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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Washington’s prisons are public institutions run by the state Department of Corrections (DOC).

The purpose of state correctional institutions is ostensibly to rehabilitate individuals, and to do

so without a profit motive or by facilitating profit-seeking behavior. However, the state realizes
enormous cost-savings from underpaying its captive labor force as little as $1.00 per hour. People
incarcerated perform essential operations jobs like cleaning units and bathrooms or working in food
service, all for meager pay far below Washington’s statewide minimum wage. People in prison also
often perform unpaid labor as DOC fails to approve all jobs as paid positions.

Washington State has recognized in other settings that underpaying detained workers is wrong.

In 2017, Washington State sued the GEO Group—a for-profit corporation running the private
immigration detention center in Tacoma—for failure to pay its workers (people in custody in the
detention center) in accordance with Washington’s minimum wage law.! At the time, the GEO
Group was paying workers in custody $1.00 per day. The State brought this lawsuit - and has so
far prevailed - on the basis that private prisons must comply with Washington State wage laws.?
And yet, the State has not taken similar steps to protect people in state, local, or municipal prisons
and jails. Instead, state law currently exempts people housed in public carceral facilities from the
definition of “employees” for the purposes of Washington’s minimum wage and labor standards
laws.?

Further, people in Washington state prisons face severe consequences if they refuse to work,
including lengthier prison sentences. This system of coerced and underpaid labor within DOC

is nothing short of modern-day slavery. And, in keeping with this sordid legacy, people in prison
face ongoing discrimination on the basis of race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, ability, and
immigration status—all of which are barriers to gaining and maintaining the employment people
need to avoid punishment and to earn enough to pay for basic necessities.

Correctional Industries (Cl) is the division within DOC that operates businesses and employs people
in custody in Washington prisons. Cl reported over $133 million in revenue and over $38 million in
assets in fiscal year 2023.* The majority of Cl workers fall into one of two classes of employment:
Class Il and Class Ill.> Class Il jobs are generally referred to as “Cl jobs,” and entail working outside
the prison unit, either in an operations role (e.g., food production, laundry, etc.), or producing other
goods and services (e.g., furniture manufacturing) that Cl then sells to various government agencies
and nonprofit organizations. Class Il workers usually earn between $0.80 and $2.85 per hour

and are eligible for overtime pay.® Class lll jobs are generally considered “unit jobs,” and include
porters, facility maintenance, and other essential tasks around the prison units. Despite the wide
range of prison jobs, DOC fails to provide people in prison with sufficient opportunities for real-world
job training or skill acquisition, leaving people in custody unprepared to gain employment after
release.
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In response to growing awareness and concern over labor exploitation in prisons, in 2023, the state
legislature allocated funds to increase the wage floor for Class Il jobs from $0.42 to $1.00 per
hour. However, DOC then capped worker earnings at $40 per week.” Even with this raise, people in
DOC custody are paid far below the 2024 state mandated minimum wage of $16.28 per hour, and
meanwhile the cost of living in prison is rising.

Many people do not realize how much it costs to be incarcerated. At the same time people are paid
extremely low wages, price-gouging occurs on basic necessities like commissary store food, hygiene
items, and communication with the outside world. Added to this, high deductions from pay leave
people with hardly any money left to meet their basic needs, let alone save for the costs related to a
successful reentry.

Inflation and the rising cost of food goods are hitting people in prison especially hard. The prison
commissary store charges increasingly high prices for food items that people in custody desperately
need to supplement their diet due to the nutritional inadequacy of DOC-provided meals. People

in prison have no ability to shop around for better prices on essentials—they are beholden to the
prison commissary store and DOC’s decisions on which goods to stock and how much to charge for
those goods. This leaves people in prison without any increase in real purchasing power or savings
in preparation for release.

People in prison also struggle with the exorbitant costs of communicating with family and friends,
even though maintaining strong connections outside of prison is known to positively impact reentry
and reduce recidivism. The state-contracted private telecom vendor, Securus Technologies, rakes
in profits from overcharging people who are incarcerated to make phone calls, send electronic
messages to friends and family, and to purchase music, movies, and other media on the Securus-
provided tablets.
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With extremely low wages, high deductions, and the increasingly high cost of basic goods,
addressing the economic injustice embedded in Washington prisons will require the significant
reforms laid out in this report. Requiring DOC to pay the state minimum wage is an essential step.
However, it is not sufficient without other corresponding policy reforms to control commissary
prices, eliminate deductions, and reduce other costs associated with living in prison.

This report is centered around the lived experiences of people incarcerated in Washington state
prisons. Through survey responses and individual interviews, 66 individuals in DOC custody shared
their perspectives on the economic realities of incarceration.'? From those experiences, we have
compiled a list of 16 policy recommendations, including:

1. Ending coerced labor in prisons, a vestige of slavery and exemption from the Thirteenth
Amendment;

2. Ending the exemption of people in custody from statewide wage and labor protections,
ensuring all workers are entitled to the state minimum wage;

3. Creating caps on the prices of food and other commissary goods available to people in
custody; and

4. Eliminating deductions from wages earned by people in custody.

These policy recommendations are aimed at severing the legacy of enslavement that continues in
our prisons today, removing profiteering from our prison economic system, and setting people up for
greater success upon release.

e rlom v$ into Prlgon Ju§+
hlco he»] re Pruom p v&lo ovt of
homes on the ou+§|ale 1’ a raise
but then the Prlwg for fooal and
other bagic 59001; also zet raised, o
what ig the point of the raise? The
thin for Gafe where ‘le? brin

Photo: Micheal Jefferson (SCCC) the price down are the thin él—ﬂa‘l’
alon’f off the shelf. When ‘H’\&q See
moaroera‘l’eal People ord&rmg_ a certain
‘l‘hmg, the wag 50 Up.

- MicHeAL JerrersoN (SCCC)
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PhSONS CONTINUE A LONG LEGACY OF
EXPLOITATION AND DISCRIMINATION

From the colonization and genocide perpetrated against Indigenous people in North America, to
the enslavement of Black people for generations, the United States has a history defined by racism
and exploitation. The enslavement of Black people in what would become the United States dates
back to the 17th century.*® By the 1800s, the labor of enslaved Black people became the basis for
massive accumulations of wealth and economic success for white landowners, business owners,
and their families throughout the country, a legacy that continues to the present day.** In Southern
states, enslaved peoples grew the raw materials that supplied Northern factories. The world-wide
trade of American goods—created on the backs of Black labor—generated vast wealth. While the
practice of enslaving (most) people was legally abolished with the enactment of the Thirteenth
Amendment in December 1865,*° the economic exploitation and oppression of Black people has
continued.

The Thirteenth Amendment contains a significant exception-it permits enslavement as punishment
after being convicted of a crime: “Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment
for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States,

or any place subject to their jurisdiction.”*® This loophole encouraged states to pass laws known
as Black Codes to criminalize activities like “loitering” or

“vagrancy”—which were then enforced for activities such

as a group of Black people standing and talking near the a4 ]

street, or Black people being unemployed.’” Once sentenced, Neither SIavery

individuals were often forced into servitude as part of their nor involuntary

. 18 -

punishment. servitude, except

The Codes also restricted Black workers’ economic mobility as a pun'Shment

by barring prospective employers from paying Black workers for crime whereof

higher v.vz.;lges than their curreht employers paid them, and the party shall

by requiring Black people to sign annual labor contracts

that ensured they received the lowest pay possible for their have been dl.lly

work.'® Failure to sign these contracts could result in being convicted, shall

H 3 20 N - -

sentenced to unpalq labor or a fine.?° People who gould exist within the

not afford to pay a fine were often sentenced to agricultural i

labor,?* continuing the inescapable cycle back into United States'

enslavement. or any place
subject to the‘i';

jurisdiction.

— THIRTEENTH AMENDMENT,
U.S. CoNSTITUTION
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By the late 19th century, labor unions had successfully pressured state governments to scale back
prison labor programs to reduce competition in the labor market; states responded by implementing
the “state-use system” where the state became the only lawful purchaser of goods or services
performed by people in prison.?? State-run chain gangs then developed, in which people in custody
were shackled together with chains and forced to labor in industries such as road construction,
highway maintenance, and farming.?® In this way, Black people in prison continued to serve as a
cheap and readily available labor force for the state government and its contractors following the
formal abolition of slavery—a free labor force that continued to power the American economy.?* To
this day, the Department of Corrections contracts with state and local agencies or non-profit entities
to provide discounted labor by off-site work crews.?®> Meanwhile, state agencies and universities

are able to buy discounted office furniture and other items manufactured by incarcerated workers
because the state is not required to pay these workers a fair wage.

The benefits that incarcerated labor provided to state governments supported the ongoing
exploitation—and prerequisite criminalization—of Black and Brown people that continued well past
post-Civil War reconstruction and into the 20th Century. Jim Crow laws in the South (and other
more covert laws throughout the United States) prevented Black residents from having equal
access to jobs, education, housing, accommodations, and other public facilities.?® At the same
time that the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s aimed to end racial discrimination, other political
responses such as the Southern Strategy or “Operation Dixie”—aimed specifically at appealing to
Southern white voters by opposing the Civil Rights Act of 1964—ushered in a new phase of anti-
Black fear-mongering and criminalization.?’

