Introduction to Prison Advocacy
with Black and Pink

Introduction to Prison Advocacy

2

Introduction
This document provides an outline of information we think is helpful to keep in mind when
doing advocacy work for an incarcerated person. It is not a manual, nor an exact, step-bystep guide to success. Rather, the reﬂections gathered here are meant as tools to assist
you in your own efforts and should be supplemented and expanded upon based on your
own advocacy work and experiences. The most important thing to keep in mind when advocating for someone who is incarcerated is to advocate ONLY for the things they explicitly ask for and/or request that you do. They are putting themselves at risk for retaliation
by bringing in outside support and are trusting you with their safety. Do NOT do any advocacy without clear permission from the person who reached out for assistance in the ﬁrst
place.
As an abolitionist organization Black and Pink involves ourselves in advocacy for LGBTQ
people in prison in order to reduce some of the suffering and harm people are experiencing as we are all ﬁghting to tear down all the cages. The advocacy efforts by Black and
Pink are done in a way that works to take off some of the chains, open some of the doors,
and provide some relief. None of the advocacy work we do is done at the expense of other
prisoners or at the expense of the larger grassroots efforts to build our movement. Advocacy efforts with people inside are part of building trust and building leadership. As incarcerated members feel their power in changing their own situation we hope to support their
leadership in building the movement on the inside. All of our advocacy efforts are tied to
the larger campaign of prisoner leadership directing the movement towards abolition.

Getting started
When someone writes to Black and Pink for advocacy, it may seem as though they are asking for an endless number of very different types of support. However, due to our capacity, we focus our advocacy entirely and solely on issues related to incarceration, rather
than the multiple other issues and concerns stemming from an individual’s original court
case. Black and Pink is not a legal clinic and the far majority of us are not lawyers, thus
we do not give ofﬁcial legal assistance. We are able to share information and strategize
together, but we are not giving explicit legal advice. Individuals seeking support with their
individual case should be directed to other resources such as law schools, though they are
unfortunately unlikely to get much support without being able to afford an attorney. The
rest of the advocacy requests usually ﬁt in one of the following categories:
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Classiﬁcation (i.e., where they are housed)
Medical needs
Prison staff harassment
Parole support
Prison policies/restrictions

While every prison and Department of Corrections is different, there are some general
strategies to pursue in order to move forward with each type of advocacy request. Fortunately, many of the letters requesting support come with a list of names and addresses
of who they want letters/calls sent and made to. You should certainly follow through with
these suggestions, however you may discover that there are other, additional important
people in power to follow up with as well.

Fulfilling a request
When fulﬁlling an advocacy request, always do the following:
1.

Make a paper ﬁle for the incarcerated person to track letters back and forth. It is
appropriate to send letters on the person’s behalf right away even as you write to
them for more information. There will likely be sufﬁcient information in the ﬁrst letter
to begin contacting prison ofﬁcials. Do take Black and Pink members at their word
when they write to you. It is important to write your letters looking for more information in a tone that is free from judgment.

2.

Keep every piece of correspondence from the person requesting advocacy. Make
and keep copies of every letter you send to the incarcerated person as well as all
correspondence to and from prison/state ofﬁcials. Be sure to send a copy of the
letters you receive from prison ofﬁcials to the person you are advocating for, they
should have access to all the information you are sending back and forth with anyone
on their behalf.

3.

Make a log to go in the paper ﬁle in which you document the date of each letter,
and/or phone call with the incarcerated person and prison/state ofﬁcials.

4.

Any time you make a phone call, also send a letter. Due to the restrictions imposed
by the state (including but not limited to HIPAA), prison ofﬁcials will not provide any
information to you. Phone calls are only a useful tactic when there is a large number
of organized calls that cannot be ignored.
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5.

Expect that this is going to take quite some time and a signiﬁcant number of letters. It is likely you will send over a dozen letters to different prison ofﬁcials over
the course of six months. If you do not receive any acknowledgment of your letters
within ten business days, you should ﬁnd a phone number and send another letter.
The most successful advocacy efforts thus far have taken months to resolve. We
were able to secure a prisoner in Texas access to step one in her Hormone Replacement Therapy after seven months of letters and information requests. Other times
two letters to strategically located ofﬁcials have resulted in resolution to the primary
concerns, such as getting access to therapeutic footwear.

