Testimony in support of LD1962: An Act to Establish the Corrections Ombudsman

I am writing in support of LD1962: An Act to Establish the Corrections Ombudsman out
of concern for the public health emergency connected to mass incarceration.

Throughout the 25 years visiting my friend in prison, I was struck by the health
conditions of those who were incarcerated and their family members, I repeatedly heard stories
of premature deaths and perpetual mental and physical health ailments, distinct from those |
encountered in my everyday life far from the prison gates.

The American Public Health Association has tied poor health outcomes in the United
States with mass incarceration. Compared to the general U.S. population, incarcerated
individuals have a higher prevalence of acute and chronic health conditions. These include
higher rates of infectious diseases, substance use and mental health disorders, traumatic brain

injuries, heart-related illnesses, hypertension, diabetes, asthma, stroke, among others, along with
overall lower life expectancy and premature death. Marginalized individuals are overrepresented

in U.S. prisons and jails including those without stable housing; people with disabilities;
individuals with mental illness and those with substance use addiction. Moreover, about 50
percent of incarcerated individuals lack health insurance upon the time of their arrest.

Prisons and jails have become a last resort for people to access medical care, medication,
and mental health support. However, this care is grossly inadequate, and prisons and jails are
known to compromise health due to poor sanitation, limited heating and ventilation, low quality
diets, and medical neglect. Incarceration can also seriously degenerate mental health through
overcrowding, isolation units, violence, sexual assault, separation from family and overall stress.
For each year spent in prison there is an associated two-year decline in life expectancy. The
average life expectancy of a correctional officer is about 16 years less than the national average

at around 59 years, related to workplace stress, high rates of suicide, and PTSD. Here in Maine,
healthcare is provided by Wellpath, one of the largest private correctional health-care companies
with $40 billion dollar market value. Currently Wellpath is facing dozens of lawsuits nationally

due to its poor care provisions and declared bankruptcy in 2024.

One manner of addressing this public health crisis here in Maine is to support LD 1962
An Act to Establish the Corrections Ombuds in the state of Maine. A Correctional Ombuds
would provide an unbiased window into the medical care in incarcerated settings to suggest
improvements. Having eyes and ears in our carceral settings is vital to stem this public health
crisis.

Nicole Coffey Kellett


https://www.apha.org/policy-and-advocacy/public-health-policy-briefs/policy-database/2022/01/07/advancing-public-health-interventions-to-address-the-harms-of-the-carceral-system
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28824953/
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2769617
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Improving%20outcomes%20for%20people%20with%20mental%20illnesses%20under%20community%20corrections%20supervision:%20A%20guide%20to%20research-informed%20policy%20and%20practice&author=SJ%20Prins&author=L%20Draper&author=J%20Center&author=D%20John&publication_year=2009&
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28804076/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28804076/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(20)30283-8/fulltext
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1745-9125.12107
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34059983/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/criminal-justice/reports/2016/07/18/141447/disabled-behind-bars/.%20Accessed%20August%2014,%202021
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4182175/
https://reuter.it-prod-webhosting.aws.umd.edu/sites/default/files/reuter/files/proofs_corrected.pdf
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2022/06/22/chronic-punishment/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK201966/
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2012.301148
https://news.siu.edu/2024/06/062624-siu-researchers-find-prison-guards-suffer-ptsd-and-other-issues-but-get-little-
https://www.vera.org/news/mass-incarceration-is-a-public-health-crisis
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2019/09/private-equitys-grip-on-jail-health-care/597871/
https://www.npr.org/2024/12/27/nx-s1-5223873/wellpath-prison-bankruptcy-lawsuits
https://trackbill.com/bill/maine-legislative-document-1962-an-act-to-establish-the-corrections-ombudsman/2724296/

