
Reducing solitaRy 
confinement
How Maine’s corrections coMMissioner dropped superMax 
nuMbers by 70 percent . . . and becaMe a national leader in 
prison reforM (if anybody follows) 
_By L ance TapLey

f 

Installed by conservative Republican 
Governor Paul LePage last winter, 

Maine’s new corrections commissioner, 
Joseph Ponte, 64, immediately set about 
reforming the prison system. His priority 
was the Maine State Prison’s often-full-up, 
132-cell solitary-confinement “supermax” 
unit — a/k/a the Special Management Unit, 
SMU, “segregation,” or “seg.”

It was notorious for abusive treatment 
of prisoners, many mentally ill. The long 
terms of solitary, often for discipline, dam-
aged inmates’ minds, and “cell extractions” 
of disobedient inmates by guards damaged 
their bodies.

But now, on a recent day, only 34 prison-
ers were in solitary, about 30 percent the 
number often in isolation before Ponte took 
over — and most are there for brief stays. Cell 
extractions have dropped to almost none.

In the supermax’s 32-bed Mental Health 
Unit, Ponte has ended solitary confinement 
(half its inmates were frequently kept in soli-
tary). He is instituting more humane disci-
pline throughout the Warren prison and the 
state’s other correctional facilities.

Future reforms, Ponte says, include “more 
effective interaction at the street level” with 
offenders on probation to keep more out of 
prison. Half the inmates in prison are there 
because of probation revocations.

Ponte also has made the prisons more 
transparent. He appointed prisoner-rights 
advocates to a department committee design-
ing the reforms and recently gave some of 
them a lengthy tour of the state prison, 
including the supermax. They met with doz-
ens of inmates and staff.

The tour “lifted away more shadows that 
have covered dysfunctional practices at the 
prison for decades,” says Judy Garvey of the 
Maine Prisoner Advocacy Coalition.

Garvey cautions, however, that “inmates, 
staff, and advocates agree it’s too early to 
weigh the results of change, and that ten-
sions can be high as new policies are imple-
mented.” Still, she’s hopeful Maine will 
become “a model for treatment of prisoners 
for the rest of the country.”

You’ve made big changes — especiallY in the 
special management unit and the maine state 
prison as a whole. is this something that You 

wanted to do before You came to maine? No. 
It was waiting for me when I arrived. There 
had been threats of lawsuits by the ACLU. A 
substantial committee had been put together 
that had worked for a good amount of time 
to develop what the concerns were. So I put 
a group together — led by Rod Bouffard from 
the Long Creek youth facility — to make the 
changes. And you’re right, there have been 
substantial changes. It is a big deal. It’s a lot 
for a staff to adjust to. It’s a whole different 
way of doing business.

I get asked the question: Do you get a 
lot of staff resistance? Well, we had trained 
staff for many, many years to do business 
a certain way, and now we’re telling them 
here’s another way of doing business. It took 
a good deal of leadership by Warden [Patricia] 
Barnhart and Charlie Charlton, the SMU unit 
manager, to convince staff there is another 
way, and try this, and it’s worked.

how do You know it’s worked? We have 
60 beds that have been closed for three or 
four months. We’re utilizing about 40-some-
thing beds on any given day. So inmates that 
were typically locked up in segregation are 
now being managed in general population. 
Segregation tends not to fix the problem that 
the inmate needs to address.

We had to measure the outcomes. Did we 
increase inmate violence? And every measure 
we’ve had, first in segregation — the acting 
out, the use of chemicals, the use of force, 
use of restraint chair — those numbers have 
dropped significantly, so segregation is a 
better place. And then we took those same 
measurements and looked at them in popu-
lation — inmate assaults, staff assaults, use 
of force — did they increase after we limited 
the use of segregation to the more violent 
offenders? All of our data show us that the 
situation actually has improved and not got-
ten worse.

how do You account for the improve-
ment in general population? The effective-
ness of our staff interacting with inmates 
and changing behavior. Locking them up 
in segregation didn’t change the behavior. 
Instead, we do informal sanctions, like you 
lose your recreation time, or you lose your 
commissary privileges, or you’re locked in 
your cell for a period of time.

people who were put into segregation 
because theY were alleged to be violent, 
You’re now putting them into general popu-
lation, and You’re saYing You’re actuallY get-
ting less violence now? That’s correct.