Subsequent anti-Black policies, ideologies, and state-

sponsored phenomena such as deindustrialization and

suburbanization led to a drastic increase in the demand

for carceral facilities.?® In particular, President Nixon’s

launch of the “War on Drugs” served as the catalyst for

unprecedented rates of prosecution and incarceration

of Black people.?® As a result, between 1984 and 2005,

a new prison or jail was built every 8.5 days in the US.*°

In 1994, the Omnibus Crime Bill offered states federal

subsidies, totaling $9 billion, to enact harsh sentencing Between 1984-2005,
laws such as mandatory minimums.3! These federal a new prison orjail
incentives contributed to Washington’s own mandatory -

minimum sentencing laws, including the “Hard Time for was built every 8.5
Armed Crime Act,” which established mandatory sentencing days in the U.S.
enhancements for certain weapons-related offenses.3?

These laws are now seen by many as major drivers of mass incarceration.®®* The increasing
number of people incarcerated in state prisons resulted in an expanding supply of forced labor that
Washington State has utilized to reduce the financial costs of mass incarceration to taxpayers and
the state government.

Washington’s criminal legal system has been infected by this history, the legacy of slavery, and

structural and institutional racism. In fact, a 1980 study noted that Washington led the nation in the
disproportionate imprisonment of Black people:
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While every state disproportionately imprisoned Blacks, the over-representation of
Blacks relative to the size of the Black population was greatest in Washington....
[W]hile Blacks constituted approximately 28% of the prison population, they
constituted approximately 3% of the general population. The Black share of the prison
population was more than nine times greater than the Black share of the general
population. Nationally, the Black share of the prison population was four times
greater than the Black share of the general population.3

Current research proves that these serious racial disparities in incarceration rates and sentences
continue and “when it comes to Washington State’s criminal justice system; race matters.”*

Coercion and Exploitation in Modern Prisons

Within Washington state prisons today, people who are incarcerated can essentially be forced to
work, or else face negative consequences, including longer time behind bars and loss of certain
privileges.®® For example, “failing to seek/maintain employment or training or maintain

oneself financially, or being terminated from work, training, education, or other programming
assignment for negative or substandard performance” can result in having to serve an
additional 60 days in prison.?” While being forced to work, people in custody are also denied basic

rights and protections other workers are
guaranteed. They are excluded from the
definition of “employee” under Washington
State’s minimum wage law.*® Courts
routinely uphold similar exclusions from
other federal and state wage and labor
protections because of the Thirteenth
Amendment’s loophole.®®

Unpaid labor is also an issue within the
prisons. DOC fails to approve certain work
as paid, even though the work is essential
to prison operations. Candis Rush (WCCW)
stated, “We need more paid jobs for things
that people currently do that DOC will not
approve as paid positions, such as tier
representatives, tutors, recyclers, and
gardeners.”

“ls all tied to the Thirteenth
Amendment — no one wants to ¢tand
vp and cay, ‘Let’s make lavery legal
again,’ but if you get a felony, then
Slavery is forced upon yov. Fricon 1¢
not meant to englave people, but in
here 1t% exaoﬂq vvhaﬁ + e»]’re doing.
If you don’t work, you will get a
vvrrf'ouP that J'eo’)ardiwg Your release
date, o yov're forced fo work.”

- Troy WiLLiams (WCC)

All the while, Correctional Industries continues to profit on the backs of its captive workforce. In
its 2023 annual report, Cl touted its total sales revenue of over $133 million, which was an
increase of $34.6 million over fiscal year 2022.%° |n fiscal year 2023, its furniture sales alone
topped $26 million—more than double its sales in 2022.** By statute, the state legislature and

state agencies are required to purchase goods and services—such as furniture—produced by DOC’s
Class Il work programs, with certain exceptions.*?
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The Annual Report includes several eye-opening facts, including that as of June 30, 2023, there
were 1,745 people in Class Il employment, and that a total of $296,394 went to incarcerated
individuals’ savings accounts from Cl earnings.*® This equates to an average of just $169.85 per

person for a year’s worth of work. Furthermore,
$1,078,034 in Cl earnings was deducted for
legal financial obligations (LFOs), an average of
$617.78 per person, more than 3.5 times the
amount that went towards individuals’ savings.**
Meanwhile, in its annual report, Cl published

a net profit of $1,141,830 (which added to

its retained assets of $37,605,695, totaling
$38,747,525 in assets).*®

“I wanted to focus on m
edvcation. | wag reprimanaleal

and infracted for not
vvork.ing,"

- Canpis RusH (WCCW)
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“Yov can lose zood time and

t infmoﬁorép v refusin
o work. T'haq don’t ask
you if qou’al like to work
somewhere, they will st tell
ov to. Once | was told 1o
work in the kitchen and wag
threatened with a seriovg
infraction if | did not oomplb,."

- X.W. (SCCC)



“Cl i¢ ethically wrong., They vse inmates to do oopiovg amounts
of work, pay them very liH?e, and make 59001 money off of the
Produo‘f';."

— SaBRINA KENDALL (WCCW)

“The purpose of Corvectional Indvstries is to maximize Proﬁ'f‘
throuzh incarcerated e/mploqwg’ labor at essentially no cost.
DOC endorses that purpose cost of li\/ing, 19 Parﬁa”q
gvppoﬁcal bl1 and throvzh CIl. Cl i a for—Proﬁ'f model| that
cxploi‘k the incarcerated PoPula‘Hon. T'hob] pa “lave” wages
for hiéh—experh'ge or high—ckill jobs, then fake a Pero&n‘l‘aép
of tha money via cost ngf incavceration dedvctions. We nee
minimum wage and a d‘oP to manala‘f‘orq dedvetions.”

-M.B. (WCCW)

“Cl ook over commissary, took over the kitchen; once they
take over Something they raise the price. A rogylar broom can
cost $40 but theyl charge DOC $100. Without Cl, there’
no POC.”

- Troy WiLLiams (WCC)

“| view Cl ag part of the Frigon indvstrial oomPlex with the
number one purpose of mak.mg_ money. How would You like to
start a business knowing: you can pay your employees from $1 to
a few dollars per hour,"and you have a customer bage ra@rir&d
bq oo?n‘f'raal‘ to purchage your product. Who wouldn’t ;ign up for
that?”

- G.P. (SCCC)
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Racial Discrimination

Black, Latinx, and Indigenous communities are all overrepresented in Washington’s prison
population.*® Racism continues to impact who is sent to prison and the conditions they encounter
when they get there.

Many of our survey respondents shared their experiences with racist policies and practices

within DOC, citing poor treatment, lack of access to training and jobs, limited personal care items
available in commissary, and other issues involving bias against people of color in custody. Racial
discrimination within DOC isn’t limited only to people in custody. Survey respondents also shared
that there is a pervasive issue of racial discrimination amongst staff within DOC, and that it
contributes to a culture of negative treatment of Black and Brown individuals. X.W. (SCCC) pointed
out, “Black staff members in DOC sued DOC in 1998 because of the biases, disrespect, and racism
they were experiencing.*’ If DOC does that to their own staff members, they’ll do it to prisoners
too. Black staff members are mistreated in their DOC jobs; a lot of Black and Latino prisoners don’t
get treated any better in their jobs, or in the institutions in general.”

“l know from personal cxperienoe a¢ a Black man
working. in Cl that there are ¢ome ;upervigorc

who have biases toward People, of color. Some
;ufwwigor; have a pro en;iw‘? toward biag becavse of
their environment and the location of many Prigong

In maori'h,—-whi‘re areas that are not inclvsive to
minorities and eoPle of color. Some ;uPer\/igorg ke
alifforenﬂq to éla&k. People and Latinog than to white
P@ople. Even when I've done the exact same thin

a¢ my white counterparts at work, I've been unfairly
aligoiplincd and infracted.”

- X.W. (SCCC)

“Black People don’t have the came a\/ailabi“fq 1o 59‘!‘
J'obg as other ethnicities do.”

— Troy WiLLiams (WCC)
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Sex, Gender, and Sexual Orientation Discrimination

Survey respondents also shared their experiences of discrimination on the basis of sex, gender, and
sexual orientation. A culture of sexism, homophobia, and transphobia in Washington State prisons
creates additional barriers for individuals seeking to access or maintain employment or other
resources to aid in reentry.

Multiple survey respondents at WCCW raised concerns that DOC issues clothing designed for the
bodies of cisgender men that does not accommodate a range of different body types, which is
especially problematic for work that is outdoors, physical, or requires movement. For instance,
clothing that does not accommodate wider hips or pants that are too long or too wide in the waist
hinder individuals’ movement and ability to work and perform basic tasks comfortably.

“(/Wrenﬂq there are things that are offered here that
aren't beneficial fo the oommunifq at WCCW. Like the

clothes for instance. Thaq are not alegigncal for women of all
Shapes and ¢izeg.

