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%';,ivg‘here the phone COSt Of CallS ﬁ.m un _
punishes families, some say

1 epartment of COrrectlon operates
budget of more-than $200 million

About $3.5 million comes from

Hone system revenues.,

Prison officials say the phone bills

help them improve inmate Iife.

. - Information Long-term needs
-~ technology (includes some
construction)

$1,100,000

Security equipment
$1,011,000

! SOURCE: Arkansas Department of Cerrection
i fiscal 2005 budget

NOTE: More than $3.5 million is in the budget
for fiscal 2005 because of carry-over funds
from the previous year.
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In the five years that Mary
Bryant’s son Tracy has been in
prison, the cost of keeping in
touch with him has climbed as
high as $150 a month. And that
money — which has put a strain
on the receptionist’s finances —
wasn’t going in her gas tank
for visits to one of the state’s in-
stitutions.

It was.a phone bill.

Each 15-minute collect phone
call costs $6.60, a rate Bryant
and other families say is un-
necessarily high. They pay it
anyway.

~“You just do without some-
thing and pay them. It's been a
year and eight months; I've seen
him one time. His visits are on
Tuesday and I work seven days
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a week ... The ]ob that I have
through the week I can'’t take
off,” said Bryant, whose son was’
sentenced to 50 years.on a kid-
napping charge.

Through its contract for
phone service, the Arkansas De-
partment of Correction receives
about $3.5 million yearly, a cut
of 51 percent of the total phone
revenues. It makes up a small
part oA the prison department’s
more than $200 million annual
operating budget. Still, inmates’
families and friends-complain
that the money is éssentially an
extra tax on them, a form of pun-
ishment for their support of
someone behind bars: -

Prison officials disagree, say-
ing the phone system works well
and the cost is justified. They
point out that the families’ mon- 4

ey goes to help the state s ap-
proximately 13,500 inmates get
services and security protection
that the prison department oth-
erwise couldn’t afford — like a
$100 “gate cheek” that inmates
leaving prison receive. ..

In other states, recent years
have brought changes to the way
inmate phone systems operate,
In several places that's meant re-
ductions in costs. But, for Ar-
kansas, no push to change-the
status quo has gained ground.

“I've-heard-complaints now
and then, sure I have;” said Di-.
na Tyler, a spokesman for the
prison department. “We hear
complaints about the cost-of
everything, but 've never heard
one single person complain
about getting a gate chéck” .

See CALLS, Page 3A
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Long a'sore spot for those
with, loved: ones behind bars,
complamts about the cost of
phone service have’ resurfaced
recently in.arguments againsta -
medical co-payment fee the Ar-'
Kansds Board of Cotrections is
considering.

The fee' ofiup ¢
charged for-all ¢

ed” doctor: visits ifit Approv
by the Board of Correctxons at
their next meeting. Correction
officialssay it will cut down on
frlvolous sick calls and prov1de
a benefit to inmates, including
more staff time for those who .
are truly ill. But — because Ar-
kansas inmates aren’t paid a
wage for work assignments —

the prxsoners argue that it will .,

create a burden on their fami-
lies.
The phone call system, ad-

vocates say, is a similar situation. |

“It seems to be a trend that is .
growing to make families pay
more and more,” said Betsey
Wright, a former aide to Gov. Bill
Clinton who now does advoca-
¢y work for. death row inmates -
and their families. . . .

She has spent about $500 a’
month to take phone calls from
condemned men. Wright also
said the phone’ charges are es-
pecially unfair to inmates’ fam-
ilies because most earn low in-
comes. .

“It’s just a skewed philosophy
as far as I'm concerned ... It's the
inmate that committed the
crime.”

This summer, Wright spoke
with a group of legislators about
the quality of; phone seryice from
the prison system’s, .death row.

But she limjted her talk to com-
plaints about technical aspects -

— a problem of call connections
that she said is now remedied.
After that hearing, Wright said
she has considered going to the
state’s Public Service Commis-
sion to complain about the
prison phone rates.

MCI — the state’s inmate call-

mg system provxder — has to
register its phone rates with the
Public Service Cormmssmn. The
rates in MCI'’s contract were set
for the company in a request for
proposals drafted by the prison
department. The only calcula-

tion MCI officials made was how
much the rates would all’ow ’

them to provide in commission.

The prison department began .

contracting with MCI in the mid-
1990s. In 1999, the contract was
again put out for bid and MCI
was again the chosen provider.
According to the terms of the
agreement, MCI provides and
services all the phone equip-
ment, It also provides the tech-
nology for monjtoring phone
calls. All inmate calls except for
those with their attorneys are
recorded.

