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In order for Durham residents to take accountability for the conditions in the Durham Country 
Detention Facility, we need better knowledge about the jail. We need to know the day-to-day 
details of the jail’s practices—not only its aims and official policies, but the way it functions in 
practice, and the way that it regularly treats the individuals detained there.  
 
The people who know the jail best are the people who live there. They are the ones who can 
best teach us about this institution.  
 
Reports and inspections can tell us how many people visit the jail’s medical facilities on a 
monthly or weekly basis, but only prisoners can tell us when they are receiving inadequate 
treatment or when their medical regimen is disrupted. Reports and inspections can give us a 
snapshot of meals on a particular day, but only prisoners can tell us what it is like to have to 
choose between going hungry or buying supplemental food from the commissary. Reports and 
inspections may tell us when there has been a life-threatening emergency in the jail, but only 
prisoners can tell us whether they are safe on a day-to-day basis.  
 
And there are things that official reports and inspections cannot tell us about the jail. In 
particular, they cannot tell us about neglect or mistreatment by jail staff, because this 
information is buried within employee personnel files. But prisoners can. Only they can tell us, 
in candid and direct terms, how they are really treated within DCDF.   
 
In order for the local community to take real accountability for its jail, the Durham Jail 
Investigation Team has repeatedly advocated independent, in-person surveys with prisoners, 
administered by community members who are not affiliated with corrections staff and who are 
trained in the best practices of survey methodology. We have also called for community 
participation in jail inspections, as well as other forms of community oversight. These are not 
meant to replace other forms of fact-finding. Rather, they are meant to enable Durham 
residents to learn from the individuals who can best teach us what it is like to be detained in an 
institution for which we are all democratically accountable. 
  
Our requests for survey access and inspections participation have been routinely ignored or 
denied.   
 
In order to better understand the jail without these invaluable forms of fact-finding, the 
Durham Jail Investigation Team has read hundreds of letters from prisoners, filed requests for 
public information, combed through news coverage, and spoken to former prisoners and the 
families of current prisoners. This information pack contains a summary of our main points of 
interest—both what we know and what we want to learn.   
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I. The jail as informal punitive confinement 

 
The Durham County Detention Facility (DCDF) now routinely houses approximately 500 inmates 
at any time. In 2015, there were 11,234 jail confinements. This is a relative decrease; between 
2006 and 2014, the annual number of confinements averaged 12,280. In January 2016, the 
ratio of detention officer supervision to detainees was 1 to 64. 
 
The vast majority of individuals detained in DCDF have not been convicted of a crime; rather, 
they are awaiting trial and cannot pay their bond. As such, they are legally presumed innocent 
and cannot be subject to “punitive” confinement. For the majority of individuals housed there, 
the jail is meant to be a transitional facility. 
  
However, many prisoners now await trial for months or even one to five years, due to backlogs 
in the criminal justice system, lack of legal representation, and other factors beyond their 
control. This means that a facility designed for short-term confinement is being used for long-
term confinement. The jail lacks many of the resources of a long-term facility like Raleigh’s 
Central Prison. Notably, its exercise, library, nutrition, educational, medical, and mental health 
care facilities and programs are not designed for long-term detention. 
  
For these reasons, inmates describe overwhelming pressure to “plea out,” without adequate 
legal counsel, fact-finding, or a trial by their peers, in order to move from DCDF to a different 
facility. This results in serious miscarriages of justice. Other inmates—notably Matthew McCain, 
who died in DCDF in 2015—have requested transfer to Central Prison in order to have their 
medical needs met.  
 
In short, although DCDF is designed for short-term pre-trial detention, rather than punitive 
confinement, many inmates are detained there on a long-term basis and describe it as more 
punishing than facilities like Central Prison.  

 
[Sources:  
Durham County Inmate Population Search; January 2016 DCSO Backgrounder; July 19 
2016 report from DCSO Public Information Officer; Inmate letters (published on 
https://amplifyvoices.com).] 
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II. Money bail and the jail population 
 
Most prisoners are offered the option of posting bail in order to be released while they await 
trial. Although the Eighth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution prohibits excessive bail, in truth 
many DCDF prisoners are detained because they cannot afford to pay bail. Whereas citizens 
with more resources can bail themselves out, citizens with fewer resources cannot. In many 
cases, the difference between being incarcerated in DCDF and going free rests not on an 
individual’s actual or suspected behavior, but on their finances. 
 
The Sheriff’s Office has claimed that the number of individuals incarcerated for violent offenses 
has been increasing, and that “in excess of 50 detainees are pending trial on murder charges.” 
Many of these individuals do not have the option of posting bail. Additionally, some inmates in 
DCDF are serving relatively short misdemeanor sentences as an effort to reduce prison 
crowding (i.e., by housing detainees in local jails rather than prisons). These aside, thousands of 
individuals are detained in DCDF each year because they are awaiting trial, are not considered 
too dangerous to release, but are financially unable to post bail and/or unwilling to participate 
in exploitative bond contracts. Moreover, researchers at American University have found that 
the bail determination process is a key site of racial disparity in the criminal justice system. 
 