— BonnNie TeAFATILLER (WCCW)

“We need clothing. in proper sizes, including. better coats
and hat¢ for winfer that fit better. There also needs to be

support for trang oople such ag iééving. vs binders and boxer
briefs instead of Coxerc."

- AHRYSE Love (WCCW)
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Far beyond economic exploitation, harassment and bullying create a threatening environment for
queer, nonbinary, and transgender individuals in DOC custody. For example, transgender people

in custody are particularly at risk, as DOC routinely places people in facilities based on their sex
assigned at birth, rather than their gender identity.*® Bodhi (CRCC) shared another example of
withholding valuable resources, where issues of Black & Pink—a newsletter and pen-pal program
for LGBTQ people in custody—are frequently confiscated by facility staff in the mailroom and

not distributed to participants. DOC’s systemic discrimination against queer, nonbinary, and
transgender individuals takes various forms, and can be extremely isolating for impacted people in
custody.

“There are also vni@/e issues that LEGIBRTER
feople face. There are three trang women
in my wnit and five other Peoplc who are
veer. Some LGBTER members are secretive
and fear bullying. For me, working_ in the
Cl kitchen wa¢ hi h1 stregsful and Poli‘ﬁoal Photo: Natasha Pendragon (SCCC)
becavse I’'m a trang woman and | would
591' Pi&k&d on bb] DOC staff and other
Incarcerated People. DOC staff do not do
much to helP with bu”qin | came close to
being_ rcprimanaleal for not wanting_to work in
the kitchen dve to the Poliﬁoal and stressful
environment; it wag not worth staying there.
But for me, it is important fo advocate for
LGBTER PeoPle."

— NatasHA PEnDRAGON (SCCC)
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Age and Disability Discrimination

While we did not specifically ask
individuals in DOC custody about

discrimination in employment on aA‘VlO‘H’IOV PVOH&M [ ¢ee related to C|
the basis of age or ability, survey ig a Iaok. (0] OFPor‘fvni'ﬁeé for P&opl&
respondents and individuals we with digabilities and 6’016Vh1 P@OPI&
interviewed stated tha‘F thls is also For example, at S‘l‘afforal Cl@&k-, [

an area of concern. This is generally

consistent with other feedback we now abo‘f+ fn/e P eople who need
received from people in DOC custody- wheelchairs but are not able to zet
that people with limited mobility, work. in either Clags Il or ClasS 11

advanced age, or other disabilities
do not have equal access to jobs or
services in custody.

— NaTasHA PENDRAGON (SCCC)

Inequities Faced by Immigrants

Most survey respondents who are Spanish-speaking raised concerns that DOC excludes immigrants
from employment opportunities—specifically, Class Il positions within Cl—by excluding people with
immigration detainers and people without a U.S. GED certificate (or current enroliment in a GED
program) from participating in this employment class. Such exclusion prevents many immigrants
from accessing the highest paid jobs; even after the July 2023 wage increase, the highest-paying
positions remain within the Class Il work program.

GED Requirement

DOC’s requirements for participation in work and educational programs conflict with a lack of
infrastructure for people who are not fluent in English. DOC policy requires Class Il workers to “have
received or be enrolled in a high school diploma, General Education Development or equivalent
certificate when applying for a Cl work program;” any “[e]xceptions must be approved by the CI
General Manager and their assigned Assistant Director.”*® Class Il jobs, however, do not require a
high school diploma, GED, or enrollment in an equivalent certificate program as a prerequisite to
employment.®® State law requires all people who are incarcerated to “participate in department-
approved educational programs, work programs, or both”®* including “appropriate postsecondary
degree or certificate opportunities.”®? Accordingly, DOC provides “General Educational Development
(GED), High School +, and English as a Second Language” programs;>® however, ESL courses are
provided only “[w]ithin available resources.”®* DOC staff must “verify an individual’s high school
equivalency.”®®

DOC does not offer English-language GED courses with interpreter or translation services; nor does
DOC offer any non-English-language GED courses. To access Class Il employment, a non-English

speaker would have to successfully complete an ESL course and then enroll in an English-language
GED course, a time-consuming process still subject to availability of resources. Although DOC policy
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allows for a possible exception to the education requirement for Class Il work, DOC does not notify
people in custody of this exception or how to make use of it. Furthermore, contrary to policy, DOC
has failed to verify whether Spanish-speaking immigrants in custody with a high school diploma
from their country of origin have the “high school equivalency” required for Class Il jobs.

Immigration Detainers

People in custody with immigration detainers face further barriers to accessing education services.
Immigration detainers (or “immigration holds”) are requests made by U.S. Immigration and Customs
Enforcement (ICE) or other Department of Homeland Security (DHS) officials to hold an individual
in prison or jail for up to 48 hours beyond their

scheduled release date.*® Federal immigration

officials issue detainers when they believe an

individual is potentially deportable; however,

a detainer is not indicative of an individual’s

immigration status and does not signify

whether or not a person will be deported.®’

Furthermore, compliance with immigration

detainers is voluntary, meaning that DOC has

discretion to decide whether or not to honor

detainer requests.®®

Despite the legislature’s explicit recognition
that educational opportunities positively
correlate with reduced recidivism,®® DOC
makes it exceedingly difficult for anyone with an immigration detainer to participate in education
programming unless “necessary for the maintenance of discipline and security.”®® Prior DOC policy
explicitly de-prioritized people for referrals to education programming on the basis of “deportation
and citizenship status.”®* While that language has since been removed from DOC policy,
immigrants in DOC custody continue to experience difficulties accessing education.

Photo: John Moore/ Getty Images News via Getty Images



“Yov’re on the list to zet edvcation but qou’r& not on riori‘h1 if
qou’r& an illezal alien. ﬁhould be treated ezﬁ:allq. Just becavse |
wasn’t bornoéa

eve doesn’t mean | shovldn’t 59‘!‘ edvcation.

- CesAr Ponce (FormeRLY WCC)

“One of the main Problemg | have noticed with Cl ig that

it exclvdes immigran‘k. | tried applqin for Clags Il work at
Stafford Creek,”but my DOC counselor told me that | do not
valify becavse | have an immigration hold and do not have a

2‘ or hizh ¢chool oliploma %:m the US. Even thouzh | have
the equivalent of a high school diploma from Mexico, POC- hag
not taken that into consideration. While DOC offered that |
take an English clags, | do not see the point if | am excluded
from the Clags Il work. anyway. | have elected to do a [Clags
1] porter job instead.”

— JosE FLores (SCCC)

“While | was in ESL clagses, my teacher asked me why |
didn’t gzet my GED 1o earn more money in the 1obs | covld zet.
That wag my motivation fo envoll and earn my GIED, but it wag
all for no+hin5. The onlq vvalg;o not have to attend or enrol| ig
bq ;howing_ you have your G in Megico. | don’t know how
qu exﬁheaf‘ v fo show that if we're in Pri;on. [ wovld like

to ask them to give v¢ folks with an immiéraﬁon hold more

opportunities fo work b&qonal oleaning_ toilefs.”
- OscAr Guzman (SCCC)

Qyrerirgsd: Coydregd Ewbor, [9uy gziy, 2ind high easts i WESHINgGLon's ornsuns




Together, these barriers prevent most immigrants in DOC custody from accessing education

programs needed to secure a Class Il job and to otherwise prepare for reentry. This disparity is
apparent in DOC’s 2022 report to the legislature, which shows that Hispanic men have the lowest
percentage of a verified high school education upon release.®?

FY22 DOC Releases Education Level
FY 2022 Releases Verified High School Education at Release
NO YES
GENDER -T RACE Count % Count %
WHITE 202 11.7% 1529 88.3%
BLACK 105 19.8% 425 80.2%
HISPANIC 164 37.9% 269 62.1%
MALE  AMERICAN INDIAN/ALASKA NATIVE 32 17.8% 148 82.2%
ASIAN/PACIFIC ISLANDER 26 19.1% 110 80.9%
OTHER 2 33.3% 4 66.7%
UNKNOWN 2 20.0% 8 80.0%
MALE Total 533 17.6% 2493 82.4%

Photo: Table pulled from Department of Corrections report, “Creating Prison-to-Postsecondary Education Pathways: 2022 Report to the Legislature.”

Class Il employment includes many of the higher-paid jobs available to people in custody as well
as opportunities to learn real-world trade skills such as carpentry and welding (dependent upon
the Cl work programs available at an individual’s facility).®® These policy barriers to educational
opportunities and Class Il jobs are discriminatory and hinder the ability of immigrants in DOC
custody to provide for themselves financially both during incarceration and after release.
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VﬁGES AND PAY CONSIDERATIONS

Meager Increase in Wages for Class Ill Workers

Workers who are incarcerated perform essential duties like facility maintenance for Washington
prisons. There are different classification levels for the jobs held by people in custody; Class Il jobs
are within the lowest-paid tier and include “unit porter” jobs such as janitorial duties, bathroom
sanitation, and gardening.

