
'1980 

ANNUAL REPORT 

·of the 

"OFFICE OF INMATE AfJVOCACT 

·oEPAR'IMENT OF THE PUBLIC ADVOCATE 

91l/· 96/ 
ff>?~ 
c./ 

Submitted to the Governor and the Me:nbers of the Legislature pursuant to P.L. 1974, 

c.27, sec. 47 (N.J.S.A. 52:27E-46) 

December 1, 1980 



Il\1TRODOCTION AND SUMMARY 

In 1980, the sixth calendar year of operation, the Office of 

Innate Advocacy canp~ed another record of substantial achievement in 

carryir~ out our legislative mandate, to represent the interests of 

persons in· penal conf inanent throughout the State of New Jersey. This was 

accanplished despite the limited -funding and resources available to ~ 

Office and, perhaps nnst remarkably in our litigious society, without the 

-necessity to resort to any new litigation initiatives. 

The Office was able to enter into or significantly expand its 

operations in several new areas. These included compre..hensi ve technical 

assistance to counties whic..l-i were engaged in the planning and design of new 

jail facilities, and assistance in the analysis and p::>ssible solution to ·the 

grCMing problen of jail overcrCMding which became extremely serious in the 

last third of this year. 'Ihe Office's core function of providing drrect 

assistance to inmates who have concerns regarding problems within their 

institutions has continued to be our basic operation. This effort is a 

safety valve of imneasurable importance to the jails of this state, since 

without it many inmates -would have no place to turn when they feel that they 

are being denied :minimally humane treatment. Through listening to an inmate's 

·canplaint and providing advice or an answer \..hich he was unable to obtain 

elsewhere, the staff of the Office is often able to turn saneone whose frus­

trations may lead to antisocial conduct into one woo understands that the 

"system" can be made to provide him with fair treatment. It is imp::>ssible to 

say how many injuries to officers or how much destruction of property was pre­

vented by the existence of this safety valve. 
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'Ihe Office is presently in its fifth and certainly its last year 

of funding through the State Law Enforcement Planning Agency. Its federal 

funding provided through LEM. will tenninate at the end of this fiscal year 

on June 30, 1981. At this fQint it is unclear whether the Office of Inmate 

Advocacy will continue to receive any funding after that date. If the 

functional existence of the Off ice were to cease, and the safety valv~ as 

well as the technical services which we provide were thus to come to an end, 

it is impossible to say what consequences might occur for the administrators 

and employees of the county jails of New Jersey, not to mention for the in­

mates for whan they are responsible. 

LITIGATION 

Our canprehensive lawsuit involving conditions at the Passaic County 

Jail, filed in January of 1978, was substar1tially concluded in this year. As 

noted in previous reports, most of the issues in that suit were resolved 

through settlement agreement between this Office and county officials. Those 

which remained for resolution by the Court primarily involved matters of 

visiting. As a result of the decision by the Court and the pressure provided 

by this Office and the Court-apfX)inted Special Master, the number of hours 

available for visiting was expanded fran the total of three and a half per 

week, at the time the suit was filed, to over twelve at this time in addition 

to the allONance of visits at other hours on a rrore routine basis. Our re­

quest for the allowance of contact visits was denied by the Court hONever on 

the basis of higher Court decisions in other cases. In this year also the 

county put into place a corrprehensive classification system to ensure that 

-inmates are housed in accordance with their individually determined charac­

teristics and needs. 'lhis should both help to eliminate the pattern .. of racial 
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segregation which was canrnon at the jail when t.:.11e lawsuit was filed and to 

improve the provision of services available to the population. A profes­

sional food service director was hired, resulting in a very substantial 

improvement in the quality of food as well as efficiencies in its handling, 

and screening devices were installed to ensure that inmates may use the 

toilets without being in full view of others. The only matter that n.avv re­

mains. under the Court Order is the provision of outdoor recreation and rrore 

frequent general recreation. Because of the physical limitations of the 

present structure, this probably will not be available until an addition, 

which has been approved by the Freeholder Board, is completed. 

