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 New Mail Rules in Pennsylvania May Spread Nationwide 
By Suzy Subways 

From Prison Health News 
 On September 5th , after a 12-day lockdown of all 25 prisons in the state, the Pennsylvania Department of Corrections made 

drastic permanent changes to mail and visits. The DOC claimed that dozens of guards had been exposed to synthetic drugs, and 
that the lockdown and new restrictions were intended to protect them. But no tests showed that the drugs were in the sick 
officersô bodies. Toxicology experts and the medical directors of the hospital emergency rooms where the guards were taken told 
the Philadelphia Inquirer that the guardsô symptoms were consistent with anxiety. They called it a ñmass psychogenic il lnessò ï 
anxiety symptoms that can happen when groups of people share a contagious fear of being exposed to something, even though 

they havenôt been. No mailroom staff reported getting sick. 
 Governor Tom Wolf and DOC Secretary John Wetzel announced a contract with a private company for $15 million to 
tighten security. Because the DOC considered it an ñemergency,ò they could sign this contract without hearing competitive bids 
from other companies or any oversight from the state legislature.  All mail for people in Pennsylvania prisons must now be sent 
to a private company in Florida called Smart Communications. This company scans the mail electronically and emai l s i t to the 

prison, which prints a copy for the recipient. The originals ï letters, greeting cards, photos, and childrenôs art ï are destroyed. 
 The Electronic version of all mail is converted to searchable text and kept in a database. This means the DOC can search for 
key words to find information about people in prison and their loved ones. As the Smart Communications website states, 
ñConverting your inmate postal mail to electronic media, allows for a searchable database of inmate mail and opens a whole new 
field of intelligence for your agencyéEliminate the last form of undocumented, uncontrolled communication.ò 

Continued on page 2 

 

òThe whole problem with the world is that 
fools and fanatics are always so certain of 
themselves and wiser people so full of 
doubts.ó Bertrand Russell 
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If you, your friends, or family are experiencing difficulty with the Telmate system, 
 the official Telmate Customer Service Number is: 866-516-0115 

New mail rulesé Continued from page 1 

 Legal mail is photocopied in front of the recipient, who is given the copy. But the prison keeps the original for 45 days. Many 

lawyers have stopped sending mail to their clients because of the new policy, which has delayed peopleôs abi lity to prepare for 

court and caused them to miss court deadlines. The Pennsylvania ACLU, Pennsylvania Institutional Law Project, Abolitionist 

Law Center and Amistad Law Project have filed as federal First Amendment lawsuit against the policy. 

 Visitors now go through body scanners and cannot access food or water during the visit, due to a three-month ban on vending 

machines. Major Tillery, a currently incarcerated writer, r eports, ñNot being able to get vending food and drink prevents vi si ts 

from children, older people, and people with medical problems. That is the point. This is an attack on the social values of Black 

families.ò This echoes a growing national trend of prison systems replacing in-person visits with video visits. 

 At first, the new policy required all books to be bought directly from the DOC as expensive E-books and read on tablets that 

cost $155.00. All of the restrictions hurt people in solitary confinement the most. Loved ones of people in Pennsylvania pri sons 

have organized several days of phone calls to elected officials and the DOC secretary to object to the restrictions. Currently 

incarcerated activists have written op-eds in local newspapers, and activists outside have organi zed several demonstrations i n 

Philadelphia and Harrisburg. In response to this pressure from the community, the DOC reversed its book pol icy and wi ll now 

allow books to be sent by publishers, bookstores and free book donation programs and publications such as Prison Health News 

will not be scanned and monitored electronically, but they must be sent to a security processing center in central Pennsylvania, 

which will forward them to the subscribers. 

