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What is the prison industrial complex?

 The prison industrial complex (PIC) is a term used to describe 

the overlapping interests of government and industry that use sur-

veillance, policing, and imprisonment as solutions to economic, so-

cial and political problems. Through its reach and impact, the PIC helps 

and maintains the authority of people who get their power through ra-

cial, economic and other privileges. There are many ways this power is 

collected and maintained through the PIC, including creating mass me-

dia images that keep alive stereotypes of people of color, poor people, 

queer people, immigrants, youth, and other oppressed communities 

as criminal, delinquent, or deviant. This power is also maintained by 

earning huge profits for private companies that deal with prisons and 

police forces; helping earn political gains for “tough on crime” politi-

cians; increasing the influence of prison guard and police unions; and 

eliminating social and political dissent by oppressed communities that 

make demands for self-determination and reorganization of power in 

the US. (definition from Critical Resistance)                                 

Prisons do not disappear problems, they disappear human beings. 

And the practice of disappearing vast numbers of people has literally 

become big business. Inmates across the US often work for pennies 

and live in dehumanizing environments, particularly in super-maximum 

prisons and immigration detention centers. 

* The prison industrial complex maintains state power, reinforces 

social hierarchies, and concentrates wealth.



 In the 1936 construction of the Front Street Jail, we see 
the seeds of how prison expansion operates today. As the jail 
neared completion, the population was “dropping away so fast, 
the sheriff and aides [were] fearful there would not be enough 
left to make a credible showing by the time the prison [was] ac-
cepted,” causing the Sheriff to consider staging a round-up in the 
“jungles,” private bingo parties, or drafting prominent citizens to 
stand in for prospective prisoners to make for a grand open-
ing.”[6] The jail opened with 38 inmates and was overcrowded 
by 1939, holding 82 inmates.
 The current jail on Water Street, which was built in 
1981, continues these legacies of inhumane conditions and 
racism. In Santa Cruz, African American drug offenders served 
the highest proportion of time in jail, followed by Latinos and 
whites. Latinos served the longest sentences for felonies, Afri-
can Americans for misdemeanors. Whites, who accounted for 
67% of drug felonies and 74% of drug misdemeanors, served 
the shortest time in jail overall regardless of offense type.[7] 
Those who have been inside report overcrowded cells with no 
ventilation, development of skin discoloration, and describe the 
food as “pink slime.” Inmates are ignored when requesting as-
sistance and are forced to take unknown medications and put 
in lockdown for refusing them. One person wrote online, “what I 
saw were MANY young wonderful people stuck in a never end-
ing system; many left homeless as a result.”
 Angela Davis discusses how prisons are so entrenched 
in our society and psyches that we think of mass imprisonment 
as inevitable, a natural fact of life. If we trace the history of pris-
ons and the conditions of their expansion, we will see that this is 
not the case. Prisons don’t have to expand, therefore we have 
the power to stop them! While government officials propose

History of Santa Cruz County Jails:
 Some background is crucial to contextualize present in-
justices we are working to address. The historical development 
of Santa Cruz County jails follows an all-too-common pattern: 
correctional facilities eat up a growing portion of the county’s 
spending, and as the facilities themselves expand, the number 
of inmates who occupy them grows rapidly despite actual crime 
rates.
 Three years after the Union annexed California in Septem-
ber 1850, Santa Cruz County built its first prison of wood and 
sheet iron. On Mission Hill, where Holy Cross Catholic Church 
still stands after multiple renovations, the county jail was left un-
attended every night, never held more than a handful of inmates 
at a time, and escapes were common.[1]
 Santa Cruz County contracted the construction of a re-
placement facility to the lowest bidder at $3,600 in 1864. The 
project was quickly abandoned by the contractor, leaving the 
county to finish it. One of the famed “founders” and developers 
of Santa Cruz, Elihu Anthony, described the new and upgraded 
facility as “one of the best in the state, being secure against 
the most determined acts of desperadoes.”[2] The new gates 
and locks to which Anthony referred to, however, only ensured 
“security” for certain populations. In 1877, 150 Santa Cruz lo-
cals broke in and lynched Francisco Arias and Jose Chamales 
at the Water Street bridge.[4] Mariano Hernandez faced the 
same violence at the hands of the Santa Cruz community two 
decades prior.[5] Throughout the nineteenth century, the coun-
ty jail served to suppress what the white community perceived 
as a threat to complete control of the region.   



new jails as a solution to overcrowding, we know that more 
prisons and policing will not make our communities safer. 

