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Third Report on Cell Checks at Pelican Bay SHU 

1. Introduction and Summary 

This report is a follow-up to my previous reports dated October 22, 2015 and January 25, 2016 regarding 

the impact of cell checks every 30 or 60 minutes on SHU prisoners at Pelican Bay State Prison. 

This report is based on interviews with 11 SHU prisoners and one former SHU prisoner now in General 

Population at Pelican Bay conducted on March 1 and 2, 2016, by attorney Carmen Bremer and 

undersigned counsel.   Generally, we have selected interviewees based on (1) geographic diversity 

throughout the SHU and (2) continuity.  Of our 12 March interviewees, five prisoners had been 

interviewed all three times; four had been interviewed in January; and this was the first interview for 

three.  They represented the following blocks: C1, C2, C3, C4, C5, C7, D2, D4, D6 and D10, and GP.1 

Prisoners in C4 and D10 reported to us that the First Watch checks had not been uniformly cut back to 

once per hour, per the Coleman order. I have provided the details of these reports to plaintiffs’ counsel 

in Coleman. 

The majority of prisoners still report “very bad” or “fairly bad” sleep.  The pod doors slamming open and 

shut is the most disruptive issue, followed by excessive noise on the part of correctional officers.  No 

one reports “very good” sleep.  Those who are reporting better sleep are in pods in which the pod doors 

are not being completely closed and/or completely opened. One pod had the good fortune of having 

both no slamming of doors and uniformly quiet correctional officers.  This pod (or block) is a model for 

the rest of the SHU.  It demonstrates that these checks can be done quietly at PB SHU, but only if both 

the doors and officer behavior are adequately addressed.  

We are now in the eighth month of these loud and frequent checks which cause radically disrupted and 

shortened sleep for hundreds of prisoners.  It is truly a public health crisis.  However, interim measures 

are readily available: (1) instructions to tower officers not to close or open pod doors all the way during 

First Watch and (2) training of correctional officers on the importance of conducting these checks quietly 

and how to do that.  A suggested training curriculum is attached. 

2. Impact on prisoners 

 

(a) Impact on sleep: 

The prisoners we interviewed gave the following estimates of how much sleep they were getting every 

day (including naps): 2, 3, 3-4, 4, 4, 4, 4 ½, 5 at most, 6, 7-8 hours.   About half cannot or do not sleep at 

all during the day; about half take short naps or try to (5 minutes, half an hour, less than an hour).   

They virtually all report waking up many times during the night.  One man said that, even though the 

checks are now one hour apart at night, he wakes up during and between checks, when in the past he 

                                                           
1
 We understand that C9, C10, D7 and D8 were vacant at the time of our interviews.  The GP prisoner had been in 

PB SHU for a lengthy period and had been recently released to GP. 
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slept “pretty well.”  Many reported that they do not dream at all since the checks began. Six gave their 

sleep a rating of “very bad,” one said “fairly bad”, one said “fairly bad or fairly good, depending on the 

night,” and two said “fairly good.” 

(b) Impact on ability to function: 

We received the same kinds of reports as previously: difficulty concentrating, falling asleep while trying 

to read, dropping GED class, inability to complete drawings (when he could draw for many hours a day 

and complete a drawing in one sitting); sloppy handwriting; becoming inarticulate, inability to recall 

familiar words; lack of energy or interest in doing normal activities; doing less exercise; not reading any 

more.  

(c) Impact on mental and physical state: 

People reported: 

 Panic attacks 

 Blacking out (SHU and GP) 

 Headaches five times a week 

 Pain from earplugs 

 Body feels hot 

 Weight gain 

 Exhaustion 

 Anxiety 

 Loss of enjoyment in pleasurable activities (reading, writing, TV) 

 Loss of one’s quick wit 

 Lack of sociability 

 Anger 

 Discomfort when checks occur while one is using the toilet or bathing 

 

3. Changes in the last month (since January 19th – 20th visits) 

As mentioned above, some pods are still not consistently doing the checks hourly throughout the night.  

Some pods have filled back up, so checking each block takes longer again, and this keeps people awake 

for longer periods of time.  In D4, where Todd Ashker had been housed, the officers became 

intentionally louder (with their keys, the door, banging the pipe) after he was transferred out.  It was 

thought that these officers felt emboldened to harass the prisoners even more, now that Ashker was 

gone, since he would report problems to the lawyers on the solitary confinement case. 