 More than half of the $80 billion the United States spends every year on prisons goes to private companies. Secretary Wetzel  

is president of the Association of State Correctional Administrators, which holds conferences that private contractors pay to 

attend so they can lobby elected officials for contracts. These contracts for phone services, tablet computers, video visitation, 

email, e-books, and more also mean kickbacks for the DOC. The Human Rights Defense Center obtained the Pennsylvania 

DOCôs contracts for mail processing and tablets from Smart Communications, GTL, and JPay. In February, the amount of 

money the state receives every month as a percentage of what incarcerated people pay for things like e-books, music, games, and 

email was reduced by almost a third. The DOC would only get a higher percentage if people had to buy more products for thei r 

tablets ï for example, if other options for communication were limited. 

 Pennsylvaniaôs new restrictions also please the PA State Corrections Officers Association, which has been unhappy about 

reforms to solitary confinement. Activists in prison and outside have protested for human rights and won some victories, but the 

security departments of the DOC seek to re-assert their control. Governor Wolf supported these repressive mail policies, i n part, 

to win the support of the guardsô union while running for re -election this November. 

 Pennsylvania is the first state to dramatically limit mail in prisons, but most states eventually want to el iminate postal mail 

entirely. It ôs important to keep track of your prison systemôs policies and when they might change. Be forewarned if an 

emergency situation is declared ï this may be a way to put dramatic changes in place without oversight. But remember, these 

changes can be reversed. ï 
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Pope Francis On Prison Reform: 

 ñWe will be judged on this.ò 
By Cindy Wooden ï Catholic News Service 

(The Lifersô Unlimited Club does not endorse any religion or religious organization.) 

  Visiting the imprisoned is an act of mercy that has implications for all Christians and not just those involved in prison 

ministry, Pope Francis said. 

 Speaking Nov. 8 to participants at a meeting of international and regional directors of Catholic prison ministries, Pope 

Francis urged greater efforts to reform prison systems, address the root causes of crime and insure acceptance and reintegration 

once a person completes his or her sentence. 

 ñThe whole church in fidelity to the mission received from Christò is called to show the most vulnerable people the mercy of 

God, the pope said. ñWe will be judged on this.ò 

 While not arguing against all prison sentences, Pope Francis urged Catholics to reflect on sentencing guidelines and the 

motivations behind them to ensure they do not promote ña throwaway culture.ò 

 ñMany times,ò he said, societies ñin a supposed search for good and for security, seek the isolation and imprisonment of those 

who act against social norms,ò believing that locking them up is ñthe ultimate solution to the problems of community life.ò 

 In that way, he said, people think it ñis justified that large amounts of public r3esources are destined to repress offenders 

instead of truly seeking to promote the integral development of people, which reduces the circumstances that favor commi tting 

il legal acts.ò 

 ñIt is easier to repress than to educate and, I would say it is more comfortable too,ò Pope Francis told the group. ñDenying 

the injustice present in society and creating these spaces to put offenders is easier than offering equal development opportunities 

to all citizens.ò 

 The aim of a prison sentence should be to educate and prepare people to return eventually to society as law-abiding and 

contributing citizens, he said, but that often is not the case because of a lack of ñresources to address the social, psychological and 

family problems experienced by detainees.ò 

 ñYou cannot talk about paying a debt to society from a jail cell without windows,ò Pope Francis said. ñThere i s no humane 

punishment without a horizon. No one can change their l ife if they donôt see a horizon. And so many times we are used to 

blocking the view of our inmates.ò 

 ñTake this image of the windows and the horizon,ò the pope told the prison ministers, ñand ensure that in your countri es the 

persons always have a window and horizon; even a life sentence ï which for me is questionable ï even a life sentence would have 

to have a horizon,ò a way of offering hope to the inmate. 

 A related area that requires much more attention from the church and its members, he said, is helping people after they have 

been released from prison. 

 ñOften when leaving prison, the person finds himself in a world that is alien to him and that does not recognize him as 

trustworthy, even excluding him from the possibility of working to obtain a decent livelihood,ò the pope said. ñBy preventing 

people from regaining the full exercise of their dignity,ò they are exposed again to the lack of opportunity that often contributed 

to their committing a crime in the first place. 

 Pope Francis concluded his talk by sharing a story he has told before about driving to or past a prison near Buenos Aires and 

seeing the line of people waiting outside to visit an inmate. 