During the 2023 legislative session, Washington legislators considered House Bill (HB) 1024, which
would have increased the base wage (or “wage floor”) for people who are incarcerated from $0.42
per hour to the state minimum wage. While HB 1024 ultimately failed to pass, the biannual budget
(ESSB 5187) allocated a total of $25,474,000 to Correctional Industries for fiscal year (FY) 2024
and 2025, together, including a modest amount for increasing the wage floor for Class Ill workers in
Washington State prisons:

The appropriations in this subsection are subject to the following conditions and
limitations: $3,500,000 of the general fund— state appropriation for fiscal year 2024
and $3,500,000 of the general fund—state appropriation for fiscal year 2025 are
provided solely for the department of corrections to provide wages and gratuities of
no less than $1.00 per hour to incarcerated persons working in class Il correctional
industries.®*

“I work a¢ a resovrce Pom“er where | work in the olab]room
and help Pro\/iale reSovrees to Peopla such as reading. materials.
| answer @:eg‘ﬁong and keep the dayroom clean analg(:r nized. |
take pride 1n my work. (/I;QQ Il )obs are underappreciated, even
thouzh thege 'oZQ keep the facility running, clean, and orderly.
Yet DOC ¢taff do not vnderstand the time and energy ‘I‘hcq
rcq/vire."

— NatasHA PeENDRAGON (SCCC)
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DOC Policy Changes Further Limit Wage Increase

When ESSB 5187 was signed into law, establishing the $1.00 per hour wage for Class Il workers,
the intent was to create a pay floor for Class lll workers. However, with DOC’s subsequent policy
changes capping wages at $40 per week, the result has been a pay ceiling, in stark contrast to the
original goal of HB 1024.

Before the wage increase went into effect, DOC amended its respective policies, stating: “Workers
will only be compensated for hours worked. Compensation must be supported within facility
budgeted funds, and will not exceed $40 per week.”®® Prior to the policy amendment in October
2023, earnings for Class Il workers had been capped at $100 per month, meaning an individual
could work up to 60 hours per week at $0.42 per hour (the former wage floor). Capping pay at $40
per week, with the new wage floor of $1.00 per hour, means an individual cannot exceed 40 hours
of work per week, even if they would like to. As a result, some individuals reported that their hours
were cut to stay at or below the cap. Others reported that they were simply denied the opportunity
to work 40 hours per week. Many respondents also reported that DOC has cut certain Class I
jobs in order to accommodate the increase in pay. All of these responses by DOC have significantly
limited the impact of the $1.00 per hour wage.

Furthermore, wages for Class Il workers were not addressed at all in the biannual budget, leaving
some probationary wages as low as $0.80 per hour.®® Multiple survey respondents also reported
that, around the same time that the wage increase for Class lll workers went into effect, DOC raised
wages for certain Class Il positions to dissuade those individuals from seeking Class Il employment
instead.

Overall, the effect of the $1.00 per hour wage floor has been significantly curtailed by DOC’s
response and implementation. Many of these changes negatively impact not only the employment
opportunities for people in custody, but also the living conditions in many of the facilities, as many
job cuts result in decreased cleaning and maintenance. Other job cuts reduced the availability of
tutoring or educational opportunities that aid in reentry and reduce recidivism.

Source: The Seattle Times, https://www.seattletimes.com/opinion/job-losses-follow-
proposal-to-boost-pay-for-incarcerated-people-in-wa/
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“l acked if | covld zet B-hour chifts, five days per week <o |
could gzet the 40—?8{;/ maximum, but they tfold me they would
keep The schedvles the same o I'm il 591‘ﬁn5_ b—hour hifts, five
days per week.

- MarvIN Francisco (SCCC)

“l think that Cl implemented a [Clags |l] wage increase to prevent
Peoplo from leaving Cl to zo work in [Clags ﬁﬁ vairt L)'ob;. e Cl
kitchen hag difficil rc'faming_ workers becavée no one wants to
wash dishes for $OB0 an hour.”

- E.L. (CRCC)

“Bver since the dollar an howr change went info effect, they've

taken away jobs. They've taken away ttor ro;i‘ﬁong, feaohing, ald
positiong, oj’ﬁ)cr positions had their hourg cut”

- BopHi (CRCC)

“They have cvt 14 \obs ovt of every vnit, There are no more
wnit tvtor, night porters, nighttime trash people, and <o on.
That’s 14 lesS opportunities th each wnit, or 112 less opportunities
in the facility. On fop of that, there was a reduction of 307 in
the allowed earnable hours for PeoPlo working. in the edvcation
deParI‘men‘h The cvts to the howr¢ have affected the cleanliness
of the faoiﬁ‘h]. For cxamPle, one of the J'obg impao‘haal bq the

evts in hovrs in the education depar'f'men’r was for the Por’fcrs
who clean the area. Instead of gp‘H’in cleaned twice a day, the
education department now only 5p‘l'§ cleaned once a day. Similarly,
there are now less peo le in my vnit with cleanin J'obg — and
those that do have porter J'obg are restricted from vvork_ing_ full-
time. Ovr vnit 1§ dirtier a¢ a result. Wazes went up So ‘Hneq evt
J'obg and reduced hovrs to keep their budgpf the Same.”

- E.L. (CRCC)
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Extremely Low Wage Persists

Unsurprisingly, a $1.00 per hour base wage still leaves a significant pay disparity between workers
residing outside DOC facilities and individuals in custody. Without adequate earnings, people who
are incarcerated are unable to afford basic necessities, provide financially for their families, or build
up savings to support them upon release.

“They changed pay from PO42 1o $1.00 but it not enough to
be somewhat secuvre. | would like to ¢end my children mohey
from time to time and cannot”

— SABRINA KENDALL (WCCW)

“l%ople like me have nothing. | logt my hovse. | lost every
Poggeggion | owned when | wag incarcerated. I'm 56 years old
and will get ovt at 61 and will have nothing_ left. If | earned
the state’ minimum wage and put half of the money info Savings,
[ wovld’ve had around $40000 when | zet ovt, which woul
be enovzh to bw} a car, pay for ingwrance,”and provide food for
m»,;olf when released.”

- BopHi (CRCC)

Respondents expressed how unjust it is to pay people in custody what amounts to 6% of the
state minimum wage. The statewide minimum wage in 2024 is $16.28 per hour—people who are
incarcerated earn about $0.06 to the $1 compared to minimum wage workers outside of prisons.

Workers in prison are also explicitly carved
out of the Social Security, Medicare, and
Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) ¢ the
protections, meaning that people working in
prison generally cannot contribute toward

ald the minimvm wa
and took. ovt an amount for Social

earning social safety net benefits.®” This Secwrity and M5di(‘/3r6, it would
inability to pay into public benefits programs l&a\/e v¢ enov to ﬁ\/@ on. When |
creates additional hardship for individuals t+ ou‘f‘, | wovld be able to vhlize
released from custody when they reach éﬁogo beneﬁ‘k."

retirement age.
- Bophi (CRCC)
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“If we paid people in custody a fair wl;)gp, it would actually incentivize
them to work, not st fo stay bugy. Feople need help learning. job <kills
So they can return 40 society ag positive citizens. Jobs with af)ioabla
skills and fair vvagp; would alleviate vecidivism by giving. Pcopre 3
purpose, a goal, and a degire to do better. Feople in wg‘foah] should be
paid enovgh fo buy the necessities inside and <till Save a gngniﬁoan'f
amount of money. That way when they walk ovt the door of the prison,
they have a foundation to ctart with: enov5h money 1o 59‘!‘ clothes, food,

and more than J'uc‘l' a ticket back 1o where 'l'heq live
- X.W. (SCCC)

“I want 1o zet Paial more fairlb’. Even if ‘l'he»’ took. the maJori‘l‘q of
earnings and Stuek it in Savings. | have no ;uPPoH' ;q;‘l’cm on the ovtside
so it would be nice if | was released with a few hundred dollars

[saved vp].”
—NaTHAN CHURCH (CRCC)

“l work from F:45 a.m. to 2:50 p.m.,, and | started at $OB85 per hour.

[ have abovt $FOO in cavings right now — [ don’t have anything_ to

show for 25 years of being. incarcerated and being with Corvectional

[ndvstries for ten years. IT% designed to ¢et you :r to fail. POC ig

making_ millions of dollars off our backs, but they don’t even pay ug.

?6'1 ve not Pr&Paring_ v¢ for the streets — that’ oPPreggion at 1t¢
nest”

- Troy WiLLiams (WCC)

“lt would be V68”l1 eat for Peoplc who are here for a while to be

able to et money aSide for when they get ovt — gzet an apartment, a

cav, get treatment — those kindg of things. Minimum wages make a
big_ ﬁ%erenw for a lot of people. Mak.ing_ the Same minimvm waze as
People ovtside of Prigon In \X}

26 ing:l’on State would allow me to help my
parents, my Sister, or even my niece with her student loans. 1d like

1o be able 1o ¢u Porf mqgelf, vather than alepenaling. on §0mebodl1 else.
Thats the Poin of ha\/mg. a J'ob, rig,h‘l‘,?"

