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Isolation on Both Ends of the Line
The steep cost of staying in touch
by C hancellar W illiams 

W hen M artha W right's 
g randson  w ent to  prison 
m ore than 20 years ago, she 
learned a stark lesson about 
the cost o f  m aintaining ties 
with a family m em ber who is
incarcerated.

Beyond the isolation and deep
wound o f being separated from  a 
loved one, there's also a very steep 
price to staying in touch. The chil­
dren, parents, siblings, and grand­
parents o f  the incarcerated spend 
as m uch as$17 fora 15-minute phone 
call w ith their loved ones behind 
bars. A nd the people who benefit 
the m ost from  m aintaining connec­
tions are often those w ho can least 
afford the excessive price tag.

W righ t lives in W ash ing ton , 
D .C ., and  tha t's  w here  she resided  
w hen h er g randson  U land is Forte 
w as sent to  p rison  in L orton , Va.

America: One Nation under Surveillance
Tracking your 
every move
by W illiam A. C ollins

Does it m atter that the 
federal governm ent can 
track your cell phone at 
any m om ent o f  the day?
That protesting at an event 
w here the Secret Service
is present is now a felony? T hat any 
A m erican can be ja iled  indefinitely 
w ithout charge or trial? That you 
can suddenly be kept o ff all a ir­
planes w ithout being given a rea­
son, forever?

W ell, yes, those things m atter a 
great deal. They are the stu ff o f a 
police state. They usually pose a

W right is partia lly  blind, 
so trav e lin g  to  see her 
g ran d so n  o r w riting  a 
le tte r  w eren 't rea lis tic  
op tio n s . She had  to rely  
on phone calls.

S h e  s o o n  n o t ic e d  
th a t  h e r  p h o n e  b i l l

ju m p e d  from  $50  to  $75, and then 
to nearly  $200. As som eone living 
on a fixed  incom e, W righ t ev en tu ­
a lly  had to re jec t som e o f  the calls 
from  her g ran d so n  ju s t to avoid  
h igh  b ills. Im agine  the pain  o f  re ­
je c tin g  a phone call w ithou t the 
opportun ity  to  exp lain  the c ircu m ­
stances. Im agine the iso la tion  that 
c rea tes  on bo th  ends o f  the line.

So w hy are the M artha  W righ ts 
o f  the  w orld  pay ing  so m uch for 
basic  phone serv ice?  T he answ er 
is a m onopo ly  system  that has 
gone unchecked  fo r far too long. 
T he cu rren t s tru c tu re  a llow s p ris ­

danger to other nations and impose 
a great burden on their ow n citizens. 

People subjected to such 
oppression elsew here have 
often com e to A m erica to 
escape it.

In term s o f surveillance, 
the cell phone is the instru­
ment o f choice in tracking 
your every m ove, but even 
leaving it hom e is no sure

fix. City governments from Hartford, 
C onn ., to O akland , C alif, have 
pushed (with varying degrees of 
success) to install cam eras at inter­
sections to photograph your ve­
hicle. They say it's in case you run 
a red light. But groups like the Ameri­
can Civil L iberties Union warn they 
could em pow er the authorities to

ons to  so lic it b ids from  m ultip le  
com pan ies. You m igh t p resum e 
that p riso n s  w ould  ch o o se  the 
low est b id  to co n ta in  costs . But 
the op p o site  is true.

In aco m p le te  d is to rtion  o f free- 
m arket econom ics, the phone co m ­
pan ies tha t secure  co n trac ts  w ith  
p risons are o ften  the ones that 
charge  m ore than th e ir co m p e ti­
tors. T h e ir h igh  bids are a r tif i­
cially  inflated  beyond w hat it costs 
to p rov ide  serv ice  because  they 
inc lude  a "com m ission" that goes 
d irec tly  back  to the prison.

As a resu lt, co n sum ers pay up 
to  60 percen t m ore than  the actual 
cost o f  serv ice , acco rd ing  to re ­
search  by the independen t m ag a­
zine P rison  Legal N ew s.