6.

If you begin to feel hopeless that any resolution will be made that meets the needs
of the individual you are advocating for, write to them about your concerns. In your
correspondence you should detail the efforts you have made and ask if they have
other ideas about moving forward. Please also do not hesitate to contact Jason
Lydon (jason@blackandpink.org) if you want to reﬂect on what next steps could be.
The prison industrial complex is big and has no intention of allowing challenges to its
power, the fact that you are building this type of resistance is a victory even when
the primary goals cannot be met.

Things to consider
Prison Litigation Reform Act (PLRA)
This anti-prisoner piece of legislation was passed in 1996, and was a successful legislative
effort to make it harder for prisoners to gain access to the courts. The PLRA has four sections that impact prisoners: 1.) required exhaustion of administrative remedies; 2.) requirement to pay all ﬁling fees; 3.) 3-strikes provision that refuses to allow prisoners to ﬁle any
other lawsuits if three are designated as “frivolous”, “malicious”, or do not make a proper
claim as designated by the PLRA; and 4.) a requirement to prove physical injury. You can
learn more about the PLRA here - http://jailhouselaw.org/brief-summary-prison-litigationreform-act/
This legislation is relevant to your advocacy efforts insofar as many prisoners will not get
adequate solutions to their requests based on your efforts and will subsequently choose to
sue the prison ofﬁcials, health services contracts, or others. The most important piece of
PLRA for you to keep track of is the section on Administrative Remedies. As you advocate
for someone, be sure to communicate with them about what administrative remedies they
are pursuing. It can be helpful both to you and the person you’re advocating for to secure
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copies of all grievances ﬁled to keep in their paper ﬁle. You can ﬁnd an incomplete collection of prison grievance policies here: http://www.law.umich.edu/facultyhome/margoschlanger/Pages/PrisonGrievanceProceduresandSamples.aspx However, the person you’re
advocating for should have full access to the grievance procedures for the prison where
they are incarcerated in their Inmate Manual. The administrative remedies themselves are
varied, there is no list of possible remedies. The response to a grievance by the prison
staff is generally considered the “remedy.” If the remedy is not sufﬁcient for the person
you are advocating for they will ﬁll out the next level grievance until they have run out of
internal forms and are forced to turn to the court system. The grievance procedure is a
requirement for prisoners to follow, not for advocates. Do not feel as though you need to
follow a speciﬁed procedure for addressing concerns, you are welcome to address letters
to Department Heads as you feel necessary.
Securing Evidence
In some cases you are advocating for you will want to send a letter to the Warden/Superintendent demanding that they should preserve all evidence related to the incident reported to you by the person you are advocating for. Evidence they should keep includes video
tapes, written reports, medical samples, etc. This evidence can make a difference in court
if the person you are advocating for chooses to bring a lawsuit.
Ombudsman/Inspector General/Oversight Board
If you are advocating for a person who is incarcerated in a state that has an Ombudsman
and/or an Inspector General, you will want to send complaint letters here as well (you
can ﬁnd contact information for these ofﬁces by searching online). While there are differences between Ombudsman Ofﬁces and Ofﬁces of the Inspector General, for advocacy
purposes you can effectively consider them to be interchangeable. Even if sending these
letters seems redundant, it is good to have a record of having contacted these ofﬁces if
there ever comes a time to show a systemic refusal to address the needs of the person for
whom you are advocating.
Legislators and Congress People
State legislators in every state have both the right and responsibility to be aware of what
is going on in the prisons throughout their state. Congress has both the right and responsibility to be aware of what is going on in the Federal Bureau of Prisons. If you are advocating for someone and are having particular difﬁculty and a lack of response to your letters,
you can reach out to elected representatives. You will ﬁrst want to reach out to those who
represent the area from which the person you are advocating for originally lived. If that
representative is unresponsive and/or if there are clear legislative allies elsewhere, you
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should write letters to those representatives as well. If they are unaware that it is under
their responsibility to investigate the situation you are brining to their attention, be sure to
remind them this duty ﬁts directly within their job description.
Find Your Allies
When you begin advocating for someone, ﬁnd out who all the possible allies are in the
relevant state. For example, look up the local LGBTQ organization(s) and send them information about Black and Pink as well as a story about the person you are advocating for.
Look online to ﬁnd state wide prison rights advocates or coalitions that may be working on
prison justice. You can also post on Black and Pink’s Facebook page to ﬁnd local allies. It is
always more powerful to get letters from people in the same state where you are advocating. Also keep in mind that while allies can really strengthen your advocacy, they are not
always there to be found. Nevertheless, do not get discouraged from your own advocacy
efforts if you are unable to ﬁnd allies right away.