- MarvIN Francisco (SCCC)

(Qysloiigedl Cosiced tabor low Bayr-and MdNoeSS IMVERSTINUIONS DSOS 20



Deductions from Wages and Outside Funds

Wages earned by workers who are incarcerated are subject to deductions from gross income.®®
Deducted funds are then allocated to cover a wide range of obligations, including the Crime Victims’
Compensation Account,®® the cost of incarceration, legal financial obligations, payment of any civil
judgment for assault against a correctional officer or DOC employee, the incarcerated person’s
personal savings account, and/or child support payments.”® For example, DOC can deduct up to
20% of an individual’'s wages for the costs of incarceration alone.

Depending on an individual’s employment classification,

deductions from their gross wages can range from 5% to Deductions from
100%.™ The actual amount deducted from an individual’s a worker’'s gross
income may be determined by various entities, such as the

sentencing court, the DOC, and the Department of Social and wages can range
Health Services, subject to specific statutory limitations on from 5% - 100%.
deductions. As a result, the actual amounts deducted from

wages earned by people in custody may vary wildly.

State statute governs deductions from an incarcerated person’s wages, including mandatory
minimum deductions for certain class jobs, as well as maximum allowable deductions.”? In addition
to wage deductions, any other funds received by people who are incarcerated are also subject to
statutory deductions.” Collectively, these deductions, compounded with low wages and the high
prices of goods, can drastically impact the ability of people in custody to pay for their basic needs
and support their loved ones.

“l work. ag a prep cook in food service and | earn $1.50 per
hour. | only bring. home $1.05 per hour becavse ?O% of my
Pab]oheok_ 1S alcgiiofed. This 1§ the lowest Poggib e dedvction
for a Cl yob — 57 goes to the Crime Victimg Compengation
Fund, 157 505 to ‘é(; cost of incarceration, and 10% zoes
into the gawngs account. | vée the leflover money to Purohaga
hb’giene items” and extra food. | would like to see deductions

m wage$ and from money sent in from loved ones redvced
or eliminated al+05p+her."

~ E.L. (CRCC)

Survey respondents shared that anywhere from 5% to 75% of their gross wages are deducted from
their earnings, and the percentage deducted from other funds received can be even higher.™ Troy
Williams (WCC) stated that he typically works about 30 hours per week. DOC takes 50 percent of

Overcharged: Coerced labor, low pay, and high costs in Washington's prisons



his paycheck - mostly for LFOs and cost of incarceration. Mr. Williams makes $52 a week and has
very little left for spending or savings at the end of the month. The extremely high deductions create
a disincentive to work in Cl roles. X.W. explained, “A lot of people are leaving Cl to work unit jobs
because Cl jobs have at least 30% deductions, whereas unit jobs are capped at 5%. When people
in Cl are losing half their paycheck to deductions, they’re not as incentivized to work. You can make
more in the unit for doing less, and you don’t have to put up with the staff and all the ups and
downs of Cl. | have quit Cl jobs in other facilities because of the way | was talked to and treated, and
I know other people here who have quit for similar reasons.”

Even money sent to people in custody by their friends or family is subject to deductions. During
the 2023 session, Washington legislators passed Senate Bill (SB) 5131, which made any funds
received by people in custody specifically for purchasing items from commissary not subject to
deductions (subject to spending- and time-limits).”> However, many individuals have indicated that
there have been delays or errors implementing this change. G.P. (SCCC) noted, “I know folks who
were sent commissary money from their loved ones and DOC took deductions out of the checks
anyway.”

Nearly five months after the law’s effective date, DOC activated deduction-free commissary
accounts that enable family members to electronically deposit funds; however, JPay, the private
DOC-contracted vendor handling money transfers, assesses fees on each electronic deposit to a
commissary account. To avoid extra fees, family and friends can instead elect to send commissary
funds via money order, however, this process takes significantly longer. Additionally, errors in
implementing the new law have led to deductions being taken from commissary fund deposits (e.g.,
deductions taken because the sender did not write “commissary” on the correct part of a check).

Overall, most survey respondents voiced
concerns about the impact of deductions

during and after incarceration. Respondents
expressed a desire for reduced or eliminated
deductions, while expressing support for
increased opportunities to save for reentry.
Multiple respondents mentioned indigency
as a reason to eliminate deductions. E.L.
(CRCC) noted, “We have spendable accounts
with money from our paychecks and money
sent in from our loved ones - any amount

in our accounts above $25 is subject to
deductions. We make well below the federal
poverty level and are legally indigent. The
state should not be deducting from our
wages. The state also takes deductions from

“lf | have money sent in from

family or friends, they take
557 of it over $25. Fart o
that zoes 1o Savings and LFOs.
For ‘fépe most Parélieoplc J'UQ‘I’
don’t have money sent in. A lot
of v¢ don’t have ;uPPor“f‘ on the
streets.”

— NatHAN CHurcH (CRCC)

the money that our loved ones send in to provide support for us. | don’t think it’s proper. They don’t
deduct from funds deposited in county jail systems, and they should not in the state system either.”
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“If your J&S [jvdgment and sentencing. document]
specifically says yov're indigpn‘l’, you shouldn’t have anb"f’hing.
taken ovt of your money.”

- MariA WALKER (WCCW)

“ The ¢tate shovld not be able to take money
from anyone in Pricon."
- TeresA BotTrReLL (WCCW)

“| think that it ig unJvd to ohargg v¢ for the cost of
incarceration. Incarceration is enouzh of a P&nal — | don’t
think there chould be a financial burden in Plaw too. | also
think it unfair that 57 of my pay ?occ to the Crime
Vietimg Compenca'h'on fund. | think thig ig dovble alippin
becavse J'uzl?% agsess vestitvtion to vietimg of crime. |
already paid”my restitution, so why am | agsessed a tax to
pay for crimes committed by others? | don’t take issve
with the 10% deduction that zoes toward the cavin
accownt — | think 1t ig impor“hvrf for People 1o have %ndg
when ‘H’lel1 are released becavse it zives them a better
chance of guwiving_ ovt in the worlg and not re'fwning. to
Prlgon."

- G.P. (SCCC)
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Challenges with the Prison Commissary Store

Correctional Industries operates the prison commissary, or “store” system, from which people can
purchase personal items that are not furnished by the facility, including basic hygiene products,
food, and certain over-the-counter health related items, such as aspirin, sunscreen, and contact
lens solution.” The Cl commissary has two distribution centers—one located at Airway Heights
Corrections Center and another at Monroe Correctional Complex within the Twin Rivers Unit.
Commissary workers, who are incarcerated and employed by Cl, are responsible for processing,
packaging, and delivering store orders to people in custody who purchase the items. Family
members of people in custody may choose to purchase additional items not available in the prison
commissary store through care packages supplied by commissary corporation Union Supply.

Basic Hygiene and Nutrition

Upon entry, people in custody receive an initial kit of personal hygiene supplies, including soap,

a toothbrush, toothpaste, shampoo, and small quantities of over-the-counter pain medications.””
Following this initial supply kit, DOC charges everyone for personal hygiene items and deducts the
costs from the person’s commissary account or from any wages the person earns. G.P. (SCCC)
explained, “I buy hygiene items from commissary like soap, shampoo, toothbrushes, toothpaste,
dental floss, over-the-counter medicines (like Tylenol), and lotions. When | first got here, they gave
me this tiny toothbrush that was awful and lasted about 3 days. We all buy toothbrushes so we
can have a decent one.” People found to be indigent are provided with hygiene supplies and the
costs are added to their debt to DOC.”® The hygiene items provided to indigent individuals on
credit are not of the same quality or quantity as the hygiene products available for purchase in the
commissary store at higher prices.

“l spend about $30 on shampoo, oap,
deodorants, toothpaste, razors, and other
things like that. | Prcfer buqin my own
regylar Sized Prodvo‘k becavée | know that
‘f’hcq will last me a whole month. If | didnt
buy my own produets, 1d get small travel
size bottles of these products and Id fill
be charged b»] DOC for them—it wovld be
Photo: Oscar Guzman (SCCC) added to ’H’\G debt 11011 owe 'H’IGM.)\

- Oscar Guzman (SCCC)
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“The commigcarb’ ¢tore shovld have hair products for
African American hair.

— AHRYSE Love (WCCW)

Although the prison commissary store and care package program purport to offer people in custody
a greater array of items for personal use, most of the commissary items that people in custody
purchase are simply used to meet basic food and hygiene needs—needs that DOC has failed to
meet. This is especially true for people who need nutritionally-, culturally-, or gender- specific items.

“ As a trang woman, the undergarments | am provided with
ave low quality, uncomfortable, ahd are often the wrong._ Sizes.
| owe almost $1,000 for hyziene products and stamps. [d
like to ¢ee more affordable, é%her—q/uaﬁ‘f’q hqgjane producis,
inolvding. more feminine prodvcts.”

— NaTasHA PENDRAGON (SCCC)

One area of great concern to survey respondents was nutrition, as DOC-provided meals are
insufficient to meet basic dietary needs. People in custody desperately need additional nutrition
and are forced to buy food through commissary at increasingly high prices to supplement their
diet. With no other options, they are beholden to DOC’s decisions on what goods to stock and how
much to charge for each item.
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“The d vs dog_food. You wouldn’t eat the majority of the meals
they qpvﬁ?ﬁl front é;ft,oou if you had a choice. E\/&;'l) if :10‘1 f;lo eat it,
yov've probably 5p+ﬁn5. the bagic caloric requirements for a 7Okg.
man. Lots of gy are bigger than that and’ they're not ing_ to
Survive eating. that amoun, So they need o supplement. é(;wvca

of this, people bwl commissary and food ankagpc to supplement
their diefs. | don’t buy a lof, but | probably spend $100 a month on
commissary and $250 every 2 monthg on food packages.”

