
 

 

 Monitoring Visit to Pontiac Correctional Center 2013 
 
Pontiac Correctional Center (Pontiac), located about two hours southwest of Chicago, is 
composed of a male maximum-security (max) and a medium-security (MSU) population. This 
report focuses on the max. Pontiac is designated within the Illinois Department of Corrections 
(IDOC) to house inmates with more than six months of segregation.  
 

Vital Statistics: 
Population: 1,923 
Rated Capacity: 1,800  
Max Rated Capacity: 1,500 
MSU Rated Capacity: 300 
Average Age: 38 
Average Annual Cost per Inmate (FY 2011): 
$31,313 
Average Remaining Sentence Length: 20 years 
Source: IDOC, February 2013 

 
Key Observations 

 

• Physical plant issues remain a concern at this almost 150-year-old facility, particularly 
relating to heat and ventilation. 

 

• Pontiac is having success with using segregation reduction techniques and incentives; 
however, there is need to expand the program, as few inmates qualify due to having too 
much segregation time left to serve. 
 

• JHA receives more complaints about missing and broken property from inmates at 
Pontiac than other IDOC facilities, likely due to the fact that most inmates transfer into 
Pontiac for long terms of disciplinary segregation.  

 

• Mental health staffing at Pontiac is chronically inadequate. 
 

• Pontiac lacks programming for maximum-security and protective custody inmates.  
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Monitoring Visit to Pontiac Correctional Center 2013 

 

Executive Summary  
 

At the time of JHA’s visit in February 2013, Pontiac was in a period of transition, newly 
managing the absorption of inmates transferred at the time of closure from the supermax Tamms 
Correctional Center (Tamms), while waiting to inherit nearly 150 staff members from the 
impending closure of Dwight Correctional Center (Dwight). Nonetheless, Pontiac’s 
administration welcomed our visit, acknowledging that outsiders may see things that they do not.  
 
As Pontiac is designated to house IDOC inmates with more than six months of segregation, it 
provides an opportunity to examine IDOC’s use of long-term segregation.  JHA advocates that 
long-term isolation not be used with inmates who have a history of mental illness, given the 
evidence that it tends to severely exacerbate mental illness. JHA also recommends that facilities 
strictly circumscribe the use of isolation with all inmates and use isolation cautiously and for 
minimal periods of time, and only when absolutely required to preserve inmate and staff safety. 
This recommendation is supported by evidence that prolonged isolation can cause serious mental 
and physical illness in otherwise healthy individuals.1  
 
JHA commends IDOC and Pontiac for their continued work on segregation reduction, including 
the use of alternative sanctions and incentives to promote positive behavior. Yet, on the day of 
JHA’s visit, Pontiac housed more than 800 inmates in either administrative detention or long-
term disciplinary segregation, indicating there is still far to go. Further, almost all of these 
inmates, as well as another 500 protective custody inmates at Pontiac, had little or no 
programming.  
 
Pontiac’s physical plant issues remain serious concerns, as addressed at length in JHA’s 2012 
report.2 Conditions such as extreme temperatures, poor ventilation, and significant plumbing 
issues at Pontiac remain largely the same for the nearly 150-year-old maximum-security facility. 
During the visit, inmates in cells with fronts covered with Plexiglas expressed anxiety about the 
coming summer heat and JHA observed plumbing problems, including standing pools of water in 
cells, water spraying from the wall when a toilet was flushed, and debris that staff indicated was 
dissolved insulation displaced by cell flooding.3 Physical plant improvements require authorized 

                                                           
1 For a detailed discussion of the physiological and psychological effects of long-term isolation, see JHA’s report, A 

Price Illinois Cannot Afford: Tamms and the Costs of Long-Term Isolation, available at 
http://thejha.org/sites/default/files/TammsReport.pdf. While JHA notes that there are degrees of isolation, we 
consider it to encompass severely restricted time outside of a cell (minimum movement) and lack of programming 
(or restricted human contact). 
2 See JHA’s 2012 Pontiac monitoring report, available at http://thejha.org/pontiac. The instant report is based on a 
February 7, 2013 monitoring visit and ongoing communications with staff and inmates.  
3 Pontiac administration reported other physical plant issues that need to be addressed including: replacement of 
roofs, remodel of the inmate kitchen, replacement or major repair of the showers in several MSU dorms and three 
(of the four) maximum security houses, replacement of windows in two maximum security houses, and replacement 
or repair of various walkways throughout the institution.  
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funds from the Capital Development Board.4 JHA reiterates our recommendation that such issues 
be addressed and will continue to monitor these issues. 
 
This report addresses the following issues: Segregation (Long Term Segregation Incentive 

Program), Living Conditions (Grievances, Hunger Strikes, Property Issues, Cleanliness and 

Supply Issues, and Visitation), Staffing, Healthcare, Programming, and Demographics.  
 

Recommendations 
 

• JHA reasserts our recommendations from the 2012 Pontiac report that Illinois 
government officials and IDOC: (1) undertake a comprehensive investigation of 
ventilation and temperature control practices in all IDOC facilities; and (2) institute a 
strategic plan, including external oversight and regular monitoring, and facility design 
modifications where necessary, to ensure effective ventilation and temperature control.   

 

• JHA echoes our recommendations from the 2012 Pontiac report: (1) that the use of long-
term isolation be prohibited with inmates who have a history of mental illness, and (2) 
that the use of isolation be strictly circumscribed with all prisoners and used cautiously, 
for minimal periods of time, and only when absolutely required to preserve inmate and 
staff safety. We also recommend that inmates held in long-term segregation be monitored 
for developing mental health issues. These recommendations are supported by evidence 
that long-term isolation tends to severely exacerbate mental illness and causes serious 
mental and physical illness in otherwise healthy individuals.  
 

• JHA recommends that IDOC and Pontiac expand eligibility requirements for the Long 
Term Segregation Incentive Program to inmates with terms of segregation longer than 
two years who have demonstrated improved behavior.  
 