[1] Pacific Sentinel, “County Prisoners,” November 15, 1856.
[2] Santa Cruz Sentinel, “County Buildings,” November 5, 1870.
[3] Santa Cruz Sentinel, “Jail Officials Worried; Population Fall-
ing Off,” December 5, 1937.
[4] Santa Cruz Sentinel, “Murder, Arrest, Strangulation,” May 
5, 1877.
[5] Santa Cruz Sentinel, “The Execution,” October 3, 1863.
[6] Santa Cruz Sentinel, “County Jail May Get Penthouse,” 
March 7, 1939.
[7] Santa Cruz County Sheriff’s Department and Probation De-
partment, 2011, based on representative sample of 3,163 
drug cases

Santa Cruz County Jail inmates, circa 1975

West Housing jail cell at the Water Street jail.

Santa Cruz County jail inmates, circa 1975.



The Front Street Jail, 1936. 
Courtesy of Covello and Covello

Water Street Jail, after the completion of Phase I,
pending Phase II construction (1983).

THE U.S. STATE & FEDERAL 
PRISON POPULATION HAS 
INCREASED OVER 800% IN 

40 YEARS.



Broader Picture of California Prisons: 
Who’s Inside?

 Racism, sexism, transphobia, and heterosexism finds its most 

brutal expression in the prisons of California. The state of California 

was built on land stolen from indigenous populations and upon this sto-

len land, California’s prisons and jails were built. The Corcoran Prison 

was built on what was once Tulare Lake, home to the Yokut Native 

American people. Indigenous people in California face poverty and rac-

ism; most indigenous people living in reservations live in dire poverty, 

with over half not having graduated from high school. Indigenous people 

and Black people are incarcerated at an extremely high rate. In 1980, 

there were 145 per 100,000 Native Americans in California’s pris-

ons, but by 2000 the number had skyrocketed to 767 per 100,000.

[1]  In California’s prisons, 41% of the prisoners are Latino and 29% 

are African American. The percentage of California prisoners who are 

Black is extremely high, considering that Black people comprise only 

6% of the total population of California.  An increasingly growing num-

ber of prisoners in California are women and especially women of color. 

Among women, African Americans are incarcerated at a rate of 342 

per 100,000, compared to 57 for Latinas, 66 for non-Latina whites, 

and 5 for Asian Americans.[2] Transgender people are ten to fifteen 

times more likely to be incarcerated than cisgender (not transgender) 

people, and nearly half of African American transgender people have 

spent time in jail or prison.[3]

 California prisons are over their capacity by at least 155% and 

in many cases, over 200%, with prisoners receiving very little medical 

care and often not having enough beds to sleep in. As of November



14, 2011 the California prison system held 143,643 prisoners in 

state prisons designed to hold 84,130, 1,439 prisoners in in-state 

contract beds, and 9,439 prisoners held in private, out-of-state pris-

ons. Since October 2012, a system of realignment to county jails has 

been in place. Realignment refers to the reallocation of power from 

state to the counties; it shifts control from the prisons (which are state 

or federal operations) to the jails (which are run by counties and their 

elected sheriffs).[4] Since October, anyone in California who has been 

sentenced to prison for a crime that is “non-serious,” “non-violent,” and 

“non-sexual” will be sent to jail instead of prison to serve their term. 

This may sound beneficial for the prisoner, but in actuality the condi-

tions in jail are worse--visiting hours tend to be tighter in local jails and 

the food is usually of lesser quality, and most of the county jails are 

already overcrowded.

 Anti-immigrant legislation and policing reinforces the racist 

structure of the state and the prison system. The average daily popula-

tion of detained non-citizens grew from approximately 5,000 in 1994 

to over 33,000 by 2010. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) 

relies heavily on private corporations to hold non-citizen detainees.[5] 

As of 2009, 49% of these beds were run by private corporations. Un-

der Secure Communities, the fingerprints of everyone who has been 

arrested and booked are run through immigration databases. If an im-

migration database indicate that the person arrested has outstanding 

immigration violations, ICE issues a “detainer request” until the per-

son can be picked up and taken to an immigration detention center, 

which is a prison controlled by ICE. Immigration detention centers are 

degrading places, serving rotten food to prisoners and denying basic 

rights such as exercise and social interaction. During an investigation 

of ten immigration detention centers it was discovered that, “at all ten 

of the facilities, people reported waiting weeks or months for medical 

care, inadequate, and in some cases a total absence of, any outdoor 

recreation time or access to sunlight or fresh air, minimal and inedible

food, the use of solitary confinement as punishment, and the extreme 

remoteness of many of the facilities from any urban area which makes 

access to legal services nearly impossible.”[6] As the border patrols 

police the borders of the state, so do the officers police communities of 

color and poor communities. 

[1] “Behind Bars: Native incarceration rates increase.” http://www.

indianz.com/News/show.asp?ID=law/7132001-1

[2] Public Policy Institute of America, “California’s Changing Prison Pop-

ulation.” http://www.ppic.org/main/publication_show.asp?i=702

[3] http://www.racialicious.com/2012/01/27/why-we-should-sup-

port-cece-mcdonald/

[4] The Economist, “The Challenges of ‘Realignment.’” http://www.

economist.com/node/21555611

[5] “The Influence of the Private Prison Industry.” Detention Watch Net-

work. 2008.

