
 
 

Monitoring Visit to Vandalia Correctional Center 2012 
 

Vandalia Correctional Center is a male minimum-security prison, located about four and a half 
hours south of Chicago and one and a half hours southeast of Springfield, in Vandalia, IL. 
 

Vital Statistics: 

Population (May 2013): 1,708 
Rated Capacity: 1,100  
Average Age: 33 
Average Annual Cost per Inmate (FY 
2011): $18,636 
Average Remaining Sentence Length: 
Eight months and 17 days 
Convicted in Cook County: 52% 
Population by Race: 66% Black, 25% 
White, 9% Hispanic 
Source IDOC 12/11/2012  

 
Key Observations: 

 

• In February 2013, the Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) announced that it would 
utilize gym space at Vandalia and other facilities for “temporary” housing. Since this 
time, almost 100 inmates awaiting transfer to IDOC boot camps have been housed in the 
Vandalia gym.  
 

• Administrators are to be commended for their efforts in adding 200 more inmate jobs, 
expanding dayrooms, a new recycling program, a successful gardening initiative, and the 
forthcoming privately-funded thoroughbred horse retirement program, all since JHA’s 
2011 visit. 
 

• Despite efforts to expand opportunities for inmates, idleness remains a common inmate 
complaint at this minimum-security facility, where only 25 percent are enrolled in 
educational or vocational programming.  

 

• Other common inmate complaints at Vandalia included housing conditions, little time to 
eat, too much soy in the diet, poor condition of clothing, disrespect from security staff, 
and difficulty obtaining healthcare. 
 

• More nursing staff are required to address the needs of Vandalia’s population. 
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Monitoring Visit to Vandalia Correctional Center 2012 
 

Executive Summary 
 
Crowding, understaffing, and physical conditions remain serious concerns at the 90-year-old 
Vandalia facility.1 JHA continues to receive significant numbers of letters and calls about water 
in lower level housing units after heavy rains. However, administrators report that sump pump 
repairs have resolved these problems.  
 
There have been some notable physical plant improvements. For instance, at the time of the 2012 
visit, Vandalia’s reroofing project, which began that summer, neared completion. However, 
during this project in September 2012, a partial ceiling collapse in one housing unit and 
significant water damage in another displaced 90 inmates to the gym for three months.2  
 
Since the visit, housing inmates in gyms has become an official departmental response to system 
overcrowding.3 Since February 2013, almost 100 inmates awaiting placement in boot camps 
have been housed in the Vandalia gym. While new discretionary supplemental sentencing credits 
(SSC) will enable some prisoners to earn up to 180 days off their sentences, it is clear that this 
program will not by itself solve Illinois’ prison overcrowding crisis.4  
 
Since JHA’s 2011 visit, Vandalia is to be commended for increasing programming and adding 
200 inmate work assignments. In April 2012, Vandalia began recycling and gardening projects 
as part of the facility’s sustainability efforts.5 Administrators reported that the institutional 
garden had produced 9,000 pounds of food donated to a local food pantry, as well as produce 
incorporated into inmates’ diet.  
 
Administrators were also excited at the time of the visit to announce the planned Thoroughbred 
Retirement Foundation “Second Chances Ranch,” which will house 30-40 horses and employ a 
maximum of 15 inmates.6 This program will not be dependent on state funding. Since the visit, 
the Equine Director has started work.  
 

                                                 
1 See JHA’s 2011 Vandalia report for an extensive discussion of physical plant issues, available at: 
http://www.thejha.org/vandalia. This report is based on a monitoring visit conducted on December 11, 2012, and on-
going communications with staff and inmates. 
2 Administrators reported that the damage occurred during a period of heavy rain, no one was hurt, that the displaced 
inmates were accommodated in the gym, and that yard was used for recreation during the months the gym was used 
for housing. These displaced inmates were moved back to dorm housing shortly before the visit. 
3 For news reports regarding IDOC using gym housing, see e.g. http://www.sj-r.com/breaking/x930800541/6-
Illinois-prisons-to-set-up-temporary-housing.  
4 See IDOC’s statement on SSC at: 
http://www2.illinois.gov/idoc/news/2013/Pages/NewAdministrativeRuleonSentenceCredit.aspx. The SSC program 
commenced on February 7, 2013. As of May 2013, a total of approximately 620 inmates, and 50 inmates from 
Vandalia, had been released after SSC awards. Data on the implementation is publically available at: 
http://www2.illinois.gov/idoc/Offender/Pages/CommunityNotificationofInmateEarlyRelease.aspx. 
5 See http://www2.illinois.gov/idoc/aboutus/Pages/VandaliaCCSustainability.aspx.  
6 The organization’s webpage is: http://www.trfinc.org/. 
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JHA hopes that programming opportunities will continue to expand at Vandalia, as currently 
only 25 percent of the minimum-security population participates in educational or vocational 
classes.7 Nonetheless, given physical plant issues, a chronic lack of resources, and overcrowding, 
what Vandalia and the rest of Illinois’ prisons need more than increased programming is to 
reduce the state’s overall inmate population through safe and comprehensive prison reform.  
 