• JHA continues to recommend that IDOC and Pontiac work to improve the grievance 
system, including a means for inmates to retain a record of their grievance. An improved 
grievance system will help resolve legitimate complaints regarding living conditions.  

 

• Illinois needs to hire more correctional counselors, who are responsible for helping 
inmates resolve issues at facilities. As JHA has found at numerous IDOC facilities, 
Pontiac’s counselor caseloads were unmanageable and inmates reported neglect.  

 

• Mental health staffing and programming should be prioritized at Pontiac given that the 
facility houses inmates identified as being mentally ill, as well as housing the majority of 
its population in long-term segregation, which has been shown to cause mental health 
deterioration. 
 

                                                           
4 See the July 15, 2008, Proposed Pontiac Correctional Center Closure Response to the Commission on Government 

Forecasting and Accountability, $108 million in deferred maintenance needs, available at 
http://cgfa.ilga.gov/upload/DOC%20Response%20Pontiac.pdf. 
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• JHA recommends Pontiac increase programming activities, as expanded opportunities 
can be accommodated despite physical space challenges and security concerns. The 
proposed use of educational programs on protective custody inmates’ televisions is a step 
in the right direction.  

 

Segregation 
 

At Pontiac, the segregation inmates are permitted one shower and two sets of two and a half 
hours of out-of-cell time weekly. At the time of the 2013 Pontiac visit, 274 inmates in 
segregation were receiving psychotropic medication or mental health treatment; this number was 
down from 340 at the time of JHA’s last visit.  
 
While JHA advocates for restricting use of segregation for inmates with mental illness, which 
can occur by screening inmates before placement, we also recommend that inmates in long-term 
segregation be monitored for developing mental health issues and believe that mental health 
services within IDOC are not nearly as well staffed as they should be to handle inmate needs.5  
 
JHA spoke with individuals in segregation who were not receiving mental health treatment and 
expressed feelings of anxiety, claustrophobia, and panic. JHA believes some former Tamms 
inmates now held in segregation would likely benefit from mental health treatment. 

 

A growing body of research demonstrates that long periods in isolated conditions have a negative 
effect on an individual’s mental and physical health. Also, use of segregation can be significantly 
more fiscally costly than housing inmates in general population. Hence, correctional systems 
have taken measures to reduce the number of prisoners held in long-term segregation, and have 
not experienced negative effects.6  
 
In 2010, IDOC entered into a Memorandum of Understanding with the Vera Institute of Justice 
(Vera) to have Vera assess use of segregation within IDOC and assist in its reduction.7 At the 

                                                           
5 Standards call for one full-time qualified mental health care professional for every 150 to 160 general population 
inmates given that “22 of 150 adult inmates in a general prison population would be seriously mentally ill, more 
than enough to keep one psychologist or other qualified mental health services provider busy, especially in addition 
to their other responsibilities.” International Association for Forensic and Correctional Psychology, Standards for 

Psychology Services in Jails, Prisons, Correctional Facilities, and Agencies. Criminal Justice and Behavior, Vol. 37 
No. 7, (July 2010), p. 767–68, available at http://cjb.sagepub.com/content/37/7/749.full.pdf+html.  
6 See Terry Kupers, et al., “Beyond Supermax Administrative Segregation: Mississippi’s Experience Rethinking 
Prison Classification and Creating Alternative Mental Health Programs,” Criminal Justice and Behavior 36 (2009): 
1037–50. (“Mississippi went from 1,000 to 150 prisoners in segregation; Ohio went from 800 to 90 prisoners. 
Mississippi not only reduced the number of people held in segregation but also saw an almost 70 percent decrease in 
prisoner-on-prisoner and prisoner-on-staff violence; and use of force by officers in the unit plummeted.”)  
7 See Vera, Segregation Reduction Project, available at http://www.vera.org/project/segregation-reduction-project. 
Vera’s work has been described as helping: develop criteria for whom should be in segregation, assess disciplinary 
sentences, enhance programs to transition inmates out of segregation, improve conditions of segregation, and track 
the effects of moving inmates from segregation. 
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beginning of this collaboration, IDOC held 2,204 inmates in segregation with 2.8 years as an 
average length of stay.8  
 
In 2011, Vera researchers published a study, “Quantitative Findings on Use and Outcomes of 
Segregation in IL DOC.” This study found that for the more than 10,000 inmates released from 
segregation in 2008, in the year following the inmates’ release from segregation, neither inmates 
who committed more serious violations to place them in segregation, nor inmates who spent less 
time in segregation, were more likely to commit new violations than other released segregation 
inmates.9 These findings suggest that traditional ways of utilizing segregation may depend on the 
false presumptions that serious violators are more likely to reviolate, and that longer use of 
segregation has more of a deterrent effect than shorter use. Further, the study found only 15 
percent of violations resulting in segregation time throughout IDOC were for “major” tickets, or 
100 or 200 series violations, which suggests that many inmates could be held accountable 
without resorting to segregation.10   
 
In a segregation reduction project progress update, IDOC stated: “We committed to changing the 
culture of discipline in our facilities by utilizing progressive discipline, rather than providing 
literal interpretation of the disciplinary code violation chart, thus resulting in less time in 
segregation and more appropriate and effective sanctions. . . . A full analysis has not yet been 
conducted, but anecdotal updates from our professionals have found the modified approach with 
the buy-in of staff is making this project a success for the Illinois Department of Corrections.”11  
 

Long Term Segregation Incentive Program (LTSIP) 

 
In April 2012, Pontiac began the LTSIP for inmates to earn increased privileges and eventually a 
reduction of segregation time. At the time of the visit, administrators stated that they had 
accepted 70 inmates to the program, with an average completion rate of approximately 54 
percent. There were 14 inmates participating at the time of the visit, with four expected to 
graduate the next day and start fresh at a new facility.  
 