advocacy areas
1. Classiﬁcation
If the advocacy request is related to housing; (whether that is solitary conﬁnement, the
level of the prison (i.e. maximum, medium, minimum), “protective” custody, etc.), you will
direct your letters onto those in charge of classiﬁcation both at the prison itself and within
the state Department of Correction. You can ﬁnd this information by visiting the website
of the state DOC and searching the site for classiﬁcation information. If you are unable
to ﬁnd the name and/or address of the Director of Classiﬁcation you should call the DOC
headquarters and request that information. If you are asked why you are requesting the
information you can inform them that it is public information or that you are “working on a
project for work/school.” Do not divulge the information of the prisoner you are advocating for when seeking contact information. You should familiarize yourself with the material in Chapter 31 of the Columbia University generated Jailhouse Lawyer Manual (http://
www3.law.columbia.edu/hrlr/JLM/Chapter_31.pdf). While they focus on New York, California, and Federal Bureau of Prisons, there is important information there regarding classiﬁcation policies that can help you with pieces you are trying to advocate for.
If someone is being held in solitary conﬁnement, it is important to ﬁnd out from them if
they have any documentation detailing why they are being held there and if there is a sentence length. While you should certainly write a letter demanding their immediate release
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from solitary to the prison warden/superintendent, you will also want to secure more information from the individual for follow up letters detailing the exact situation. Some possible
questions include in the letter to the person you’re supporting: “How long have you been
in solitary? Who was the guard that originally sent you to solitary? What was the original
reason given for your isolation? Have you been before any Investigators or other staff
informing you of a ‘sentence’ in solitary conﬁnement? Can you share any documentation
that might be helpful getting you out of solitary?”
In your ﬁrst letter to the prison ofﬁcials you can detail some of the general reasons for
releasing an individual from solitary conﬁnement. You can highlight mental health issues,
UN designation of solitary conﬁnement beyond 15 days as torture, and any speciﬁc things
mentioned in the original letter from the person seeking support. However, be sure to keep
the focus of your letter on the individual you’re supporting. While we all want to eliminate
solitary conﬁnement for everyone and do not want to use language that suggests others
should be in solitary conﬁnement, this letter is not the time to challenge state and national
policies on solitary conﬁnement.
The more you can familiarize yourself with the state’s DOC classiﬁcation policies, the more
credibility your letter will have. For example, most states use a point-based system to determine a prisoner’s classiﬁcation. These point systems are incredibly arbitrary but are the
result of what prison ofﬁcials call “evidence based practices.” If the classiﬁcation number
for the person you are advocating for is available, you will want to get that information in
order to help challenge how numbers are assigned in any category. The more information
you have, the easier your advocacy efforts will be. When asking for information from the
person you are advocating for, reassure them that you are not judging them, you are simply trying to compile as much information as possible in order to advocate effectively on
their behalf. As you acquire more information about classiﬁcation, you may learn what the
individual’s original offense is. At this point, it is important to be clear with yourself that
you are advocating for the incarcerated person regardless of what they are incarcerated
for.
2. Medical Needs
The type of requests here can vary widely, but the targets of your letters will usually be
the same. Whether someone is writing about a botched toe amputation, access to hormones, need for psychiatric medications, HIV treatment, medically speciﬁc footwear, or
any other medical need, you will nevertheless direct your letters to the Health Services (or
similarly so-named department at the facility where the person is housed). Most states
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have contracted out their medical care to outside companies, often to Universities. Whether the the medical treatment is being provided by the state or a contracted company, your
advocacy efforts will be the same. Letters should be directed to the head of the prison’s
healthcare as well as to the state DOC Director of Health Services. The DOC will often
have a designated person to respond to medical complaints. Your ﬁrst letter should be addressed to the Director and then respond to whomever you receive a letter back from. If
you do not receive a letter within 10 business days you should call and send another letter. If you have access to a fax machine, you should also fax a copy of the original letter if
you do not hear back from them.
Prison healthcare services put prisoners on the cheapest possible medications and often
under-medicate certain prisoners. If a person is requesting a change in medication, it is
important to ﬁnd out what medications they are on. For instance, in Florida the DOC continues to under-medicate HIV+ prisoners and refuses to keep up-to-date on medical advancements for prisoner care. On the ﬂip side, there are prisoners who are over-medicated
with psychiatric medications. Some people will write with requests to help get them off
medication that has been prescribed to them in order to control rather than care for them.
While you are likely not an expert on medicine, take some time to educate yourself as best
as possible when writing letters to advocate for someone. It may be helpful to familiarize
yourself with the required medical care mandates for prisoners (a useful summary is available from the ACLU – http://www.aclu.org/ﬁles/assets/know_your_rights_--_medical_
mental_health_and_dental_july_2012.pdf.) It is always useful to cite case law in any letter
that you send to prison ofﬁcials, including healthcare personnel/Directors. Case law is a
term used to describe decisions by judges and is referenced by names of those involved
(i.e., Roe v. Wade). It is best to cite cases that have ruled in favor of the solution you are
advocating for or ruled against what you are trying to stop from continuing.
It is common to have requests for help in getting access to hormones for transgender prisoners, especially transgender women. There is quite a bit of legal precedent dictating the
standards prisons should be following for transgender prisoners. Much of the policy in place
about transgender prisoners’ access to care is problematic and unhelpful, so you will need
to work around and navigate the rules to the best of your ability. If the person writing to
you has a diagnosis of Gender Identity Disorder and was legally prescribed hormones prior
to their incarceration, your advocacy should focus on getting the person access to the
regimen they were taking on the outside. You can site Soneeya v. Spencer to highlight the
mandate to provide care speciﬁc to the needs of transgender prisoners. Moreover, it has
been proven on multiple occasions that denying a transgender prisoner access to hormone
therapy is a violation of the 8th Amendment. It is worthwhile to highlight this in your let-