This report addresses the following: Living Conditions, Inmate Grievances, Staffing, Healthcare, 
and Programming. 

 

Recommendations 
 

• JHA reiterates most of our 2011 report’s recommendations,8 including that Illinois must 
reduce unsustainable levels of prison overcrowding by reforming overly punitive 
sentences, implementing sentence credits, using community based treatment alternatives 
for low level non-violent offenders, instituting more effective parole and probation 
practices, and enhancing rehabilitative reentry services to reduce recidivism.  
 

• JHA also continues to recommend, as in the 2011 report, that volunteers be used for 
quality of life improvements at the minimum-security facility, and recommend that 
inmates be permitted more time to eat. 

 

• Given numerous complaints about healthcare treatment and access, JHA recommends 
prioritizing nursing staff hiring at Vandalia.  
 

• JHA continues to recommend that the $5 healthcare copay be abolished.9 
 

• JHA continues to recommend that IDOC reevaluate grievance procedures, as this 
mechanism is proving ineffective for resolving many issues.10  

 

Living Conditions 

At the time of the 2012 visit, Vandalia remained at over 150 percent of its rated capacity, which 
affects all aspects of its operations. 
 
Vandalia is composed of 1,232 general population dormitory beds, a segregation unit, and a 400-
bed work camp. Although administrators expressed a desire for the work camp to resume its 
function as a work camp, currently there is little difference between conditions for inmates so 
housed and general population.  
 

                                                 
7 See IDOC January 2013 Quarterly Report, available at: 
http://www2.illinois.gov/idoc/reportsandstatistics/Documents/IDOC_Quarterly%20Report_Jan_%202013.pdf.  
8 See JHA’s Vandalia 2011 report pp. 4-5, available at: http://www.thejha.org/vandalia. 
9 See e.g. JHA’s 2012 healthcare report, Recommendation 5, available at: 
http://thejha.org/sites/default/files/Unasked%20Questions-Unintended%20Consequences.pdf. 
10 See e.g. Recommendation 14 of JHA’s 2012 healthcare report, available at: 
http://thejha.org/sites/default/files/Unasked%20Questions-Unintended%20Consequences.pdf. 
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There have been some positive changes to the physical structure of the facility. In addition to the 
major improvement of the reroofing project, administrators also noted several improvements 
since the 2011 visit. These included new perimeter lighting, food preparation equipment, water 
coolers, large circular sinks for some dorms, three icemaker machines, additional televisions and 
chairs for dorms, and extended dayroom in the dorms to increase quality of life.  
 
As JHA has noted in previous reports, we often hear in response to our work that inmates 
deserve to live in these kinds of harsh conditions, and that doing so will teach them not to break 
the law. These assertions fail to appreciate two vital points. First, housing inmates in overly 
harsh conditions hurts not only inmates, but also public safety as it ends up costing taxpayers 
more money with increased crime and high recidivism rates. More than 90 percent of people who 
are sent to prison eventually are released, most after serving a short sentence. Most inmates at 
Vandalia serve less than one year before they are released. While there is no evidence to suggest 
that exposure to harsh and overcrowded conditions makes inmates less likely to commit new 
crimes, there is strong evidence that it makes inmates more likely to re-offend when they are 
released.11  
 
Second, harsh prison conditions can severely undermine prison security. Studies confirm that 
poor prison conditions correspond to significantly higher rates of violence and staff assaults.12 In 
addition, such conditions have a profoundly damaging impact on the physical and mental well-
being of staff, by increasing the potential for violence, while escalating workload pressures and 
making it much more difficult for staff to monitor inmates while safely and effectively 
performing their jobs.13  
 
In short, packing prisons beyond their capacity and allowing prison conditions to deteriorate 
serves no one’s interests—not inmates, not staff, and not the public.  
 
General Population 
 

Administrators reported that the average time general population inmates are confined to their 
dorms daily was 18 hours. JHA visitors observed that the dorms were densely packed, offering 
little personal space. Given the crowded dorm housing, JHA was pleasantly surprised that the 
reported number of inmate on inmate assaults was only three in year prior to the visit. However, 
Vandalia reported 6,383 disciplinary tickets in the previous year. This comports with what JHA 
heard from inmates: that tickets are given frequently. 

                                                 
11 See M. Keith Chang, Yale University and Cowles Foundation, Jesse M. Sapiro, University of Chicago and NBER, 

Do Harsh Prison Conditions Reduce Recidivism? A Discontinuity Based Approach, available at: 
http://faculty.som.yale.edu/keithchen/papers/final_aler07.pdf. 
12 See David M. Bierie, Is Tougher Better? The Impact of Physical Prison Conditions On Inmate Violence, 
International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology (April 13, 2011), available at:  
http://ijo.sagepub.com/content/56/3/338.full.pdf+html.  