- G.P. (SCCC)

“l mis a lot of meals becavse the food is so bad. The menv mizht
look. 59001 on paper, but the food i unappetizing and not nvtritionally
substantive — 'l’t\eq only feed vs partial meals. 1 wish the legiglaforg
would come down here and eat the meals we eat, not when DOC

ives warnings to make Special meals. Even though the PabL hag gone
Up, the price of food hag gone up o it balances ovt — you have more
money but it doesn’t 0 any further.”

- X.W. (S§CCC)

“I can’t eat a lot of the meat products that they serve for protein
in the chow hall becavse they are imjected with flavoring. chemicals,
additives and preservatives that make me Sick. | supplement my
diet with Prmfein from commissary and from food par/L;‘ S. | buy
fish, beans, chorizo, nuts, and pork vinds. If my family didn’t ¢end
me food packages, | wovld have 1o rely on commissary to get eno:ﬁh
rotein and | wovldn't be able to cave any money. Id Probaé‘; Spen
the majority of my paycheck on protein. Without family gugforf; the
amount”of money spent to maintain my diet would absorb 957 of the
money | earn here at CRCC.

- E.L. (CRCC)
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The “Company Store” Model and Rising Prices

People in custody who work for Cl report they have no choice but to funnel their meager paychecks
back into the Cl commissary to purchase basic necessities. Commissaries operate akin to the
monopolistic “company store” model, where an employer-owned store could sell basic goods to its
employees at high prices because few if any competitor stores existed to direct workers’ earnings
from going back into the employer’s pockets. With this structure, Cl can raise prices at any time,
on any goods, and people in custody are unable to shop elsewhere for their basic needs. Even with
the increase in Class Il wages, people in custody struggle to keep up with the prohibitive (and ever
increasing) costs of commissary goods.

The following chart is a shapshot of the rising prices of commissary items. These are popular items
that people reported needing to purchase in order to supplement the food provided by DOC (e.g.,
to add calories and/or protein to their diets, or to flavor their food) or to provide basic hygiene (e.g.,
soap).

June 2020 Nov. 2023 Increase Increase
Price Price %) (%)

Creamy Chicken Ramen — 24 $5.84 $8.50 $2.66 45.5%
ct. (72 oz) (Item #5200)

Sriracha Sauce $2.75 $6.57 $3.82 149%
(17 oz) (Item #9994)

Folgers Coffee $7.45 $8.05 $0.60 8.1%
(8 02) (Item # 7106)

Chunk Ham $3.28 $4.93 $1.65 50.3%
(7 0z) (Item # 5022)

Irish Spring Soap $0.74 $1.10 $0.36 48.6%
(3.75 0z) (Item #1401)

While these price increases may seem relatively minor in dollar amount, the percentage increase
is significant. Coupled with the profoundly low wages that people in custody earn, these increases
further exacerbate the economic disparities
faced by people in prison. To better illustrate
how expensive these items actually are for
people making DOC wages, we first calculated
how many hours a person in prison must
work to afford each item. Then, we calculated
the equivalent cost of each item for a person
earning the state minimum wage, if that
person had to work the same number of
hours to afford the item.
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Hours Worked Equivalent Cost

Nov. 2023 e for WA 2024
Price (at $1.00/hour) Minimum Wage
($16.28/hour)
Creamy Chicken Ramen — 24 $8.50 8.5 hours $138.38
ct. (72 oz) (Item #5200)
Sriracha Sauce $6.57 6.6 hours $107.45
(17 oz) (Item #9994)
Folgers Coffee $8.05 8.1 hours $131.87
(8 0z) (Item # 7106)
Chunk Ham $4.93 5 hours $81.40
(7 oz) (Item # 5022)
Irish Spring Soap $1.10 1.1 hours $17.91
(3.75 0z) (Item #1401)

When viewed through the lens of the equivalent cost to someone earning Washington State
minimum wage, it is clear exactly how prohibitive these commissary expenses can be for people
living in DOC custody. If these basic items had the same relative cost for minimum wage earners
outside of prison at grocery stores such as Safeway or Walmart, they would be considered extremely
unaffordable and prohibit people from meeting their basic needs.
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“l am fortvnate fo be able to afford commiggarb,. A lot o People, who
are relying. on these low wazes — and even Some people that have
the higber—Paqir?_ 1obs but have a very hi Perwn‘f‘a%of their
wages taken in dedvctions — cant afford oommig;an’. e Priwg of
c\/erq’rhin in oommi%arb] are 59in vr T’hcq govge v for c\/orq)rhing_
here, and”it is hard for folks wi‘l‘é;u resovrces to even 59‘!‘ enovgb
1o eat)

-G.P. (SCCC)

“l have gotten a raise. | don’t roaHb’ see a benefit to it becavse
everything. hag become more expcngi\/c too. Now that we make
$1.00 per hovr, [a 24-pack of] ramen costs $8.00 to $9.00.
Since Priwg have increased too it does not feel like we've made

Pr05rc§§."

- OscAr Guzman (SCCC)

“Before the pay increase from $O42 per howr 1o $1 per how, |
would work a whole month and only bring_home $20. With the wa
increase, I'm able fo save a little more now, but the pay i <fill not
enough. The more money we make, the more they raise commissary
store prices. POC ;hou?d pay at least dovble what we're makin

and commissary prices shovld stay the same. Otherwise, all ovr
money goes towards commissary, and we are left with no money vpon
release.

- NatasHa Penbragon (SCCC)

“l gzot a raise of around $45, bvt with inflation the prices have gone
vp &zo. Bagically, nothing. hag changed — I'm buying_the ¢ame amount
of prodvct, st for move money. éfl t hizher wages, but becavse
the prices on 'Hﬂings you buy 50 up too, it doesn’t veally balance ovt 1o
a lot more in pay.”

- X.W. (SCCC)
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Worsening Nutrition Under Correctional Industries

People who are incarcerated stress the need for healthy food in both the commissary store and

in the meals served by DOC at no charge.” Furthermore, people in custody report that healthy,
nutritious meals that better meet a variety of dietary needs used to be available at their
facility—at a lower cost—before DOC’s consolidation of all food services into its Cl structure.
Azias Ross (SCCC) reported, “We eat so much processed food in here. Why can’t we buy dehydrated
vegetables or fruit through commissary? We used to be able to buy a bag of dehydrated vegetables
or mushrooms. Or dehydrated blueberries or strawberries that we could add to our oatmeal.

We don’t have those options anymore.” Many are concerned that Cl is not motivated to provide
adequate nutrition to people in custody. G.P. (SCCC) put it this way, “It's not for lack of money that
they don’t feed us, it's because they want to put everything under CI's umbrella. Clearly Cl's goal is
not to reduce costs by using locally sourced foodstuffs and producing higher quality meals, at lower
costs. Cl's higher priority is to shift all food business into its own supply pipeline, higher cost be
damned.”

To address the various inadequacies with nutrition and food service within DOC, people in custody
recommend not only a return to cooking food from scratch, and having access to fresh ingredients,
but also increasing wages and establishing controls on commissary prices. JoJo Ejonga (SCCC)

shared, “The vegetables grown in the garden here are donated to an outside food bank—we aren’t
allowed to use them in the DOC kitchen and eat them ourselves.”

“We vsed to have better food at Stafford Creek. When | first
arrived, the kitchen manager ran the kitchen independent of
Cl. He vsed locally sovrece ingrealien‘l‘; and Proaluoeal deliciovs
food (for prison) at a lower cost than Cl meal service. Ever
Weolnagdaq he would make pancakes for breakfast. Hed often
make zrilled cheese sandwiches with canned tomato Sovp — very
cheap and very Popular. He would also take leftovers from dinner
the night before and make them into Soup. Nowadays vnder C,
lunch € inedible at least 4 ovt of the 7 days a week. Under
Cl, all the leflovers just get thrown awaq,. ow we ’591’ all thig
Prooegseal stuff that comes wra feal in ce lophane. C Pu‘l'g ovt
aliggycﬁng_ food at a highor coST.

