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October 22, 2018 

To:  Acting Director Hugh Hurwitz, Federal Bureau of Prisons 

From: Michelle Bonner, Director, Corrections Information Council (CIC) 

RE: CIC Visit to Federal Correctional Complex (FCC) Hazelton, October 3, 2018 

               

We appreciate the opportunity to visit USP Hazelton on October 3, 2018. In particular we would 

like to thank Warden Joe Coakley and his executive team for facilitating our visit, in particular 

Executive Assistant Mark King who organized the visit with CIC staff beforehand, as well as John 

Dunkelberger. With their assistance we were able to interview 58 DC residents currently 

incarcerated at USP Hazelton, including 12 individuals housed in the secure housing unit (SHU). 

As you are aware, this trip was motivated by concerns for the physical safety of incarcerated DC 

residents at this facility in light of the recent violent death in September 2018, after another 

stabbing death in April of this year, both DC residents incarcerated at USP Hazelton. Below are 

some observations and recommendations based on the October 3rd visit and information from 

others since the CIC visit.  

September 17, 2018 Stabbing Death 

At least six DC inmates reported witnessing the incident that lead to the September 17, 2018, 

death, which occurred in the dining hall. These individuals confirmed reports that the decedent 

was stabbed, and they raised serious concerns about how staff handled the aftermath of the 

assault. Inmates reported that staff prioritized restraining the stabbing victim over getting him 

medical attention. They reported that he was on the floor with an officer’s knee in his back 

from five to ten minutes (range based on various accounts) before he was taken to receive 

medical attention. 

Recommendation: 

That the September stabbing death occurred only five months after the stabbing death of 

another DC resident incarcerated at USP Hazelton shows that additional evaluation and 

corrective action are needed to better ensure the safety and security of all those incarcerated 

at the facility. The CIC recommends that the facility, complex, and agency review the actions of 

staff and their response to these fatal incidents to determine and implement the corrective 
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action necessary to both prevent such incidents from occurring again and to improve the staff 

response to stabbings should they occur again.   

Violence at USP Hazelton 

While most inmates were unable to estimate how often physical assaults occur at USP 

Hazelton, 25% of the individuals we spoke with indicated that a physical assault such as a 

beating or stabbing occurs at least once per day at the facility. Individuals said that “it’s nothing 

for you to see someone get stabbed or hit with a padlock from the foot lockers,” and that two 

or three stabbings occur every other day. An inmate previously on unit F-2 indicated that four 

stabbings had occurred on that unit between February and August 2018. This individual said 

that, “this kind of stuff happens on the regular.”  

Inmates expressed several common concerns with security practices within the facility including 

that security protocols are typically not followed with regard to entry into the dining hall until a 

violent incident occurs. (For instance, interviewees reported that metal detector alarms are 

frequently ignored by facility staff.) Immediately after a violent incident, security protocols are 

observed again for a period of a few weeks after which the lack of security resumes. Several 

inmates also mentioned that detached padlocks used to secure foot lockers in cells are 

commonly used as weapons, often placed in a sock and swung at the head or body of another 

individual.  

A few inmates also mentioned that individuals do not pass through any security screening on 

the way out to the recreation yard, and that staff are not physically present in the yard during 

recreation periods, only observing inmates from towers. With over 100 inmates in the yard at a 

time, this presents a clear risk of violent assaults during recreation.  

Also, many of those interviewed mentioned that there are non-security personnel who 

frequently act as security staff when a given unit is short a security staff member. As you know, 

staff augmentation has been publicly mentioned in the media as a particular security concern; 

and some DC men incarcerated at USP Hazelton expressed this concern as well. Individuals also 

referenced the frequent lockdowns, noting that the entire facility was often locked down for an 

isolated incident, or units were locked down due to insufficient staffing. They expressed that 

frequent lockdowns interfere with programming and increases frustration throughout the 

facility.  

Recommendations: 

It is the responsibility of the facility, complex, and agency to ensure the safety and security of 

all persons incarcerated in their physical plants. From classification and designation, to in-

facility housing and program placement, the Bureau should endeavor to evaluate and take 

corrective action where necessary to increase security at USP Hazelton.  
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The CIC also recommends that the facility staff consistently uses the equipment, resources, and 

protocols at their disposal (such as metal detectors, removing security threats such as 

detachable locks) to improve safety and reduce the opportunities for violence.  

The use of detached padlocks as weapons on the units is a clear security issue, and one that 

could be remedied by providing foot lockers with embedded locks. This is but one corrective 

action/improvement that the CIC recommends for increased safety while keeping security of 

individuals’ belongings. 

Reports of the lack of presence of security staff and frequent facility-wide lockdowns are 

concerning as well, as these deficiencies can exacerbate frustration and lead to more violence 

within the facility. That there has been fatal violence in the facility should indicate to the agency 

that more trained security staffers required, not less.  