 
13 See David M. Bierie, The Impact of Prison Conditions on Staff Well-Being, International Journal of Offender 
Therapy and Comparative Criminology (November 30, 2010), available at: 
http://ijo.sagepub.com/content/early/2010/11/29/0306624X10388383.full.pdf; See also, Commission on Safety 
andAbuse in America’s Prisons, Public Hearing 1, available at: http://www.vera.org/commission-safety-and-abuse-
americas-prisons-public-hearing-1.  
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Administrators reported general population inmates have daily shower and recreation 
opportunities for a total of 26 hours a week. Inmates reported much less recreation time, as 
discussed in the Inmate Grievances section below. Administrators stated that general population 
inmates have weekly commissary access and library is also accessible once a week via the 
librarian call line.  
 
Inmates may have seven monthly visits at Vandalia.14 Administrators reported that inmates are 
allowed to hug and kiss family members and allowed to hold hands with their significant other. 
One inmate reported that he appreciated that Vandalia staff were respectful and treated him well 
during visits in front of his children. JHA believes that such respect and encouragement for 
visitation is vital, as it aids in institutional adjustment and reentry success.15 
 

Inmates throughout Vandalia complained of having no privacy. This may seem like an 
unreasonable request for prison dormitory housing; however, given the configuration of some 
housing units, inmates must use the bathroom or showers in plain sight of others, and inmates did 
not like having bunks close to open bathrooms. JHA also observed on one unit a phone located in 
the bathroom area, which inmates said made it difficult to use.  
 
Further, inmates reported that they have insufficient bathroom access. They are on the housing 
unit most of the day, for example, where three toilets are not enough for 88 men.16 
Administrators responded that inmates are on the dorm all day by choice, and that there are 
programs available to participate in, posted on the inmate bulletin board. 
 
In addition, inmates also complained that showers frequently did not work. In one lower level 
dorm unit of the eight showers a JHA visitor tested, half produced water. In this bathroom the 
visitor also observed clogged vents and leaking pipes.  
 
JHA noted during our visit that the facility appeared dry and was freshly painted. However, at 
that time, inmates continued to report that water came into the units, and that there was mold.17 
Inmates in a lower level dorm complained that pipes leak onto some of the top bunks. Inmates in 
an upper level dorm also stated that rain comes in through the walls. JHA visitors observed rust 
and dark marks on facility furniture and walls and watermarks on the ceiling. Inmates reported 
that there was a mold problem at Vandalia, and in particular that during the partial ceiling 
collapse that significant mold was removed. Administrators denied these accounts and reported 
that a safety and sanitation inspector inspected the entire facility in March 2013 and found no 
mold. Since the visit, JHA has received multiple complaints about water in a lower level dorm. 

                                                 
14 Visiting hours for general population inmates are from 8:30 am to 7 pm daily, with five-hour visits permitted on 
weekdays and three-hour visits on weekends and holidays. Inmates are allowed a maximum of three weekend visits 
a month. 
15 See e.g “Confronting Confinement: A Report of the Commission on Safety and Abuse in America’s Prisons,” p. 
35, available at: http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/Confronting_Confinement.pdf. 
16 The American Public Health Association’s Standards for Health Services in Correctional Institutions (2003, at p. 
151) recommends for inmates housed in dormitories, one toilet for every eight inmates. 77 Ill. Adm. Code 890, 
Appendix A, Table B, Minimum Number of Plumbing Fixtures, also calls for one toilet for every eight inmates in 
penal dormitories, available at: http://www.ilga.gov/commission/jcar/admincode/077/07700890ZZ9996abR.html.  
17 See JHA’s 2011 report, discussing basement flooding observed during the 2011 visit, available at: 
http://www.thejha.org/vandalia. 
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Administrators stated there was a sump pump malfunction during a period of heavy rain that was 
fixed in a period of a few hours.  
 
Administrators also reported at the time of the visit that more than 60 windows had been newly 
repaired. Despite repairs, JHA observed several broken windows in the dorms we visited. 
Several of these were covered with plastic or paper. Administrators stated that inmates break the 
windows because they want fresh air. JHA visitors noted that they could feel cold air seeping 
through the covering. Inmates said that it was very cold at night sleeping in bunks by the broken 
windows. They also reported that some staff left windows open purposefully. Meanwhile, other 
inmates complained about no air circulation or ventilation. In one report an asthmatic inmate 
complained that the ventilation system was turned off at night. Administrators reported they had 
received no grievances related to these complaints. 
 
Overflow Housing 
 

Housing inmates in areas not designed for such use poses obvious challenges. Vandalia inmates 
housed in the gym prior to the visit due to ceiling damage reported that 90 inmates had been 
there for three months. They complained of difficulty living in an area that had few toilets and no 
hot water. Administrators report that the gym has two toilets, five urinals, and 12 showerheads, 
and that this approximates what is available in housing units. Standards in best correctional 
practice, as well as Illinois public health codes, call for more fixtures.18 Now, almost 100 boot 
camp inmates are housed in the gym facilities. 
 
