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Limitations on prison packages and property 

For those of us who have never been in prison, it is easy to underestimate how much a 
person’s sense of humanity and identity come inside a package when that person is behind prison 
walls.  Likewise, it is hard to place a value on a family member’s ability to send items of care 
and comfort into prison to show their love and concern. 

The state prison system launched a pilot program on January 2nd, under which people in 
prison and their family members could no longer order items for their loved ones from 
businesses in the general marketplace, but had to use a handful of pre-selected vendors who 
provided limited supply at much higher prices, without regard to quality.  Numerous types of 
previously allowed items were also prohibited.  Public outcry, rare prison protests, and press 
coverage forced a suspension of the program.   

People who are incarcerated and their families fear that the prison system will reintroduce 
the program (in slightly modified form) with hopes that media interest would have dampened in 
the interim. There were an overwhelming number of proposed changes in the pilot.  Below are 
just some of the changes and consequences of implementing them. 

New prohibitions and limitations on what items are allowed 

The proposed package rules introduced new prohibitions and limitations on what items 
people can have in prison, many of which raise serious concerns.  These include: 

Items for warmth: the pilot would have banned non-state-issue blankets, linens, and 
scarves.  It gets to be below 30-degrees in upstate New York and the prisons are often cold 
inside.  People depend on getting these items from outside the prison to keep warm.  They need it 
all the more since the Clinton prison escape, after which the prison has imposed arbitrary 
clothing limitations on people.  For example, people can no longer wear two pairs of socks 
outside and can no longer have sweatshirts with hoods.    

Fresh fruits and vegetables: prison food is not good and not healthy.  New York prisons 
purportedly serve food in compliance with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, but have so far 
been unresponsive to FOIL requests for their recipes.  Clients report they get about one “real 
meat” meal a week (other meat meals contain extensive amounts of soy and soy by-product), no 
fresh vegetables, and fresh fruit once to three times a week.  People are often hungry after prison 
meals and supplement with food from packages.  Pregnant women and youth suffer the most 
from hunger.  There are also negative public health consequences to lowering nutrition in the 
prisons. 
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Home country or home culture foods: under the proposed rules, there would be no way to 
get food from a person’s home culture.  This means a Chinese person serving a life sentence 
would never get to eat dumplings again or a person from Jamaica, a mango. 

Books: the proposed rules prohibited used books and, due to vendor selection, effectively 
prohibited various categories of publications (for example, non-English books, academic, or out 
of print books) and a significant number of extant publications.  The prohibition on used books 
would prevent organizations that send free books into the prisons from carrying out their 
mission. 

Religious literature and items: similar to books, the proposed rules appeared to create 
broad limitations on religious literature and items. 

Items from local businesses: local businesses will suffer from lost income throughout the 
state.  The National Supermarket Association has already issued public opposition. 

Consequences and policy 

Dehumanization and recidivism 

Packages are one of the few things in prison a person can hold onto to remind them that 
they are human and that someone out here loves them.  They keep people sane and rational in an 
environment where they are treated like animals or property.  (The vernacular for a person’s 
facility assignment: “Mr. Smith is owned by X Correctional Facility”.)   

It is foolish to expect people to succeed when they are released from prison if we take 
away the few things that give them human identity and strength while they are incarcerated.  
This policy hurts the positive, smart efforts that New York has been making to reduce crime and 
recidivism. 

Price-gouging and high costs 

The vendors are for-profit companies whose business model is to make money from 
incarcerated people and their families.  Their prices are unsurprisingly high across the board.  
Some examples from three different vendors: 

-20-count Always panty liner: $2.05 versus 99-cents at Target. 

-Quaker instant oatmeal variety pack: $7.29 versus $3.69 on Amazon. 

-Microwaveable rice is $3.50 versus $1.99 at a local discount store. 

A vendors-only model also imposes various hidden costs on families.  These include 
costs that come from no longer being able to shop wholesale or bargain shop for certain items 
and various shipping-related costs.     
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Stakes: Green Haven prison protests 

After the package pilot started, the people of Green Haven prison spontaneously protested by not 
eating or talking during mess hall, not going outside to the yard, and not using the phones to call 
family.  In the face of possible retaliation and potential solitary confinement, they were unified 
and disciplined in carrying out non-violent means of voicing, as one person put it “their concern 
and depression” about the rules.  In the face of rape, brutality, medical neglect, and other 
traumas, packages and property limitations are what galvanized them.  If we recall the Attica 
Uprising, many of the demands back then were about family, property, and basic human dignity.   

 

“Packages for us behind these walls are a blessing, a bond, a glimpse of our childhood, as free 

men and women.”  From a letter from Green Haven, late January 2018. 


