 
This report was written by Robert Manor, Prison & Jail Monitor for the 
John Howard Association. He may be reached at (312) 503-6302 or 
rmanor@thejha.org. 
 
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.  
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