Segregation 

 

At the time of the visit, 39 inmates were housed in disciplinary segregation, which has a capacity 
of 58, with six receiving mental health treatment. Inmates are mostly double celled in the 
segregation unit as approved. The dimensions of segregation cells at Vandalia are five by nine 
feet. There are three designated single cells, where inmates on crisis/suicide watch are housed. 
Administrators stated that they keep a log of yard time for segregation inmates as a result of 
JHA’s 2011 report.  
 
Vandalia segregation remains a refuge for inmates attempting to leave dorm housing. Inmates 
interviewed who reported they were in segregation for refusing housing stated reasons including 
that they did not feel safe, that they did not like the limited personal property at Vandalia (for 
example, no personal televisions), and other common complaints relating to crowded conditions.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18 The American Public Health Association’s Standards for Health Services in Correctional Institutions (2003, at p. 
151) recommends for inmates housed in dormitories, one toilet for every eight inmates. 77 Ill. Adm. Code 890, 
Appendix A, Table B, Minimum Number of Plumbing Fixtures, also calls for one toilet for every eight inmates in 
penal dormitories, available at: http://www.ilga.gov/commission/jcar/admincode/077/07700890ZZ9996abR.html.  
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Inmate Grievances 
 
An inmate grievance system is a fundamental element of a functional prison system.19 An 
effective grievance system is an important source of intelligence, and promotes accountability 
and trust between inmates and staff while demonstrating respect for procedure and the rule of 
law.20  
 
Grievance data at Vandalia was well organized by category. The information provided shows 
nearly 2,000 inmate grievances recorded in the year prior to the visit.21  
 
Compared to other facilities, Vandalia had a significant number of inmate complaints about 
housing conditions. Other top grievance areas included complaints regarding staff conduct, 
medical treatment, and personal property. No favorable decisions were recorded in any of these 
categories. Inmates commonly reported difficultly receiving healthcare treatment, such 
grievances are discussed in the Healthcare section below.  
 
JHA continues to recommend that IDOC reevaluate grievance procedures, as this mechanism has 
proven ineffective for resolving many issues.22 
 
Staff Conduct 
 

Although JHA received some compliments for exceptional officers, we also received many 
complaints relating to lack of staff professionalism. JHA received numerous complaints that the 
largely white security staff antagonized black inmates and used racist language. Inmates also 
stated that staff provoke them and give many tickets. One Latino inmate reported that he had 
been subjected to verbal abuse and was written up multiple times for not responding to staff or 
asking staff to repeat things, despite his hearing disability. He stated that he had spoken to 
medical staff and they said he could get a notation on his identification card, but there had been 
no follow up despite repeated requests. 
 
Administrators responded that all staff members are trained to perform their job duties 
professionally, and encourage inmates to file grievances for issues. Administrators further 
reported that prior to the JHA visit, Vandalia’s grievance procedures were audited by IDOC and 
the facility was commended for going beyond the call of duty. Inmates reported as an example of 
misconduct that staff threw away grievances at Vandalia and that grievances are “pointless.” 
Some inmates stated that they believed that filing grievances would negatively affect parole 
plans or consideration for SSC. As long as inmates fear reprisal for filing grievances or do not 

                                                 
19 See e.g., the discussion in Recommendation 14 of JHA’s 2012 healthcare report, noting also that exhausting 
administrative remedies under the grievance system is a mandatory prerequisite for an inmate to bring a claim over 
prison conditions, available at: http://thejha.org/sites/default/files/Unasked%20Questions-
Unintended%20Consequences.pdf. 
20 See e.g., “Confronting Confinement: A Report of the Commission on Safety and Abuse in America’s Prisons,” p. 
92, available at: http://www.vera.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/Confronting_Confinement.pdf.  
21 Nearly 1,600 grievances were reported resolved at the first level, without grievance committee review. Of the 
grievances reviewed by the grievance committee, 21 were given a favorable decision and 379 were denied. 
22 See e.g. Recommendation 14 of JHA’s 2012 healthcare report, available at: 
http://thejha.org/sites/default/files/Unasked%20Questions-Unintended%20Consequences.pdf. 
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trust and partake in the grievance process, the facility will miss out on the benefits of an effective 
grievance system, including a valuable source of intelligence.23  
 
Idleness 
 

During JHA’s visit, many inmates complained that the crowded conditions were exacerbated by 
idleness. Several estimated that they had recreation outside of the housing unit for only 45 
minutes a day, and that yard was frequently canceled. Administrators stated that recreation is one 
hour per day and may be limited in extreme temperatures, institutional lockdown, or for 
individual disciplinary denial restrictions. 
 
