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what he describes as “a small deadend
town” in the northern part of the state. He
has never met his biological father, and
growing up, he rarely saw his mother. She
was battling a heroin addiction. .

As a kid, he lived under his stepfather’s
roof, and he was the only multiracial person
in the household - a fact his cousins made
sure he was constantly aware of.

Staggs became so accustomed to domestic

violence and abuse from his stepfather, he

said, that eventually it was the mental anguish |
that affected him more than the physical pain g

he endured.
When he was 9, he began stealing his

stepdad’s weed 50 he could share it with his
friends. He said he got higher from the feeling

of finally being accepted than from the THC.
But that changed as he got older.
Hemowedeugweasatwmgerand

began to sell drugs to college students. By age

17, he said, hewaapusimglargequm&tma[
oocmne,piﬂsmdMDMA.Hedmnkmd
popped pills. Pills graduated to heroin.
“I was smart. I just had zero guidance,” I'se
said. “My priorities were all wrong.”
Itwasamundthm&mehebmnm

Wash., where he shared a fourbedroom home

with a friend and his then-girlfriend. He said
he had a “legit” painting business and was
staying out of trouble, alﬂmughhemsﬁll

A Sohtary Mind

By Shane Staggs

This is a lonely place. As | wander in this
state of seclusion, anxiety follows. Panic
meets depression, simultaneously, colliding
with many other mental and emotional
deprivations | need most at this ime in order
to feel human.

In solitary confinement, the un-requested
sounds of keys and muffled radio
correspondence have become indicators of
time. They mark the nameless hours by which
no clock tracks; according to our overseer the
warden, matasdesewenosenseofﬂae
passing of time.
Ishallbemntantmﬂzmaimﬂybecausaall
else is silent in the sensory deprivations
forced upon me by my arrival to the Oregon
State Penitentiary’s Segregation Unit.

My one-man cell: A bathroom with bars and a
bed is where | spend 23 hours and 20
minutes a day by myself. Forly minutesto
shower and shave before | must return to my
box. Lost in deep thoughts and confused over
how I've ended up residing in such a place,
I'm in my head a lot. Still a strong mind is the
only reason | am able to avoid suicidal

hehadnothingeisc mm atﬂiazpoisﬁ.
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county jail for molesting a child for close toa
 decade; my mind is left to pray that not only
dmmatmanmeemﬁlmfofhnsm
~ beyond the half year sentence his judge

~ imposed on him, mmmmmm
he abused recovers in a way that allows him
to enjoy life without fear of seclusion himself.
Mynenqmsﬂonismy"%yamlsawmga
full year (365) days in solitary confinement for
munmstfﬁedallagaﬂomnm'tson? - .
Iammoonstaaﬁmefmeomgm -
Department of Corrections. Trﬁs"orgamzanon'
hasmorgamzaton I{:annotbeconmced
otherwise.

Furthermore, asnneoessarym:weqmghtl

am forced to try and fall asleep fo the off-beat
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other inmates and | is inhumane; mrselsﬁzat
ﬁsmnmﬂywﬁnerabﬁeamsubpﬁmﬁw
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“farget” | do. Atarget not only to the
i_taﬂme»ﬁmsmwtmusafwm'
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in his cage away from others “':_-3

How does
help me? How does it aid in rehabilitation?
mnmmmmmm
gemammmﬁmlmqﬁﬂmm

uthmte pumshmem, If I cannot be involved in

@ program, eradiacrmawmerprg-ge;ﬁafl
-:m%mwmwgamm_
' -“cmlsucceed‘?‘ifmetestlfmnyufadaspemr

-mn%wrﬂtamg isal

‘administration toputmeinaboxfora
year at a time, despite my achievementsin
~ self-help classes, gainful and
‘mentorship, you may as well label mea

meraie“hutmwmepaﬂlm

isniamefmpemmaﬁﬁagfmmw& to
remove a son from his father's reach? Is it
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 reduce the ﬁskofre&msmw aprisoners

' Thlsmm‘mf“ﬂen—pmﬁve so&udedmme .
exact opposite; indeed, it presents the
 alternative: Immersement into the deviant
.Mammnhamﬂmoﬁemersmost
accustomed.