 Particularly striking were the mothers of the detainees who would arrive early and ñundergo often humiliating security 

checks,ò he said. ñThese women were not ashamed that the whole world saw them. óMy son is thereô and they showed thei r faces 

for their sons.ò 

 ñMay the church learn motherhood from these women and learn the gestures of motherhood that we must have for our 

brothers and sisters who are detained,ò the pope said. ï 

 

Have a laughé 
 Halfway through a romantic dinner, the husband smiled and 

said, òYou look so beautiful under these lights.ó The wife was falling 

in love all over again until he added, òWe gotta get some of these 

lights.ó 

Whatõs the difference between an outlaw and an in-law?  
Outlaws are wanted.  

ñWhy did you leave your last job? 

ñIt was something my boss said.ò 

ñWhat did he say?ò 

ñYouôre fired!ò 
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Lifer ôs Brain Change Panel 
ATTENTION FELLOW LIFERS  

 My name is Shawn Freitag; I have been in prison going on 32 years. Some of you know me, others donôt. For those who donôt 

know me, you could say I am a rights activist. For close to 10 years, off and on, I was a legal assistant at SRCI. 

 So letôs get to the point. Were you sentenced to prison when you were below the age of 25? If you were, there have been 

changes in laws and scientific breakthroughs regarding the brain chemistry of young men and women. Studies have proven that 

the male brain does not fully mature until 25 years old, and in females until 22 years of age. 

 Why should you care? Well, a person who fits this criterion is not fully  responsible for the choices he or she has made before 

this maturation occurs, and in a court of law he or she must be treated differently than other criminal defendants. 

 For a person below the age of 17 and charged with Aggravated Murder (ORS 163.095) was excluded from the death penal ty 

and possibly life without parole. This is extremely important being that most of us were coerced with the threat of the death 

penalty into pleading guilty and taking life without parole sentences. If you were excluded from these penalties, the D.A. could not 

coerce you with the threat of these possibilities. 

 I want to know who would be interested in a legal panel designed to understand the results of these studies and the laws 

revolving around it. The panel would be named, Liferôs Brain Change Panel. The criteria would be centered on those whom this 

affects. 

 Please write the Lifersô Unlimited Club to express your interest in this. 

Thank you, my fellow lifers. 

Shawn Freitag 
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Leadership Notes 
Character Without Condescension 

 Character may be the most important element of leadership. People want to know that they can trust you to shoot straight 

with them. They need to know that what you tell them to do is for the benefit of the organization, and not some personal agenda 

that only benefits you, or that is designed to benefit you personally more than anyone else.  If the leader of an organization is 

using his position for his own benefit, or is just plain corrupt, those who follow will likely also become corrupt.  

 As a leader you need to know that the people in your organization will do what is best for the organizati on and fol l ow your 

instructions; if they donôt, you will ultimately lose control of the organization.  So, assuming that the need for character i ntegrity 

is understood, I will get on to the point I want to make here. 

 I once worked for a man whose integrity was above reproach. He wouldnôt even take an ink pen home that didnôt belong to 

him. If he did, you could bet your last dollar that he would be sure to pay for it. The problem was that if you took a pen home 

without paying for it, you were a no-good thief and absolutely untrustworthy in his eyes. 

 This extremism extended to things like following proper procedure. If there was a proscribed process by which something 

was to be done, youôd better follow it to the letter, or you were ñcheating the company!ò 

 Most people cut a corner here and there along the way. As long as the need is met and the job is done, whatôs the big deal? 

Demonstrating good character is obviously a commendable trait, but when we lord it over someone, because we are so much 

better than they are because we would never do what they do, well, now we are just being an asshole. 

 Even if you are absolutely one hundred percent in the right, each one of us is at different stages of their path, and we need to 

make allowances for those who are not at the same place as we are. As long as they are getting their jobs done, and not ripping off 

the organization, get over it and get on with life. 

 

 

õ 
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