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Spring legislative sessions have end-
ed, and this year has been a record-
setting one for legislation related to
solitary confinement. Legislation to
restrict solitary has been introduced in
28 states. Eight states—Arkansas,
Georgia, Maryland, Montana, Nebras-
ka, New Jersey, New Mexico, and Tex-
as—passed bills, most of them ban-
ning the use of solitary for certain vul-
nerable populations, and one setting
sweeping new restrictions that apply to
all.

In New Jersey, Governor Phil Murphy
signed into law the Isolated Confine-
ment Restriction Act, hailed as “the
strongest legislation restricting solitary
in the nation,” by ACLU of New Jersey
Director Amol Sinha. Taking effect next
year, the law bans solitary for longer
than 20 consecutive days and de-
mands that people separated from the
general population be provided group
out-of-cell time and programming. It
also prohibits solitary for youth, elderly
people, pregnant women, LGBTAQI,
and people with disabilities. The law
requires routine physical and mental
health evaluations, as well as mean-
ingful 30-day reviews of placement.

Legislative Roundup

J. Amos Caley of the New Jersey
Campaign for Alternatives to Isolated
Confinement said, “The voices of survi-
vors of solitary confinement, and their
strength in summoning up some of the
worst moments of their lives to stop the
routine use of prolonged isolation,
have been the moral ballast responsi-
ble for making these historic re-
strictions law.”

The new law in New Jersey closely
resembles the Humane Alternatives to
Long-Term (HALT) Solitary Confine-
ment Act in New York. After working
for years to secure enough votes, ad-
vocates had high hopes for the pas-
sage of the HALT Solitary Act this
year. As the legislative session wound
down, dozens of advocates even went
on a hunger strike in solidarity with
people held in solitary. But legislative
leaders failed to bring the bill to the
floor for a vote, instead accepting a
proposal by the governor to make ad-
ministrative changes that may improve
conditions, but fall far short of what the

HALT Act would have accomplished.
Advocates have vowed to reintroduce
the bill next year.

Other notable new laws are as follows.

Nebraska banned solitary confinement
for minors (under 18), pregnant wom-
en, and people with mental illness.

New Mexico banned solitary confine-
ment for minors, pregnant women, and
people with serious mental illness,
though this definition included signifi-
cant exceptions.

Georgia banned state and local facili-
ties from placing pregnant women in
solitary, and also prohibited shackling
and strip searching pregnant women.

Montana banned solitary, with excep-
tions, for minors and pregnant women.

Maryland banned solitary, with excep-
tions, for minors and pregnant women,
and set a standard for basic needs to
be met in solitary.

Texas banned solitary, with some ex-
ceptions, for pregnant women.

Arkansas set a limit of 24 hours on the
use of isolation as punishment for mi-
nors.
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Advocates Join Forces to End Long-Term Solitary Confinement
in U.S. Prisons in the Next 10 Years

Note: For the past two years, Solitary
Watch has been meeting with other
advocacy groups working to end soli-
tary confinement, with the aim of coor-
dinating a national campaign to support
state and local organizing across the
country. That campaign, called Unlock
the Box, launched in October 2018.
What follows is the announcement is-
sued by Unlock the Box.

A coalition of leading civil rights, human
rights, and criminal and juvenile justice
reform organizations has announced
the official launch of “Unlock the Box:
The National Campaign to End Solitary
Confinement.”

The new campaign will back a growing
nationwide movement against solitary
by providing funds, strategic and tech-
nical support, and other vital resources
to state-based campaigns aiming to
reduce or eliminate the use of long-
term solitary in prisons, jails, and juve-
nile detention facilities.

Unlock the Box was initiated in re-
sponse to an overwhelming body of
evidence showing that the isolation and
sensory deprivation of solitary confine-
ment have disastrous impacts on the
mental and physical health of incarcer-
ated people. The United Nations classi-
fies prolonged solitary confinement as
a form of “cruel, inhuman and degrad-
ing treatment” that often rises to the
level of torture, and in most Western
democracies it is rarely used.

Yet U.S. prisons continue to utilize soli-
tary as a routine management tool, and
as a punishment for even minor prison
rule violations. On any given day in the
United States, some 80,000 men,
women, and children are locked down
in small cells without human contact,
physical exercise, or rehabilitative pro-
gramming. Many remain in solitary for
months, years, or even decades. And
some do not survive: Rates of suicide
and self-harm among people held in
solitary confinement far exceed those
in the general prison population. Thou-
sands of people each year are re-
leased directly from solitary, harming
their chances at successful re-entry

and reintegration into family and com-
munity life.