Many inmates also complained of inability to partake in limited job or programming 
opportunities. Inmates felt that work assignments were scarce and seemed to be given arbitrarily. 
However, administrators reported that there are currently 1,104 inmates (about two-thirds of the 
population) who have assignments. Inmates also reported they wished there were more leisure 
time activities. Administrators stated that leisure time activities take place during recreation and 
in the dorms, in the form of dominoes or card tournaments, for example.  
 
Supply and Cleanliness Issues 
 

Overcrowding also leads to shortages of supplies for inmates. For instance, JHA observed many 
inmates with stained, ripped or ill fitting clothing and shoes. Several inmates reported that they 
are not given cleaning supplies or that the cleaning supplies are ineffective. Inmates complained 
of mice, roaches, gnats, and spiders. Some inmates reported spider bites.24 JHA observed some 
small flying insects. Inmates stated that mice got into their property boxes and liked to eat their 
ramen noodles. Inmates stated that the facility was not clean, but that they had painted over the 
dirt for our visit. Administrators responded that adequate cleaning supplies are given to clean the 
dorms, and they have not received any grievances relating to insects or varmints.  
 
Dietary 
 

Another pervasive complaint, likely related to overcrowded conditions at the facility, was 
insufficient time to eat. Administrators stated that about 90 inmates will be taken through the 
dietary “feed” at a time and that 10-15 minutes are allotted to eat. They stated that the time starts 
when the first person sits down, so other inmates have less time to eat. Numerous inmates stated 
that they had five minutes or fewer to eat and that when the food was too hot they had great 
difficulty. During our visit, JHA noted that no more than 10 minutes after we observed a group 
of inmates enter the dining hall, another group was lined up and entering. Administrators 
responded that inmates are allowed adequate time to eat and that inmates may be choosing to 
socialize instead of eat in this time. As in the 2011 report, JHA recommends Vandalia reevaluate 

                                                 
23 See e.g., Ashley M. Belich, Note: Dobbey v. Illinois Department of Corrections: A Small Piece of a Growing 

Policy Puzzle, 5 Seventh Circuit Review 272, p. 301-302 (2009), available at: 
http://www.kentlaw.iit.edu/Documents/Academic%20Programs/7CR/v5-1/belich.pdf. 
24 This was also a concern during the 2011 visit, see JHA’s 2011 Vandalia report, p. 10, available at: 
http://www.thejha.org/vandalia. 
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whether procedures are being carried out correctly, or if additional time may be provided for 
meals.25  
 
JHA visited the dietary facility and observed inmates at work preparing dinner. We noted 
bananas as part of the meal, which we appreciated given that IDOC inmates often complain of 
getting no fresh fruit of vegetables. Common dietary concerns included complaints about the 
quality of food and soy content. Chili was being served at the time of the visit, which a dietary 
worker stated was composed of about 50 percent soy and 50 percent ground beef. Inmates at 
Vandalia complained that the amount of soy in their diets caused indigestion, which has been a 
common complaint throughout IDOC.  
 
Older inmates  
 
At the time of the visit, 150 inmates, nine percent of the population at Vandalia, were aged 50 or 
older. Other than healthcare clinics that might pertain to this population, no special programming 
is offered. Some older inmates stated that there is tension between younger inmates and 
themselves in the dorms. Some inmates suggested that dorms should be divided into age 
brackets. Administrators responded that they have received some requests from older inmates to 
move due to younger inmates; however, they also receive similar requests from inmates who do 
not like being with other inmates who are the same age. JHA continues to recommend that 
Illinois’ elected officials consider the needs of its aging prison population.26  

 

Staffing  
 

At the time of the visit, Vandalia had 340 staff members, with 62 female and 278 male 
employees. The employee population by race was approximately, 97 percent White, 2 percent 
Black, and 1 percent Hispanic (with two Asian staff members). Healthcare staffing is discussed 
in that section below. Although staffing at Vandalia had slightly increased since JHA’s 2011 
visit, the facility continued to be short-handed, particularly with the healthcare and clerical staff.  
 
Since JHA’s 2011 visit, administrators reported they had added 14 staff members but also lost 
some to transfers and retirements, so ultimately the facility only gained five new staff. At the 
time of the visit, the new Assistant Warden of Operations had only been at the facility for about a 
week. Administrators stated that ideally they would have 30 more security staff, ideally 266, 
which is more than currently authorized. Security staff indicated that overtime at Vandalia was 
very taxing for them. Administrators reported they will get new staff from the current class of 
cadets at the training academy and that since the visit, they have made five security staff 
promotions. 
 