[6] Mother Jones, “Welcome to America’s 10 Worst Immigration Deten-

tion Centers.” http://www.motherjones.com/mojo/2012/11/10-

worst-immigration-detention-centers-america



Why are we taking action?
In July 2012, Santa Cruz County Board of Supervisors voted 
to outsource county jail medical services to Monterey-based 

California Forensics Medical Group. Since then, at least 4 
inmates--all charged with non-violent offenses--have died in 

Santa Cruz County Jail.
California Forensics Medical Group provides inmate medi-

cal services for 25 California counties and has an extensive 
history of lawsuits against them related to inadequate care, 

inmate abuse, and neglect.

APRIL 6TH

WE DEMAND... 
that Santa Cruz County officials 
provide real healthcare within 
county jails, end police brutality, 
eliminate pretrial detention, and 
reallocate prison funding to cre-
ate drug treatment centers and 
welfare programs outside of SC 

County Jail

SPEAKOUT + MARCH

DOWNTOWN SANTA CRUZ 
CLOCKTOWER

N Pacific Ave. and Water St. 4 PM

What is the
PRISON ABOLITION MOVEMENT?
 We call our vision “abolition”, and intentionally foster the 

name from those who called for the abolition of slavery in the 1800’s. 

Abolitionists believed that slavery could not be fixed or reformed - 

it needed to be abolished. While we are concerned with the living 

conditons of those inside, we understand that historically the prison 

system has always expanded under the guise of reform. Our goal is 

to shrink the system into non-existence and build alternatives in its 

place. 

 We work to build safe and healthy communities centered 

around providing food security, shelter, accesible healthcare & drug 

treatment programs outside of the prison system, empowering 

youth, cultivating creativity and self-determination. We are building 

a member-led and member-run grassroots movement to stop using 

punishment to “cure” complicated social problems. 



SOLIDARITY WITH PRISONERS 
ON HUNGER STRIKE! 

 In the Spring of 2011, prisoners inside Pelican Bay State 

Prison contacted prisoner-rights and anti-prison activist organiza-

tions announcing 50-100 prisoners would be beginning a rolling 

hunger strike on July 1st, and that they needed support making 

sure their voices and demands were heard and acted on outside 

prison walls.

 The prisoners in the Security Housing Unit (SHU) at Pelican 

Bay State Prison (California) began what became a historic hunger 

strike to protest the cruel, inhumane and tortuous conditions of 

their imprisonment and to improve the treatment of SHU-status 

prisoners throughout California. At least 6,600 prisoners across 

the state of CA joined in solidarity with the Pelican Bay hunger strik-

ers’ demands.

 After nearly four weeks of refusing food, inmates en-

tered into negotiations with the California Department of Cor-

rections & Rehabilitation (CDCR) and stopped their hunger 

strike to give the CDCR a few weeks to implement substan-

tial changes to their policies & comply with the prisoners’ de-

mands. When CDCR failed to follow through, prisoners through-

out the state resumed the hunger strike on Sept 26th, 2011.  

On October 13th, the CDCR released a memo detailing a compre-

hensive review of every Security Housing Unit (SHU) prisoner in 

California whose SHU sentence is related to gang validation. As of 

today, the CDCR has not implemented any meaningful changes.

 On July 8th, prisoners will resume their hunger 
strike with a simultaneous work stoppage. Once initiated, 
this nonviolent protest will continue until all Five Core 
Demands are fully met.

Hunger Strikes 
to Resume
July 8th

www.prisonerhungerstrikesolidarity.wordpress.com

1. End Group Punishment & Administrative Abuse

2. Abolish the Debriefing Policy, and Modify 

Active/Inactive Gang Status Criteria

3. Comply with the US Commission on Safety and 

Abuse in America’s Prisons 2006

 Recommendations Regarding an End to Long-Term 

Solitary Confinement 

4. Provide Adequate and Nutritious Food 

5. Expand and Provide Constructive Programming 

and Privileges for Indefinite SHU Status Inmates.