“People in jail and prison have already
lost their freedom. Subjecting them to
solitary confinement adds unconscion-
able cruelty to their punishment, with
terrible consequences for their lives,
families, and communities,” said Jessi-
ca Sandoval, Campaign Strategist for
Unlock the Box. “And it is all for no rea-
son: Solitary doesn’t correct behavior,
nor does it make jails and prisons saf-

”

er.

Unlock the Box brings together advo-
cates from national organizations that
have been working on the issue for
close to a decade, including the ACLU
National Prison Project, Center for Chil-
dren’s Law and Policy, National Reli-
gious Campaign Against Torture, and
Solitary Watch. They are joined by
leaders from two state-based groups
with active campaigns to end solitary,
the Correctional Association of New
York and California Families Against
Solitary Confinement.

Individually, these groups have worked
to educate and influence the public, the
press, policymakers, and corrections
officials on the harms caused by soli-
tary and the existence of humane and
effective common-sense alternatives.
In 2017, Colorado became the first
state in the nation to adopt the UN’s
Mandela Rules for the treatment of
prisoners, which call for a 15-day limit
on solitary for most incarcerated per-
sons, a complete ban for youth, and
similar protections for people with men-
tal illness and other vulnerable popula-
tions. Other states have made more
modest reductions to their use of isola-
tion by adopting incentives for positive
behavior, improvements in mental
health treatment and other rehabilita-
tive programs, and the use of “step-
down programs” to transition people
out of solitary.

While momentum for change is grow-
ing, the need for resources is great. In
order to meet this challenge, the organ-
izations comprising Unlock the Box
have joined forces to support and nur-

ture both established and emerging
state-level campaigns aimed at ending
long-term solitary. Unlock the Box has
already made grants to advocacy coali-
tions in ten states for projects ranging
from data-collection to legislative cam-
paigns to youth-focused initiatives.

In selecting states to support, Unlock
the Box emphasizes campaigns that
have developed targeted strategies
and that sustain leadership by directly
affected individuals—both survivors of
solitary confinement and family mem-
bers of people in solitary. “I was put in
solitary confinement for the first time on
Rikers Island when | was 16 years old,”
said Johnny Perez, Director of U.S.
Prison Program for the National Reli-
gious Campaign Against Torture. “In
all, | spent three years in solitary, and
the experience still haunts me. People
who have been personally impacted by
solitary bring vital insight and value to
the struggle to end this form of legal-
ized torture, and Unlock the Box is
committed to their involvement and
empowerment.”

Unlock the Box will also offer resources
and hands-on assistance to state cam-
paigns, and work to draw national at-
tention to the issue of solitary confine-
ment. “We hope this collaboration will
help us shine a light on one of the dark-
est corners of our criminal justice sys-
tem, and provide a real resource for
change,” said Jean Casella, Co-
Director of Solitary Watch.

The Unlock the Box campaign believes
that solitary confinement is the most
extreme expression of the punishment
paradigm that pervades the U.S. crimi-
nal justice system, and that ending soli-
tary is a key component of ending
mass incarceration. And this is precise-
ly the right moment to undertake a co-
ordinated national campaign, said Da-
vid Fathi, Director of the National Pris-
on Project of the American Civil Liber-
ties Union (ACLU). “We believe that,
state-by-state, we and our colleagues
around the country can bring this issue
to the tipping point. Together, we can
make solitary a thing of the past—and
we must.”



| Spent 16 Months in Solitary Gonfinement, and Now I'm Fighting to End It

The following piece was written by Kiana
Calloway, a formerly incarcerated organizer
with Voice of the Experienced (VOTE),
a grassroots organization in New Orleans
that works for policy change and for full civil
and human rights for people impacted by
the criminal justice system. Calloway
spent 17 years of his life incarcerated for a
crime he did not commit, and endured 16
months in solitary confinement at Camp J, a
notorious isolation unit that has since been
shut down. He spoke in New Orleans at the
June release of the report Louisiana on
Lockdown, published by Solitary Watch, the
ACLU of Louisiana, and the Jesuit Social
Research Institute at Loyola University.

By Kiana Calloway

| was just 17 years old when | was sent
to solitary confinement in “Camp J,” one
of the most severe lockdown units at
one of America’s most brutal prisons,
the Louisiana State Penitentiary at An-
gola. | languished in solitary for 16
months.

Back then | didn’t know that Louisiana
was the solitary confinement capital of
the world. All I knew was that I'd been
convicted of a crime | didn't commit,
and | had to maintain my humanity in
one of the most dehumanizing places
on earth.