At the time of the visit, Vandalia had only 78 of the 99 clerical and administrative staff filled, 
with an ideal of six additional. On average two security staff members were redirected to clerical 
duties. Administrators believed that 99 would be a sufficient staffing level if these positions were 
filled. JHA has received some complaints about mail delays due to staffing issues. During the 

                                                 
25 See JHA’s 2011Vandalia report, p. 5, and 11-12, available at: http://www.thejha.org/vandalia. 
26 See Recommendation 11 of JHA’s 2012 healthcare report, available at: 
http://thejha.org/sites/default/files/Unasked%20Questions-Unintended%20Consequences.pdf. 
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visit administrators noted that an expected retirement will leave the facility with only three staff 
members in the records office. Given the work needed in records to manage a population with 
many inmates cycling in and out and the work involved with implementing SSC, these staff 
members are crucial. Administrators reported that they have submitted requests for three office 
associates to Springfield.  
 

Healthcare 
 
Healthcare staff reported that common healthcare issues they see in Vandalia population include 
asthma, hypertension, diabetes, thyroid issues, and hygiene issues. Staff noted that many inmates 
have poor health due to chronic drug and alcohol abuse, including serious dental issues.  
 
At the time of the visit, four inmates were housed in the medical unit, which has a capacity of 
nine. The medical unit has one isolation room. The facility also has three crisis/suicide cells, 
located in the segregation unit. Administrators noted that if an inmate has a disability or any 
special care needs, he will likely be transferred to another facility; however, if these needs can be 
addressed at Vandalia, he may be housed in the infirmary.  
 
State healthcare positions at Vandalia included the Healthcare Unit Administrator (HCUA), 
Director of Nursing (DON), registered nurses, a dental assistant, and a Health Information 
Associate. Wexford Health Sources, Inc. (Wexford) contractor positions included the physician, 
dentist, Medical Records Director, dental hygienist, optometrist, x-ray technician, staff assistants, 
and psychiatrist. Healthcare has telephonic translation available.27  
 
Nursing 
 

Vandalia is authorized for 11 nurses and at the time of the visit had 10, including one who was 
on a leave of absence, which left the facility with nine nurses for 360 hours of nursing coverage 
instead of 440 weekly. 
 
Further, Vandalia did not have a Director of Nursing (DON), which is considered a critical 
vacancy by administrators. Vandalia healthcare staff said that it would be ideal to have the DON 
position filled to have a minimum of two nurses per shift. Further, Vandalia does not have any 
correctional medical technicians, phlebotomists, or pharmacy technicians, so nurses must 
perform such duties. On average, nurses see 25 inmates daily on sick call for 10 to 15 minutes. 
Administrators reported ideally there would be three more nurses hired. Reportedly, nurse-
staffing levels at Vandalia have not been readdressed since the facility was slated for closure and 
many nurses left in 2004. JHA recommends prioritizing nursing staff hiring at Vandalia. 
Recently administrators reported they believe they will soon be hiring for the DON position. 
 
 

 

                                                 
27 At the time of the visit, Vandalia housed one identified non-English speaking inmate. Vandalia’s Spanish 
speaking counselor was able to conduct this inmate’s orientation in Spanish. Administrators reported that grievance 
forms, request slips, and inmate memos are available in Spanish as are telephonic interpreter services in many 
languages. 
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Dental  
 
Medical staff do triage and try to treat the most serious dental problems quickly. At the time of 
the visit, the dentist was providing 30 instead of 40 authorized hours weekly. However, the 
dental assistant was providing more hours than authorized. There was a wait time of two and a 
half months for extractions, 18 months for fillings, and three months for dentures. In the 12 
months prior to the visit, 1,240 extractions and 255 fillings were completed. After intake, absent 
emergencies, inmates are seen for regular dental exams and cleanings only every two years. 
Since the visit, administrators reported that they now have 40 hours of dentist department 
service. 
 
Clinical Care 

 
HIV clinic is offered quarterly; Diabetes, 
Asthma, Hypertension, Cancer, and Seizure 
clinics are offered three times a year. At the 
time of the visit there were 15-20 insulin 
dependent diabetics at Vandalia. General 
Medicine clinic, with 42 inmates participating, 
is offered twice a year. Hepatitis C only had one 
inmate in treatment but clinic also meets twice a 
year. JHA spoke with two inmates who reported 
that they were not receiving Hepatitis C treatment or further testing because they would not be at 
Vandalia long enough.29 
 
Mental Health 
 

At the time of the visit, 171 inmates, or ten percent of the population, were under psychiatric 
care, with 149 receiving psychotropic medication. Mental health staff consists of one full time 
psychologist, one fulltime mental health professional, and two psychiatrists (for a total of 26 
hours of coverage per week). Inmates are referred to mental health staff by nurses at intake 
during healthcare screening if they report significant mental health issues or psychiatric 
medication, or by an inmate direct request form. Administrators reported an average time 
between referral and treatment of 24-48 hours for a mental health professional and 30 days for a 
psychiatrist. At the time of the visit, a backlog of 35 inmates waiting to see the psychiatrist was 
reported as typical. However, administrators reported that these inmates would be seen within 30 
days as required by the IDOC Administrative Directive. At the time of the visit, there was one 
inmate on suicide watch. There had been six inmates on watch in the month prior, and 33 in the 
previous year. The average length of time on watch was five days. The average caseload for 
mental health staff was 90 inmates. JHA received complaints about inmates having trouble 
getting prescriptions refilled due to inadequate psychiatric coverage.  