- G.P. (SCCC)
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Additional High Costs for Prison Communications, Media, and
Entertainment

The privatization of prison telecommunications and media services imposes considerable financial
burdens on people who are incarcerated and their families. DOC currently contracts with the

prison telecom vendor Securus Technologies, owned by private equity firm Platinum Equity (and
restructured under holding company Aventiv Technologies)® for provision of all phone, video call,
electronic messaging, tablet, and media services to people in Washington State prisons.8 Prior to
contracting with Securus Technologies for bundled telecom and electronic messaging services, DOC
contracted with JPay for electronic messaging services. Securus acquired JPay in 2015.82

Phone and Video Calls

The contract between DOC and Securus includes a profit-sharing clause that dictates what portion
of phone call revenue Securus will pay to DOC, often referred to as a commission or kickback.®?
DOC collects a 40 percent commission on the call revenues paid by people in prison and their
loved ones. With the current contract rate of $0.05 per minute, or $1.00 for a 20-minute phone
call, this translates into a $0.02 per minute kickback for DOC, or $0.40 for each 20-minute phone
call between a person in custody and their family member.8* Video calls are charged even higher
at $0.165 per minute.®® According to Department of Corrections budget documents, DOC received
over $2 million in gross phone commission revenues in fiscal year 2023.8¢ For fiscal year 2024,
DOC projects over $3.7 million in revenue from gross phone and media data commissions from the
Securus contract.®’

Photo: JoJo Ejonga (SCCC) testifies to the Senate Human Services Committee in support of SB 6021, a bill proposed in the
2024 Washington state legislature that would make communications free between people in prison and their families.
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“I've spent thousands of dollars on phone call minvtes. That
money covld have gone 1o help wH’f\ my reentry, fo pay my

lanwyers for m reSentencing, but ingtead that money has zone
to the ¢tate.” 1 & 1 &

- Lawrence Jenkins (SCCC)

“‘Communication chovld be free. Adding. a cost to communication
affects society; its a hardship that aﬁé&ﬂ the rehabilitation of
the incarcerated individval.

- Canbis RusH (WCCW)

At least five states—including California, Colorado, Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Minnesota—
have passed legislation making prison voice communications free.8 Both the Connecticut and the
Massachusetts legislation also require that any video or electronic messaging services, if provided,
must also be free of charge.®®

Electronic Messaging

To cover the cost of the government kickback and shore up their own profit margin, Securus
charges people in custody egregious rates for their other products and services, including electronic
messaging and entertainment services such as movies and music. Under DOC’s current contract
with Securus, electronic messages are charged at $0.33 per message. The Securus electronic
messaging system forces people in custody to purchase “stamps” that are sold individually or in
bundles, with a slight discount available for stamps purchased in greater quantity. Each electronic
message costs one “stamp,” however, additional taxes and fees for purchasing stamps quickly add
up to bring the cost of one “email” well above what anyone outside of prison would pay to send
emails (which are typically free) or to mail the same message through U.S. postal mail.

To add insult to injury, these overpriced electronic messages are surveilled by prison staff and can
take days to be delivered to the recipient. If a person in custody or a family member wishes to
send a photo along with the message, the photo costs an additional stamp. Furthermore, hidden
taxes and fees are assessed on electronic messaging “stamps,” causing even higher barriers for
individuals already struggling to afford communication with family and friends on the outside.
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“We are charzed 1o send email but emails on the ¢treet are
free. th’ 1S 1t aooep‘l‘abla for ovr familq members to bear the
burden of Paqin to communicate with v when on the ovtside
email is free? hll is it okay o Proﬁ‘f off that? Thig ig
carceral oapi‘l'aliém.

- Azias Ross (SCCC)

“The cost of emails increased wnder Secwrvs. Before, with
JFay, we didn’t pay extra transaction fees or taxes for
c—mcgcaging. Under JPay, 20 stamps cost $5.00 flat. Now,
when we pay, it doesn’t list ovt what we are paying_in fees or
taxes. Now |'pay $5.80 for 20 stamps. 60 stamps are Sold for
$10 but at purchace it cays $11.60 with no price breakdown.
The math per stamp doesn’t add vp. What are the applicable
taxes?”

- JoJo Ejonga (SCCC)

Entertainment Services

According to its contract with DOC, Securus provides all people in custody a tablet at no cost.*°
These tablets are used to make and receive phone calls, access the electronic messaging system,
and access music, movies, and games, all for a fee. Prison telecom vendors providing free tablets
as part of their contracts are often successful in charging higher prices for products and services
sold on those tablets—including music and movies—as a way to recoup the cost of the tablets.®

People who are incarcerated are charged exorbitant fees to access single songs or albums,
especially when compared to the lower monthly subscription rates for streaming music services—
including unlimited access to millions of songs—available to people outside prison. To make
matters worse, if an error occurs with the purchase or with the tablet itself, Securus often fails to
compensate individuals for money spent or to replace lost content. People in custody have also
reported that they lost the value of their previous tablets, which they had purchased themselves for
$150—an amount which neither DOC nor Securus reimbursed.
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“We were told to fill ovt a Po;‘l’a transfer fo mail our old tablets to
famiiz or to ¢tore them. But D ve the old tablets to Securvg,

whi row’oloal them. We were told we would zet a refurbished tablet
when released. But Securvs lost all of my oonfen‘l‘—inolvding_ legal case
hotes, poetvy, c\/erbrfhingf :

- BopHi (CRCC)

“Uf | want to buy the 2019 Billie Eilish album ‘When We All Fall Agleep,
Where do we 2’0?’ the album it<elf costs $16, and the content delivery
fee i $5:30. This isn't Securvs’ album — its Billie Eilichs album. The tax
s $1.39. Id have to pay $16.69 for the whole album. 15 the same thin
for a game. If | want to buy Zelda ll, the game itcelf i listed at P44
the content delivery fee ic $099, and the tax ic $O50. If | want o
watch a movie, | can rent The Incredible Hulk for 48 hours for $6.99.
When | click on it, the breakdown is that the movie costs $4.99 and
the content delivery fee i $2.00"

[

- JoJo EJonga (SCCC)

“When | have money on my Securv account, | Spend around half on phone
calls and half on music. Music is like my comfort; it keeps me calm and
level-minded. Earlier thig year | bovzht some new music to have on my
tablet. One day the Songs and albums“were there, the next day they
were gone. | submitted a trovble ticket to Secvrvs. Even ‘Hnough | paid
for the music and it was my property, Securvs removed the music from
my tablet and failed fo replace it. They compensated me over $300,
vle\ioh was far less than what | paid for the music. | lost more than
$100. | have submitted multiple ﬁroubla tickets since and have asked that
they review the records of my purchases, which a¢ a business they should
have. They have failed to investizate the alicpari‘h] in their compensation
or replace the music on my tablet (even though it is <till available for
eroha;e). This is unfair and hag happened to many people | know. Securvg
fs ohaa‘hng_ ﬁrisonarg ovt of Mom;;)I ]Eor mes, music, and subscriptions and
they are fo uPholding_ the conditions ot their contract

- X.W. (SCCC)
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Oh-l ER AREAS OF CONCERN

Through the process of collecting and reviewing survey responses, many people in custody flagged
other areas of significant concern. Several themes and important points arose that warrant
inclusion with this report. These include:

e Lack of real-world job training

e Lack of opportunity to earn credentials for real-world jobs

e Existing training and desirable jobs are limited to specific facilities
e High costs associated with education

Survey respondents expressed the need for positive incentives to aid in rehabilitation and
successful reentry. Such incentives include fair wages and opportunities to learn job skills relevant
to outside employment. DOC claims that Cl work programs are modeled after the real world and
that they focus on technical and social skill development, thereby preparing people in custody to
gain employment once released.®? However, people in custody share a different reality.

Many individuals expressed a desire to develop skills and earn permits or credentials that would
translate to work outside prison after release. They identified a few specific Cl jobs that provide
translatable skill development that should be expanded, such as welding and other building trades.
However, many people who have held Cl jobs shared that the tasks were often too menial to qualify
as skKill development, and that training and certification opportunities were simply not available.
E.L. (CRCC) stated, “I believe that Cl is profit-based and sacrifices quality, teaching, and growth
opportunities for the bottom line, at the expense of inmate wellbeing. Cl should provide people who
are incarcerated with more learning opportunities that better align with real-world skKills, instead of
prioritizing profit and production.”

Additionally, certain Cl work programs are unique to specific facilities, further limiting many
individuals’ access to trade skills development. Respondents also shared that opportunities have
decreased over time, as DOC has eliminated certain education and skill-building programming.

When it comes to obtaining education, by policy, DOC prioritizes individuals with fewer than seven
years remaining on their sentence for enrollment in vocational and postsecondary education.®®
This requirement forces many people in custody with more than seven years until their release
date to pay for postsecondary education themselves. JoJo Ejonga (SCCC) shared, “I'm currently
enrolled at California State University, Sacramento in the wastewater management program.
DOC’s requirement that people have less than seven years remaining on their sentence to access
education hurts our chances at successful reentry. Altogether, my family has spent thousands of
dollars to help me with my outside education classes. This takes a financial toll.”
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“Pve held every Po;i'ﬁon in my fime here and have onh1 watched
a 1-hovr food Safety video. There hag never been any hands—on
training, Clags Il workers shovld receive 'hraining, certifications,
or permits, like a food handler’s permit”

- M.B. (WCCW)

“Kitchen workers need real food prep experienoe and sovs chef
exPerianoe/. We need access to food handlers cards and other
certifications for emploqmenf after release.”