In short, the jail population is tied directly to the money bail system. In a society where 
roughly one in three Americans has a police record, for many of us the difference between 
incarceration in a local jail and walking free depends upon our personal resources. 
 

Sources: 
Durham County Inmate Population Search; Durham County Court Fees memo;  January 
2016 DCSO Backgrounder; July 19 2016 report from DCSO Public Information Officer. 
 
For More information: 
 
Cynthia Jones, “‘Give Us Free:’ Addressing Racial Disparities in Bail Determinations.” 

Available at http://nicic.gov/library/028047 
  
Vera Institute of Justice, “Bail and Pre-trail.” Available at https://www.vera.org/our-

work/ending-mass-incarceration/reducing-the-use-of-jails/bail 
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III. Inmate reports of conditions within the jail 
 
The Durham Jail Investigation Team has proposed to conduct a credible, independent, and 
representative survey of inmates housed in DCDF. These proposals have been denied or 
ignored in favor of inspections and reports conducted by professional jailors. Absent an 
independent survey, there are several quantitative and qualitative metrics for assessing 
conditions within the jail with an emphasis on prisoner experiences. 
 
Quantitative data on jail conditions: 
 
DCDF receives on average 30,000 grievances and requests from inmates per year. The Durham 
County Sheriff’s Detention Services Division Policy and Procedural Manual (revised 1999) 
defines a grievance as a complaint about a written or unwritten policy, rule, action, or lack 
thereof on the part of the Detention Services Division or its service units (including private 
contractors that supply food, medical care, etc.). Whereas grievances were previously logged 
through written records, they are now logged electronically. 
 
According to the Monthly Grievance/Request Report, DCDF inmates filed 32,375 grievances or 
requests in 2015. This is roughly 3.5 grievance/requests per confinement in 2015.  
Because grievances and requests are analyzed together, the data can be difficult to interpret. 
But we can say with certainty that the grievance/request data shows: 
 

1. Inmates are overwhelming concerned with medical services in the jail. By far, 
medical-related issues received the most grievances/requests in 2015 (11,463 combined 
across several categories.) 
 
2. Legal representation, criminal justice officials, and court dates are also central 
concerns of inmates. Work detail also receives an especially high number of grievances. 
 
3. Issues of staff neglect, abuse, excessive force, and retaliation are undercounted in the 
grievance/request data and other publicly available documents, because this 
information is sequestered in private employee personnel files. 
 

The grievance data is limited in several ways. In addition to undercounting issues related to 
specific employees and failing to distinguish serious complaints from requests, it does not 
reveal whether grievances have been adequately resolved once they are filed. We know that 
grievances are routed to over one hundred different parties. Inmates routinely write that their 
grievances receive only automatic acknowledgement but no real resolution, or that their 
grievances seem to have fallen into “black holes.”  
 

Sources: DCSO Detention Services Division Monthly Grievance/Request Report for 2015; 
DCSO Detention Services Division Policy and Procedure Manual Section 19.11 (1999); 
January 2016 DCSO Backgrounder; emails from DCSO Public Information Officer; letters 
from inmates. 
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Qualitative data on jail conditions: 
 
Correspondence and conversation with current and former inmates reveal similar concerns as 
the grievance/request data, with medical issues ranking highly among their concerns. First-
person narratives, anecdotal evidence, and inmate witnessing also reveal issues of neglect, 
abuse, and staff use of force or retaliation by staff that are not included in publicly available 
information. For these issues especially, inmate accounts are the most reliable source of 
information for the community.  
 
Inside-Outside Alliance, other community groups, and individual residents have made hundreds 
of inmate letters available to the Durham Jail Investigation Team. Among these letters, medical 
care, food and nutrition, and access to services and resources are areas of intense concern. 
 
See appendix A for excerpts from recent letters. 
 
 Sources: Inmates’ Letters (from https://amplifyvoices.com). 
 
Contextual considerations about jail conditions: 
 
Public records show that there were at least three jail deaths between January 2015 and 
January 2016.  
 
The cost of medical visits has doubled, from $10 to $20. Simultaneously, medical requests have 
dropped, and inmates report being discouraged from seeking medical help. 
 
Correct Care Solutions, the jail’s for-profit health care provider, is being sued for neglect and 
wrongful death in many other counties and cities. The Justia Dockets and Filings website shows 
that over 600 lawsuits have been filed against Correct Care Solutions since 2010. 
 
Although the modified walk schedule (lock back) has been rolled back in 2016, evening lockback 
is now permanent as of December 2015. 
 