SUPPORT THE 5 CORE 
DEMANDS:



•	 Michelle	Alexander.	The	New	Jim
							Crow:	Mass	Incarceration	in	the	Age
							of	Colorblindness
•	 Abeer	Baker	and	Anat	Matar,	eds.	Threat:	Palestinian	Political	Prison-

ers	in	Israel
•	 Jamie	Bissonette.	When	the	Prisoners	Ran	Walpole:	A	True	Story	in	

the	Movement	for	Prison	Abolition
•	 Fran	Buntman.	Robben	Island	and	Prisoner	Resistance	to	Apartheid.
•	 Mary	Ellen	Curtin.	Black	Prisoners	and	their	World:	Alabama	1865-

1900
•	 Angela	Davis.	Are	Prisons	Obsolete?
•	 Ruth	Gilmore.	Golden	Gulag:	Prisons,	Surplus,	Crisis,	and	Opposition	

in	Globalizing	California
•	 Stuart	Hall,	Chas	Critcher,	Tony	Jefferson,	John	N.	Clarke,	Brian	Rob-

erts.		Policing	the	Crisis:	Mugging,	the	State	and	Law	and	Order
•	 Malcolm	X.	The	Autobiography	of	Malcolm	X
•	 Michael	A.	Hallett.		Private	Prisons	in	America:	A	Critical	Race	Per-

spective
•	 Adrian	Howe.	Punish	and	Critique:	A	Feminist	Critique	of	Penality
•	 Dario	Melossi	and	Massimo	Pavarini.	The	Prison	and	the	Factory:	

Origins	of	the	Penitentiary	System
•	 David	Oshinsky.	Worse	than	Slavery:	Parchman	Farm	and	the	Ordeal	

of	Jim	Crow	Justice
•	 Prison	Research	Educational	Project.	Instead	of	Prisons:	A	Handbook	

for	Abolitionists
•	 Robert	Perkinson.	Texas	Tough:	The	Rise	of	America’s	Prison	Empire
•	 Assata	Shakur,	Assata
•	 	Eric	A.	Stanley	and	Nat	Smith,	eds.	Captive	Genders:	Trans	Embodi-

ment	and	the	Prison	Industrial	Complex
•	 Julia	Sudbury,	ed.	Global	Lockdown:	Race,	Gender,	and	the	Prison	

Industrial	Complex
	

Resources
•	 All of Us or None
http://www.prisonerswithchildren.org/our-projects/allofus-or-none
•	 California Coalition for Women Prisoners
 http://womenprisoners.org
•	 Californians United For a Responsible Budget
http://curbprisonspending.org
•	 Critical Resistance
 http://criticalresistance.org
•	 Eastside Arts Alliance
 http://www.eastsideartsalliance.com
•	 Freedom Archives
http://www.freedomarchives.org
•	 INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence
http://incite-national.org
•	 Justice Now (Justice Network on Women)
http://jnow.org
•	 Legal Services for Prisoners with Children
http://www.prisonerswithchildren.org
•	 The National Center  on Institutions and Alternatives (NCIA)
http://www.ncianet.org/
•	 Prison Activist Resource Center
http://prisonactivist.org
•	 Prisoner Hunger Strike Solidarity Coalition
 http://prisonerhungerstrikesolidarity.wordpress.com
•	 Prison Legal News
http://prisonlegalnews.org
•	 Prison Moratorium Project
http://nomoreprisons.org
•	 The Sentencing Project
http://sentencingproject.org
•	 Stop the Injunctions Coalition
 http://stoptheinjunction.wordpress.com
•	 Transgender Gender Variant Intersex Justice (TGI) Justice Project
http://www.tgijp.org
•	 Youth Justice Coalition
 http://www.youth4justice.org

Hunger Strikes 
to Resume
July 8th

What	we’re	reading..



K N O W  Y O U R  RIGHTS

I f  you are stopped by immigration agents, police, 
or the FBI:
•	 You have the right to remain silent. If you wish to exercise 

that right, say so out loud.

•	 You have the right to refuse to consent to a search of 

yourself, your car or your home.

•	 If you are not under arrest, you have the right to calmly 

leave.

•	 You have the right to a lawyer if you are arrested. Ask for 

one immediately.

•	 Regardless of your immigration or citizenship status, you 

have constitutional rights.   

S i n  B a r r a s  w o r k s  t o . .
•	 Create consciousness and engagement about prison 

conditions in Santa Cruz, CA and other prisons in the 

United States

•	 Amplify the voices of those inside

•	 Mobilize support against prison expansion and push 

for decarceration

•	 Organize for “non-reformist reforms” which Angela 

Davis describes as “reform that furthers abolition; 

reform that does not help to entrench the institution 

it is attempting to reform.”

•	 While we fight to improve the lives of inmates, we 

simultaneously demand that basic human needs be 

met outside of prison walls, not implemented within 

them

•	 To divert $ from militarization, war, and policing so 

that everyone has access to healthcare, welfare, 

housing, and education, which create healthy 

     communities

•	 Organize with and take leadership from those most 

directly affected by the violence reproduced by the 

prison industrial complex: racism, heterosexism, pov-

erty, transphobia, ableism, and ageism

Visit our website | www.sinbarras.wordpress.com
Contact us | sinbarras@gmail.com