Administrators described the goal of program as to reward good behavior and better choices. A 
program handout states, “The most important incentive is that you are working your way out of 
segregation because you are displaying self control in your daily choices, you are managing your 
emotions, and you are earning incentives and rewards for the choices you are making.”  
 

                                                           
8 See Written Testimony of Michael Jacobson, President and Director of Vera, to the U.S. Senate Committee on the 
Judiciary, June 19, 2012, at p. 4, available at http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/michael-
jacobson-testimony-on-solitary-confinement-2012.pdf. 
9 Discussed in the IDOC January 30, 2012 – Advisory Board Minutes, available at 
https://www2.illinois.gov/idoc/aboutus/advisoryboard/Pages/default.aspx.  
10 See IDOC January 30, 2012 – Advisory Board Minutes, available at 
https://www2.illinois.gov/idoc/aboutus/advisoryboard/Pages/default.aspx. 
11 See Written Testimony of Michael Jacobson, President and Director of Vera, to the U.S. Senate Committee on the 
Judiciary, June 19, 2012, at p. 4, available at http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/michael-
jacobson-testimony-on-solitary-confinement-2012.pdf. 



Monitoring Visit to Pontiac Correctional Center 2013 
Page 6 of 18  

 

The program consists of three 60-day tiers with corresponding behavior contracts that, if 
successfully completed, result in phones calls, extra showers, restoration of privileges, and 
ultimately, release from segregation. Each tier has goals set by committee.  
 
Inmates in the LTSIP are required to participate in a behavior modification study program in 
their cells. This program covers issues such as self-esteem, anger management, and healthy 
relationships. Administrators reported that this curriculum has been very well received by 
inmates. Administrators also stated that staff working with inmates in LTSIP have nothing 
negative to report as participants are required to speak and act with the utmost respect to staff 
and peers, which results in a housing unit that is very easily managed.  
 
As of December 2012, Pontiac had awarded approximately 3,250 days of segregation reductions 
to participants.12 JHA applauds this program and looks forward to its expansion. 
 
Pontiac’s LTSIP was created for inmates who have ten months to two years of segregation time 
remaining, displayed positive behavior for the previous 90 days, and had no assaults in the prior 
year. During the visit, administrators commented that it was difficult to find inmates with 
sufficiently little time, so they have been accepting inmates with three years. Participating 
inmates must remain discipline-free throughout the program.  
 
JHA recommends that IDOC and Pontiac expand eligibility requirements for LTSIP to inmates 
with terms of segregation longer than two years, conditioned on recent improved behavior. On 
this visit we spoke to one inmate who stated he had been in segregation for the past 18 years, 
since he was 17 years old, with 16 years left to serve. He hoped to earn his way out with good 
behavior, and maybe someday participate in a GED program. JHA believes allowing such 
individuals to have foreseeable goals will aid administrators by incentivizing positive behavior.  
 
Pontiac offers a Segregation Review and Restoration Program for inmates who do not qualify for 
LTSIP. According to the inmate handbook, inmates will be rewarded with segregation time cuts 
(of an unspecified time) for each 90 days the inmate goes without any disciplinary reports. 
Inmates can contact their counselor about this. JHA recommends that this program be 
formalized, republicized to inmates, and that the facility track data of its utilization. 
 

Living Conditions 
 
On the date of the visit, there were 60 inmates in the mental health unit, 489 protective custody 
inmates, 489 MSU inmates, and the rest of the population was in segregation or administrative 
detention.13 Housing for mental health and protective custody inmates at Pontiac is similar to that 
                                                           
12 Administrators noted the lowest award of segregation reduction was 75 days and the highest (unanimously 
awarded) was 765 days, with an average award of 284 days.  
13 Approximately 110 inmates were in administrative detention at Pontiac. Of these about 10 inmates were in Phase 
I, with more restrictions, while about 100 were in Phase II. Administrators reported about 90 percent of the 
administrative detention inmates are former Tamms inmates. Administrative detention inmates are reviewed every 
90 days. Since the visit, administrators stated that they intend to soon offer a Phase III, where some administrative 
detention inmates may be double-celled and have the opportunity to have a brief contact meet and greet with visitors 
at the beginning of non-contact visits. As noted herein, JHA believes that giving inmates incentives to earn their way 
out of isolation, and resocialization opportunities, is positive. JHA will monitor these developments. 
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of other non-MSU inmates, in that while these populations are on separate galleries and housing 
units, they lack space for programming activities and opportunities for congregation that may be 
more appropriate for their classification and treatment needs.14 Pontiac’s physical plant 
configuration poses challenges to many needed improvements.15 
  
In JHA’s 2012 Pontiac report we noted that “continual overcrowding, long-term isolation and 
rapidly declining conditions, like those found in Illinois prisons, can create increasingly 
desperate environments that promote increasingly desperate measures by inmates, including 
hunger strikes, self-injury, violence, and wide-scale disruption.”16 Plausible causes of prison 
violence include “staffing levels, ineffective classification and placement decisions, poor facility 
design, prisoners with histories of violence, and the absence of autonomy among prisoners.”17 
Lack of programming is also a problem, as “few conditions compromise safety more than 
idleness.”18 Segregation itself may make violent tendencies worse.19 Certainly this comports with 
common sense: where someone has no hope of improving their condition and no expectation that 
things could be made worse, managing their behavior will be difficult.  
 
Within IDOC, Pontiac consistently has the highest reported incidence of inmate-on-staff assaults 
and chemical agent use (in 2012 there were 116 and 80 reports respectively).20 In 2012, 
administrators also reported there were 112 inmate-on-inmate assaults, 16 authorized use-of-
force incidents, and 2,746 inmate tickets.21  
 
During the visit, JHA heard many complaints related to chemical agent use. Several inmates 
reported that security staff use mace in excess and that it travels through air vents, affecting the 
air quality for those not involved in the discipline. Inmates stated that in the winter months, when 
the windows are closed, mace is a serious concern for asthmatics. One inmate reported that he 
was not permitted a shower for four days after being maced. JHA recommends that Pontiac stay 
mindful of such possible negative side effects from chemical agent use. 
 