Aispokesman for MCI last
week said the company does not
disclose how much it makes
from the contract:

The Arkansas Department of
Correction could initiate changes
to the rate; it has done it be-
fore, = o

Call recipients used to be

charged $1.50 for local calls and-

$7.95 for a 15-minute long-dis-
tance call. But rates were
changed in 2003 to the same rate
for local and in-state long-dis-

tanice calls, resulting in the $6. 60

fee for a 15-minute call:

State prison officials ac-
knowledge that they benefit fi-
nancially from the phone con-
tract: ‘d"(are quick.-to answer
complaints about the arrange-
ment. Ultimately, they say, the
phone contract helps inmates in
.a number of ways. .

‘In this fiséal ‘year, for exam-
ple, the prison department ex-
pects to receive about $2.9 mil-
lion in commission on the MCI
contract. Prison officials say that
money;added to.just over $1.mil-
'lion in carry-over funds from the
last fiscal year, will-provide the
following: about $700,000 for
-$100 *gate money” d1sburse-
_ments inmates receive when re-
" leased;'a‘about $1 million for

technology -and computer needs .,
+in the department, another $1
- million for security features such

as metal-detectors and cameras;
and.more than a $1 million to-

-+ ward long-term needs. Long-
term projects include finishing
a new kitchen at the McPherson
Unit, changing out aging lock-
ing systeins, added security fea-
tures at the Tucker and Varner
units, and treatment buxldmgs at
two units. ,

Predictably, some on the oth-
er side of the justice system
aren’t so concerned about the
phone costs.

“It would be nice if we could
make phone calls to our loved

.ones,” said Dee Engle, state co-
ordinator for the Arkansas chap-

“dren.“1 would pay any prlce to
make that phone call”

Engle said it’s the prisoner,
not the prxson department, that
inmates’ families’should be un-
happy w1th ‘After all, the in-
mate’s crimes are what sub)ects

the family to the high phone‘

costs.

Sheila Sharp, a deputy di-
rector for the Arkansas Depart-
ment of Correction, said the
prison’s phone system has come
a long way since the years be-
fore the MCI contract. In those
days, inmates who wanted to
place a nonemergency phone
call put in a “call request slip” to
set up a time. Then, and only
then, were they allowed to phone
family-and friends. The process
could take a week.

Now, inmates can go to a

phone and dial any one of 15 -

numbers on their.approved call-

ing list. They aré allowed to
change the numbers on that list
every 90 days.

“This has made life.a Whole“,
lot better, the connection with

the family members a whole
lot better,” Sharp said.

* K K

Even if prison improvements

cofne from the phone contract

ter of Parents of Murdered Chil=

Phone
calls

'The cost of a 15-minute . '

phaone call from any of

Arkansas’s prisons.

'LOCALAND IN- |

STATELONG : OUT-OF-

DISTANCE STATE (:All.s ”
$3 surcharge “ $3. 95 surcharge

+ 24¢/minute e 89¢/mmute

x 15 minutes | : 15 minutes
$6.60 | $17.30
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commissions, some wonder why

families of inmates should have

to finance such changes.
Kathleen Brewer, vice presi-

.dent of a Arkansas group called

Friends'and Family of Ex-of-
fenders Incarcerated Persons As-
sociation, agrees with other ad-
vocates who say that phone costs
are putting an unfair burden on
those with loved ones in prison.
Those people already pay taxes
to support the prison system, she
said. "

“If they belong to you, you're

supposed to take care of them,”

Brewer said of the state's re-
sponsibility to inmates.
Though an organized effort

to change Arkansas’ prison

phone rates has yet surfaced, al-
ternatives do exist. They've been
implemented elsewhere.
Recognizing the need for
changes in inmate phone sys-
tems, the national chapter of Cit-
izens United for Rehabilitation
of Errants, or CURE — a nation-
wide grass-roots orgamzatlon
dedicated to reducing crime

'through reform of the criminal
+justice system — initiated a cam-
: palgn in 2000 to try to change

practices throughout the coun-
try. In May 2004, the organiza~
tionjissued a report detailing
some success, with some sort of
administrative activity taking
place in 29 states'and at least
22 cases’ ‘of litigation pending.

‘Kay Perry, coordinator of
CURE'’s Equitable Telephone
Charges campaign, said getting
the:word out about the “devas-
tatmg" effect some phone
charges have on inmates’ fami-
lies is often the first step in pro-
moting change.