Introduction to Prison Advocacy

9

ters.
If the person you are advocating for does not have a history of legal prescriptions for hormones or a Gender Identity Disorder diagnosis, your letters will need to be somewhat different. If the person was taking underground economy hormones before incarceration, you
will want to write letters that detail the harm the person is experiencing by being forced to
go through major hormonal changes and the damage that causes to their mental health. If
the person is coming out as transgender while incarcerated, or if they do not have a documented diagnosis of Gender Identity Disorder/Gender Dysphoria, you will request an outside evaluation by an expert in gender identity. Do not request an evaluation by the DOC.
Far too often, the psychiatrists hired by DOC medical services will intentionally choose to
deny a diagnosis to a transgender prisoner. If the person you are advocating for is seen by
a psychiatrist who does not support their self-identiﬁed gender identity, then the process
will be set back quite a bit. It is important to reiterate here not to do anything you have
not had approved by the person on whose behalf you are advocating. You can share your
understanding of the system with them; however, they will make the ultimate decision
on how best to move forward. It is likely that when you ask for an outside evaluation you
will need to ﬁnd the person who could do the evaluation. It is important to ﬁnd out what
the fee is for the evaluation, as it is unlikely the prison will pay for the outside evaluation.
If you ﬁnd yourself running into costs it will be important to come up with a fundraising
strategy and also work with the person doing the evaluation to consider doing it pro bono.
Your medical advocacy efforts will be far more effective if you have a HIPAA release signed
by the person you are advocating for. They should be able to ﬁll out a form provided by
their case manager or medical staff. Just as with any other information you receive, the
purpose of securing access to medical records is to increase the possibility of a victory,
not for surveillance. It is important that you have built trust when you ask for this information.
3. Prison Staff Harassment
Some advocacy requests may focus on stopping particular prison guards, or other staff,
from harassing the person writing to you. Harassment can look like all kinds of things,
including: name calling, sexual/physical assault, denying access to programs, threats, intentionally putting someone in danger by other prisoners, and really anything else. Your
ﬁrst letters should be sent to the Warden/Superintendent of the prison where the person
is being housed. Be sure to include only the information you have been given permission to
include, especially since this type of advocacy results in the greatest amount of retaliation
against prisoners. After sending a letter to the Warden/Superintendent you will want to
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send a letter to Internal Affairs within the Department of Corrections as well as the Head
of the DOC, whether that is the Commissioner, Director, or some other ofﬁcial. Be sure to
know what the person you’re advocating for is requesting as a solution to the harassment.
Do they want the guard disciplined, transferred, ﬁred? Your letters should reﬂect the desired solution put forth by the person you’re advocating for. It is important to note any
possible evidence that exists of the harassment. On what dates did harassment happen?
In what areas of the prison did the harassment happen? Did the person you’re advocating
for notice if there were cameras recording the area? The more speciﬁc you can be in your
letters, the more likely it will be that the issue will be investigated. While the solution the
person is requesting may not be the ﬁnal outcome of the investigation, nevertheless the
guard/staff harassing that person will know that there are people on the outside watching what is going on. Also, if the harassment does continue, this is now a paper trail documenting the attempts at solutions.