The effects of the Passaic lawsuit have been substantial in that 

other counties have developed classification systems, improved their disci­

plinary procedures, and in sorre cases expanded visiting hours. Thus, al though 

it is demanding of resources and time consuming, this litigation has enabled 

the achievement of objectives even beyond its CJNn scope. 

INDIVIDUAL INMA'IE COMPIAIN'IS 

In the course of the twelve:-rronth period covered by this report, 

well over two hundred individual canplaints were formally processed by t..1-iis 

Off ice. By our terminology this means that foll<:M'ing the receipt of a letter 

or telephone call fran or about an inmate in a county jail, a formal contact 

was made with administrative personnel to ascertain their µ:>sition on the 

matter and to seek a resolution to it. These actions culminate in sane formal 

follCM-up, generally in the form of a letter to the inmate and/or the adminis­

traion surnnarizing the problem and the solution. 'Ihe resolution of these 
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II'atters may take from a few minutes for the phone calls and preparation of 

letters and refX)rts involved, to several days including direct on-site 

investigation and lengthy follc:M-up. 

'Ihese fonnally recorded individual canplaints do not include the 

hur..dreds of calls received fran imtates throughout the year who re};X)rt that 

their. 11rights have been violated" and who often threaten to take direct 

action if a resolution is not reached. In most of these cases, after listen­

ing to the ir.u:nate's description we advise him that in fact there is no right 

to that whic..."1. he is seeking, ·and that the situation he is protesting has the 

sanction of law. In the great majority of cases this serves to cool the 

anger which has been aroused, since our staff has been trained to deal with 

inmates in a manner which will serve to reduce errotional resµmses. In a 

related area this Office receives many calls and letters regarding related 

services such as attorney representation, court action, and the like. In these 

cases it is the practice of the Office to refer the matter to the agency, such 

as the local Public Defender Office or a bail project where the resolution of 

the car.plaint may be sought. 

Although the Office ranains fully available to res}?Ond to any indi­

vidual canplaints,. it is our practice to seek methods of resolving such matters 

without the necessity of our intervention. This nonna.lly takes the fonn of 

·encouraging the ·develcpnent and expansion of grievance mechanisms within the 

institution. For example, during this year we met with off_icials and inmates 

at the Atlantic County Jail who were seeking technical advice regarding the 

developnent of an Inmate Representative Ccmnittee to handle grievances. We 

also assisted Qnbudsmen in the Passaic County Jail and elsewhere in improving 
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their procedures, and we have reviewed a number of drafts of inmate rule­

}:x)Qks which afford a mechanism of info:r:ming inmates of what is expected 

of them and what they can expect of the institution. When we receive a 

canplaint from an inmate housed in a facilit:¥; where we are aware that an 

effective internal grievance mechanism exists, it is our practice to require 

the inmate to utilize that mechanism before res~ to the assistance of 

this Office. While it is doubtful that these efforts will ever fully eradi­

cate the need for a central agency such as this to handle i.rnnate grievances, 

it is expected that the develop:nent and improvement of these in-house programs 

will enable the Office to concentrate its limited resources on larger issues. 

TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE IN JAIL PI.ANNING AND DESIGN 

A very substantial portion of the Office's resources in this calendar 

year were devoted to working with counties who are in the process of planning 

and/or designing new jail buildings to replace or supplement existing sub­

standard facilities. Because of the virtual revolution in jail design which 

has occurred within the last decade, many counties have found that their 

present bUildings.do not allow them to meet current legal standards and profes-

.sional guidelines. This Office works with the counties in the design and 

developnent stage to ensure that the neN building will not suffer fran similar 

deficie..."1cies. FollCMing construction, we have also worked with counties to 

ensure that their operations maximize the benefits which the physical plant 

pennits. Fran the feedback which we have received it is apparent that this 

service has been found to be of imnense benefit to the counties with which we 

have worked. During the current year we have engaged in sane aspect of this 
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type of work in Atlantic, Carrden, Gloucester, Hunterdon, Middlesex, r.nnmouth, 

M::>rris, Ocean, Passaic, and Warren Counties. The following are highlights 

of our work in sane of the counties where it has been most significant. 