“I think it’s ignorance and I
don’t mean stupidity, I mean
ignorance,” said Perry. “There’s

the’assumption or belief that

s these calls have to be more ex-

penswe because of the security
systems.”
Of course there’s going to

be an added expense, she said,
- but’prison departments can find

ways to reduce costs if they try.
‘The calling system used by
Pennsylvama s 40,000 state in-
mates is one example
Though still higher than the

‘phone rates most people enjoy

at horne, a 15-minute phone call
from one of that state’s prisons
is about a dollar less than Ar-

- kansas’ rates.

v

“Years ago the only telephone
option available to ininates were
collect calls and all the pay
phone calling for the state was
lumped together,” said Susan
McNaughton, a spokesman for
the Pennsylvania Department of
Correction. “So, an irimate paid
the same as someonée making a
call from a pay phone at a state
park. What we’ve done over the
last couple of years, is gotten
away from using the collect call-
ing.”

By negotiating’ with Verizon,
the Pennsylvania prison system

was able to lower its costs for
collect calling by 30 percent and
an additional 10 percent was
shaved off on those calls made
through a debit system. Mc-
Naughton said that because call
volume increased, the state’s
commissions off the phone calls
weren't significantly, affected.

Arkansas’ nelghbor, Ten-
nessee, reports even lower rates.
Inmates there can make prepaid
phone calls for rates lower than
20 cents a minute.

Through debit: systems, in-
mates are able to charge calls to
a phone account that is handled
much like their commissary trust
accounts. Money can be placed
on the account from outside
for the inmate’s use.

Prison advocates say that be-
sides making calls cheaper for
inmates’ families, the debit sys-
tems eliminate other problems.
Those include collect calls to an
inmates’ family being blocked
because the inmate phone sys-
tem and the family’s phone serv-
ice provider don’t have an agree-
ment to do business. The debit

.system also saves telephone

companies the cost of collecting
on large debts.

A Tennessee Department of
Correction official said its deb-
it calling system has also helped
inmates learn to Be more re-
sponsible with their calling be-
cause they know how rnuch they
have to spend. ‘

While easing the burden of
phone costs on families-is a good
reason to change phone rates,
public safety concerns are also
a factor because most prisoners
are returning to the community,
Perry said.

“The fact is we know people
are going to deal better if they
have contacts in the real world,”
Perry said. “We're going to re-
lease people from prison who
have no support structure. Now
how wise 1s that?”

For Bryant the cost of talking
to her son in the Arkansas prison
department isn’t anything she
expects will change, Still, she
won't stop calling when she can.
As a mother, she doesn’t have
any choice but to worry about
him when they can’t talk — no
matter where he is.

“ haven't talked-to him since,
I beheve, last Monday night, and
I was just sitting at the table at
the break room eating lunch and
I was praying to God that he’s
okay,” Bryant said recently

“There’s not a day. that goes
by that I don’t pray that he’s
safe.”
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JOIN THE CAMPAIGN FOR PRISON PHONE JUSTICE!

A national coalition of media and criminal justice activists, led by the Human Rights Defense Center, Working Narratives and the Center for Media
Justice, invite you to join a campaign to fight the high cost of prison phone calls.

We need those inside our nation’s jails, prisons and detention centers to speak up about the impact of the cost of prison phone calls on you and your family.
With your support we will advance a state-by-state legisiative challenge, while also pushing the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to take action.

WHAT YOU CAN DO

Send a brief letter to the Federal Communications Commission explaining the impact the high costs of prison phone calls have had on you and your
family. Address the letter “Dear Chairman Genachowski,” and please speak from your own personal experience. You must state the following at the top
of the letter: “This is a public comment for the Wright Petition (CC Docket #96-128)." Your letters will be made part of the public docket in the case.

Write to:
Chairman Julius Genachowski
Federal Communications Commission
Public Comments
445 12th Street, SW

Washington, DC 20554 ’
Our goal is to gather thousands of powerful stories. The prison facility which registers the most letters will be highlighted on the campaign website
and will get a co-producer credit on our national radio program addressing the high cost of prison phone calls.

We also need your help organizing on the outside. Ask your family members to sign up for the campaign at www.phonejustice.org and invite them to
share their story about the high costs of prison phone calls. They can also register their comments online, directly with the FCC, at: http://apps.fcc.gov/
ecfs/upload/display.action?z=whn8 (enter docket #96-128).

Only with your support will we end the abusive cost of prisor‘u phone calls. Encourage others to join us in this struggle!

For more information: www.prisonphonejustice.org and www.phonejustice.org

 Prison Legal News 25 October 2012




