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OPINION: An Open Letter to Governor Tate Reeves and MDOC

On Decembar 29th, what MOOC refemed to a5 a ‘major disturbance®™ at Sowth Mississippt Comectional Facility ignited what
would ba one of the deadliest prison lock-downs in Mississippi history. Photo courtesy MDOC

By Mississippi Prison Reform Coalition Wednesday, July 29, 2020 12:30 pm. CDT

The following is a verbalim open lefter from the Mississippi Prison Reform Coalition. - JFP
Dear Governor Tate Reeves and all MDOC officials,

Woe write this open letter to demand accountability for neglecting the urgent crisis in Mississippi's prisons.
We see your response, or lack thereof, as nothing more than the abuse of unchecked power with willful
contemptl for moral and humane solutions. As you read this letter, incarcerated folks still suffer the same
inhumane conditions that were present at the beginning of the year. It is for that reason that we address you
today on behalf of all morally conscious Mississippians.

We publicly started this conversation for prison reform at the beginning of the year with hopes you would do
the right thing, make the right changes, and end mass incarcaration in Mississippi.

Seven months later, we are in the same crisis as we wene before. We are lired of excuses and lies, We are
tired of unchecked power and false narratives. We are tired, Govermnor Reeves, but we confinue to speak
truth 1o powaer,

Govemor Reeves, do you remamber how 2020 started in Mississippi? We do. For the sake of accountability,
here is a quick overview of Mississippl’s prisons in January.

On December 29th, what MDOC referred to as a 'major disturbance” at South Mississippi Comectional
Facility ignited what would be one of the deadliest prison lock-downs in Mississippi history. By the end of
January, fourtaen men died inside the walls of your prisons, and many more in the manths to follow.
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On January 23rd, Governor Reeves, your respons to "stop the bleeding,” was the following,

"We know that there are prablems in the system. We don't want to hide them; we want to fix them." You
proclaimed your idea of quick common-sense changes, including technology designed to block inmates
from calling and sending messages with contraband cell phones, check if guards have gang affiliation, and
place maintenance teams at Parchman to work.

These were temporary solutions that did not begin to touch the surface of the rool cause of the prison crisis.
A crisis that you knew about and ignored for years. We cite the following for reference:

In June of 2019, an inspection report on Parchman from the Mississippi State Department of Health
documented crumbling infrastruclure and unsanitary conditions. The inspection, which the department
performs every year, found more than 400 cells with problems such as flooding and leaks, lack of lights,
power and water; broken toilets and sinks; and missing pillows and mattresses. The prison is also severely
understaffed. As of last July, Parchman had an inmate-to-guard ratio of 11-to-1, compared to an average
rate of 9.3-to-1 in the federal prison system.

A joinl investigation by the Mississipp Canter for Imvestigative Reporting (MCIR) and FroPublica reported in
2019 that millions of dollars marked for reinvestment in reentry programming were used for corporate tax
breaks instead.

Before that, in 2018, then-MDOC Commissioner Patricia Hall addressed lawmakers to request an additional
£22 million to repair Parchman's Unit 29 and to raise pay for guards. In reply, House Speaker Phillip Gunn
{R-Hattiesburg) told Hall: "I can't just go in there and ask the House to fund that kind of money in an election
year. Can't you just lock ‘em down?"

Also, in 2018, when you were Lt. Governor, you toured SMCI. Guards told you about dangerous conditions,
understaffing due to low pay, and increased gang activity due to inadequate staff.

You barely responded 1o the concerns before leaving.

This year, MDOC officials requested $78 million in additional funding for FY 2021, Nearly a third of that was
to renovate Unit 29, which MDOC describes as "unsafe for staff and inmates.” Another $50 million was
earmarked for guard pay raises. But Gov. Reeves asked lawmakers to leave MDOC's budget the same
despite past cuts and his vow that guards be "compensated fairy.”

As we write this letter, the same condilions contributing to the "catastrophic” days in January are still
contributing to death and iliness today. You have done absolutely nothing. On January 27th, after touring
Parchman, you told lawmakers you ordered Parchman Unit 28 closed, adding the problems you saw during
a recent tour of the prison were "infuriating,” Governor Reeves, you can imagine how infuriated we are
today to know that Parchman Unit 29 is still open. Buildings A, F, G, |, J, and L are currently in operation.

We are also infuriated to leam about the conditions at the Central Mississippi Correctional Facility. CMCF
does not have heat or air. Mold covers the bathrooms and sewer water is backed up in toilets. There are
leaches in the facility, and food service is running out of food for those incarcerated, We know this is a
statewide problem and not limited to just CMCF and Parchman. However, to make malters worse, CMCF is
gxperencing a COVID-19 outbreak with 38 reported cases. Across the Uniled States, individual
departments of corrections and state governments have allowed for compassionate or early release of
thousands of incarcerated folks due to the high risk of a deadly Covid-19 oulbreak in correctional facilities.
However,

Govemor Reeves, you decided the price of incarcerated folks lives in Mississippi was no excuse for early
and compassionate release. "We have a parole board, and if they meet the qualifications of the parole
board, then they certainly have that potential,” you said. "l do nol believe we ought to use a pandemic to
change our sentencing structure.”

