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From the Outside Looking In

Behind the Scenes

Rick Patterson

Dr. Rick Patterson, a Criminal
Justice professor at Eastern Wyo-
ming College, is on sabbatical for one
_year. During this time be is working
with onr staff and observing the
process of opening the Wyoming
Medium Correctional Institution in
Torrington. This is the tenth article
he bas written.

It takes more to run a prison
than officers, treatment and
medical programs, locks and
fences. Quietly working in the
background and often outside
the security perimeter are a
number of departments and
their people who provide the
essential support services that
allow the more visible members
of the security team to do their
jobs. Among these departments
are Warehouse, Canteen, Mail,
and Maintenance.

The warchouse building is lo-
cated on the north edge of the
WMCI complex. Through it
pass all of the materials and
supplies needed to operate the
institution. This includes food,
office supplies, cleaning and
paper supplies, clothing, bed-
ding, equipment, and chemi-
cals. Staffed by four WMCI
employees, two corrections
officers, and approximately
seven inmate workers, the facil-
ity receives, handles, stores, and
distributes everything that en-
ters WMCI. This includes both
FedEx and UPS packages.

Docks are located on the south
side of the building where
trucks are both loaded and
unloaded. Deliveries take place
throughout the week. As the
shipments arrive, they are
checked and then moved into
the main warehouse building. It
is a large open room with tall
shelves, allowing materials to
be stacked neatly to the ceiling.
In the central area of this build-
ing, dry goods are stored. Off
to the sides are bulk food
items. To the west are an enot-
mous refrigerator and freezer.
Each is large enough to store
pallets of fresh and frozen
food. According to the ware-
house manager, Monte Fibranz,
enough food and supplies are
kept on hand to supply the
facility for 7-10 days, should an
emergency arise.

Every morning the food items
for the day’s meals are gathered
for the kitchen. The commodi-
ties are pulled from the shelves,
stacked on pallets, and loaded
into the back of the box truck
for shipment into the main
facility. I observed the work
being done by an inmate crew.
They worked quickly and effi-
ciently, with very little direc-
tion. The facility was remarka-
bly clean and well organized
and showed the pride and con-
cern of those employed there.

In the same building, on the
east side is the Canteen. The
WMCI commissary system
allows inmates to purchase
items that are not otherwise
available to them. The state
issues basic clothing as well as
health and hygiene items, but
other things are needed or de-
sired. Department of Correc-
tions policy restricts items from

being sent in from outside the
facility, so the commissary fills
this gap, not only providing the
inmate access to extra items,
but also serving to help limit
contraband. It has been my
experience that if inmates can-
not acquire desired items legiti-
mately, they will seek them in
other ways.

The WMCI commissary list
includes items in the following
categories: hygiene, medication,
drinks, food, sweets, candy, and
education and hobby craft sup-
plies. Neatly three hundred
items are on the list, from con-
tact lens solution to Reebok
shoes.

To start the process, the inmate
fills out a form ordering the
desired products. The order
forms are then gathered and
taken to the Canteen for filling.
This part of the facility has the
appearance of a small general
store, with shelves full of prod-
ucts and materials that are on
the commissary list. Inside,
inmate workers pull the items
from the shelves, place them
into plastic bags and seal them
for transport back into the
housing units, where they are
checked, verified, and distrib-
uted. The cost of the order is
then deducted from the individ-
ual inmate’s account.

Another essential service lo-
cated in a secure area of the
warchouse building is the mail-
room. This department is re-
sponsible for the collection,
inspection, sorting, and distri-
bution of all mail entering the
facility. Each morning the
United States Postal Service
delivers directly to the facility.
Every piece of inmate mail,
except legal material, is opened,

read, and inspected. Magazines
and other printed materials are
also closely examined to insure
compliance with
WMCI/WDOC policy. If any
mail is found to be in violation
of policy, it is not delivered and
a notice is sent to the receiving
inmate, explaining the situation.
Reasons for not passing mail
range from evidence of criminal
activity, to contraband, to pot-
nographic content.

Once the mail is processed and
sorted, the mail department
employees move it to the hous-
ing units of WMCI for delivery.
Mailroom staff gives legal mail
directly to the recipient and the
inmate must open it in the staff
member’s presence. Outgoing
mail is also collected, moved
back to the warehouse mail-
room, opened, seatched, and
processed before being sent out
to USPS. Moving and process-
ing the mail is a never-ending
job and a crucial function in
maintaining the safety and secu-
rity of the facility.

To the west of the warehouse
building sit the maintenance
shops for WMCI. Under the
direction of Lee Faber and
John Rinaker, this department
is responsible for the mainte-
nance of the entire WMCI
complex. This includes oversee-
ing facility safety, plumbing,
electrical and HVAC systems,
maintaining and serving
WDOC vehicles, as well as
being responsible for overall
building and grounds care.
Trades specialists are employed
in each area. They work various
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shifts to assure that each of the
millions of components that
comprise WMCI work prop-
erly.

Their work is complicated by
the nature of the facility. Each
maintenance job is more diffi-
cult by the overriding concern
for security that must be con-
sidered with every task they
perform. Tools must be prop-
erly monitored and secured, all
scrap materials carefully gath-
ered, outside contractors es-
corted and guided, inmate
workers closely supervised and
monitored, etc. WMCI has
hundreds of plumbing fixtures,
thousands of doors, and mil-
lions of miles of wire. It also
has three huge boilers in the
heating plant, very large and
complex HVAC systems, thou-
sands of light fixtures, and very
few windows that open, but
leak nonetheless. Outside the
facility, WMCI maintenance
crews struggle with the never-
ending battle against sand and
tumbleweeds. Without constant
removal, these natural elements
might overrun the facility.

The WMCI Warehouse, Can-
teen, Mail, and Maintenance
departments are probably not
the first thing that most people
consider when thinking about a
prison. They tend to work qui-
etly in the background. How-
ever, without them, none of the
security and rehabilitation goals
of the facility could be accom-

plished.
— Dr. Rick Patterson
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