The Demise of Prisoners’* Jobs
by
Dennis J. Beldotti

On 1 July 2025, the Department of Correction issued a new prisoner job matrix for non-
industry jobs: The matrix.included significant job and pav cuts for most prisoner jobs. Locking at
MCi Norfolk, the current matrix comprises 385 jobs at an expense of $7, 416.03 per week.?
Previously there were approximately 800 prisoner jobs at an expense of approximately $11,000
per week at MCI Norfolk.? While it is true that the Massachusetts prison population has been
decreasing over the years, and is now half of what it used to be, the Department has been
closing prisons and consolidating prisoners into fewer prisons. MCI Norfolk’s daily count hovers
at around 1,200 prisoners. Prior to the matrix there were 1.5 prisoners per job at MCl Norfolk,
now there are 3.1 prisoners per job.

These job cuts, at MCI Norfolk, netted the Department a savings of approximately
$48,000 per year. This is insignificant when compared to the Department of Correction’s
budget, which increases every year, and is currently approaching $1 biilion per year. The
Department thinks nothing of hiring staff (non-correctional officers) at approximately $100,000
per year to replace the skilled jobs prisoners were once performing.

While this number is insignificant to the Department, it is very significant to prisoners
and their families. The legislature recently passed a law where the Department could not get a
kickback from prisoner canteen {i.e., commissary, clothing and appliance) sales. Some prisoners
surmise these job cuts are in rétaliation for this law and the other new law denying the
Department getting kickbacks for prisoner phone calls being enacted. The problem >with the law
regarding canteen is that it was not thought through properly and has actually had a negative
impact on prisoners. The percentage of sales that went to the Department used to go into the
Inmate Benefit Fund (IBF) which was used for programs and some jobs (such as those of the
Norfolk Inmate Council). True, the Department abused this fund (e.g., purchasing lawnmowers
and saying they were for the benefit of prisoners), however, some of the money did trickle into
programs. What the legislature should have done is cap the amount of profit the vendor is

allowed to make* and regulate what the Department could use the commissicn money for.



Prisoner jobs start at $1.45/day and since most are 5 days per week that represents a
weekly pay of $7.25. If you are not serving a life sentence your pay gets split into a personal and
a savings account meaning you have $3.62/week to spend on canteen. A tube of AIM

toothpaste costs $1.69 and a bar of Coast soap costs $0.61, leaving you $1.32 which does not

buy miich else.” Maybe the next week you can purchase some deodorant and body lotion. You -~ - -

would need to work 2% days if you want to splurge on a candy bar at $1.65. What happens
when a prisoner needs to purchase a no-name 13” television at $221.12?° If a prisoner has a
$1.45/day job they would have to work for 1 year and 9 weeks, as long as they bought nothing
else during that period, in order to afford a television. Of course it would actually be longer as
you would have to purchase some basic hygiene products during this time. Thus, the burden is
placed on the prisoner’s family to supply their basic needs and any additional items (e.g., a fan
for a cell that gets extremely hot in the summer as the concrete holds the heat in). Of course
there are prisoners who do not have family or friends to send them money or who cannot
afford to send them money. This leads to another climate issue in prison, theft. More jobs and
higher pay is a necessity, not a privilege.

So what has happened to the jobs that were cut? Currently at MCI Norfolk, the
superintendent has stated that prisoners can stay in their job and the jobs would be eliminated
by attrition. One problem that was not addressed is that many of these jobs were 7 days/week
which prisoners are now being paid for 5 days yet the job still requires them to work 7 days to
complete the task thus giving the Department 2 days of forced free labor. Another problem is
that when a job goes away through attrition the actual job still needs to be done. Typically this
means that another prisoner has to assumé those duties on top. of their job function for a single .
pay. Case in point, at MCI Norfolk two jobs, the Roster Clerk (processes all the rosters for the
various programs) and Coffee Coordinator (coordinates the purchasing and distribution of
coffee supplies to all the programs) went away through a medical incident and a move to a
minimum security prison respectively. These are jobs which are needed and have been given to
other prisoners to perform in addition to their regular job duties while the administration

checks if they can hire prisoners for these positions for good-time only.
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The entire job matrix, at least at MCI Norfolk, does not make sense. According to MCl
Norfolk department heads they were never asked what jobs were necessary in their
departments. A public records request for who signed-off on the new job matrix at MCl Norfolk