Reports of Violence by Committed by Staff 

Many inmates expressed that they are much more concerned about violent assaults from staff 

than from inmates, particularly upon admission to SHU. “SHU is the main problem,” said one 

individual, “because DC guys go back there and get assaulted.” Inmates reported that staff 

beat, punch, kick, choke, and stomp individuals in SHU, and hit inmates “where they know it 

won’t show.” Several individuals also mentioned officers putting restraints including waist 

chains on so tight that they left marks, and specified that officers leave inmates in their cells all 

day while fully restrained. Individuals also expressed concern about assaults while being 

searched in the Lieutenant’s office prior to admission to SHU, and reported being beaten or 

“shoved around” by several officers at once, slammed into the wall or floor, and one reported 

that he was given a full cavity search in which he stated, “COs took it a little too far.” 

The CIC has also received reports of at least two men in the SHU in FCI Hazelton being beaten 

and remaining in tight restraints for days within their cells. The CIC did have an opportunity to 

meet with one man at FCI Hazelton, and CIC staff did observe marks around wrists left by tight 

restraints. The CIC has since learned of another incarcerated DC resident in FCI Hazelton with 

similar complaints of physical abuse by facility staff in the SHU and use of restraints punitively 

rather than for gaining physical control.  

Recommendation: 

Congresswoman Norton’s office and the CIC have reported these complaints to the Bureau, 

along with a request for a full investigation, and we understand that the Bureau is looking into 

staff actions in the FCI Hazelton SHU. The CIC recommends that this staff evaluation extends to 

the SHU at USP Hazelton and throughout the complex. The CIC also recommends that there be 

frequent and random review of camera surveillance by senior staff to monitor the physical 

actions of security staff in secured housing and other complex units.  
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Treatment by Facility Staff:   

Many, if not most of the individuals we spoke with at USP Hazelton expressed that they 

experience regular racial epithets from the facility staff, both in SHU and on the units. Inmates 

reported being told, “I don’t fucking like you black people,” called “nigger,” and “boy,” and 

asked if “any monkeys wanted bananas.” Several individuals reported feeling that staff assume 

they will be aggressive simply because they are from DC, and provoke them through taunting. 

Individuals also mentioned that officers will frequently create conflict between inmates or 

intentionally place inmates with existing conflicts in the same cells so as to provoke violence.  

Individuals also expressed that staff treat visiting family members in a dehumanizing and 

degrading manner, making family members wait long periods of time, and limiting visiting 

hours unexpectedly after family members have made the long trip from DC to USP Hazelton. 

Incarcerated interviewees also reported being subjected to invasive strip searches when 

families visit. 

Other notable complaints included failure to provide medical attention to inmates after they 

are physically assaulted by staff, housing inmates in SHU cells smeared with fecal matter and 

refusing to provide cleaning supplies, and failing to provide recreation to inmates in SHU. 

Recommendations: 

The CIC recommends that the agency and facility leadership reiterate that there is zero 

tolerance for any racism, expressed or implied, by any Bureau staff in any capacity. The CIC 

further asks that the facility and agency look into any reports of unprofessional and 

disrespectful treatment given to loved ones as well as to incarcerated persons in their care. The 

CIC recommends that refresher professional training and bias training always be prioritized, 

regardless of the number or nature of complaints.  

Recommendations from Interviewees: 

We asked interviewees what they thought might reduce the violence at USP Hazelton, and the 

most common answer was more jobs, recreation, and programming opportunities. Individuals 

noted the need to keep people busy and give them something to look forward to, and that at 

present there is nothing to do which leads to people acting negatively. Individuals also 

referenced the frequent lockdowns, and that fewer of them would increase these opportunities 

to engage in positive programming. They also advocated for more professional and diverse 

staff. 

Recommendation: 

The above recommendations from incarcerated persons directly experiencing the present 

conditions at USP Hazelton seem reasonable, realistic, and conducive to safe and effective 

prison operations. The CIC recommends that the Bureau take these recommendations and, 
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indeed, all of the expressed concerns listed in this letter, into consideration as it develops and 

implements corrective action to make USP Hazelton a safer correctional facility.  

 

Again, thank you for making the CIC’s visit with incarcerated DC men at USP Hazelton and FCI 

Hazelton possible on October 3, 2018. We hope that the information we gathered will be 

helpful to the facility and to the Bureau in its endeavor to improve the safety and security of all 

persons – the incarcerated and staff. If you have any questions of the CIC regarding the 

information and recommendations reported above, please contact us at the number below or 

via email (michelle.bonner@dc.gov and chrisiant.bracken@dc.gov).  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Michelle Bonner 

Director, CIC 
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