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As readers are well aware, I spent 
16 years in prison prior to being re-
leased as a result of exoneration. 
� rough that experience, I learned 
a great deal about prisons. I also 
learned additional information since 
obtaining my freedom. 

It is with that lens that I read and 
thought about  a recent New York  
Times op-ed piece. Robert Gangi, 
who is the Executive Director of the 
Correctional Association of New York, 
which is a not-for-pro! t organization 
that monitors prison conditions, ex-
plored the costs of empty prisons to 
taxpayers. His article stated that New 
York State has gone from 71,600 pris-
oners in 1999 to approximately 59,300 
now.

Gangi writes, “Nevertheless, 
mainly because of opposition from 
the Correction O"  cers’ Union and 
politicians from the upstate areas 
where most of our correctional fa-
cilities are, the state has been slow to 
close prisons. It was not until earlier 
this year that policymakers in Albany, 
confronted with ! scal crisis, mus-
tered the will to shut three prison 
camps and seven prison annexes, a 
total of about 2,250 prison beds, in a 
move that is expected to save $52 mil-
lion over the next two years.” Gangi 
goes on to say that the state could go 
further, given  that there are currently 
5000 empty beds in 69 prisons.

� e fact that the Correction Of-
! cers Union would oppose closing 
unnecessary prisons, and that they 
would instead prefer the state to 
spend the projected $52 million over 
two years, wasting the money, merely 
for the purpose of  not losing some 
correction o"  cer jobs, I ! nd to be 
outrageous. 

But this type of corruption and 
warped thinking is what can happen 
when the ! nancial well-being of en-
tire towns, groups and individuals be-
comes intertwined with prisons and 
incarcerating people. � at fact led me 

� e Economics And Politics

Of Our State’s Prisons
to re# ect further about the various 
ways in which, for better or worse, the 
economic well-being of communities 
becomes dependent upon the func-
tioning of prisons and the incarcerat-
ing of people. I will leave it to read-
ers to decide for themselves, whether 
each item that I mention is a good 
thing or bad.

Further Modi! cation Of " e 
Rockefeller Drug Laws; laws which 
used to result in excessively long 
prison sentences for people who were 
either caught using a small quantity 
of drugs or merely possessing them. 
As I wrote about a year and a half ago, 
when I was incarcerated I witnessed 
people who had been sentenced to 15, 
20, 25, and 30-year prison sentences 
under the old law, which in many 
instances provided longer sentences 
than some people had received for 
crimes such as assault, arson, robbery, 
burglary, and even murder.

As I see it, people who have drug 
habits should receive treatment in re-
habs, not be sent to prison. In terms 
of people who are caught possessing 
small quantities of drugs, they should 
also be similarly dealt with. As for 
drug dealers and/or those who are 
caught with a large enough quantity 
of drugs that it becomes obvious that 
possession with intent to distribute is 
what the o% enders were engaged in, 
they should be punished.

For many years the Correction 
O"  cers Union successfully lobbied 
lawmakers against modifying these 
laws because of their concern that it 
would result in fewer prison bed spac-
es needed and, hence, less Correction 
O"  cer positions. In e% ect, the union 
with the consent of at least most of its 
membership lobbied for policies that 
would result in incarceration know-
ing that they would bene! t from such 
policies. To me, that sounds like mod-
ern-day slavery.

Prison Construction Companies: 
I remember reading in a few publica-

tions while I was still incarcerated re-
ports of prison construction compa-
nies lobbying for the building of more 
prisons, and then turning around and 
bidding for those contracts. With 
plenty of money to contribute to po-
litical campaigns and to lobbying, in 
many ways these large companies 
are similar to the military/industrial 
complex which President Eisenhower 
warned us about: the very places that 
directly bene! t from policies help to 
push them through

Providing of Correction O#  cer 
Jobs: In many rural communities, es-
pecially in upstate New York, there is 
little to no industry and very few jobs. 
� e prison becomes the area’s main 
employer and thus becomes part of 
the life blood of the town’s economy. 
Towns like Elmira, Clinton, and At-
tica immediately come to mind. 

� ere were quite a few correction 
o"  cers that I came across whose rela-
tives worked in the prison, and some-
times who were second and third gen-
eration prison guards.

Civilian Sta$ : Prisons also pro-
vide a wide variety of other jobs that 
the general public may not be aware 
of. Some of those jobs involve func-
tions that, in one way or another, 
maintain the prison, such as plumbers, 
laundryworkers, cooks who oversee 
the prison cooks, grievance workers, 
building maintenance workers, com-
missary workers, and an array of vari-
ous administrative positions, many of 
which seem like unnecessary bureau-
cratic fat that could be done without. 
In Elmira, I recall a Department Of 
Security, a Department of Programs, 
a Department of Administration, 
and a Superintendent. Considering 
that there are a number of positions 
called Captains who are higher than 
all other positions save the depart-
ments, it would seem to me that the 
Superintendent could get by with the 
captains. 