On the positive side, three prisoners reported that the tower officers were not opening or closing the 

pod doors all the way.  Notably, these prisoners reported their sleep as “fairly good” all or some of the 

time.  Several prisoners reported that the Guard One pipes were no longer beeping.  However, this has 

made little difference, as this sound did not cause prisoners to awaken; further, some officers are hitting 

the sensors louder now. 
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4.  Correctional officer behavior generally 

When asked to rate the percentage of “disrespectful noisy” COs, the majority were rated as “noisy and 
disrespectful” with one notable exception.  The negative rates were 99%, 90-95%, 75%, 67%, 50%, 50%, 
and 40% (sometimes).  Opinions varied, but most prisoners identified the temporary or fill-in COs as the 
ones who tend to be the noisiest. 
 
A typical report: “The guy on my pod last night was running and stomping on the stairs and down the 
tiers.  He was banging the pipe loudly because he was trying to do it quickly, so he was not stopping at 
each cell.” 
 
In addition, some COs talk loudly with the tower during the night-time hours.  One prisoner reported 
that the COs were so loud at 2 or 3 in the morning, it seemed like they were having a party. 
 
One prisoner reported that the vast majority of the COs in his pod were respectful; in that pod, the pod 
doors are left open; as a result of the combination of the doors being open and the COs being respectful, 
he and others in his pod have adjusted fairly well.  He gets “fairly good” sleep (although he states it is 
only 3-4 hours with naps).  In his pod, a regular CO chastised a non-regular CO for being too loud with 
the checks.  This is the model pod. 
 
Apparently, there has been no training at PB SHU on how to conduct these court-ordered cell checks, 
other than instruction on how the Guard One device works.  Nor is the Coleman team aware of any such 
training programs in other states.  This is a problem because it gives correctional officers no guidance as 
to how loud or quietly, and how quickly or slowly, the checks should be conducted.  This results in a 
wide range of implementation of these checks.  When the checks were first implemented, some officers 
would wake prisoners up every half hour, stating that they were required to “determine if you are a 
living, breathing human being,” quoting from an official memo.  Fortunately, this specific behavior 
seems to have stopped. 
 
Attached to this report is an Addendum which outlines training topics for these checks.  It is submitted 
for consideration by the Coleman team and by CDCR as a working document.  It is not intended to 
override any general trainings or instructions that CDCR normally gives.  I propose 3-5 seconds per cell, 
but how long an officer should stand at the cell front is a judgment call which should be made by 
advocates for these checks.   
 
5. Futility of 602s 
 
 By and large, the prisoners see no useful purpose in continuing to file 602s about their sleep 
deprivation.  Many have already filed them, individually, or in a group 602.  These 602s are being denied 
as a “policy” decision.  More recent 602s have been rejected as being untimely, with the Appeals 
Coordinator stating that the checks started on August 3, which was more than 30 days ago.  Appeals are 
sometimes lost.  One prisoner’s 602 was sent to Sacramento, but Sacramento has no record of it.  
Others express fear of retaliation for filing 602s and/or for speaking out and asking officers to be quiet.  
As a result, prisoners are not currently inclined to file more 602s, even though they continue to suffer.  
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6. Suggestions for conducting these checks quietly 
 

 Keep the pod doors open during First Watch 

 Alternatively, only open and close the pod doors partway (4” from the ends) on First Watch 

 Move two Guard One sensors to a wall at the end of each row of cells, and only activate those 
two sensors – one up and one down per pod 

 Place rubber gaskets around the sensor so the metal-on-metal sound is muffled or eliminated 

 Train correctional officers on how to do the checks quietly and effectively 
 

7. Conclusion 
 
In order for prisoners to get constitutionally adequate sleep, two basic things must happen: 
 

 The problem of the pod doors has to be effectively addressed.  They either have to be modified 
so that they open and close very quietly, or the pod doors must be kept open entirely, or only 
partially opened and closed, during the night. 
 

 The officers must be trained to conduct the checks quietly and that standard must be enforced. 
 
A CDCR Mental Health Program flyer on suicide prevention offers the following “important protective 
factors”: “connections to family, friends, individuals, community and social activities”, “effective mental 
health care”, “family support (i.e., visits, letters and phone calls), “staying involved in hobbies, school or 
job responsibilities”, “healthy habits (such as exercise)”.  SHU prisoners have a very limited set of 
activities they can do to maintain their mental health.  They are:  reading, writing, drawing, exercising, 
watching TV or listening to the radio, and talking to others in their pod.  All of these activities have been 
negatively impacted by these checks.  These prisoners are even less productive than ever.  A program 
whose purpose is to maintain mental health should not have such a devastating impact on the few 
productive and worthwhile activities available to SHU prisoners. 
 