:.Tamammsamymw In a place like
this, trusﬁﬂg«sshard andhmmmtrust

is even harder.
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~ Cold, dingy, dark ... | feel what | witness. As |

 getminimal sleep tonight, 1l prepare for
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Now image that you are confined to a hotel
bathroom for any period of time. It's not a
condition that supports human life.”

Even though he’s six hours away from
family and friends, Staggs and his fiancée are
relieved that it appears he will remain in
Eastern Oregon. They figure the farther away
from the lieutenant he is, the better.

Another inmate’s story bears striking
similarity to Staggs. Like Staggs, Rafael Mora-
Contreras was a model inmate before he
began to have problems with the lieutenant.

He was president of the Latino Club at
Oregon State Penitentiary for nine years, and
staying out of trouble was a requirement for
that position. He created his own niche at the
prison, photographing inmate weddings and
fundraisers and advocating for Hispanic
inmates.

When there was a large-scale investigation
into drugs, Mora-Contreras was placed into
solitary confinement for more than two
months. Documents indicate there were
reports that he was involved in bringing drugs
into the prison, but Mora-Contreras indicated
in a letter to an attorney that he believed
prison staff was targeting him because he
advocates for the rights of Hispanic inmates.

“If you go into a disciplinary segregation
unit,” Mora-Contreras told Street Roots,
“most of the population there is of minority -
blacks, Hispanics.”

The Vera Institute of Justice study found
black and Hispanic inmates were
overrepresented in segregated populations.
While black inmates make up 10 percent of
the total prison population, they made up 17
percent of the IMU population. And while
Hispanic inmates represent 13 percent of
prisoners, they account for 18 percent of both
IMU and administrative segregation
populations.

In addition, black and Hispanic inmates
often received longer segregation sanctions
per incident than white inmates.

Another inmate, Jose Maciel, was placed in
solitary confinement for two weeks following
a fight. He has since been released from
prison, but he wrote a notarized statement on
Mora-Contreras’ behalf.

Maciel said that before he was moved out
of solitary, the lieutenant pulled him into his
office and told him that if he would submit
testimony saying Mora-Contreras had been an
enabler of the fight, he would give him soda
and popcorn tickets along with other
privileges, and he said he would make
Maciel’s disciplinary report disappear.

He said that because it wasn't true, he
refused.

“Refusing to blame Rafael for the fight,
(the lieutenant) became upset, called me
degrading and racist names, and insulted me.
He took me back to my cell, in the hole. He
took away my blanket, pillow and toilet paper
for 5 days and on August 24 sent me to Snake
River Correctional (Institution),” he wrote.

Ultimately, Mora-Contreras was cleared of
all charges but was also transferred to Snake
River, far away from his family. In July, after
months of advocacy from his friends and
family, he was transferred back to Salem and
is now at Oregon State Correctional
Institution.

Due process?

A review of disciplinary hearing audio
recordings involving another inmate, Jaime

Ramirez, showed just how little defense an
inmate has when facing charges.

In May 2016, after guards found Suboxone,
commonly used to treat opioid addiction, in
Ramirez's socks, he had a disciplinary hearing
in which he pleaded guilty.

“It's a shameful thing, having a drug
addiction, obviously, but it’s something that I
won't deny,” he said at the hearing.

He was sentenced to two months in
solitary confinement, two weeks' loss of
privileges and a $100 fine.

He took issue with the fine.

“I don't have a Social Security number or
IT number,” Ramirez said. “Therefore when I
work, I don't qualify for an industries job, for
one, and any other job that I get, I am not
allowed to make anywhere above $49, so
that's my max, and my income is really low.”

Undocumented immigrants housed in
Oregon's prisons cannot obtain employment
with the higher-paying Oregon Corrections
Enterprises operations without a tax
identification (IT) number, which can be
difficult to obtain while in prison.

“You have a current balance of $321,"
Hearings Officer Jeremy Nofziger said.

“I've saved that. That's taken me years to
save,” he said.

The fine was not dropped.

Three months later, Ramirez had another
hearing, this time for his involvement in a
large-scale fight. [t began Aug. 5 and lasted
three days, involving 200 inmates. Many
inmates were swiftly investigated for their
involvement.