� ere are also a number of secre-

taries, as well as a business o"  ce who 
maintain records of the prisoners’ ac-
counts.

� ere are guidance counselors 
whose job it is not to work as a mental 
health guidance counselor but instead 
inform prisoners what programs they 
need to take to satisfy parole require-
ments, the adding of names to a pris-
oners calling list, and ! lling out evalu-
ation forms that are done every three 
months, which consists of interview-
ing the prisoners for 10 to 15 minutes. 
Other than that brief interaction, that 
is usually the only time they come in 
contact with the prisoners who are on 
their case load. 

Quack Medical Sta$ : � ere are 
many medical sta%  that work in pris-
ons. Some of them are nurses, who 
work regular shi& s, and there are a 
couple of doctors who work at the 
prison a few days a week. � e level 
of medical care generally provided 
by the medical sta%  was below aver-
age, with Tylenol o& en serving as the 
answer for everything. Beyond that, 
their bedside manner was not good. 

But even worse than that is the 
fact that a goodly number of medical 
personnel I came across, given their 
competence level and the way that 
they communicated with the prison-
ers, would not be able to hold a simi-
lar job in the outside world. 

� ere have even been instances 
in which it was discovered that some 
medical personnel across the country 
have been discovered to have been 
employed by  various Department of 
Corrections despite having improper 
training, not being licensed, or having 
a degree from a bogus educational in-
stitution. In some instances, they have 
even been previously disciplined.

Commissary: � e commissary is 
like a store in prison from which pris-
oners can purchase stationary items 
and some limited food items. It was 
my understanding while I was incar-
cerated that the commissary itself was 
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owned by a private company that had 
entered into a contract with the state 
to provide the items for purchase. It 
was rumored, though I never saw 
proof, that the state was supposed to 
be getting a kickback from the com-
panies. I think that this should be an 
issue that is looked into. Commissar-
ies therefore represent a �nancial op-
portunity for the company that gets 
awarded the contract.

Given that many prisoners have no 
friends or family to send them items, 
the commissary is the only means of 
purchasing needed items, so a type of 
monopoly exists. At times the com-
missary would exploit that by raising 
prices, although the prison slave wages 
of .16, .22, .25., .32. .38 cents an hour 
would remain the same.

Phone Companies: In many states, 
including New York, phone compa-
nies have made deals with either the 
state or the Department Of Correc-
tions, in which they would provide 
the phone service with which the 
prisoners would call their friends and 
family through collect calls. But they 
were grossly overcharging the prison-
ers’ families for this, and the state was 
receiving kickbacks from the exorbi-
tant pro�ts obtained at the expense of 
the prisoners’ friends and families. In 
New York, when Eliot Spitzer became 
Governor, he changed this policy, and 
thus the lawsuit which had been �led 
in response to this issue was dropped. 
But many other states continue to en-
gage in the practice.

Local Stores: !e Department Of 
Corrections has a policy that in some 
prisons prisoners are given the oppor-
tunity to purchase television sets for in-
cell use. Many prisoners have to give 
up receiving food packages sent from 
home; instead, food items would have 
to come directly from local stores. !e 
problem is that many stores won’t ship 
items to prisons. In some towns, local 
grocery stores in prison towns get their 
business from visitors who will o"en 
stop at those stores either before or af-
ter the visit and purchase the items to 
be sent. 

Industry: !ere are many, though 
not all, prisons that have “industry” 
in them, which means that there are 
companies that employ the prisoners, 
at a better rate of pay than the normal 
prison wages, but still at really low rate, 
to work in their industry. Some of the 
di#erent types of industry includes 
making license plates and manhole 

covers and also printing. I have read 
that in some states, there are cloth-
ing companies operating with pris-
ons. One name that comes to mind is 
Inkarcerated. !eir slogan was “when 
quality is a life sentence”.

!ere is also a company called 
Corcra", which according to the web-
site NYSEGOV.com,“Some 3,500 in-
mates work in Corcra", making cloth-
ing, bedding, o$ce supplies and other 
items that are sold to state and local 
government as well as to not-for-pro�t 
organizations.” Corcra", like many 
other companies, pays far, far below 
minimum wage. Is it exploitative?

Private Prisons: In some states, 
private prisons have emerged in 
which a private company builds a 
prison and incarcerates state prison-
ers on a contractual basis. Such com-
panies are looking to run a prison at a 
pro�t. Some examples include Wack-
enhut and Corrections Corporation 
of America. As I see it, not only is it 
unseemly to seek to make money o# 
prisoners being incarcerated, but in 
order to generate a pro�t the prison 
will be seeking to save money howev-
er it can, even if that means limiting 
essential services.

Another aspect of private prisons 
is that prisoners who live many states 
away will be transported to them, thus 
placing them in an unfamiliar geo-
graphical environment and making 
prisoner visitation all but impossible 
except for the �nancially well o#.