4. Parole Support
On occasion, you may get a letter asking for help preparing for a Parole Hearing. A prisoner may be asking for a letter of support and they may also be looking for suggestions
on how to prepare for the hearing. You may also be asked for assistance ﬁnding housing
or creating a parole plan. If you are asked for a letter of support and you do not know the
person you will want to get more information. You will want to understand what strategy
they are taking. While the parole board will, almost assuredly, not grant parole to someone
who maintains their innocence of the charge for which they were originally convicted, you
still want to make sure you know that the person is choosing to claim responsibility before
the parole board (whether they actually believe they were guilty or not). It is important to
think of Parole Hearings as theater, but with life changing consequences. It is important to
know what character the person you are advocating for is trying to represent. Letters of
support will want to highlight the achievements of the person while incarcerated and recognize any programs they have ﬁnished. As a letter-writer, you will want to emphasize any
credentials you have and how you are a respected member of your community. If you have
any ofﬁcial titles, this would be the time to use them. Be sure to send a copy of the letter
to the person you are advocating for before sending it to the Parole Board. Allow them to
make any edits they want before you submit a ﬁnal letter on their behalf.
If the person is looking for ways to prepare for the parole hearing you can share these resources with them:
http://www.prisonfamilyonline.com/archive/index.php/t-2526.html?s=bcc6b4dbbd00243
c0ff4efd9bdc3545a and
http://www.appellate-litigation.org/siteFiles/ﬁles/Preparing%20for%20Your%20Pa-
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role%20Hearing(1).pdf
If the person is in need of assistance ﬁnding housing or creating a parole plan you will likely
need more direct contact with local reentry organizations. This will take much more work
and is often beyond our capacity. Before agreeing to help ﬁnd housing be sure that you
have the time needed to follow up with the complexity of housing/reentry for formerly
incarcerated people who are on parole.
5. Prison Policies/Restrictions
There are times when people will write in to challenge a policy at the prison rather than
seek improvement of only their own particular circumstances. This might include, for exam-

ple, appealing denial of the newspaper, ﬁghting for access to transgender canteen regardless of diagnosis, policy change on excluding “homosexual” material, or adding calories to
meals, etc. These advocacy requests are often going to be better addressed by creating a
community directed campaign beyond your individual efforts. However, in order to get to
this organizational stage, you can begin researching who the targets of the policy change
would be. You will also want to ﬁnd out from the person writing to you if there are other
prisoners who would be willing to get on board with a joint effort. You may also want to
begin the effort by writing letters to the target and give them an opportunity to change
the policy before building a full-ﬂedged campaign. It is possible that the person who originally was suggesting a policy change will want to focus on their own particular situation
while the efforts are being built around the campaign effort. You will want to have open
communication with the person about what their priorities are and how to support their
particular needs without sabotaging a campaign if it gets going. This has not been something Black and Pink has successfully pushed for at this point. We have thus far always
worked on the person’s needs without focusing on growing a larger campaign. As with all
the other types of advocacy, you would never want to win a success for one individual that
could set back the needs of other prisoners. Be clear about what compromises are being
made and what language is used to gain wins from the prison ofﬁcials.