                                                           
14 Written Testimony of Michael Jacobson, President and Director of Vera, to the U.S. Senate Committee on the 
Judiciary, June 19, 2012, Recommendation 5, at p. 9, available at 
http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/michael-jacobson-testimony-on-solitary-confinement-
2012.pdf. 
15 See e.g. the July 15, 2008, Proposed Pontiac Correctional Center Closure Response to the Commission on 

Government Forecasting and Accountability, noting safety concerns from stacked gallery design, available at 
http://cgfa.ilga.gov/upload/DOC%20Response%20Pontiac.pdf. 
16 Available at http://thejha.org/pontiac. 
17 See e.g., “Confronting Confinement: A Report of the Commission on Safety and Abuse in America’s Prisons,” p. 
22, available at http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/Confronting_Confinement.pdf. 
18 “Confronting Confinement: A Report of the Commission on Safety and Abuse in America’s Prisons,” p. 12, 
available at http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/Confronting_Confinement.pdf. 
19 See e.g., “Confronting Confinement: A Report of the Commission on Safety and Abuse in America’s Prisons,” p. 
54, box text - Diminishing Returns in Safety, available at 
http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/Confronting_Confinement.pdf. 
20 However, Pontiac maintains a low incidence of lockdown, with administrators reporting only six days of 
lockdown for 2012 relating to a homemade weapon being found. Comparatively, Menard Correctional Center had 
251 days of some sort of lockdown in 2012, see JHA 2012 Menard report, available at http://thejha.org/menard.  
21 Administrators presented JHA with an “average” breakdown of monthly facility tickets, with roughly a quarter 
being major tickets and roughly half falling under Insolence, Disobeying a Direct Order, or Violation of Rules. 
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Pontiac administrators stated that there has been no problem with violence with former Tamms 
inmates.22 The major facility management concern from absorbing these inmates was that since 
they are single-celled at Pontiac, more of the existing Pontiac population had to be double-celled. 
Double-cells at Pontiac are as small as six feet four inches wide, by ten feet deep, by eight feet 
high. Staff expressed concerns about additional double-celling causing more fights. JHA spoke 
with inmates who also expressed concerns about double-celling and wanted cellmates with 
similar time left to serve.  
 
Healthcare staff noted that with the introduction of the former Tamms inmates they are having to 
deal with greater mental health demands, use of four-point restraints, and incidents of self-
mutilation. Additionally, transgendered inmates at the facility also at times place demands on 
limited mental health resources.23  
 
Nonetheless, Pontiac benefits from experienced leadership who appear genuinely committed to 
improving their facility and adapting to evolving correctional best practices. Illinois must 
provide Pontiac with the resources, particularly mental health staffing, to do so.  
 
Pontiac administrators reported they conduct wardens’ tours and visit each housing unit every 
two to three weeks with the counselor, chaplain, and medical and mental health staff. JHA 
commends Pontiac administrators’ recognition that one of the most effective prison management 
tools and violence deterrents is communication, which can be used to respond to issues before 
they escalate.24 However, at the time of the visit, administrators warned JHA visitors that due to 
staffing issues they anticipated we would hear numerous complaints about lack of counselor 
contact and no responses to grievances. This was indeed the case.  
 
Grievances 

 
Pontiac reported 2,310 recorded inmate grievances for 2012, with the top three categories being 
Medical (541), Property (541), and Discipline (492). The number of Staff Conduct grievances 
was reported as 126.  
 
JHA commends Pontiac for what appears to be a comprehensive record-keeping system, 
compared to what we have seen at some other IDOC facilities. Pontiac administrators seem to 
recognize that accountability and transparency will help them improve the facility. Inmates at 

                                                           
22 See e.g. AP report on the Pontiac media visit, “Pontiac warden: No violence with ex-Tamms inmates” (April 1, 
2013), available at http://thesouthern.com/news/pontiac-warden-no-violence-with-ex-tamms-
inmates/article_8839bd6a-9a51-11e2-bd61-001a4bcf887a.html.  
23 At the time of the visit, administrators reported that Pontiac housed seven transsexual inmates, two of whom were 
receiving hormones. Such inmates are diagnosed with a Gender Identification Disorder (GID) by an IDOC 
psychiatrist. Healthcare staff reported that five of the Pontiac inmates had been evaluated by the IDOC GID 
committee. JHA spoke with inmates on hormones that were developing breasts and requested bras; however, bras 
are not approved clothing in male facilities. Inmates interviewed reported experiences of depression, weight loss, 
lethargy, self-mutilation, and suicide watch. These inmates also expressed feeling isolated. Although administrators 
stated that transsexual inmates were typically single-celled, JHA spoke with one individual who was double-celled. 
Administrators stated they may start a program for GID inmates, but were waiting for additional mental health staff.  
24 See e.g., “Confronting Confinement: A Report of the Commission on Safety and Abuse in America’s Prisons,” p. 
30, 32, available at http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/Confronting_Confinement.pdf. 
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Pontiac, as at most other IDOC facilities, requested copies of grievances and reported issues with 
grievances not being responded to.25  
 
An obvious problem at the time of the visit was inadequate staffing, particularly counselors, with 
only seven for over 1,900 inmates at the time of the visit (three of whom were correctional 
officers temporarily assigned as counselors). Inmates are supposed to informally attempt to 
resolve issues with counselors before filing grievances.26  
 
When JHA walked the galleries, some inmates on upper decks stated they had not had counselor 
contact in three months and insisted that, while the counselor had been on the housing unit, the 
counselor had not made rounds on the higher levels. JHA continues to recommend that IDOC 
and Pontiac work to improve the grievance system, including implementing a system for 
permitting inmates to retain a record of their grievance. Illinois must also hire more correctional 
counselors to decrease caseloads, and ensure that these individuals are properly trained to 
appropriately handle inmate concerns.  
 