Gangi’s article stated that there 
are currently 5000 more empty beds 
within 69 prisons and that therefore 
New York State could close still more 
prisons that are not needed. Tak-
ing the above referenced �gures and 
quickly multiplying by two, the state 
would be saving an additional $100 
million. At any point in time, espe-
cially during these hard-�nancial 
times, I would think that it would be 
prudent for the state to do so.

!ere are various other ways that 
Gangi references through which still 
more money could be saved through 
safely reducing the prison population 
which would therefore lead to empty 
beds and hence a lack of needing 
more prisons. I have thought about 
his ideas, and I agree with them. I will 
state his ideas, but elaborate on them 
in my own words.

Modi!cation Of Zero Tolerance 
For Technical Parole Violations: 
Gangi reports that last year more than 

9000 people were returned to prison 
for technical violations of parole, such 
as missing a meeting with the parole 
o$cer or breaking curfew. Some al-
ternatives could include a warning 
system, or the imposition of �nes. 
Other possibilities include lengthen-
ing the time period of paroled super-
vision and house arrest.

Granting More Prisoners Work 
Release: When George Pataki became 
Governor, he excluded prisoners who 
had been convicted of violent crimes 
from being eligible for work release. I 
think that having a categorical rule 
banning such prisoners from being 
eligible for the program is a mistake, 
and that instead each prisoner should 
be evaluated on a case by case basis, in-
cluding considering the prisoner’s dis-
ciplinary record, the educational pro-
grams that they have completed, and 
indications of whether they have been 
rehabilitated and would, if released on 
work release, not be likely to reo#end. 
As I see it, the denial of such prisoners 
to participate in work release makes 
little sense and is quite costly.

Granting Parole To Deserving 
Prisoners: Within the �rst year of 
my release, I wrote an article in "e 
Guardian called “!e Parole Game”, 
in which I went over, in detail, en 
masse denials of parole even to ap-
plicants who have demonstrated that 
they would, if released, live and re-
main at liberty without breaking the 
law. Given that the reason for incar-
ceration is to keep society safe, when it 
is no longer the case that an individu-
al is a threat to society, they should be 
granted parole. In terms of the pun-
ishment purpose, that was already ac-
complished through serving a prison 
sentence. !ere were plenty of times 
throughout my incarceration where 
I witnessed prisoners going to the 
parole board and being denied, even 
though it seemed obvious that they 
would not pose a danger to society if 
released. !eir continued incarcera-
tion made no sense. Similarly, there 
was no shortage in Elmira prison of 
prisoners who were quite old and/or 
sick . Surely they posed no threat to 
society, and certainly their medical 
needs could not be properly cared for. 

Good Time: Yet another way 
to downsize the prison population, 
which will in turn result in less need-
ed space and hence open up the door 
to closing more prisons would be the 
passage of a good time bill. 

In a nutshell, I support a bill 
which would enable rehabilitated 
prisoners who have demonstrated 
that they are no longer a danger to 
society, to earn time o# of their sen-
tence minimums. !is would provide 
an incentive to prisoners to take ad-
vantage of the limited educational 
opportunities that do exist in prison, 
and would further give themselves an 
incentive to turn their lives around so 
that when they are released, they will 
live productive, crime free lives.

In Indiana, for example, prison-
ers may apply to the courts for time 
o# of their sentences upon comple-
tion of the GED program. !e way 
that things stand now, there is no 
incentive for prisoners to turn their 
lives around, and the rehabilitation 
that does take place does not despite 
the prison system, not because of it.

!roughout the course of my 16 
years in prison, I came across many pris-
oners who I knew for a number of years 
who I was sure would pose no threat to 
society if they were released. Yet they 
were doomed to continue to be incarcer-
ated for a good many more years. 

To give a clearer picture of the 
prototypical prisoners that I remem-
ber when I say this, here are the char-
acteristics of some that I remember:  
Prisoners who had completed college 
education programs and a number of 
vocational trades, who had gone for 
years without a misbehavior report 
and generally had an overall good 
prison disciplinary record, who the 
guards themselves uno$cially regard-
ed as being little to no threat to them, 
and who even some of the civilian 
sta# had that recognition of. Some of 
them even where trying to give back 
to society, to the extent that helping 
other prisoners constitutes assisting 
society by facilitating the rehabilita-
tion process.

Some examples include working 
as teacher aids helping others to learn 
how to read and write, and/or helping 
them work toward obtaining a GED. 
In other instances some worked in 
a similar fashion in the vocational 
shops. Still others worked in various 
capacities as a type of liaison between 
the administration and the popula-
tion, such as on the Grievance Com-
mittee or on the Inmate Liason  Com-
mittee, whose job it was to take up 
the concerns of the population and 
discuss them with representatives of 
the prison administration. 