                                                 
28 Data provided by Vandalia administrators from December 2012. 
29 See discussion of Hepatitis C within IDOC in JHA’s 2011 Pontiac Correctional Center monitoring visit report, p. 
11, available at: http://www.thejha.org/pontiac. See also, Grace E. Macalino, PhD, Darpun Dhawan, BA, and Josiah 
D. Rich, MD, MPH, A Missed Opportunity: Hepatitis C Screening of Prisoners, American Journal of Public Health 
Volume 95 (10), p. 1739–40 (October 2005), available at: http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1449429. 

Number of Vandalia Inmates Diagnosed28 

Asthma 120 

Cancer 1 

Diabetes 54 

Hepatitis C 23 

HIV 10 

Hypertension 175 

Seizure 22 
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Substance Abuse 
 

Vandalia offered substance abuse education classes with 40 inmates enrolled at the time of the 
visit. When this class is offered, a memo is placed in dormitories and inmates may submit 
request slips. Vandalia will screen inmates by looking at their Texas Christian University (TCU) 
score, which is the screening instrument for substance abuse treatment need used at intake 
facilities, as well as considering their outdate, and whether the inmate was recommended for 
drug treatment by the court. Many inmates at Vandalia may not qualify for IDOC’s dedicated 
substance treatment facilities because their sentences are not long enough, despite potential 
benefit from treatment or education. 
 
Healthcare Grievances 
 

Healthcare staff reported that in addition to requests for bottom bunks, the most common 
complaint they receive is regarding the $5 copay, which is legislatively mandated throughout 
IDOC. Inmates told JHA that this copay makes them forgo treatment in some cases. JHA 
continues to recommend that this copay be abolished.30 Another complaint was that treatment 
was denied based on approaching outdates. Example complaints that JHA received included: an 
inmate with an underlying diagnosis who reported he was not seen for a substantial limb 
swelling, an inmate who claimed he was told he was being treated for tuberculosis but that 
nursing staff would not tell him what his pills were, and an inmate who said he could not obtain 
his medical records.  
 
JHA received numerous reports that when inmates at Vandalia put in sick call requests, they do 
not hear back for weeks and will only hear back after they submit four or five requests. This was 
common throughout the facility. Administrators stated that staff responses to inmate healthcare 
request forms average two to three days, and they reported that inmates submit multiple requests 
simultaneously.  
 
Vandalia reported five inmate deaths over the past five years. JHA received several reports of 
inmate deaths that allegedly occurred after staff unresponsiveness to inmate healthcare 
complaints. Given the multiple reports JHA received about this as an ongoing issue, particular 
examples are discussed herein. One inmate JHA interviewed during this visit stated that an 
inmate died who had been complaining that he could not breathe and was unable to get out of 
bed. This inmate allegedly put in sick call requests that were not responded to. The inmate JHA 
interviewed said multiple inmates who were housed with this man complained, but “no one did 
anything.” The inmate never saw a doctor, and one day he just “collapsed and died.” JHA 
received several reports of another inmate who reportedly complained of chest pains and did see 
a doctor, but was sent back to his bunk. When this inmate complained of chest pains again, 
inmates claimed security staff ignored him. The inmate fell over on his bed, and it allegedly took 
another 15 minutes for security staff to come assist him, at which time he was already dead. 
Administrators stated that staff adheres to mandatory policy regarding inmate medical issues.  
 

                                                 
30 See JHA’s 2012 healthcare report, Recommendation 5, available at: 
http://thejha.org/sites/default/files/Unasked%20Questions-Unintended%20Consequences.pdf. 
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While JHA cannot confirm or deny specific accounts, we note, as in the grievance section, that 
inmates’ perceptions of staff attitudes and fair conduct are important. Inmates must be able to 
trust that healthcare concerns will be handled appropriately. Where inmates do not trust that their 
concerns will be responded to, they are less likely to raise issues that would result in more dire or 
emergency situations that will be more difficult to resolve. 

 

Programming 
 
Vandalia employs 11 teachers. At the time of the visit, 11 Adult Basic Education (ABE) classes 
were offered at Vandalia with 162 inmates enrolled, 155 of whom were mandatory ABE 
students.31 There was a substantial waitlist of 232 inmates. Some inmates reported frustration in 
their inability to get into education classes and other programming within the time they had at the 
facility. One inmate stated it had taken eight months to get off the waitlist for a class and since he 
was leaving in a few months, he no longer saw the point of starting it. In the previous year, 643 
inmates participated in ABE classes and 150 completed the course. At the time of the visit, there 
were 86 General Educational Development (GED) students and 37 inmates on the waitlist. 338 
inmates took GED classes at Vandalia in the prior year and 73 obtained their GED. Five night 
college courses offered through Land Lake Community College (Land Lake) had 133 inmates 
enrolled. At this time there is no special education at the facility. 
 