has gone unanswered. Currently it appears that these job cuts were done at the

Coimmissioner’s Office level with no input from the-staff that actually employs-the prisoners: If -~ -~

one looks at the matrix it shows all jobs in the Community Service Department (CSD) were
eliminated with the exception of 10 janitorial jobs (previously there were 11 janitorial
positions). This is the building where the majority of programs are held including religious
programs. The jobs eliminated include the Roster Clerk and Coffee Coordinator mentioned
above along with the CSD Clerk, Copy Clerk, Audio/Video Technician, Function Coordinator,
Event Setup Crew, and all religious clerks. In other words, all the non-janitorial prisoners who
perform the majority of the daily work in the building. You would think there would be a
priority given to such a high-visibility building where numerous programs and events are held
and wheré volunteers, guests, and legislators attend programs; however, it has the lowest paid
janitorial jobs at $1.45 and $2.18/day. Compare that to the janitors in the OIC (Officer in
Charge) building where some of the janitors get a skilled level pay of $4.35 and $5.81/day to
clean the officer’s area.” Were you aware that there are brooms and mops that required skilled
operators? This shows the disparity of pay rates in the new job matrix. Further disparity is
shown when you compare that all jobs were eliminated with the exception of 10 janitorial jobs
in the CSD with the gym which was given thirty-seven jobs according to the new job matrix. This
clearly gives insight into the Department’s attitude towards rehabilitative program spaces.
Besides the financial burden this places on prisoners and their families it also hasa
sociological impact. Idle time is a significant factor on behavior in a prison environment. One
correctional officer said, “What do they want these guys to do, hang out in the yard and do
drugs? We need more jobs, not less.” This is especially true at MCl Norfolk were therg are
several codes per day for unresponsive prisoners due to ingestion of illicit drugs. Clearly if you
were about rehabilitation you would want to see prisoners being productive by working and

learning skilled jobs so they can work responsibly when they get out. Also, prisoners need to
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have an income so that they can learn to manage their money rather than have to live off of
handouts.
Sad to say, but the Department only understands court orders and statutory laws. It

appears that all the prisoner grievances and staff complaints about these job cuts is not going

- to change the minds of the administration-who are'set in their ways of increasing theirbudgets -+ =+

at the expense of prisoners. It appears that the only way jobs and pay rates will change for the
positive is through legislative action. | propose the legislature enact a law where the
Department of Correction has to provide paying jobs for eighty percent of the population at any
given facility. Further, that the pay rates at a prison average ten percent of the daily statutory
minimum wage. At the current minimum wage, each facility would have to average a pay rate
of $12/day compared to the current $3.83 at MCI Norfolk. Such a law would mandate that MCI
Norfolk would have to have 900 jobs compared to the current 385 jobs for the current prisoner

population.

Notes

' The Department of Correction now calls prisoners Incarcerated individuals or lls in place of inmates. (The
Department’s vendor, Keefe Commissary Network, uses the term offender on all Keefe applications.) What
happened to the term convicts when men (and women) stood together to fight for issues. That is a story for a
different time, for now I will just use the generic term prisoner.

2 Dailey, Matthew D. to Jenkins, Shawn P, Memorandum, “Incarcerated Individual Job Matrix Project with
Attachments,” 11 June 2025. In addition, several Norfolk Inmate Council jobs were retained at an expense of
$198.75 per week. These jobs previously came out of the Inmate Benefit Fund which no longer exists.

3 These numbers were provided by a staff person as the Department has not been forthright on public records
requests. ' :

* Even this is complicated when dealing with prison supply companies like Keefe Commissary Network as their
holding company has many subsidiaries to hide what is really going on. Keefe has products packaged under their
own name and purchases items from companies their holding company owns. Very few of their products are
nationally known brands. This allows these companies to sell to Keefe at inflated prices which Keefe then passes
on to prisoners at a minimal profit, but in reality the holding company is making huge profits.

i you work the Department does not consider you indigent and therefore will not provide you with cosmetics.

¢ Another prison supply company, Walkenhorst's, lists a 13” RCA television for $184.95, $36.17 cheaper than Keefe
Commissary Network and a known brand. Surely non-prison companies like Walmart and Best Buy would sell 13”
televisions for a lot less.

" The Department currently has three non-skilled pay rates (($1.45-$2.90/day) and four skilled pay rates ($4.35-
$10.16/day) along with some special pay rates.
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