Some different example letters follow in the next pages.
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Rev. Jason M. Lydon
Black and Pink
614 Columbia Rd.
Dorchester, MA 02125
January 22, 2013
Dr. Lannette Linthicum
Texas Department of Criminal Justice
Health Services Division
2 Financial Plaza, Suite 625
Huntsville, TX 77340
RE: Gender Identity Disorder Treatment for Ginger (Louis) Gonzalez #1529889 at Estelle Unit
Dear Dr. Linthicum:
It has come to my attention that Ms. Gonzalez, a prisoner at Estelle Unit, is consistently being denied access
to appropriate gender afﬁrming health care. Ms. Gonzalez is a 55 year old individual who has been on hormones for decades before incarceration. The current health policy of the Texas Department of Criminal Justice under the Managed Health Care Policy G-51.11 states that an offender with documented GID will receive
thorough medical and mental health evaluations and be placed on appropriate hormone regimen. Ms. Gonzalez received conﬁrmation that she would begin hormone therapy, but she continues to be delayed in access to
care. This is not acceptable and needs to be remedied immediately.
It may be helpful to look at a recent court case here in Massachusetts involving a transgender prisoner. In
the case of Soneeya v. Spencer the inmate was able to prove deliberate indifference on the part of the Department of Corrections for not providing hormone therapy, thus violating Ms. Soneeya’s 8th Amendment rights.
Given the recent changes in the TDCJ’s policies regarding transgender prisoners, I am sure you are familiar
with the Benjamin Standards of Care. Given this reality hormone therapy should be made available immediately to Ms. Gonzalez.
I appreciate your attention to this matter.
Sincerely,

Rev. Jason M. Lydon
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Black and Pink
An open family of LGBTQ prisoners and free world allies who support each other

April 30, 2013
Dear Fantine,
I hope that this letter ﬁnds you doing as well as possible. I am glad that we are reconnected. I am sorry that the DOC is
continuing to be a ridiculously huge pain in the a**. Also, I am sorry to hear that Ruthanna and your other pen pal stopped
corresponding with you. I can imagine that loss of support is pretty huge and really painful. As you deal with your family
stepping back it is no fun to have other people also let you down. I will do the best that I can to be supportive and present as
you continue through this process of getting your gender and housing needs met.
I am including with this letter copies of the DSM IV and DSM V analysis of Gender Identity Disorder and Gender Dysphoria. I hope that these resources are useful as you analyze the report that should come back to you. In my opinion, if you say
that you are transgender, then you are. If you understand yourself to be a woman, then you are. It is incredibly oppressive
that the system demands that you ﬁt into some kind of box that they have created in order for you to get access to health
care that will meet your needs for mental health and physical health. It is appalling that there are all of these hoops to jump
through, but I am happy to help you do so as best as I can.
I am also including a copy of the letter I sent to Lawrence Weiner, the Assistant Deputy Commissioner in charge of Clinical
Services. I am all about jumping to the head and trying to make them pay attention to what is going on. My hope is that he
will look into this, well, more likely send someone to look into your case. Hopefully from there it will expedite the process
at least somewhat. I will also ask Fenway Health here in Boston if they have clinicians who might be willing to do a free or
discounted independent assessment of your gender identity. I am not completely sure what the best way will be to go about
that. You may recall that I tried before with no success. If we can get a copy of the ﬁnal evaluation you already have had, I
may be able to show that to a couple of clinicians and get someone to agree to help out.
I hope that you are getting moments of care. I am glad that you are currently housed by yourself, if there are ways I can be
helpful during the classiﬁcation process, let me know. I would be happy to send information to the Classiﬁcation heads as
well.
Blessings!
Jason