For vocational programming, Vandalia offered through Land Lake instructors the following 
classes: Auto Body (15 students), Building Trades (15 students), Horticulture (15 students), and 
two sections of Career Technologies (30 students total). Shortly after the visit, a welding 
instructor started at Vandalia, with 15 inmates enrolled in his course. For onsite industries at 
Vandalia the Pasteurizer Plant employed 13 inmates, the Meat Plant employed 25 inmates, and 
the Recycling Plant employed nine inmates. Since the visit, two inmates started work as farm 
clerks.  
 
JHA visited the education and library facilities at Vandalia and spoke with the Education Facility 
Administrator (EFA) shared with Graham Correctional Center. He noted that there are fewer 
EFAs and teachers in IDOC. At one point there were 32 EFAs; now there are 12. In 2004, all 
EFAs were assigned two facilities for budgetary reasons. Further, IDOC facilities are losing 
teachers, often to retirements, and do not have enough to meet the needs of the inmate 
population. However, the EFA noted the ones that remain are excellent and he stated they have 
an 85 percent GED passage rate for 99 inmates tested last year. When asked about why so few of 
the 330 inmates served in GED classes were tested, he reported that only the top 20 inmates on 
the pre-test can take the test because only 20 inmates can be tested at one time, five times a year. 
The EFA stated that inmates will receive 60 days of good time credit for passing the GED. 
However, inmates released on parole will receive 90 days credit, so some inmates choose to wait. 
He also explained that at this time it is unclear how IDOC will adapt for new standardized GED 
testing in 2014 that will be exclusively computerized.  
 

                                                 
31 In IDOC, mandatory ABE students are inmates who have a Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE) score lower 
than a composite 6.0, which is a sixth grade equivalency, and meet certain other requirements. Such inmates must be 
enrolled for 90 days of ABE. See, 20 Ill. Adm. Code 405.50, Adult Basic Education Attendance, available at: 
http://www.ilga.gov/commission/jcar/admincode/020/020004050000500R.html.  
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The EFA shared that he has seen many inmates improve themselves through education and how 
rewarding this is. He said that in his experience, inmates are trying to get something out of life. 
His observation seemed to hold true for the inmates JHA spoke with in the Career Technology 
classroom. This program is available to inmates within six months of their release. Inmates 
appreciated learning with computers, and some stated they particularly liked material teaching 
financial management skills. One inmate noted such skills are important to stay out of trouble. 
Security staff JHA spoke with also commented on the utility of education for inmates and wished 
that there were more of it.  
 
JHA visitors observed care put into Vandalia’s library facility, found the room to be bright and 
cheery, and noted up-to-date magazines at the circulation desk that appeared relevant and 
interesting to the population, such as GQ, Men’s Health, Ebony, Essence, National Geographic, 
Time, Popular Mechanics, and Sports Illustrated. Although JHA had received some complaints 
about access to particular law library materials, the facility seemed well maintained and staff 
stated that inmates could make requests for items to the law library staff. The EFA spoke highly 
of the inmate law clerks, who have to pass a test on library skills and general legal research, and 
stated they would be real assets to employers. He said he is often a reference. The library had 
various information posted, including a schedule for special chapel classes limited to 30 people 
on topics like overcoming loneliness during the holidays and creating a good attitude for the new 
year. JHA appreciated seeing a business card posted for our organization in the library, 
particularly as Orientation Manual dated 12/01/2012 needed the JHA address updated. At the 
time of the visit, a prominently displayed sign in the library stated “We know nothing about good 
time!” 
 
For reentry programming, Vandalia offers Lifestyle Redirection, Reentry Summit, and Parole 
School, facilitated by clinical services. Additionally, inmates who let staff know that they are 
veterans will be given a veteran coordinator’s contact information. Although Vandalia does not 
have data on how many inmates are fathers, it does offer programming including Inside-Out 
Dads and a Parenting course. These programs can accommodate 25 inmates, who are issued a 
certificate upon completion of the program. Other group programs at Vandalia include 
Alcoholics Anonymous and Chapel (including various religious services and choir) facilitated by 
the chaplain; Anger Management (facilitated by the psychologist); and TRAC I, Hot Topics, and 
Orientation, facilitated by clinical services staff. Leisure time activities reportedly included 
basketball, softball, volleyball, and horseshoes. Inmates reported they would appreciate more 
such activities.  
 

### 
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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: John Maki, JHA executive director; Maya Szilak and Phil 
Whittington, JHA staff members; Lisa Hendrickson, JHA intern; Phil Carrigan, JHA board 
member; and citizen volunteers Scott Main, Burt Raabe, and JoAnn Flaherty.  
 
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. 
 


