ENDING LONG
TERM SOLITARY
CONFINEMENT
Costs, Effects, and Alternatives to the use of
Solitary Confinement in Pennsylvania Prisons
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were reported as being held in segregation in the state's Restrictive
Housing Units as of February 2019, according to the PADOC.
That's nearly 5% of the 46,374 people in county, state, and federal
prisons and jails in PA.
The maximum amount of time per misconduct an incarcerated
individual may be sent to solitary, according to the Inmate Handbook of
the PADOC.
The length of time Arthur Johnson spent in solitary confinement in state
prison in PA.
Despite stated policy, many people spend years, even decades, in solitary.
“Indefinite and prolonged solitary confinement in excess of 15 days should be subject
to an absolute prohibition”
– Juan Méndez, UN Special Rapporteur on Torture

In a survey of prison wardens, when they were asked the reason for this extremely harmful and
costly practice, they responded: "“increasing safety, order and control throughout prison systems
and incapacitating violent or disruptive inmates.” However, the evidence does not support this
claim. Many people held in solitary confinement are there for minor infractions, and its role in
decreasing violence and disruption in prisons is not empirically substantiated.
of people held in solitary are believed not to be there because they pose a safety risk.
The Vera Institute of Justice reported that, "in Pennsylvania, the most common
violation associated with a sentence to segregated housing was 'failure to obey an
order,' with 85 percent of those written up for this type of violation sent there"
(2015).
In 2015, Washington reported that their prisons are safer after replacing solitary
confinement with alternative programs.
Colorado reported that, after they lowered their solitary confinement population by
85%, they had their lowest rate of prisoner on staff assaults in 9 years.
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The cost to taxpayers of housing a prisoner in the general
population.
The average cost nationally to taxpayers, per prisoner, for a
year in solitary.
Total, annual savings in prison costs from eliminating the
practice of solitary confinement
With the number of people held in solitary confinement in Pennsylvania right
now, the sum of these costs are enormous and could be used for decreasing the
budget, funding public schools, and reducing violence and recidivism in
communities. Evidence from other state reforms demonstrates realized
savings.
The estimated yearly savings to Mississippi’s taxpayers following reforms
to solitary confinement, according to the ACLU.
In recent years, Mississippi reduced the number of prisoners it holds in
solitary from 1,000 to about 150, and it closed down its Supermax unit.
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"When [the mentally ill are] in segregation, if they’re not appropriately engaged they
continue exhibiting the behaviors that got them there in the first place. If anything, they
heighten that activity, which then puts them back before a disciplinary committee, and they
get more [segregation] time. So instead of getting out, they wind up staying longer and
longer and longer, and they deteriorate."
— Michael J. Sullivan, former director, Wisconsin Department of Corrections, 2001.

The Vera Institute of Justice quoted a summary report: “[n]early every
scientific inquiry into the effects of solitary confinement over the past 150
years has concluded that subjecting an individual to more than 10 days of
involuntary segregation results in a distinct set of emotional, cognitive,
social, and physical pathologies.” They continued, "The characteristics that
define segregated housing—social isolation, reduced environmental
stimulation, and loss of control over all aspect of daily life—create a “potent
mix” that produces a litany of negative impacts"
Statistically, those in solitary developed psychopathologies at higher rates
than those in the general population (28% vs. 15%). This includes anxiety,
depression, anger, cognitive disturbances, perceptual distortions, paranoia,
psychosis, and self-harm.
A congressionally mandated audit of restrictive housing in federal prisons,
by the Center for Naval Analyses’ Institute for Public Research, found that
roughly 60 percent of the prisoners whose solitary cases were reviewed had
serious underdiagnosed or untreated mental illnesses.
In the juvenile justice system, approximately half of all suicides take place
when a young person is held in “room confinement.” In California, it has
been shown that inmates in solitary are 33 times more likely to commit
suicide than other prisoners incarcerated elsewhere in the state.
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People held in solitary have limited or no access to resources offered at
the prison that are statistically shown to reduce recidivism. These
include job training and education, addiction counseling, and transition
planning. They do not build skills to resolve interpersonal conflict.
Solitary confinement has been shown to create antisocial tendencies
among prisoners and to make them more prone to violence in the future.
Even with these extreme psychological and social effects of solitary
confinement, in Pennsylvania over 400 prisoners were released from solitary
confinement directly back to the public every year from 2008-2014
In Washington state, prisoners who were confined in solitary had a 20 to
25 percent higher recidivism rate than those in less-restrictive housing.
Those who spent time in solitary directly before reentering society were
more likely to commit violent crimes.
The Commission on Safety and Abuse in America's Prisons, following a
yearlong investigation, called for dramatic reductions and reforms on the
practice of solitary confinement, noting the high recidivism rate and the
viability of alternatives to solitary confinement. The Commission found
that the increasing use of high security segregation is counterproductive, often causing violence inside facilities and contributing to
recidivism after release.
In Maine, there was a dramatic reduction in the use of solitary
confinement (419 to 15) and the Department of Corrections claims a
one-year recidivism rate drop from 75 percent to between 15-20
percent.
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