what causes that? Face-to-face interac-
tion starts the process — where the officers 
know the offender, they know what the 
issues are, they work on the issues. An 
inmate fight would be a good example. It 
used to be they would go to seg. They would 
do their disciplinary time in seg. It might 
take two or three months, that whole pro-
cess. Now an inmate gets into a fight, they’ll 
go to seg and be evaluated. We would decide, 
after talking with the inmate and staff, can 
these guys go back in population. If they had 
a little disagreement and there were no seri-
ous injuries, they’ll probably go back either 
in the same housing unit or in some cases 
the fighters will be separated.
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‘Segregation 
tends not  
to fix the 
problem 
that the 
inmate 
needs to 
address.’
                           _Joseph ponte



in the past manY people put in the super-
max were classified bY the department as 
mentallY ill. are You still putting mentallY 
ill people there? The people that are men-
tally ill should not be placed in segregation. 
One, there is no evidence that supports that 
they’re ever going to get better there. Two, 
we’re probably doing more harm to do that. 
We’re still refining that policy. One of the 
things that we were struggling with is when 
we’ve got an inmate in the Mental Health 
Unit and he acts up, he’s violent, well, do 
we put him in seg? That’s a problem for us 
because it’s a safety issue for the inmate and 
for staff. But, clinically, we’re standing on 
firm ground saying “No, you can’t.” We’re 
going to manage him in the Mental Health 
Unit because he’s mentally ill. Putting him 
in seg does not accomplish anything for us. 
It doesn’t make him better. It doesn’t solve 
the violence problem.

so to do this do You need more resources 
in the mental health unit? I think it’s more of 
a change in philosophy and mind-set on how 
we’re going to do it than resources. We’ve 
added some resources. We’re going to have 
a recreation therapist in there. We’ve just 
added a clinical director there who comes 
from Long Creek. If you look at the change in 
juvenile corrections, we went from a custody 
operation to a treatment operation. So the 
focus in the Mental Health Unit is going to 
be a treatment focus, not a custody focus.

so whY do people go into solitarY con-
finement now? is it disciplinarY? When the 
inmate is a threat to himself or others, he 
can be placed in segregation. It could be a 
number of reasons why that occurs. A disci-
plinary report doesn’t get you into segrega-
tion unless we can prove that you are in fact 
a threat to yourself or others. And that could 
be a very temporary placement.

so You’re not using segregation as regu-
lar discipline? No. That’s exactly what we 
got away from.

previouslY there was something called 
“administrative segregation”? They had 
a high-custody classification. We’ve done 
away with that.

You’re trYing to keep people there in 
such short staYs that theY’re not going to 
be driven crazY bY solitarY confinement, i 
take it? That’s our hope. And we’re trying to 
put some program pieces into segregation. 
If the inmate’s behavior is relatively good, 
we now give them TVs, radios, commissary 
privileges. It’s not disciplinary. If you’ve got 
a serious assault where somebody’s injured 
and you’ve got a weapon involved, you’re 
probably going to do your disciplinary time 
down there. There will be many more fac-
tors to be investigated to make a decision on 
when and if we can bring them back.

how about cell extractions in the smu? 
the last time i checked a month or two ago 
there hadn’t been one in five weeks. We’ve 
got one particular inmate that’s been real dif-
ficult to manage. He continues to do things 
to harm himself. From recent memory, 
that’s really the only one that we’ve had to 
take out of his cell.

You’ve mentioned that in the staff there 
was some resistance at first to all the 
changes. have You given a lot of training 
to the staff? We’ve done some training. 
We’ve trained on the change in the policies. 
We have substantial training coming up 
on mental health. We’ve got a substantial 
amount of training to do on the segregation 
side. As staff adjusts to these things, staff 
usually finds better ways to do the things 
that we’d like to see done.

is the warden going along with the 
changes? some of the advocates for prison-
ers think that she’s a little reluctant, that 
she seems more passive than active. I think 
that for a lot of people who have worked 

with prisoners for a period of time we kind of 
learn one way of doing business and this is a 
substantial change. I don’t think she’s reluc-
tant. I think as we try new things we’re not 
positive of the outcome. But we’ve proven in 
the juvenile setting that it’s possible to get 
everybody on board.

do You feel she’s coming along? 
Absolutely. I don’t see reluctance. I just see 
“cautious.” A lot of this stuff is new to her as 
it is to the staff.