It is interesting you trust and support the parole board because it brings us to our last point of this letter and
the root of Mississippi's troubled prison system - mass incarceration. Here are some facts:

The state's rate of viclent crime is lower than the national average, FBI data shows. Migsissippi locks more
paople up per capila than all but one other state in the country. If incarceration cccurred at the same rale
people commit crimes in Mississippi, then there would only be about 12,000—instead of 19,000—prisoners
in MDOC cuslody. - State Public Defender, Andre de Gruy

Some prosecutors and judges in Mississippi have a "tough on crime” mentality for all offenses, including
property crimes. First-ime drug possessions can lead to up to 24 years in prison. Stealing tools from a
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garage can lead to 25 years in prison. Second-time drug possession can carry a 40-year sentence.

The habitual offender law, also called the "third strike law,” has resulted in hundreds of people serving
decades-long sentences for nonviolent offenses. It allows a judge lo sentence an offender to life in prison on
a third felony conviction or require an individual to serve the maximum sentence before being eligible for
release.

Judges send many people to prison for technical violations of their parole and probation.

It iz undeniable that overcrowding due to mass incarceration is the most significant conlributing factor to our
failing inhumane prison system. Mass incarceration is immoral and grossly unjust.

Fortunately, most of the Mississippi Senate and the Mississippi House of Representatives agreed with this in
session. They both passed Senate Billl 2123, a bipartisan prison reform bill that would have increased parole
aligibility for thousands of incarcerated peoples in Mississippi prisons. This bill would have given the parole
board and victims/fvictim families the power to grant mercy and forgiveness to those who have already
served a long sentence. However, Governor Tate, you vetoed this bill.

Everything you have said and done to address the state’s inhumane prison crisis has produced zero
change. Your words are empty, and your actions have built roadblocks to justice. This letter, drafted on
behalf of all the incarcerated folks in our prisons, their families, spiritual leaders, community leaders, and all
citizens who support a moral agenda, calls for accountability and immediate demand for change. You
cannot duck, hide, and dismiss this issue any longer. The time for prison reform is now. We have offered
reasonable and pragmalic solutions for sensible reform. They are as follows:

RELEASE & REDUCE incarceration in Mississippi , Decarcerate,

» Release people with Juvenile Life wio Parole convictions.

» Releasa the infirm and eldardy.

& Make HB5B5 retroactive.

» Repeal state Habitual Offender Laws

o Make simple possession a misdemeanor and support drug treatment, not incarceration.
REMOVE harmiul conditions, policies, and practices.

» Immediately end lock-downsishake-downs for cellphones & ensure all those incarcerated have food, clean
water, heat, clothes, showers, blankets, a fresh mattress to sleep on, a working toilet, yard time, mental
health and medical cara.

= Immediately inform family members of their incarcerated loved one's whereabouts & well-being.

o Implement community-led restorative, educational, recreational, wellness, and spirtual programs in all
#MDOC prisons.

REMEDY the harm.
¢ Create a community oversight board of #MDOC prisons.

» Conduct a full and independent investigation into incarcerated people's deaths, including any officers or
prison personnel involvad.

= Increase funding for reentry services, including transitional housing & employment.
# #ShutdownParchman Prison for good.
Under your watch, Govemor Reevas, 56 people have died while incarcerated with MDOC.

There are 107 confirmed cases of Covid-19 among the prison population with more confirmations likely to
come. Governor Reeves, we demand fo know what are you going to do about our prison crisis now? Are
you going to continue to act like a rogue dictator and ignore all the experts, advocales, clergy, incarcerated
folks and their families, and your very own legislative body? Or will you finally commit to the just and moral
position of prison reform that is needed in this state?

Sincerely,

The Mississippi Prison Reform Coalition
Mississippi's Poor People's Campaign
Missizsippi Rising Coalition

One Volce

People's Advocacy Institute

Clergy for Prison Reform
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Alternate Rools
Biack With No Chaser
M3 Votes
MS Reproductive Freedom Fund
MS NAACP
Bellinder Law Firm
Color of Change
Law for Black Lives
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Thanks to all our new JFP VIPs!

COVID-19 has closed down the main sources of the JFP's revenue -- concerts, festivals,
fundraisers, restaurants and bars. If everyone reading this article gives $5 or more, we should be
able to continue publishing through the crisis. Please pay what you can to keep us reporting and

publishing.
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Rebecca Jones - 24 days ago

MDOC correctional officers are treated terrible. They are shouted, cussed and laughed at,
not by inmates, but by dept. heads and commanders from other institutions. Its like a sport
to them to humiliate and abuse the CO's. There is no respect,

MDOC is top heavy and the inmates and CO’s pay the price. Most new recruits come to
MDOC desperate for a job and endure the bad treatment until something better comes
along. Those in the upper levels think they are untouchable.
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michelle « 22 days ago
| am so glad this lefter has been written! The state of our corrections facilities are
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