Hunger Strikes 
 

On the date of the visit, 47 inmates at Pontiac were on a hunger strike. Administrators reported 
there had been 13 inmates on hunger strikes prior to the introduction of the approximately 160 
former Tamms inmates.27 Pontiac has experience with hunger strikes. The facility houses one 
inmate who had been on a hunger strike for 18 months and during our prior visit, administrators 
reported three or four inmates on hunger strikes per month was typical, with several related to 
soy in the diet. 
 
During the February 2013 visit, inmates’ reasons for participating in hunger strikes largely 
related to issues discussed in this section, including physical plant issues, lack of supplies, and 
availability of commissary items. On the day of our visit, several inmates came off of hunger 
strike, perhaps due to the fact that they felt their complaints were being aired or because of the 
appealing lunch, including fried chicken and oranges.  
 
After three days of beginning a hunger strike, inmates are supposed to be monitored by 
healthcare staff. Some inmates JHA spoke with during the visit stated that this was not occurring 
or that staff were not counting the days they had been on strike correctly. Since our visit, Pontiac 
administrators reported that now only two inmates are on strike. Many of the inmates’ issues 
were exacerbated by the understaffing Pontiac was experiencing at the time of the visit.  
 
 

                                                           
25 See e.g., JHA’s 2012 healthcare report, Recommendation 14, available at 
http://thejha.org/sites/default/files/Unasked%20Questions-Unintended%20Consequences.pdf. 
26 See 20 Ill. Adm. Code 504.810(a). 
27 JHA spoke with several former Tamms inmates who were pleased to be at Pontiac where they enjoyed more 
human contact and unshackled movement among other things. Other Tamms inmates, including some on hunger 
strike, were upset with differences between the facilities including vastly different physical plant conditions 
(particularly lack of temperature and noise control) and staffing levels than they were accustomed to. Several former 
Tamms inmates expressed complaints typical to any inmate transfer including concerns about property transfers, 
waits for visitor approvals, and mail delays, while many expressed concerns typical of other Pontiac inmates.  
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Property Issues 
 

JHA received numerous complaints about missing and damaged property at Pontiac. Most of the 
losses were said to have occurred during transfer, including for example, loss or destruction of 
photographs. JHA also received a notable number of complaints about property missing at the 
facility. JHA heard several complaints about antagonizing conduct of the tactical team at 
Pontiac, who conduct shakedowns. During the visit, JHA observed a shakedown being 
conducted on one gallery where a visitor observed a cell left in disarray with the inmate’s 
possessions, including personal and legal letters, dumped like garbage on the bed and floor. 
While shakedowns are necessary, staff should avoid treating an inmate’s personal possessions in 
a manner that is antagonistic and degrading.  
 
Some inmates complained that confiscated food items were destroyed before the completion of 
the grievance process through which the inmate was disputing the confiscation. JHA heard 
multiple complaints of broken televisions at Pontiac. Inmates were upset that Pontiac lacked the 
ability to repair electronics, forcing inmates to purchase new items. Inmates may be reimbursed 
for the value of the broken item, but amount reimbursed is often less than a new item. Even when 
an inmate is successful in grieving a property issue, which could take several months, 
administrators noted it can take another 90 days for an inmate to receive reimbursement from the 
central benefit fund.  
 
JHA has heard complaints throughout IDOC of staff permitting inmates to pack property boxes 
for another inmate when that inmate is moved, which seems to be inviting issues. JHA 
recommends that Pontiac and IDOC track inmate complaints about missing or broken property. 
This would better identify problems and areas where staff may need to be reeducated on property 
handling procedures. An effective grievance system would capture such concerns.  
 

Cleanliness and Supply Issues 
 

While administrators reported that inmates have cleaning supplies issued weekly, and JHA 
visitors found the facility generally seemed clean, we received many inmate complaints about 
cleanliness. Numerous inmates reported they could not obtain adequate cleaning supplies and yet 
were being issued tickets for not keeping their cells sanitary. Some inmates said they received 
soap only every few weeks and that they had not received a sponge until the day prior to our 
visit. Inmates reported that the chuck holes through which food is passed need to be cleaned. 
Several inmates complained about rodents in their cells. In addition to observed plumbing issues, 
JHA visitors saw peeling paint in some cells and noted concern that this might be ingested.  
 
JHA received multiple reports that inmates urinate into the vents and that prior to our visit the 
vents had been closed to try to prevent this. Many inmates also complained about others 
urinating and defecating in the yard caged areas. Inmates and staff reported that the yard cages 
actually increase inmates’ aggressive behavior because they have nothing positive to do and have 
no fear of retaliation. JHA recommends that inmates be given some positive outlet on yard and 
that the cleaning of this area be reviewed. 
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Another major issue that inmates reported was not being issued proper winter attire. JHA 
observed inmates outside without jackets. Many inmates started layering their clothing or using 
plastic wrap for insulation, and received tickets as a result. Layering of clothing is prohibited as 
administrators stated that inmates were hiding items. However, considering the low temperatures 
in Illinois in winter months, it is understandable why inmates would need further insulation. 
Inmates reported forgoing limited yard opportunities due to sanitation, other inmates’ conduct, 
and inadequate clothing issues. JHA finds this anti-layering policy untenable and inhumane, and 
recommends that Pontiac address inmates’ inadequate clothing for yard.  
 
At the time of the visit, many inmates had no pillows. Some inmates reported they had been 
without a pillow for more than a year. Administrators responded that the pillows wear out and 
some inmates destroy them, but stated that some inmates do not have pillows because of supply 
issues. They reported they had recently received a pillow shipment, and 300 more pillows were 
expected the week following the visit. JHA observed, and inmates complained of, dirty and 
ripped mattresses, as are common throughout IDOC facilities. Another supply issue observed 
during the visit was that inmates did not have property-box lids; administrators reported they 
have since corrected this issue.  
 