Gloucester County. Gloucester has recognized the need to replace 

its totally antiquated jail, located on the third floor of a fifty-year-old 

courthouse building for many years. Since our first major contact with 

Gloucester County in 1976, we have played a part in this endeavor. Regret­

tably, due to political inf~ghting the planning and design has been pro­

tracted. The Director met with the Gloucester Freeholder Board in February 

of this year and made it clear that continued delay could not be tolerated 

because of the legal de ficiencies in the existing structure. Since that time, 

in coo:peration with their architectural firms, the county has rroved rather 

expeditiously towards the completion of a design for a facility ~nichwill 

allo;v them to meet all of the current la:ral and professional standards. It is 

anticipated that ground will be broken for this construction by late spring of 

1981, and an accelerated construction process is planned. 

Hunterdon Cormty. Hunterdon has also had a lengthy process bringing 

it to its current p::>int of having a virtually final design for a new jail. In 

1977 a design for a rather elaborate correction center for Hunterdon County was 

reviewed and approved by this Office. HCMever, it was subsequently detennined 

that the cost of construction and staffing of that facility would be more than 

the county could bear. Planning for a scaled do.vn facility has nCM consumed 

over two years with eight or ten "final" designs having been proouced. One 

very positive aspect of the Hunterdon County position is their effort to keep 

the population of the institution lav through the maximazation of alternatives 
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t'O iJ1carceration. The county presently plans to break ground for the nevv 

jail by early spring of 1981. 

OC_ea.ri County. Ocean is another county with a similarly long pro-

cess in its efforts to replace its existing jail, and at this i:oint is not 

nearly as far along as the two just discussed. A oomprehensive planning 

design was proouced in 1975, and a full architectural study by a different 

. firm was done in 1977, neither leading to frµitful results. An unusual factor 

in the Ocean situation is that their existing jail is only twenty years old. 

Ho.vever, because of the radical changes in jail design standards, it is 

thoroughly obsolete and inadequate to the county's needs. Regrettably, the 

design which has been produced for replacing it, while it would result in a 

· substantially improved facility, is still well below what should be done in 

many imJ;X>rtant respects. We are seriously concerned that the county will 

find itself producing another structure which will be obsolete before it is 

·.p~ened, leading to further expense for the ta.xr-~yers in the future. A compre­

"h.E~nsi ve response to the proposed Ocean County design is presently being prepare:i 

ar.d will perhaps be done in cooperation with the Department of Correction which 

. ·also has concerns about it. 'Ihus, it is not PJSSible to say when this facility 

.· will be ccmpleted. 

Middlesex .County. Middlesex County has not been involved in efforts 

· o:·to replace its two obsolete facilities,. the jail in dCMntcMn. New Brunswick and 

:. ~the 'WOrkhouse on PDute 130 in North Brunswick, nearly as long as t;he others 

·discussed, but has moved much rrore rapidly to.vards a final design. 'Ihis design 

was just reviewed by the Office of Inmate Advocacy and, with sane minor suggested 

m::rlifications, has been approved as meeting the requirements :imp:>sed by court 

decisions and professional standards. Here again, it is anticipated that ground 

will be broken in the spring for a single facility for both pre-trial and 
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sentenced inmates to be located on a site near the existing wor~l-iouse in 

N'Jrt.h Brunswick. 

JAIL OVERCroWDING 

'Ihe Office of Inmate Advocacy, as a result of its constant contacts 

with county jails and excellent relations with a number of jail administrators, 

was the first state agency to becane aware of the jail population explosion 

which began to occur in the spring and summer of 1980 and which reached epi­

dernic proµJrtions in the early fall. A state-wide survey of :r;x::>pulation trends 

was conducted and meetings were held with jail administrators, officials of 

the Administrative Off ice of the Courts, bail project directors, and others 

in an effort to seek explanations regarding the cause of this circumstance 

and to try to develop solutions for it. 