After reviewing the evidence, the charges
against Ramirez were all dismissed. The video
evidence appeared to match Ramirez’s
version of events.

But then in October, he was tried again for
the same altercation based on a new memo
added by the lieutenant. He now said Ramirez
had confessed to him shortly after the fight.

Ramirez questioned why this evidence
wasn’t mentioned at the first hearing when
the lieutenant was present.

“Not for one second did I say to him that I
fought. That is untrue,” he pleaded. “If you
think about it, during the first hearing, my
case was investigated for 30 days. How come
just now (the lieutenant) decides to come up
with a memo saying this? It doesn't make a
whole lot of sense, and it's really, really
unnerving to tell you the truth. I've been
incarcerated 13 years. | have never had this
kind of experience before, and far as the
system goes, | mean it’s never done me
wrong.”

Ramirez received three months in solitary
confinement, with the cost of restitution to be
determined at a later date.

Another inmate, Arturo Mora, told
Pendleton-based private investigator Carlos
Vega that he spent six months in IMU after
he refused to tell the lieutenant where he got
the drugs found in his possession. He was
charged with disobedience, uprising and
disturbance as a result, he said.

“I've only been in one fight since I was
locked up, and that was 20 years ago,” Mora
said. “Been here since 1984. I am a 55-year-
old man.”

He went on to say that the lieutenant has
verbally threatened him and is known to
regularly abuse his power. “(The lieutenant)
has always accused you of things with no
facts.”

He said he tried to complain about the
lieutenant by writing to the DOC’s inspector

general who is charged with investigating staff
misconduct, he said.

But it was the lieutenant who answered the
complaint.

Inmate Roderick Griggs also told Vega that
the lieutenant had threatened him.

“If you don't cooperate with them,” Griggs
said, “especially (the lieutenant), they will
threaten you and let you know that things can
happen to you. Never physically, but they
have threatened me verbally.”

Griggs was transferred in September from
the prison in Salem to Two Rivers
Correctional Institution in Umatilla - 230
miles away. He told Vega he believed it was
retaliation for not cooperating with the
lieutenant’s investigations.

“Now I'm so far away, I can't even see my
son now,” he said.

Snake River inmate
Frederick Myles said he

spent two years and six o e
A s The funny part about it is

IMU. all they have to do is listen

“The funny part aboutit to us and try to help us,” he
is all they have to do is told Vega. “You go to them
h“f':]mt“il ";‘d ‘f{{f help  gor help, and they send you
us,” he told Vega. “You go SR
B S e el At they - YOI RLIAN.
send you to segregation.”

He said investigators
sometimes give
confidential informants
items they've collected
during shakedowns.

He said that with the lieutenant, “it's his
way or the highway, basically. You've got one
of two options: You can do what he say or you
can just get ready to get put under
investigation and shipped to other
institutions. ... They can do whatever they
want to you. You're at the mercy of them.”

In a letter to Street Roots, another inmate,
Arturo Ruiz, stated that he's been in prison
since 1984 “and I never met an officer like
(the lieutenant).”

He said that after he was caught with
drugs, the lieutenant told him that he could
cooperate and his disciplinary report would
disappear, or if he refused, then he would use
everything in his power to make sure that
Ruiz stayed locked up in IMU.

During an interview, Prins, the inspector
general, refused to disclose whether the
lieutenant is under any internal investigation
for misconduct.

Of 17 official grievances inmates filed
against the lieutenant over the past four
years, 10 were denied outright, mainly
because inmates failed to correctly follow the
complicated set of rules for filling out such
complaints.

In cases where a grievance against the
lieutenant had been accepted, the subsequent
investigation appeared to consist of little
more than asking the lieutenant for his
version of events and taking him at his word.

Prins also declined to comment on whether
bribery and threats are appropriate tools for
gathering information from informants,
stating that he was unprepared to answer
those questions.

Prins’ office is responsible for investigatin-g
the misconduct of inspectors, including the
lieutenant.

According to a spokesperson for the
corrections department, the lieutenant was
unavailable for an interview.
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INMATE AT SNAKE RIVER
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