JHA received several complaints from inmates about being “double-locked” in showers, that is 
having the shower door locked. Inmates say that this makes the shower area too small for a larger 
man to turn around and clean himself in. Some inmates complained that they do not have mirrors 
or razors. JHA received multiple reports from inmates that the depilatory “Magic Shave” causes 
rashes and irritation. JHA also heard multiple complaints about lack of hair products suitable for 
African American inmates.  
 
Several inmates complained about their access to law library materials, stating that the materials 
were old, things were missing, and there were no law clerks to help.  
 
Some inmates in a certain level of disciplinary restriction at Pontiac cannot buy food items from 
commissary. Several complained that when dinner is at 3 p.m. and breakfast at 6 a.m., this is too 
long a time to go without eating.  
 
JHA also has received several dietary complaints about inmates not having access to Kosher 
meals at Pontiac, both from inmates during the visit and in letters sent throughout the year. 
Administrators reported that the senior chaplain orders religious diets. They stressed that if an 
inmate begins eating meals that do not comply with a religious mandate, the diet will be 
discontinued, and there is no tolerance for going on and off the diet.  
 
Visitation 
 

As Pontiac’s maximum facility houses both disciplinary segregation and protective custody 
inmates, and as these populations share the same physical visiting area, they must alternate days 
of visits to accommodate both. This makes visitation more difficult for visitors who travel from 
far distances and want to visit more than once, because they will have to stay an extra day.  
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Because the visitation area was built for non-contact visits, all inmates who use this space are 
separated from their visitors by a secure glass partition. JHA spoke with one inmate who stated 
he did not want his children to visit because of this glass. Although protective custody inmates 
are permitted a quick hug at the beginning and end of the visit, they are not afforded the same 
contact visits as other non-disciplinary-restricted inmates in Illinois. Administrators at Pontiac 
explained that they have reviewed this issue many times and there is no available space to allow 
for an alternate visit situation for protective custody inmates. 
 
Recently some inmates reported that a new policy requiring them to use phones and phone PINs 
to speak with visitors inhibited visits. Inmates also requested that an exception be made for non-
contact visits allowing for them to embrace dying relatives. JHA believes that visitation should 
be encouraged and recommends that Pontiac not restrict it unnecessarily. 
 
Experts have noted a way of encouraging visitation is to allow closeness, stating: “Because 
contact visits can inspire good behavior, people confined in both prisons and jails should be 
allowed to touch and embrace their children, partners, and other friends and family. Physical 
barriers and telephones should be reserved for those who have abused visitation privileges or 
otherwise have been determined to pose too great a risk.”28  
 

Staffing 
 

At the time of the visit, Pontiac had 589 employees; 111 female and 478 male, with 91 percent of 
staff being White/Caucasian, less than six percent identifying as Black/African American, and 
three percent Latino/Hispanic. Pontiac was understaffed in many areas; however, administrators 
reported although staff were doing a lot of overtime, morale was good. During the visit, 
administration reported they were unable to fill some of these vacancies because they were 
awaiting transfer employees from the impending closure of Dwight.  
 
At the time of the visit, 20 correctional officers and four lieutenants were on leave. Three of the 
seven correctional counselors were correctional officers temporarily assigned to counselor 
positions. Further, at that time, due to clerical and administrative staff shortages and leaves, an 
average of eight security staff were redirected to such duties for 1,320 hours a month. Though 
the mailroom was short one worker, administrators reported no backlog. JHA visitors found the 
mailroom at Pontiac to appear well-managed and organized. However, we did hear complaints 
from inmates about mail delays.  
 
Administrators noted that staffing levels for non-security positions left the institution with a 
backlog of work and forced Pontiac to use temporary assignments, which “deplete the surety 
ranks to concerning levels, driving up overtime costs and causing labor relation issues.” Filling 
support staff services was critical. Since the visit, Pontiac has gained about 150 new staff.  
 
 
 

                                                           
28 “Confronting Confinement: A Report of the Commission on Safety and Abuse in America’s Prisons,” p. 36, 
available at: http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/Confronting_Confinement.pdf. 



Monitoring Visit to Pontiac Correctional Center 2013 
Page 13 of 18  

 

Pontiac Staff Authorized Actual: Feb 2013 April 2013 

Major 11 8 11 

Lieutenant 39 29 35 

Sergeant 29 14 21 

Correctional Officer 515 442  524 

Correctional Counselor 14 7 13 

Clerical/Administrative 143 93 129 

 

Healthcare 
 
Healthcare staffing at Pontiac is a mix of state and contractor Wexford Health Sources 
(Wexford) positions. At the time of the visit, Pontiac had only one of the two Wexford 
authorized physician positions filled for 48 instead of 80 hours per week. This was the same as 
noted in our 2012 report.  
 
There were 15 of 22 authorized nurse positions filled, leaving the facility with minimum staffing 
of four nurses for first shift, three for second shift, and only one on the night shift for over 1,900 
inmates. There were six of 11 authorized correctional medical technician (CMT) positions filled. 
Healthcare staff commented that in addition to the challenges of understaffing, they also lack the 
ability to physically expand the infirmary, which is quite small for accommodating the needs of 
Pontiac’s population. 
 
Pontiac reported 88 hours of dentist coverage per week, an increase from our prior visit; yet at 
the time of the visit, fillings were backlogged from August 2012. In the prior year, 794 
extractions and 1,155 filings were completed.  
 
For mental health staffing, Pontiac had 64 hours of psychiatrist coverage a week, two of three 
authorized psychologist positions filled, and one of two authorized social workers. Since the 
visit, one psychologist has been hired. The mental health coverage for this facility with mental 
health housing and great treatment need should be improved. We noted this chronic need in our 
last report.29  
 
At the time of the 2013 visit, administrators stated that the following positions were in the 
process of being filled: a recreational therapist, psychiatric registered nurse, and four additional 
registered nurses. Pontiac administrators considered the physician, CMT, and mental health staff 
vacancies to be critical; however, they reported that they were hiring to fulfill the healthcare 
staffing needs. JHA will continue to monitor the situation and hopes that the positions will soon 
be filled. 
 