what has been the reaction in the correc-
tions communitY nationallY to Your reforms, 
especiallY to the reduction of the supermax 
population? Nationally, we’re one of two or 
three states that have done that — Mississippi 
has done the same thing. We’ve had more 
reaction from colleagues locally. The com-
missioner in Rhode Island is amazed at what 
we’re able to do here. I don’t know if we’ll be 
followed. Maine is different in a lot of ways. 
I’ve worked in California, and their gang 
issues are just off the chart — very severe, 
very difficult to manage. I don’t think if we 
had those kinds of issues in Maine we could 
have been where we are today in segregation.

so some states might be able to do what 
You’ve done and some would find it much 
harder? Yes. In some states it’s not impossi-
ble, but much more difficult, more complex.

what’s governor lepage’s reaction to 
what You’ve done? He’s told me he’s very 
happy where we’re at. What he said to me 
coming in was he thought the department 
had issues and problems that needed to be 
addressed. He still wants safe, secure facili-
ties. He wants our inmates to be safe. He 
wants them well treated. He wants our staff 
to be safe. And if we can save money in the 
process, as difficult a fiscal situation as we 
are in, I’m sure he’s happy in that regard.

i think people were surprised that You did 
what You did immediatelY here in terms of fix-
ing some of the problems. You came from the 
corrections corporation of america, which 
is a goblin to prisoner-rights advocates. 
but You seem to be heeding a lot of what the 
advocates are saYing. personallY, what hap-
pened? I changed jobs enough that I never 
come in with the mentality that I know what 
to do here. I come in and look at what’s hap-
pening and make my best judgments. One 
of the things I’ve learned in 42 years in this 
business is that I don’t know it all, and that 
others’ opinions probably have some valid 
points. I’ve come in with an open mind. 
Developing new, creative responses to things 
has always been something that keeps me 
enthusiastic.

recentlY the un chief official on torture 
in essence accused american supermaxes 
of being torture chambers. recentlY You 
allowed the national religious campaign 
against torture to interview You. do You feel 
comfortable with that word “torture” to 
describe what has happened in manY super-
maxes? I don’t think what we have here is a 
supermax. I’ve seen some where the isola-
tion is not only within the cell, but within 
the corridor. I think long-term confinement 
in segregation has negative effects. But in 
some cases you’ve got very violent, danger-
ous people. I’m not sure how to fix that. I 
always use the example of someone who 
comes into prison with a murder charge and 
then kills an inmate. At what point do you 
put that guy back out?

but isn’t long-term solitarY confinement 
of people torture? I don’t believe adminis-
trative segregation is torture. At some point, 
I guess, if it goes on long enough and the 
isolation is severe enough it could be. My 
concern is what we have here in Maine, and 
I don’t see that here.   

^

Lance Tapley can be reached at  
lance.tapley@gmail.com.
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Praise for the reformer
a selectioN of reviews of poNte’s work

F “the reduction in the use of solitary confinement is just one example of the positive management 
changes he has made. i agree with the commissioner that, whenever possible, it is best to treat people in a 
more civil manner. the changes that have been made will reduce costs and lead to better outcomes.” 

 _Governor paul lepage

F “commissioner ponte has taken an extraordinary step. he has reduced the solitary-confinement popula-
tion in maine’s prisons by 70 percent. it is the right time for state legislators, governors, and directors of cor-
rections in other states to do the same.”

  _reverend richard Killmer, executive director, national religious campaign against torture

F “commissioner ponte has achieved extraordinary reforms to limit solitary confinement — effectively, 
torture — at the maine state prison. by treating prisoners like human beings, he is giving them a chance at 
turning their lives around in prison and when they return to our communities.” 

 _shenna bellows, executive director, american civil liberties union of Maine

Leading The way Maine 
corrections commissioner 
Joseph ponte is moving his 
prison staff in a promising 
new direction.

how have the inmates in the general 
population reacted to this new set-up? i 
heard there was nervousness at first that 
some of these people in segregation were 
coming back. Right. There was a nervous-
ness in staff and inmates. Some inmates 
thought that this was a weakness in the 
sense now is the time to start misbehaving 
because you’re not going to get locked up. 
But we’re letting people know that if you do 
something serious you’re going to get locked 

up for a substantial amount of time. But for 
the everyday things as long as we can safely 
manage them in the population we’re going 
to manage them in the population. It’s a lot 
more work for the staff. It’s a lot easier for 
the officers to take somebody who’s acting 
out or being a pain to lock them up in seg. 
He’s out of their hair. But now you’ve got 
to deal with this guy every day, talk to him 
every day to convince him of the right thing 
to do.