This is an exa.rrple of one of the many situations where mutuality of 

interests exists between the obligations of the Off ice of Inmate Advocacy to 

ensure that th~ rights of persons in penal confinement are respected and the 

i:ersons who operate the jails, inasmuch as it becanes more difficult-for those 

officials to function when they are holding t:Qpulations above the capacity of 

the institution. . While we have not yet found a clear explanation or solution 

to this problem, it is anticipated that a substantial effort in the coming year 

ill be devoted to it. From a public interest standpoint it is rrost .i.rnfortant 

at· a solution be found if at all t:assible so as to avoid the necessity of 

~ counties engaging in large expenditures to build additional bed space 

increased incarcerated p::>pulations. 
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INDIVIDUAL COUNTIES 

Besides the·work of the Office with those counties which are 

designing replacement facilities, the Office has had a number of substan-

tialcontacts with rrost counties on matters relating to existing procedures 

and activities. Sane highlights of these matters are the follaving: · 

Gloucester County. In addition to the physical deficiencies of 

the existing building noted in a previous section, carmunication was made 

very difficult because of a phone system which permitted imnates only one 

personal phone call a week. We were able to put the Sheriff in touch with 

officials of the telephone canpany, and thereby to arrange for the installa-

tion of a greatly improved telephone system within the housing areas. Inro.ates 

are now able to make calls to their families on a much more frequent basis, 
.:_ 

and at no cost to the county for phone charges. 

Burlington Connty. It was brought to our attention that inmates 

of the Muslim faith housed in the Burlington County Jail were not provided with 

any substitute at times when p::>rk products, forbidden by their religion, were 

served to the inmate population. 'Ihrough negotiation with the Sheriff, we were 

able to reach a P.artially successful resolution to this deprivation of religious 

freedan. 

Essex County. A major disturbance occurred in the Essex County Jail 

in March when a foiled escape attempt degenerated into an all night rampage in 

the course of which two floors of the jail were substantially destroyed and 

several officers seriously injured. '!he Office was in contact with Essex 

County authorities throughout the night of the initial disturbance, and was 

heavily involved in follow-up efforts to see to it that those legitimate areas 
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of concern raised by the protesting inmates were .r:esponde:l. to and that those 

who were involved in the incident were not subject to physical retaliation 

by the officer staff. 

Hudson County. During the officers' strike at the Hudson County Jail 

in September, this Office,along with the Hudson County Regional Public Defender 

Office, was in daily contact with the institution to ensure that despite the 

lirriited manpower available, basic necessities such as health care continued to 

be provided to the inmates. 

Hunterdon County. A major investigation was launched into health 

care practices at the Hunterdon County Jail as a result of a nunber of com­

plaints received regarding them. We are attempting to follON this up with 

a solution which will result in increased rne:lical service to the inmate 

population. 

Mercer County. 'Ihe Off ice has worked closely with the professional 

services staff at Mercer County in an effort to produce an expansion of their 

existing classification system. 

~nrrouth County. 'Ihrough the intervention of th.is Office, the practice 

of shackling inmates who sh.CMed signs of mental distm:bance in a permanently 

crouched position has been discontinued, and.the intervention of professional 

staff where such situations arise will be increased. 

Union County. 'Ihe Office has developed a very close and positive 

working relationship with the Sheriff and Jail Administrator in Union County 

and has worked with them in the developnent of improved visiting, increased 

recreation, and a satisfactory classification program, as well as other pro­

cerlures which will enable them to afford minimum rights and services to the 

inmate population. 



CONCLUSION 

It· should be apparent that the efforts of the Off ice of Inmate 

Advocacy provide a vital service to those who are confined in the county 

jails of this state, as well as to the officials who are resfX)nsible for 

rt.lt"'1ning those institutions, and that these services are afforded in a 

manner fully respectful of the best interests of the public at large. 

It is hoped that the Office will be able to continue to provide these 

services in the future. 

Respectfully submitted, 

STANLEY C. VAN NESS 
Public Advocate 
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