Needed medical equipment and supplies were reported to include: a cardiac monitor, better 
thermometers,30 an IV pump, portable otoscopes, and updated nursing drug guides.  
 

                                                           
29 Available at http://thejha.org/pontiac. 
30 This is an issue that JHA has heard at other facilities and which is particularly important, given temperature 
concerns for inmates on particular psychotropic medications that increase heat sensitivity. 
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Pontiac, like other IDOC facilities, uses 
Telemed for HIV and Hepatitis C clinics. 
Pontiac staff and administration reported 
concerns about the effectiveness of this, 
because the outside vendor, University of 
Illinois, Chicago, has regularly canceled 
appointments. It has been difficult to 
reschedule these appointments, which causes a 
delay in treatment for these inmates. 
Administrators estimated generally that four to 
six weeks would be the wait to receive outside 
specialist care.  
 
At the time of the visit, Pontiac reported it did not house any terminally ill inmates. There had 
been 26 in-facility deaths at Pontiac over the previous five years, six of which were suicides. 
Over the past year there had been 402 incidents of suicide watch at Pontiac for an average length 
of three days. 
 
At the time of the visit, there were 516 inmates under psychiatric care, 464 of whom were 
receiving psychotropic medication. Administrators reported a 60-day wait time for non-emergent 
mental health treatment. The average caseload for mental health workers was 150 inmates.  
 
Although administrators indicated privacy standards are in place, JHA received reports from 
inmates stating they must talk to mental health workers at their cellfronts, well within hearing 
range of other inmates. JHA also received several reports of taunting behavior by mental health 
professionals, other healthcare, and security staff, from inmates requesting assistance. While the 
demand for treatment is undoubtedly high, the need for professionalism must be stressed. 
 
In segregation, 292 inmates were receiving psychotropic medication, 31 involuntarily. As noted 
in our 2012 report, “JHA opposes the use of long-term isolation at Pontiac and all IDOC 
facilities, particularly with mentally ill inmates, given overwhelming evidence that this practice 
tends to exacerbate pre-existing mental illness and can induce mental illness, self-harming 
behavior and severe physical and psychiatric symptoms in otherwise healthy persons.”32 
 
JHA visited the mental health unit, which housed 60 inmates. Most inmates on this unit were 
quiet and not eager to talk. Some expressed that individual and group therapy programs were 
helpful. A JHA visitor with extensive knowledge of the treatment history of one former Tamms 
inmate observed that he seemed to be doing particularly well in Pontiac’s mental health housing. 
JHA did encounter one extremely agitated individual who expressed substantial paranoia and 
stress. He claimed that he was being abused and held past his release date, but he also expressed 
more credible concerns echoed throughout the facility: that he felt ignored by staff and that he 
was not receiving appropriate medical attention.  
 

                                                           
31 Data provided from Pontiac administrators for February 2013. Pontiac also offers a General Medical Clinic. 
32 Available at: http://thejha.org/pontiac. See also, JHA Special Report, A Price Illinois Cannot Afford: Tamms and 

the Costs of Long-Term Isolation, available at: http://thejha.org/sites/default/files/TammsReport.pdf. 

Number of Pontiac Inmates  
Diagnosed31 

Asthma 167 

Cancer 1 

Diabetes 72 

Hepatitis C 67 

HIV 17 

Hypertension 302 

Seizures 51 

Tuberculosis  2 
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JHA heard many complaints from inmates regarding medical and mental health care at Pontiac. 
Inmates commonly reported that sick call requests were not responded to, and that inmates 
needed to submit multiple requests over several weeks before seeing a nurse. Inmates also 
complained about medical appointments frequently being canceled. One inmate reported that he 
is prescribed a medication that is to be taken with food, but he has nothing to eat and had been 
trying for several months to get this resolved. JHA cannot confirm nor deny the validity of these 
inmates’ reports. However, lapses in care are consistent with medical staff shortages, like those 
experienced at Pontiac and throughout IDOC. 
 
At Pontiac, sick call is run by nurses every 72 hours in each cell house, while CMTs visit cell 
houses daily. JHA received multiple reports from inmates stating that they have missed 
medication doses because of being on yard when healthcare staff came to the housing unit. We 
also heard from some inmates that security staff were distributing medication. When JHA 
brought these concerns to administrators’ attention, they stated that they had investigated the 
matter and this should be corrected. Although JHA commends Pontiac administrators for 
addressing particular medical issues we brought to their attention, 33 we reiterate that an effective 
grievance procedure, particularly for medical concerns, is vital for operating a successful 
institution.34  
 

Programming 
 
Studies have found that the vast majority of Americans (87 percent) favor rehabilitative services 
for prisoners.35 Vera has recommended increased programming for prisoners in segregation, 
recognizing the difficulty they may have resocializing.36 Other correctional systems, for example 
that of the United Kingdom, have found that behavioral problems improved by providing more 
programming and social interaction, in contrast to isolation.37 Inmates in segregation at Pontiac 
specifically requested more opportunities, including access to religious services. 
 
For Pontiac’s non-MSU population, there is very little programming. However, the 
approximately 500 protective custody inmates have more opportunities than other max inmates. 

