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July 23, 2020 

 

 
Director David Shinn 

Arizona Department of Corrections, Rehabilitation and Reentry 

 

Dear Director Shinn, 

We write today to express our concern with the Department's latest policy prohibiting inmate and staff 

contact with the news media. The July 9, 2020 modification of Department Order 207 ("Media 

Relations") restricts both inmates' and staff's ability to communicate with the media.  These restraints on 

the freedom of speech are antithetical to the important values of transparency and accountability.  This is 

a significant and unexplained change to the Department's policy regarding access by the media – one that 

was made without notice or opportunity for public comment.   

The Department's modified Media Relations policy eliminates most avenues of communication between 

inmates and journalists, and specifically prohibits staff from communicating with media. It is 

intentionally and cynically burdensome to inmates and news reporters who wish to talk to one another. 

Under the new policy, news reporters must first reach out to the inmate or inmate’s family to be added to 

the inmate’s approved caller list. If, and only if, the Department approves the journalist being added to the 

inmate’s list, may the journalist then speak with the inmate.  Getting such approval from the Department 

can take up to 30 days. Moreover, inmates will now have to pay calling rates and fees to speak with a 

news reporter. 

None of these changes in the new policy are rationally related to any safety concerns at the prisons. 

Instead, they seem solely focused on the Department’s desire to control the flow of information regarding 

Arizona’s prisons to the public, and members of this Legislature. 

Further, the Department failed to provide even a cursory explanation for the purposes served by the new 

policy. Without legal justification for the restrictions, the new policy most likely violates the inmates' and 

staff's, constitutional right to free speech. At a minimum, the new policy undermines the public's trust in 

the Department. The public has a right to know how its funds are being spent, how incarcerated residents 

are treated and rehabilitated, and how correctional institutions are combatting the spread of COVID-19.  

In a democracy, this information comes from numerous sources – including from those on the inside of 

our state prisons, and from the news media – and not just from Departmental press releases.  

This is not the first time that the Department has attempted to restrict, or outright prohibit, access to 

facilities by journalists, and even elected officials. In July of last year, the Department issued a 

modification to Department Order 202 “Public Access—Tours and Board Hearings” (effective August 22, 

2019) to prohibit access by news media or elected officials (including the very legislators tasked with 

providing funding and oversight of the Department). After public outcry, the Department rescinded the 

change. 

The Department then continued to ignore, delay, and deny press requests for tours and access to facilities. 

In an email dated September 9, 2019, we asked that the Department cease these delays. We were told, in 

writing, by the Department's Legislative Liaison that: "The Department will be scheduling a group tour 
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for local reporters who cover the agency to see state prison facilities firsthand in the coming weeks." 

Nearly a year has passed, and the Department has yet to fulfill its promise.  

We have expressed our concerns about the Department's profound lack of transparency on many 

occasions.  On September 18, 2019, we publicly asked the Department to implement a clear policy for 

responding to requests by media, one which gives journalists a timeline for a response, and the reasoning 

for a denial. In that letter, we wrote:  

"We [have] found instances, dating back to May of 2018, in which journalists waited months for 

a response to requests for information to which they were legally entitled under Arizona's public 

records law (see: ARS. Sec. 39-121 through 39-121.03). We found that journalists have had to 

resort to hiring private attorneys, at great expense of both time and money, to compel the delivery 

of information that should have been turned over at the outset of their requests.    

The press has a constitutionally protected right to gather, and disseminate to the public, critical 

information regarding governmental institutions – including state prison facilities. Both the 

public, and the legislature, rely on this information. The Department's lack of responsiveness and 

transparency is not just a problem for a small group of journalists – it is a breach of the 

Department's duties to the public at large. 

The public has a critical interest in the information that journalists have gathered regarding 

prison conditions and the basic health and safety of those incarcerated. The Department of 

Corrections houses 42,167 individuals within its facilities. It receives $1.1 billion in state funds 

each year, representing 10.5% of the state's budget. The public has a right to see the human face, 

and internal conditions, reflecting how that money is being spent."  

This request has not been answered or acknowledged by the Department.  

The Department's operations are a matter of public concern – and the continued attempts to avoid public 

scrutiny indicate that transparency is being actively avoided.  Operating a state agency in such an opaque 

and restrictive manner is unacceptable. The Department has been sanctioned by the Courts for failing to 

provide constitutionally adequate medical care to inmates; and it now opens itself – and the taxpayers – 

up to more lawsuits for violating inmates' and staff's First Amendment rights.  

We ask that you rescind the latest Department Order, and that, moving forward, you implement policies 

that increase transparency rather than decreasing it. Further, we ask that future changes involving inmate 

communications with family members, attorneys, news media, or the public, be noticed with an 

opportunity for public comment.  

Sincerely, 
 

 

____________________________        ____________________________ 

Representative Kirsten Engel, LD 10         Representative Domingo DeGrazia, 

LD10 

 

____________________________             ____________________________ 

Representative Diego Rodriguez, LD 27                 Representative Jennifer Pawlik, LD 17 

 

____________________________ 

Representative Athena Salman, LD 26 

 
Cc: Joe Grossman, Legislative Liaison, Arizona Department of Corrections, Rehabilitation and Reentry 