Its called “23 and 1” because you
spend 23 hours alone in your cell, with
one hour to take a shower or make a
phone call, if allowed. There are no ed-
ucational programs. You are stuck in
your cell with just the voices in your
own head and the cries of men who
have already gone mad. Most of the
other people in my unit were suffering
from severe mental illness. | remember
how they would ram their heads into the

bars, play with their own defecation, or
throw urine or feces.

The hardest part of living in solitary is
trying not to lose hope. Each morning
that | woke up in solitary | would quote
the same serenity prayer | remember
my father reciting when | was young.
“God, grant me the serenity to accept
the things | cannot change, the courage
to change the things | can, and the wis-
dom to know the difference.”

The consequences are devastating. It's
been 22 years since my time in solitary
and 8 years since my release from pris-
on, but I still have flashbacks and night-
mares. Even when I'm with someone
else, | find myself secluded in my own
mind. | call it being psychologically in-
carcerated. I'm learning to identify and
deal with it, but | am still not normal.

A new report from the ACLU of Louisi-
ana, Solitary Watch, and the Jesuit So-
cial Research Institute proves that the
degrading conditions | experienced
continue to harm other people. The re-
port is based on a survey of more than
700 people held in solitary, and as
someone who has experienced solitary
first-hand, their stories ring painfully
true. “These cells drive men mad,”
wrote Carl, one of the report’s survey
respondents. “l have personally wit-
nessed one man take his life, another
tried to by running the length of the tier
and smashing his head into the front
bars, sadly for him he still lives, if you
can really call it that... Point is the cells
are killing men and they know it....”

| hope that the information in this report
will help prove to corrections officials

that more changes are needed through-
out the system, not just for the benefit
of people living in solitary—but also for
their families and communities.

The report contains specific, immediate
recommendations for reducing the Loui-
siana Department of Corrections’ ex-
treme dependence on prolonged isola-
tion and moving quickly toward more
safe, effective, and humane alterna-
tives. The need for reform is urgent.
Because putting people in dehumaniz-
ing situations pushes them to do dehu-
manizing things. If your life is destruc-
tion, the only thing you can give out is
destruction.

That's why the United Nations has said
that extended solitary confinement can
rise to the level of torture, and called on
countries around the world to ban the
practice beyond 15 days.

Solitary confinement is an experience |
will never forget. Just the other morn-
ing, my wife told me | was screaming
during the night—and | knew it was a
nightmare about my time in solitary.

But I'm strong, and through my work
with Voice of the Experienced, a grass-
roots organization founded and run by
formerly incarcerated people, I'm
blessed to be able to use my experienc-
es to press for reforms to combat mass
incarceration and restore the civil
rights of those most impacted by the
criminal legal system.

For too long, the voices from Louisi-
ana’s solitary cells were silenced.
Through this report and the courageous
advocacy of other survivors, we can
help make sure they are finally heard.

making.
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By Valerie Kiebala

NATIONAL—AnN investigation con-
ducted by NBC News, The Intercept
and the International Consortium of
Investigative Journalists (IClJ) ex-
posed the widespread use of solitary
confinement in Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement (ICE) facilities,
based on a review of over 8,400 agen-
cy reports. The investigation, pub-
lished in May, found that immigrants
face isolation as punishment for minor
violations and for engaging in hunger
strikes. A third of the people held in
solitary had a known psychiatric disa-
bility and many had been victims of
abuse, had attempted suicide, or iden-
tified as LGBTQ. The investigation
uncovered descriptions of immigrants
“mutilating their genitals, gouging their
eyes, cutting their wrists, and smear-
ing their cells with feces.” According to
a Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) report, the rapidly rising num-
ber of immigrants detained by ICE
across the country reached 42,188 by
the end of 2018. Detained immigrants
are technically being held civilly, not
criminally, and the use of solitary con-
finement violates ICE’s own policies.

FLORIDA—In May, The Southern
Poverty Law Center filed a class ac-
tion lawsuit alleging that Florida’s use
of solitary confinement constitutes a
violation of the 8th Amendment to the
Constitution, which bans cruel and
unusual punishment, as well as the
Americans with Disabilities Act, and
the Rehabilitation Act. About 10,000
people—or 10 percent—of those held
in Florida prisons currently live in soli-
tary confinement, which is more than
double the national average. Admire
Harvard, who is a transgender woman
and named plaintiff in the lawsuit, was
first sentenced to 60 days in solitary
when she was 18 years old, despite
the fact that she had bipolar disorder,
after staff accused her of lying in order
to receive more food. Harvard’s 60-
days turned into 10 years in solitary
confinement, which has caused her to
suffer from depression, anxiety, and
auditory hallucinations, and attempt
suicide several times. The lawsuit
claims the Florida Department of Cor-
rections is aware of the harmful psy-
chological and medical effects of isola-
tion but has failed to prevent them.

