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D. POSITION PAPER ON PRISON REFORM 

(Adopted by LCHR Board of Directors September 16, 1972.) 

Reaffirmed October 18, 1997

Before any prison reform can be truly effective we must speak to some of the underlying injustices in our society. The problems in our prisons are simply a reflection of the problems in society at large. Both the human causes and the human victims of prison life reflect the values of our society. As long as dual standards of justice exist for the rich and the poor our prison system will remain unreformed. As long as government handouts to the rich are socially approved "subsidies" and handouts to the poor are socially maligned "welfare" we have no basis for reform. As long as "criminal justice" depends on a person's financial and social status we have no basis for reform. 

Another basic question is the definition of "crime" and what crimes should be punished by imprisonment. It often appears that the basis for crime and punishment is not violence and injustice but what threatens our cultural values. Although fraud, bribery, deception in advertising, embezzlement, and exploitation of the poor are hundreds of times more costly in terms of money than is simple theft and robbery, it does not represent the threat to American values (private property, status, "hard work") that simple theft represents. Although less than 1% as costly, simple theft and robbery must be punished while fraud, bribery, deception in advertising, embezzlement, and exploitation of the poor often go unpunished. 

Because one dares to (even indirectly) challenge the accepted cultural norms, he or she is considered unworthy to be classified as a human being and is denied autonomy, degraded as a person; not allowed to freely interact with other human beings in any meaningful or beneficial way and attempts are made to destroy family ties. 

While recognizing that the greatest reforms must take place outside prisons where the "free" element of our society determines the fate and life-style of our prisoners we of the Louisiana Council on Human Relations nevertheless recognize the following needs in prison reform:

1.     Reform of the bail system so that bail is equally available to all regardless of race or economic standing. 

2.     Prisoners should be given every constitutional privilege guaranteed to the average citizen except those that are inherently inconsistent with the institution. 

3.     It should be the burden of the institution to justify why it has deprived prisoners of their rights rather than the burden of the prisoners to justify why they should not be deprived of their rights. 

4.     Prison rules should be available to prisoners in written form. Rules should include: prohibition of excessive punishments, due process in disciplinary actions, right of prisoners to counsel, to cross-examination, and right to avoid self-incrimination. 

5.     Opportunities for reading material, facilities for vocational training, counseling, and continuing education. 

6.     Opportunity for work release programs, eligibility for social security, unemployment compensation, exclusive title to control over all products of literary, artistic or personal craftsmanship produced on prisoners' own time. 

7.     Establishment of parole rules and policies which incorporate full due process. 

