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Massachusetts must follow the lead of Connecticut, New York City, San Francisco, and San
Diego and eliminate the financial barrier to communication between incarcerated people and
their loved ones.
The current system is causing harm.
Incarcerated people and their loved ones face many challenges staying connected. These
relationships are vital to people who are trying to survive in a brutal prison environment and
looking to succeed when they are released.1 Their children and other loved ones need this
contact just as much. Yet these families now have to choose between paying for phone calls
and paying for basics like groceries, utilities and rent. Frequent visits are not an option for
many, even aside from COVID-19, because most prisons are located far from the home
communities of incarcerated people and far from mass transit.
Prison telephone consumers overwhelmingly come from under-resourced communities of color.
Yet in 2018, those in Massachusetts paid some $25 million to keep in touch, including $16.8
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million in calls,2 plus an estimated $2.4 million in phone company account fees and an
estimated $5.8 million in other government fees and taxes.3
Prisons, jails and phone companies alike are profiting by extracting money from
overwhelmingly low-income families.
Part of the reason why families pay so much is that prison phone companies give a chunk of
what consumers pay right back to the prisons as “site commissions,” glorified kickbacks that
amounted to $7 million in 2018 in Massachusetts alone,4 though that number is lower now,
since rates and commissions in the counties have come down substantially. Instead of
competing for consumers, the phone companies compete for contracts by offering prisons these
kickbacks, as well as technology and administrative fees.
Until recently, a fifteen-minute call cost from $3.15 to $4.50 in seven county jails and $2.10 $2.70 in five others, with one (Hampden) charging $1.80. After Connecticut eliminated payment
for calls, Massachusetts Sheriffs have tried to block real change by agreeing to limit rates to 14
cents per minute, or $2.10 for 15 minutes, and offer ten free minutes a week to those in custody
as of August 2021.5 These new contracts are aimed at keeping the same corrupt system in
place. Plymouth County and Hampden County are continuing site commissions of 76 and 85
percent respectively -- meaning that three quarters of what prison families pay will go right back
to pay for incarceration. Many other counties have dropped commissions to below 25 percent as
their rates have dropped. Barnstable County will continue to extract $18,000 per month
($216,000 a year) from consumers via these kickbacks.
We know that the true cost of providing phone service is far less than $0.14 per minute, given
rates of $0.05 per minute and lower in other state and county systems -- including less than a
penny per minute in Illinois and 1.3 cents in New Hampshire. We know, for example, that when
Worcester paid for free calls during the pandemic it negotiated a rate of $0.025 per minute. Yet
the contract it recently negotiated for those in its custody will cost families $0.14 per minute.
Video calls are becoming another profit center for prisons and phone companies. In Barnstable
County, the charge is $12.99 for 20 minutes and the Sheriff receives half of the revenue in site
commissions. Elsewhere, rates are generally $5 for 20 minutes or $9 for 40 minutes. Given the
barriers to visitation -- distance, lack of transportation, and the ongoing danger of COVID-19 -2
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we must do all we can to provide free video calls, and we should not allow site commissions on
these calls.
Taking money from families to pay for incarceration is wrong.
Massachusetts Sheriffs have long defended their use of funds extracted from prison families via
site commissions by saying this money goes towards treatment and rehabilitation programs.
Hampden County Sheriff Nicholas Cocci recently told Pew Charitable Trust’s Stateline, “The
bills with wide open free phone calls wouldn't have allowed us to fund so many inmate services
and programs that we provide.” The irony is breathtaking. Cocchi and other Sheriffs would
deprive prisoners of calls with loved ones -- contact that is vital to mental wellbeing in prison and
success afterwards -- in the name of rehabilitation. Incarceration is mandated by the state in
the name of public safety. If the state believes in rehabilitation, the state must pay for it,
including treatment and programs.
There has been no accountability for counties’ use of the kickbacks from consumers and no
demonstrated need for the state to replace this money. Between 2014 and 2019, the average
daily number of people incarcerated by the counties dropped by 19.8 percent, from 10,671 to
9,1916, yet spending rose by 15.7 percent during that period, to over $631 million.7 By mid2021 the population was down to 6,045 (though this was due in large part to a temporary drop in
admissions due to COVID) but appropriations for county operating costs remained at $629
million.8 With large budgets and declining populations, the Sheriffs’ claim that they need the
extra money rings hollow. They themselves have never prioritized rehabilitative programming or
education, which has accounted for some 3 percent of their budget.9 Yet, while site
commissions are a small part of Counties’ budget, they are a large burden on prison families.
We can fix this.
Connecticut recently became the first state to provide prison calls at no cost, joining New York
City, San Francisco and San Diego County. The organization Worth Rises, based on its
experience in these jurisdictions and historical call volume in Massachusetts, estimates that if
calls were free, incarcerated people in our state would use an average of 30 minutes a day.
The group estimates it would cost about $5.9 million to pay for the cost of service, based on
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charges of $0.03 to $0.05 per minute depending on the agency size, which is conservative
given far lower rates negotiated elsewhere (Illinois, Dallas, California and Rhode Island are
lower). 10 And costs will be further reduced if the incarcerated population remains below preCOVID levels, or if procurement is done differently -- by phone line, rather than per call, for
example, or with corrections agencies joining together in a single contract. There is no
demonstrated reason to replace the site commission revenue but, even if we did, that would
likely amount to far less than the $7 million families effectively paid to prisons in 2018, given the
reduction in site commissions this year.
This cost is small compared to the benefits. We’re spending over $70,000 a year on average
for each person held in DOC - and that’s what we’ll save for each person we help to avoid reincarceration. The value of family ties -- a good-night call to a child, an “I love you” to a spouse
-- is impossible to calculate.
We can’t count on the Federal Communications Commission to fix the problem, since the FCC
has no jurisdiction over in-state prison telecommunication rates.11 And Securus, the company
serving nearly all MA prisons and jails, claims it is exempt from state regulation by the
Massachusetts Department of Telecommunications and Cable; it has withdrawn its tariffs and
openly violated its rate caps.12 Rather than try to regulate profiteering, we should eliminate
consumer charges altogether.
We urge you to vote H.1900 out of the Judiciary Committee favorably, and urge your
continued support for H.1900 and S.1559.
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