- Canbis RusH (WCCW)

“The m?)'ori‘hl of food comes into the kitchen Preoookzal in
boil b:?s. Cl g ‘h;aohing_ v$ how 1o vée a fanw’ microwave —
they have ovens with Preprogramme/al settings, you input a code
and press a button and the oven cooks the égoal at a certain
‘l’empera'fvre for a certain amount of time. DOC needs +oc§9
back o cooking. meals from scratch and zet rid of the fooal
factories. If we cooked ovr food from ¢ciatch, not only wovld
we have fresher and better—quality food, but we would also be
learning. cooking_ skills like how to fw? an how 1o cavté
vegetables in butter and oil, what a reduction is. These ¢kills
are vseful in the real world and covld help vs zet a job in the
restavrant inalug‘h'q later on. C| shovld also teach workers bagic
cleanliness skills in the kitchen and food §afc‘h1 training, So that
People are better Prepareol to 59‘!‘ a food handler’s Permrl‘ for a
Job on the ovtside after releage.”

- E.L. (CRCC)
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“The computer data entry | wag doing. wag menial and | didn’t
learn skills, although some other Peo%’/ in the business office
were able to learn’ AvtoCAD [computer—aided desizn]. There are
some Cl yobs that teach valvable skills, like welding_ and bvilding_
trade ¢kills — these programs chovld be expanded.”

- G.P. (§CCC)

“ Only the Braille program allonws people 1o learn valvable skillg
for a{gr&r ralease—‘ﬁhaér?g a 5{03‘!‘ ng.ﬁl."

- SaBRINA KenDALL (WCCW)%4

“ The zardening. 1obs in the wnit ¢till exist but the zardenin
edvcation clagses that vsed to be available for coll oredié

at Evergreen State are no longgr offered. We also”had a
beekaopmg_ program that offered certification. The 53ralcnin5_ and
beelceeping programs gave veal tools and ‘h'aining_."

- JoJo Esonea (SCCC)

“Corvectional Indvstries Jobs benefit the state, not the pricon
Popv!a‘h’on. Cl J'obg are moQ‘Hb} bu;q work. Some of them are
makeshift job¢ to keep people buglj. Some of the )obs can be
transferable to ;ooie'h) v J'ob skillsets. Id like o see more
Job; offered with accredited ‘l‘raining. A lot of I&ople who are
incarcerated have never had Job; in"Society, <o it ig important for
them 1o learn how to work”

- X.W. (SCCC)
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Ph.ICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The experiences discussed in this report show the severe economic burdens borne by people who
are incarcerated and their families. The following steps are needed to ensure that people confined
in Washington State prisons have equitable access to employment and job training opportunities,
free from discrimination, and that they are compensated fairly for their labor, with protections
against predatory pricing of basic goods and services by DOC and their contracted private vendors.

1.

9.

Prohibit coerced labor within state prisons. Ensure that an individual who declines to
work does not face any infractions, lengthier sentences (i.e., loss of good time), or loss of
privileges.

Amend Washington State’s minimum wage law to include workers who are incarcerated

within the definition of “employee.” Ensure that all categories of workers within DOC earn at
least the state minimum wage.

Include workers who are incarcerated within state labor protection laws.
Require Cl—including in Class Il and Class Ill jobs—to teach job skills and provide training

that will prepare individuals to work outside of prison upon reentry, including by acquiring
relevant permits, certifications, or credentialing (e.g., food handling permits, chemical and
hazardous materials training, and master gardener certificates).

Ensure that all individuals in custody have equal access to job opportunities within DOC.

Eliminate discriminatory hiring practices based on race, ethnicity, gender identity, sexual
orientation, age, or ability.

Eliminate the requirement that individuals have a GED or be enrolled in a GED or equivalent
course in order to access Cl Class Il employment.
Remove any barriers preventing individuals with an immigration detainer from accessing

any employment within DOC, including CI Class Il jobs. Ensure that individuals for whom
DOC receives an immigration detainer request have equal access to all DOC education
programming and work programs.

Create guardrails on costs and expenses imposed on people in custody so as to ensure that

all individuals maintain the ability to meet their basic needs. Ensure that increases in wages
are not undercut by rising costs in other areas within the carceral system.

Eliminate deductions from incarcerated workers’ wages and other funds sent by family and
friends.

10.Improve opportunities for people in custody to increase savings for reentry, including by

offering financial literacy classes. DOC should maintain personal savings accounts for each
individual that the individual can access and manage themself.

11.Require reasonable price caps on food and hygiene items in the prison commissary store

and in care packages that take into account the income and financial circumstances of
people in custody. Require that the commissary store and any commissary vendors stock a
variety of healthy food items.
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12.Mandate a return to cooking meals from scratch in facility kitchens, including by locally

sourcing fresh foods. Remove DOC food service from the Cl food factory and eliminate highly
processed foods. Ensure that the nutritional needs of people in prison are met.

13.Mandate free voice and video communications and free electronic messaging between
people in custody and their friends and families, including texts and emails.

14.Require that any contracts between DOC and private vendors prohibit the shifting of
costs—including any taxes and fees—to people in custody or their family and friends (e.g.,
eliminating fees for processing and delivering media or other content; fees related to
communications; or fees for electronically depositing funds).

15.Require transparency in all products and services purchased by people in custody, including

detailed price breakdowns, including applicable tax rates and all taxes assessed, both prior
to purchase and after purchase.

16.Require an independent audit of the Department of Corrections’ implementation of ESSB
5187 §223(4) pertaining to the increase in wages for Class Il workers, including a complete
and detailed accounting of how legislatively appropriated funds are spent.

“If wages go up, we don’t want the commicsary prices o

Ju§+ keep n up in tandem. We need minimvm waze to be
able to afford Proalual'g in store. We want to be in a Po;iﬁon
where we can Save money and not have to ;Pend It a¢ Soon a¢g
it comes In. Commi;garq Priwg continve to increase. We feel
hopeless. We have no connection to where these decisions are
being. made. POC ¢ ¢itting. in a hcaal@:arf‘er; voom Somewhere
deciding_to increase prices but not wages, and predatory prices
and deductions can take vp to 957 of our money. Thig seems
criminal, like we're in a game of Monopoly. chiclaforc are 51\/?7\5_
hcaal@:arf‘cr; the zreen hg;hf to do thig bq tvrning. their backs

1o the ¢itvation an failing_ 1o hold POC accountable. In DOC
there 1S no Pro‘l’eoﬁon for Prigonerg agzainst these economic and
Social inystices—from the exploitation” of our labor, o mandatory
financial’ deductions forever increasing. debt, fo monopolizing. on
the very bagic necessities we need n order to Survive crvel and
inhumane conditions. Yet, incarceration is supposed to rehabilitate
vs? Rehabilitate vg into what?”

- Lawrence JENKINS (SCCC)
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C}NCLUSION

People who are incarcerated and working in Washington State prisons are struggling to meet their
basic human needs. Meager wages—combined with rising prices for food and hygiene necessities,
exorbitant communication costs, and mandatory deductions from earnings—result in devastating
economic burdens for people in custody and their families. In turn, the heavy financial costs
associated with incarceration put people in custody at a huge economic disadvantage after their
release from prison, which can jeopardize the likelihood of a successful reentry.

The policy recommendations contained in this report are aimed at ensuring that people in custody
who choose to work are able to do so equitably, free from discrimination, and with increased ability
to both save for release and obtain basic necessities while incarcerated.

We recognize that this report only scratches the surface of addressing the innumerable injustices—
economic and otherwise—faced by people in custody. The legacy of slavery is deeply entrenched
in our modern prisons, and these carceral systems perpetuate some of the darkest parts of our
society’s history. Only by recognizing these continued harms—and enacting laws and policies to
address them—can we begin to right the systemic inequities faced by people in Washington’s
prisons.
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N}fES ON METHODOLOGY

Columbia Legal Services’ (CLS) work is directed by the communities we serve. Outreach from
community members within the prisons to CLS led CLS to investigate issues related to economic
injustice within the prisons. This report includes stories from people directly impacted by the lack
of a state minimum wage for people in DOC custody and other economic constraints within DOC.
To ensure that this report is informed and led by the impacted community, CLS partnered with
several individuals with whom CLS holds existing and ongoing relationships, who are currently in
DOC custody. CLS worked with our partners in the prisons to design a survey on labor, wages, and
other economic stressors; we then mailed English- and Spanish-language surveys out to people
incarcerated in various facilities across the state. To reduce financial strain on survey respondents,
we included prepaid return envelopes with the survey packets or informed potential respondents to
reach out to CLS to receive a prepaid return envelope. We received over 60 survey responses from
five DOC facilities.

In addition to reviewing the survey responses, CLS conducted follow-up phone interviews with select
individuals. Several individuals provided testimonials for this report, with some individuals feeling
comfortable sharing their real name and others requesting anonymity. CLS’ partners within the
prisons provided invaluable feedback throughout the entire report process. CLS experienced some
difficulties in administering the survey and collecting respondents’ feedback; for example, survey
respondents experienced lengthy delays in receiving and sending legal mail, and some individuals
had their prepaid return envelopes confiscated by DOC staff. Such difficulties point to a wider
problem—people who are incarcerated, and advocates working alongside them, often struggle to
make the voices of impacted community members heard to the legislature and members of the
public.
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