Sources: 
Justia Dockets and Filings (https://dockets.justia.com); Email communication with 
DCDF’s Public Information Officer 
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Appendix A: Excerpts from recent inmate letters 
 

I’m going to be leaving soon, cause I got 9 months of prison when I went to court. I 
know, I didn’t want to take the time, but I took it because I wanted out so bad and pay 
for it later. The court and this jail work together to get people to take pleas, so they go 
home or to prison, but out of here. They force us to drink out a sink / toilet and not 
allowed ice. The juice take the paint off the floor. (April 2016) 
 
He [“the head D.A.”] states that my trial have been delayed because of new attorneys, 
but check this, each and every last time it's been the D.A.'s office stating that they are 
not ready… I'm ready to stand up to these devils. They really did me wrong and they are 
trying their best to cover up their wrongdoing. ...it's been five long years. (August 2016) 
 
I’ve been going through some things. Things that probably 95%, if not 100% of us 
Durham County Jail Detainees are going through that involves the court system. Things 
like: 1. Being held under outrageous bonds (ransoms). 2. Not hearing/seeing attorneys 
for months at a time. 3. Being held for bogus charges (He say/she say/word of mouth). 
The list goes on and on as well all know... They set up court dates, but we don’t go, not 
because we’re refusing to go, but because we’re not being taken to court. (July 2016) 
 
Recently, I’ve been noticing that the trays haven’t been washed thoroughly. So they 
bring us this slop to eat and you will see remnants of grits from breakfast and brownies 
from lunch that they didn’t clean good enough. ... I can’t believe the health department 
hasn’t looked at these trays after and in between meals. (August 2016) 
 
Well, I worked in the kitchen here at DCJ and I seen things down there that wouldn’t 
have known if I did not work, such as: Bugs (gnats) flying all in the kitchen, in the food 
when it’s on the line to serve for the inmates, in the juice that the inmates drink, and 
when you tell the d.o.s or the Ararmark people that’s in charge, they say ‘you are in jail,’ 
and I say ‘what’s that got to do with it–these are still people’s food.’ Then when the 
inspection people come in they try to make us scrub and clean heard as hell to cover up 
the REAL PROBLEMS in the kitchen and if we try to talk/tell the inspector people what’s 
going on or try to show them anything they will get mad, look at us funny or worse FIRE 
US. (June 2016) 
 
Second thing is, what the hell is the deal with these high-ass bonds that these crooked 
judges and DA’s don’t want to come down on? I know a guy in my pod whose bond is 
completely unreasonable (it’s $6 million). Can you believe that? That’s a ransom fee. 
Now they’re trying to change the way they do visitation, they are trying to change it to 
us talking to our relatives through a television set. I am so serious! (August 2016) 
 
I’ve been working for 31 days in the kitchen and was supposed to get 4 days taken off, 
and upon me asking for it I was told that I can’t get any because I’m in treatment and I 
receive days for that also. So I asked for a copy regarding work detail policy and was told 
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there is no policy. The jail made up the rules and implemented work detail and takes 
days off from whom they want to take days off of. ...Why was this information withheld 
from me? I basically work for free with the intentions of receiving days off my sentence, 
only to be told no I can’t get any. ... It’s not right, it’s not fair and it’s cruel and unusual 
punishment being worked hard only to receive nothing at the end. And it’s not just with 
work detail, it’s throughout the jail, even for the officers says my inside source, that it’s 
policy inside policy but not in writing. (April 2016) 
 
As you know I’m a trustee. The officer came into the pod today and told all the kitchen 
guys, “If you all don’t go to work today the whole pod will be on lockback!” I thought to 
myself, ‘Damn–real live slavery. For real. That was some real slick shit on the police’s 
part, you know. Holding lockback over your head. (March 2016) 

 
I was... playing b-ball jumped up and came down wrong, popped my knee out of place…I 
go down to medical, these sons of bitches give me an ice pack and tell me don’t go up 
the stairs!! No medicine, no knee wrap, didn’t pop my knee back in place or nothing. I 
had to do it myself. A comrade gave me a knee wrap... and basically I had to make 
myself better…fuck them nurses!! They sit around and do nothing and get paid... I 
believe if they were to work in a hospital, they would lose their job!!! (August 2016) 

 
This is true, me and another inmate we waited 6 weeks, both with the same problem. 
We both had teeth to break off at the gum line. Medical of course blames it on the 
dentist!... I had an infection for those 6 weeks, and they still didn’t take me to the 
dentist. They cut my medication off, though! Had to go back down to medical to have it 
re-upped. Then I finally went within a week. Who’s really to blame?! (August 2016) 

 
All jails are set up to make you take pleas, but sitting here missing court date after date 
is sick. But I guess they make money to hold you. If so, it has become big business. (June 
2016) 

 