As one prisoner stated, “It is like a construction site all night.  It is horrible.  It really is torture.  I try to 
block it out mentally since it bothers me to think about it.”  Another states that, for decades, military 
and police forces have used “extreme isolation, sleep deprivation and constant banging/noise, to cause 
mental/physical torment and try to break a person’s mind or human will to resist questioning. These are 
so-called clean torture methods.  So CDCR/PBSP cannot possibly claim, ‘We did not know the cause or 
effect of this new program’s use of extreme isolation, sleep deprivation, and constant noise/banging.’” 
 
Dated: March 11, 2016 
 
By:  Carol Strickman, Staff Attorney 
Legal Services for Prisoners With Children 
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Addendum 
 

Training Outline for Security/Welfare Checks 
 

 The training on how to conduct these wellness checks to date has been 
inadequate. 

 Even though these checks are considered “best practices” for suicide prevention 
of prisoners in isolation cells, there apparently is no national or state training 
curriculum, other than how to use Guard One. 

 Important elements of such a program must include: 
 

Explanation of the purpose:   
1. The purpose is to observe the prisoner to determine if he or she 

   appears to be functioning normally, is not in distress and is not in 
   the process of committing suicide. 

2. The purpose is not to disturb, disrupt or awaken a sleeping person. 
3. The purpose is not to punish, harm or distress the prisoner. 
4. The prisoners should be no worse off when you leave the pod than 

when you entered. 
 
Importance of being quiet 

5. Sleep is a necessary human function and a legal right.  Sleep 
deprivation is associated with suicide.  

6. Therefore it is of utmost importance that the pods are quiet at night.  
Avoid excessive or unnecessary noise or sound, particularly at 
night. 

7. Make as little noise as possible if you have to remove the door lock. 
8. Do not run or stomp into the pod or up or down the stairs. 
9. Find a way to make your keys quiet as you move through the pod. 
10. Do not bang the sensor with the pipe. Rather, touch the pipe it to 

the sensor as quietly as possible. 
11. Do not speak loudly to the tower or to other COs, especially at 

night. 
 
Time considerations 

12. This is not a race.  Speed is not the goal.  Doing the checks too 
quickly is counter-productive to their purpose and generates more 
noise than is necessary. 

13. It takes 3-5 seconds of observation to determine whether the 
person is okay. 

14. Stop at each cell for 3-5 seconds and look at the prisoner. 
15. After determining that the prisoner is okay, slowly and methodically 

press the pipe into the sensor.  When the light goes on, you can 
move to the next cell. 
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What not to do 

16. If the prisoner appears to be sleeping, do not wake him up.  Do not 
flash a light in his eyes or on his face.  Do not ask him to “show 
some skin” or make a movement. 

17. If you need more light to see if the prisoner is in his bed, you may 
direct your flashlight on the floor to provide indirect light onto the 
bed. 

18. If a prisoner asks you to be quieter, consider what you can do to be 
more quiet.  Do not react by becoming louder.  Do not tell him to 
“602 it.”   
 
What to do if the prisoner is unwell 

19. If the prisoner is acting in a bizarre manner, appears ill, or seems to 
be in the process of committing suicide, contact the tower for 
assistance immediately. 
 
Conversing with prisoners 

20. Conversing with prisoners who are awake is not prohibited. 
21. However, most prisoners probably do not want to be interrupted or 

to engage in conversation with officers.  Do not attempt to engage 
in conversation with a prisoner who declines to speak with you. 

22. A polite greeting at the beginning of your shift on your first round of 
checks is appropriate, but not mandatory. 

23. You may engage in brief conversations with prisoners who initiate 
them. 

 

 The training program should be hands-on, with trainers demonstrating the correct 
way to conduct the checks, and incorrect ways. 

 COs should then demonstrate that they can do the checks correctly. 

 Follow-up should include supervisors checking the Guard One logs regularly to 
see how long the COs are taking to do the night-time checks.  If they are 
happening too quickly, then there is a danger that those checks are too noisy.  
Those staff should be monitored, and/or prisoners in those pods can be asked if 
those checks were too noisy. 

 The mental health staff who regularly conduct mental health checks in the pods 
could routinely ask prisoners whether they are getting enough sleep and whether 
the checks are too loud in their pod.  The mental health staff could be tasked with 
reporting specific noise problems to the warden or his designee. 

 Another staff person could be designated by the warden to receive 22 forms 
regarding the administration of this program, so that prisoners have a method 
other than 602s to voice their concerns. 

 Depending on effective the initial training is, the level of continuing complaints 
received, etc., supervisors should continue to monitor the issue. 

 New and temporary staff must be provided with this training program before they 
are tasked with implementing these checks. 