ALABAMA—During the spring of this
year, incarcerated men at two different
Alabama prisons, Limestone Correc-
tional Facility and Holman Correctional

News Briefs

Facility, went on hunger strike to pro-
test the use of solitary confinement,
“retaliatory transfers,” and appalling
conditions. The strikers at Holman, all
of whom are reportedly active in either
peacemaking efforts or the prisoners’
rights movement, and none of whom
have disciplinary infractions, claim
they were not provided a reason for
their isolation or transfer. The Ala-
bama Department of Corrections justi-
fied their action as “preventative
measures,” but a Department of Jus-
tice (DOJ) report in March found that
conditions in Alabama prisons do, in
fact, violate the 8th Amendment. Pris-
on staff force-fed one hunger striker at
Limestone and in June, organizers in
support of the hunger strikers gath-
ered outside of Limestone on visitation
day, calling for six demands, including
a DOJ lawsuit challenging 8th Amend-
ment violations, an end to the “abusive
use of solitary confinement” and retali-
ation, and the implementation of reha-
bilitative and good time programs.

GEORGIA—In May, a federal District
Court in Macon, Georgia, approved
settlement terms for a class action
lawsuit challenging the severely re-
strictive conditions in the Special Man-
agement Unit (SMU) at the Georgia
Diagnostic & Classification Prison.
The suit, brought by the Southern
Center for Human Rights, argued that
conditions at the prison violated the
8th and 14th Amendments rights of
the people incarcerated there, many of
whom have mental illness. In October
2017, expert witness and clinical psy-
chologist Dr. Craig Haney visited the
prison and declared the SMU to be
“one of the harshest and most draco-
nian” isolation units he had seen, with
“the most psychologically traumatized
persons” he had ever assessed in
prison. Under the settlement agree-
ment, the use of solitary must be lim-
ited to 20 hours a day, and people in
the SMU must be provided a tablet,
library access, programming, and
mental health evaluations.

VIRGINIA—In May, The ACLU of Vir-
ginia filed a class action lawsuit
against the Virginia Department of
Corrections (VDOC), claiming that the
Segregation Reduction Step-Down
Program at the state’s two supermax
prisons, Red Onion and Wallens
Ridge, continues to isolate people and

offers some of them no way out. While
VDOC claims that their prisons do not
use solitary, the ACLU says, “An end-
less maze of classifications, vague
and confusing processes, and highly
subjective decision-making authority
granted to VDOC staff effectively
make it impossible for many people to
released from solitary, ever.”

MASSACHUSETTS—The Massachu-
setts Department of Corrections
(DOC) has introduced restrictions up-
on an oversight committee created as
part of the Criminal Justice Reform Act
passed last year. The law banned the
placement of people with serious men-
tal illness and pregnant women in soli-
tary confinement, required reviews for
people held in prolonged isolation, and
designated a twelve-member over-
sight committee to monitor implemen-
tation. But the DOC has allegedly cre-
ated new housing units to circumvent
the rules and have inhibited the com-
mittee from conducting unannounced
visits, speaking with staff or incarcer-
ated people without approval from the
state commissioner, accessing per-
sonnel files and nonpublic documents,
and speaking to the press, in what
news outlets have called a “gag or-
der.” Senate Judiciary Committee
Chairman Jamie Eldridge said the re-
striction “serves no purpose beyond
stifling dissent and impending effective
oversight.”

NATIONAL—The Stop Solitary for
Kids Campaign released a report in
June, directing youth correctional ad-
ministrators to safe alternatives to
room confinement, the term often
used for periods of solitary confine-
ment in youth facilities. The report fea-
tures models and developments from
Colorado, Massachusetts, Oregon,
and Memphis, Tennessee. Highlights
from these models include practices
based on adolescent development
research, enhanced staff training and
increased staffing ratios, therapy pro-
grams based on behavior manage-
ment research, and monitored reviews
of incident footage. In Massachusetts,
the Department of Youth Services de-
creased room confinement by at least
65 percent between 2008 and 2016,
and during that time, assaults and sui-
cidal behavior also dropped. The As-
sistant Chief of the Shelby County
Sheriff's Office in Memphis said, “It
hurt me so much to see children in
rooms like that. Room confinement
causes mental iliness. You're teaching
violence when you use force.”
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