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Former high-security inmate Earl Fears prepares on Tuesday 1o share his experiences at Corcoran State Prison, which he says caused emotional stress.

High-security prison units face review

By SaM STARTON
satianbon i sarche.com

Facing a barrage of criticism over
how California iInmates are treated
inside high-security detention units,
a top prison official said Tuesday
that new policies will be reviewed
and some changes may be made in
coming months.

“'m not talking about having an-
other study,” Scott Kernan, under-
secretary at the California Depart-
ment of Corrections and Rehabilita-
tion, said at a legislative hearing.
*T'm talking about having some sub-
stantive changes.”

The hearing, called by Assembly
Public Safety Committee Chairman
Tom  Ammiano, D-San Francisco,
cameé in respanse to a hunger strike
that began nt Pelican Bay State
Prison last month by inmates pro-
testing their living conditions.

The strike spread to more than
6,000 inmates, including some Cal-
ifornia prisoners housed out of
state, before inmates agreed to halt
it after three weeks.

Inmates called off the strike af-
ter prison officials made some con-
cessions and promised to review
policies over how inmates end up
in a security housing unit, or SHU,
generally considered placements
for the most dangerous prisoners.

On Tuesday, a parade of wit-
nesses testified that conditions in-
gide the state's SHUS are similar to
torture, and that inmates are con-
fined in solitary confinement up to
24, hours a day,

] admit to being a small-time
erack dealer, 1 admit to being an
aleoholic, 1 admit to being 4 small-
time burglar,” said Ear] Fears, who
spent time inside the SHU at Corco-

ran State Prison.

But, Fears said, conditions in the
SHU caused great emotional
stress, especially when guards de-
cided to skip allowing inmates
time to shower or refused to pro-
vide toilet paper or deliver medi-
cine on schedule.

“T am human, and by being hu-
man [ do have certain rights ... "
hie saick

Others who spoke said inmates
find themselves locked up in the
SHUs for decades, sometimes
based on accusations by confiden-
tial informants they are pever al-
lowed to refute,

Thie Legislature has studied com-
plaints before about how correc-
tions officials decide to place an in-
mate inside a security housing
unit, but changes have been slow
in coming, something Ammiano

said he planned to change aftér -
more hearings. “Tam commnitted to =
making sure there is some movie-

ment on this,” he said. -

Kernan responded by saying cor- .
rections officials are compiling pol- = .
icies from 28 other states that have « -
similar units and that California- .-
wants to revise certain policies "in
a matter of months, not years.”

He provided few details, but
said inmates will likely be judged
on a weighted system that allows
them to “earn” their way out of a
SHU by appropriate behavior.

He added that the average stay
in the SHU at Pelican Bay is cur-
rently 6.8 years.

Call The Bee's Sam Starton,
(916) 32110491
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