T here 's  no state or federal o v e r­
sight o f  these  com m issions, w hich 
is w hy W righ t led a c lass action  
su it filed  in 2000. In 2001, a ju d g e  
re fe rred  the case to the Federal 
C om m unications C om m ission, c it­

check on where you've been.
And if you happen to m arch 

against prom inent politicians, par­
ticularly on m atters like w ar and 
peace or bank impunity, heaven help 
you. No longer are there firm laws to 
protect such com plainers.

Police can chase you aw ay, steal 
your belongings, read your mail, 
listen to your phone, and lock you 
up. Their mission is to preserve o r­
der, deter terrorists, stifle protest, 
and protect elected leaders from 
em barrassm ent.

O f course if you're M uslim , p ri­
vacy rem ains sim ply a dream . Y our 
m osque is under surveillance, your 
person  is racially  p ro filed , and 
boarding an airplane can be a ten­
sion-filled adventure. N eedless to

ing the agency 's  ju risd ic tio n  over 
the regu la tion  o f in te rsta te  te le ­
phone serv ice. T his re ferra l b e ­
cam e know n as the W righ t P e ti­
tion , w hich seeks a restruc tu ring  
o f lon g -d istan ce  calling  serv ice  
fo r incarcera ted  people.

R ep. B obby R ush, D -Ill., even  
in troduced  the F am ily  T elephone  
C onnection Protection Act in 2007 
to crea te  ru les to regu la te  ra tes, 
but it d idn 't pass. He has rem ained  
com m itted  to the cause and jo in ed  
fo rces w ith R ep. H enry W axm an, 
D -C alif., to subm it a le tte r to the 
FC C  in S ep tem ber urging them  to 
act.

Lawm akers, organizations that 
span the political spectrum, and con­
cerned m em bers o f the public have 
all criticized the FCC’s inaction to no 
avail. It is a true m iscarriage o f ju s ­
tice that the governm ent has left the 
incarcerated and their fam ilies on 
hold for more than a decade.

M artha W right's grandson is now

say, it's best not to w ear a headscarf.
M ost om inous o f all these trends 

is the latest version of the N ational 
D e fe n se  A u th o r iz a t io n  A ct 
(N D A A ), which outlines each year 
how the Pentagon's budget will be 
divvied up and sets out operational 
policies.

The latest version, with b iparti­
san support, basically em pow ers 
the military to detain anybody it 
w ants, at any tim e, with no formal 
charge, for as long as it desires. Nor 
is this power limited to foreign battle­
fields —  it also covers Am erican 
soil.

W h ile  the  c o rp o ra te -o w n e d  
m edia  rem ain  docile  and rarely  
report on these issues, the C o n ­
stitu tion  is sh ivering  in its fram e.

a free man. But even though she no 
longer has to struggle w ith the un­
fair cost o f prison phone calls, her 
com m itm ent to the cause rem ains. 
She's inspiring a m ovem ent to bring 
justice to families who desire simple 
fairness.

M ignon C lybum , an FCC com ­
m issioner, recently said she was 
proud to stand with W right in her 
fight for those "who rem ain desper­
ate to hear the voices o f  their incar­
cerated loved ones on a regular 
basis." Now it's tim e for the rest o f 
the FCC com m issioners to hear this 
call and pass the W right Petition. 
Justice has been delayed for far too 
long.

Chancellar Williams is the gov­
ernment and external affairs man­
ager for Free Press, a non-profit 
organization advocating for uni­
versal and affordable Internet ac­
cess, diverse media ownership, vi­
brant public media, and quality 
journalism.

A lert c itizens have filed  a law suit, 
A federal ju d g e  in itia lly  g ran ted  
an in junction  against indefin ite  
de ten tion  p rac tices w hile  the suit 
w as in the courts. But on Oct. 2 the 
g o v ernm en t's  stay on that in ju n c ­
tion , g ran ted  ea rlie r th is year, w as 
ex tended , c learing  the w ay for in ­
defin ite  de ten tions.

Spying, eavesdropping, seizure, 
and detention are the new modes o f 
Am erican security. O ld-fashioned 
dissent is apparently far too dan­
gerous. As a new bum per sticker 
reads: "Am erica, One Nation, U n­
der Surveillance."

OtherWords columnist William 
A. Collins is a former state repre­
sentative and a former mayor of 
Norwalk, Conn.
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