                                                           
33 Such issues included particular individual medical complaints, as well as an inmate receiving a bill in error that 
should have been paid by Wexford. 
34 See e.g., JHA’s 2012 healthcare report, Recommendation 14, available at 
http://thejha.org/sites/default/files/Unasked%20Questions-Unintended%20Consequences.pdf. In JHA’s 2012 
Pontiac report we recommended: “(1) that IDOC publish and compare yearly medical audit findings for each 
facility, including the number of medical grievances among prisons, as a way to stimulate healthcare improvements; 
(2) the number of medical grievances at each facility be published and included in annual performance evaluations; 
and (3) baseline numbers for medical grievances be established for each facility and an action plan devised to reduce 
grievances at those facilities identified as having above-average numbers of medical grievances,” available at 
http://thejha.org/pontiac. 
35 See e.g., “Confronting Confinement: A Report of the Commission on Safety and Abuse in America’s Prisons,” p. 
12, available at http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/Confronting_Confinement.pdf. 
36 Written Testimony of Michael Jacobson, President and Director of Vera, to the U.S. Senate Committee on the 
Judiciary, June 19, 2012, Recommendation 6, at p. 9, available at 
http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/michael-jacobson-testimony-on-solitary-confinement-
2012.pdf. 
37 See e.g., “Hellhole,” Atul Gawande, The New Yorker, March 30, 2009, available at  
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2009/03/30/090330fa_fact_gawande?printable=true&currentPage=all. 



Monitoring Visit to Pontiac Correctional Center 2013 
Page 16 of 18  

 

The January 1, 2013 IDOC Quarterly Report, 38 showed one person participating in a college 
two-year-degree educational program and 27 in Career Technologies.39 Pontiac administrators 
reported that there are 321 protective custody work assignments and approximately 50 protective 
custody inmates participate in substance abuse classes offered by mental health staff.  
 
At the time of the visit, Pontiac was also planning to start a video education program for 
protective custody inmates utilizing the video education program inherited from Tamms, with 
testing proctored by Pontiac educational staff.  Since the visit, policy and procedures have been 
developed for this program and the equipment has been installed. Administrators anticipated the 
program would begin in the next month. Administrators stated that with staffing shortages they 
had not previously offered any educational programs to protective custody inmates, and noted 
that “additional programming for this population is a win-win situation for this facility.” JHA 
commends this initiative.  
 

Demographics 
 
At the time of the visit, population demographics at Pontiac were reported as approximately 56% 
Black, 27% White, and 17% Hispanic (with less than 1% reported as follows, four Native 
American, and five Asian inmates). 56% of the inmates were convicted in Cook County.  
 
Average length of sentences remaining was reported as approximately 20 years. Committing 
offenses of the population are approximately: 31% Murder, 30% Class X, 13% Class 1, 16% 
Class 2, 5% Class 3, and 6% Class 4 felonies. 112 inmates were at Pontiac for technical parole 
violations and 30 for violations due to a new charge.  
 
The average age of inmates is 38. Approximately 18%, or 353 inmates, were over 50 years old. 
Pontiac does not offer any special programming for this population; however where medically 
required, the facility medical director will order an appropriate diet or exercise program. Three 
inmates were identified as having a disability. At the time of our visit, 68 inmates reported 
themselves as veterans.  
 
Nearly 21% of Pontiac’s population, or 397 inmates, are sex offenders; there is no special 
programming for them. At the time of our visit, 13 sex offender inmates had been approved for 
release from Pontiac but cannot be released due to not having appropriate placement.  
 
At the time of the visit, there were 118 inmates held at Pontiac on Immigration Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) detainers. In part due to serving as the ICE transfer point, inmates with 
limited English proficiency remain a challenge at Pontiac, with 27 individuals identified. In 
addition to phone interpretation services, Pontiac has some bilingual staff members who act as 
interpreters, as well as a Spanish orientation manual, grievance forms, and medical fliers. 
Administrators also reported having a Spanish bilingual inmate teacher aide and were ordering 

                                                           
38 Available at 
http://www2.illinois.gov/idoc/reportsandstatistics/Documents/IDOC_Quarterly%20Report_Jan_%202013.pdf.  
39 Career Technologies is a 20-day four-credit-hour college class that teaches: general computer skills including 
typing and Microsoft Word, Excel, Power Point and Database; Dave Ramsey’s Financial Peace University series 
about financial skills; resume writing; job-interviewing skills; and other general work and life skills. 
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low-level books and work books targeting non-English speakers. JHA reiterates our prior 
recommendations that IDOC must recruit staff that reflects the cultural and linguistic diversity of 
the inmate population.40 
 

### 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
40 “[C]orrectional authorities should make reasonable attempts to communicate effectively with prisoners who do 
not read, speak, or understand English. This requirement includes: (i) to the extent practicable, the translation of 
official documents typically provided to prisoners into a language understood by each prisoner who receives them; 
(ii) staff who can interpret at all times in any language understood by a significant number of non-English-speaking 
prisoners; and (iii) necessary interpretive services during disciplinary proceedings or other hearings, for processes by 
which a prisoner may lodge a complaint about staff misconduct or concerns about safety, and during provision of 
health care,” ABA Standards on Treatment of Prisoners, Standard 23-7.2(f), available at 
http://www.americanbar.org/publications/criminal_justice_section_archive/crimjust_standards_treatmentprisoners.ht
ml. JHA repeats our recommendation from the 2012 Pontiac report, “that IDOC, with support from elected officials: 
(1) undertake a study to identify and determine the number of non-English speaking inmates in IDOC’s population, 
and the number of bilingual staff at each facility; (2) implement a program to recruit and retain more staff who 
reflect the cultural and linguistic diversity of the prison populations served, including bilingual healthcare staff; and 
(3) develop and implement a comprehensive strategic plan to provide culturally and linguistically appropriate 
services to non-English speakers that are significantly represented in the Illinois’ prison population, including 
Spanish-speaking inmates,” available at http://thejha.org/pontiac.  
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This report was written by Gwyneth Troyer, Director of JHA’s Prison Monitor Project. Gwyn 

can be reached at (312) 503-6304 or gtroyer@thejha.org. 
 
Inmates may send privileged mail to JHA, 375 E. Chicago Ave., Suite 529, Chicago, IL 60611. 
 
Contributors to this report include: Lisa Hendrickson, Dylan Hood, Brooke Monea and Octavia 
Rodney, JHA interns; and citizen volunteers Pamela Gretza and Jean Maclean Snyder.  
 
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. 
 
 

JHA’s work on healthcare in DOC is made possible through a generous grant by 
the Michael Reese Health Trust. 

 
 


